


Consultation proposal by Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 

Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to relocate Castlebay Community School Nursery Class within Castlebay Community School

1.
Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to relocate Castlebay Community School Nursery Class from its existing accommodation within the Children’s Centre to the primary department of Castlebay Community School.

1.2 The report from Education Scotland is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by HM Inspectors in accordance with the terms of the Act.

1.3 HM Inspectors undertook the following activities in considering the educational aspects of the proposal:

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the Comhairle in relation to the proposal, specifically the educational benefits statement and related consultation documents, written and oral submissions from parents and others;

· consideration of further representations made directly to Education Scotland on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· visits to the site of the Nursery Class and Castlebay Community School, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the nursery class and school; any other users; children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; and other children and young people in the Comhairle area;

· any other likely effects of the proposal;

· how the Comhairle intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal; and

· benefits which the Comhairle believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the Comhairle’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

1.5 
As the proposal will lead to the relocation of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HM Inspectors also took account of the Comhairle’s consideration of:

· viable alternatives to the relocation of Castlebay Community School Nursery Class;

· the likely effect on the local community with regard to sustainability and on the community’s access to the buildings, grounds and facilities if the school were to close, and

· the likely effect of different travelling arrangements on the environment and on children and young people and other school users occasioned by the closure.
2. Consultation process
2.1
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included an invitation for written submissions and a public meeting held on 1 February 2012.  Following a request from the Parent Council, the consultation was extended by two weeks.

2.2
Parents were strongly opposed to the proposal.  They felt that the Comhairle’s proposals had not been sufficiently well considered.  They felt that the quality of the learning environment in the proposed accommodation would be inferior to the existing facilities at the Children’s Centre.  In particular, they were concerned about the proposed arrangements for toilet facilities for their children, the quality of the outdoor environment, arrangements for dropping off their children and security.

2.3
Parents recognised that the capacity of the existing accommodation did not meet the demand for Gaelic medium provision, as the roll increased.  They felt that alternative options should be considered more fully by the Comhairle.  Most parents were not opposed to relocation of the nursery, if the proposals provided an equal or better learning environment for their children.  They recognised the benefits of effective links between nursery and primary but felt that these benefits could still be realised within the existing provision.  They were concerned that the cost of the rental for the nursery accommodation was a key reason for relocation of the nursery.

2.4
Parents of children at Castlebay Community School were concerned about the potential impact of the proposed adaptations in the primary department on the learning experience of their children.  For example, they felt that there would be less space for activities. 
2.5
Staff held differing views about the proposal.  School staff recognised the potential benefits of relocating the nursery class, including the opportunities for collegiate working.  Whilst a few school staff felt that the adaptations would not have a negative affect on pupils in the primary department, others felt that loss of a classroom and open area would impact on the activities which they provided.  Staff in the nursery class were positive about working with colleagues in the primary department.  However, they felt that these important links were already established and could continue to be achieved through remaining in the existing accommodation.  They felt that children were already familiar with the school building, for example through their regular visits to the swimming pool and gym hall.

2.6
Children at the primary school were aware of the proposal and had been consulted by the Comhairle’s officers.  They felt that it would be helpful for nursery children if they could be in the same building as their older brothers and sisters.  As P7 children were buddies for P1, there would be more opportunities for them to get to know the nursery children when they were in P6.  They had differing views about how the proposal might impact on their learning experiences.

2.7
The Board of Directors at Barra Children’s Centre had made a joint submission with the Castlebay Community School Parent Council to the Comhairle.  The submission made the case that the relocation of the nursery would not bring educational benefits and that the adaptations to the accommodation would result in a reduction in the quality of the learning environment for both nursery and primary children.  A planning application for an extension to the Children’s Centre was also submitted to the Comhairle.

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
Castlebay Community School comprises a nursery, primary and secondary.  The nursery is registered to accommodate 36 children aged two and a half to five years.  It is located in Barra Children’s Centre which is approximately 150 metres from Castlebay Community School.  The Children’s Centre is used by a parent and toddler group and includes a public café.  The Comhairle has a rental agreement for the use of the nursery accommodation.  Accommodation for the nursery includes two purpose built playrooms, toilets and a small kitchen.  Parents access the nursery through a secure entry system.  Children regularly use the outdoor play area and garden.  As a result of the rise in the number of parents requesting Gaelic medium provision, a partition in the Gaelic medium playroom has been removed to increase capacity.  The Comhairle contend that as the service has now outgrown the available space, it has become increasingly difficult to meet the demands of parents for Gaelic medium provision. 
3.2
Two pre-school sessions are in operation each morning, one through the medium of Gaelic and one through the medium of English.  In addition, the Comhairle runs an afternoon childcare session.  This service is subject to demand.  In 2012/2013, the Comhairle anticipate that the roll of the English medium nursery class will increase from 16 to 20 places and from 20 to 24 in the Gaelic medium nursery class.  The Gaelic medium class will therefore be over capacity during this year.  It is anticipated that the projected roll in 2013/2014 will be less. 
3.3
The Comhairle propose that the accommodation within the primary department of the school be adapted to provide: two Gaelic medium classrooms, two English medium classrooms, one general purpose room that could be converted to a classroom should school rolls increase, one Gaelic medium nursery room and one English medium Nursery room.

3.4
In September 2011 the primary department had a roll of 70 pupils, 38 of whom are taught through the medium of Gaelic.  The capacity of the primary school is 125 pupils.  Both rooms can accommodate up to 29 children aged between three and five.  The Comhairle believe that the proposed accommodation would allow for growth in Gaelic provision.  It is proposed that adaptations are made during the school holidays to be ready for entry in October 2012.
3.5
In April 2010, as part of the asset management planning of the Comhairle, Castlebay Community School was identified as a school of high priority for remodelling.  This school is considered to be a category C (Poor) building and the Comhairle aim to improve it to category B (Satisfactory) by 2015.  Issues relating to the security of the building which were raised by HM Inspectors in the inspection report of January 2008 have not yet been addressed by the Comhairle.  Whilst the primary department is accessible, the building does not meet statutory requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act 2006.

3.6
In the follow-through report of May 2011, HM Inspectors noted better planned transitions from nursery to P1.  The proposal to locate the nursery within the primary department of the school would assist staff further in strengthening the current working arrangements to build upon children’s prior learning at the early level.  Staff would have more opportunities to share practice and expertise and plan the curriculum together at the early level.  A few children from the nursery class transfer to P1 at Eoligarry Primary School.  It is proposed that these arrangements would continue.  As both nursery rooms would not be in operation all day, the nursery accommodation could be used by groups of children from the primary department as and when required.  There would still be an additional general purpose room available to primary-aged children.

3.7
There would be potential for the headteacher to develop further approaches to monitoring and evaluating the quality of education in the nursery.  Currently, access to the nursery is through a shared entrance with other users of the building.  There would be greater scope for the nursery staff to work with primary staff in self‑evaluation across the nursery class and primary school.

3.8
The Children’s Centre would be affected by the loss of rent from the nursery.  The management committee of this building would require support to identify alternative uses for the space and sources of funding.  The Comhairle has stated its commitment to supporting the voluntary committee through this process.

3.9
The proposed accommodation in the primary department is used after school for activities that include music and dance tuition.  If the proposal were to be taken forward, it would be important for alternative accommodation to be allocated for these users of the service.

3.10
As the proposal involves relocation of rural provision as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HM Inspectors also took account of the Comhairle’s consideration of viable alternatives.  The Comhairle needs to consider these alternatives more fully including the possibility of operating morning and afternoon sessions in the existing accommodation.

4. Summary

4.1
The Comhairle’s proposal sets out the educational benefits of relocating the nursery class within the primary department which will meet the demand for nursery places in both English and Gaelic medium.  There would be potential for strengthening the working arrangements between staff through building more effectively upon children’s prior learning and for sharing expertise and resources.  There would be greater scope to develop approaches to self-evaluation.  However, there is significant opposition to the proposal, particularly from parents and the community.  The current proposals for the accommodation do not provide sufficient clarity about how the quality of the environment will be better for children.  In its final report, the Comhairle needs to ensure that these strong concerns are addressed. The Comhairle needs to consult parents and staff about the design of plans for the proposed accommodation of the nursery.  
4.2
Whilst there is potential to make more effective use of the existing accommodation in the primary department, the impact of the proposed adaptations and the increased roll within the primary department need to be considered further.

4.3
The Comhairle faces challenges in relation to the timescale in implementing the proposal by October 2012.  The proposals are designed to address current issues of accommodation.  However, the Comhairle plan to review and update the accommodation in Castlebay Community School by 2015.  The proposal needs to be considered strategically within this context, taking into account roll projections in the nursery and in the primary department.
4.4
In its final report, the Comhairle needs to ensure that the viable alternative options have been fully explored.

4.5
As the school is located close to the existing accommodation at the Children’s Centre, there would be no impact on the environment of different travelling arrangements.
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