


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR

REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR TO CLOSE BALALLAN PRIMARY SCHOOL WITH EFFECT FROM 29 JUNE 2012 AND TRANSFER CHILDREN TO SGOIL NAN LOCH WITH EFFECT FROM 16 AUGUST 2012. 
1. Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to close Balallan Primary School in June 2012 and transfer pupils to Sgoil nan Loch from August 2012.

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

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

· attendance at the public meeting held on Wednesday 2 June 2010 in connection with the Comhairle’s proposals;

· 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 information on all schools affected; and

· visits to Balallan Primary School and Sgoil nan Loch, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the 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’s 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 closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HMIE also took account of the Comhairle’s consideration of:

· viable alternatives to the closure of Balallan Primary School;
· 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 2 June 2010.  Under the terms of the Act, Bòrd na Gàidhlig was consulted on the Comhairle’s proposal.  
2.2 Parents of children attending Balallan Primary School and the adjacent independently run Croileagan, were strongly opposed to the Comhairle’s proposal.  They made particular reference to transport issues, especially for children and parents living significant distances from main roads.  They believed parents with limited access to private transport would be severely disadvantaged.  Parents questioned the practicality of transporting pre-school children eight miles to the proposed facility at Sgoil nan Loch for half-day sessions.  Sgoil nan Loch is not situated in an identifiable community and parents justifiably felt there would be nowhere for them to wait while children attended the pre-school facility.  Parents were strongly supportive of the Gaelic ethos that permeates both Balallan Primary School and the Croileagan.  They feared that it would be diluted in a larger school.  Parents were generally unconvinced by the Comhairle’s argument that children would learn more effectively in larger groups. 

2.3
HMIE did not have the opportunity to seek the views of children about the proposals. 
2.4
Staff were proud and supportive of their school.  They felt that, despite the small roll, the needs of all children were being met effectively and they were well placed to take forward Curriculum for Excellence.  They felt the school was well resourced, particularly in the area of information and communications technology (ICT).  Staff believed that the comparatively small school roll ensures that all children take part in a very wide range of extra-curricular activities.

2.4
Parents and members of the wider community felt strongly that closure of Balallan Primary School and the Croileagan would have a serious and adverse impact on the future viability of the entire community.  In particular, they believed young people with families would not move to the area if pre-school and primary education were removed.  They expressed concerns about future use of the school buildings.
2.5
Children attending Sgoil nan Loch were generally positive about the prospect of learning and playing in larger groups and teams and making new friends.  A few expressed concern about lack of space.  On the whole, staff and parents welcomed the proposal.  Some felt that the way the school used its accommodation might have to be reviewed, particularly if S1/2 provision continued beyond June 2012.  Staff were positive about the proposal to provide Gaelic medium education at Sgoil nan Loch.
2.6
In its consultation submission, Bòrd na Gàidhlig welcomed the proposed introduction of Gaelic medium education to Sgoil nan Loch.  It further welcomed the replacement of the independently run Croileagan at Balallan Primary School by a facility managed by the Comhairle at Sgoil nan Loch.  On the basis that the Comhairle’s proposal could strengthen Gaelic medium education, Bòrd na Gàidhlig did not oppose the closure of Balallan Primary School. 
3.Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 While the school roll of Balallan Primary School has declined by 43% over the past seven years, there was an increase of 14% in 2009/10.  Eight children were due to leave the school in 2010.  The projected roll for 2010/2011 was 17.  A number of children who live in the area for Balallan Primary School already attend Sgoil nan Loch, through placing requests.  The schools estates survey (2007), conducted on behalf of the Comhairle by the Institute of Public Finance, assessed the school building as ‘satisfactory’.  However, the building is not fully compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 2005.  An attractive multi-purpose activity/dining area was added in 2007.  The school is well resourced and children have good access to ICT.  The comparatively small roll means that all children are able to participate in school sporting, musical and social activities.  
3.2 Sgoil nan Loch is approximately eight miles from Balallan Primary School.  The distance is considerably greater for some children who currently attend either the Croileagan or Balallan Primary School and whose homes are more distant from a main road.  There are few community or social facilities in the immediate vicinity of Sgoil nan Loch.  Sgoil nan Loch is a modern building currently offering pre-school, primary and S1/2 secondary education.  The 2007 estates survey assessed the school building as ‘satisfactory’.  The Comhairle intends to carry out work to make the building fully DDA compliant.  The roll of the primary department was 72 in May 2010.  There is onsite provision for children and young people with Severe and Complex Needs.  At present, children attending Balallan Primary School transfer to Sgoil nan Loch School at the end of P7.  They transfer to The Nicolson Institute in Stornoway at the end of S2.  Children currently learn in five English medium classes.  Gaelic medium education is not presently available at Sgoil nan Loch.  The school is managed on a shared basis with Pairc School.  The Comhairle’s proposal would not have a negative impact on the learning of children who currently attend Sgoil nan Loch.

3.3 The Comhairle’s proposal would mean that children currently in P1 to P4 at Balallan Primary School would transfer to Sgoil nan Loch from August 2012.  The Comhairle proposes to provide free transport to Sgoil nan Loch for all children who would have attended Balallan Primary School.  The Comhairle is committed to taking ‘reasonable steps’ to minimise journey time for children who live more than 30 minutes from Sgoil nan Loch.  Nevertheless, the Comhairle’s proposal would significantly increase travel times to and from Sgoil nan Loch, particularly for those children who live some distance from a main road.  

3.4 The Comhairle proposes to assume responsibility in 2011 for the independently managed Croileagan, situated at Balallan Primary School.  In the event of the closure of Balallan Primary School, the Croileagan would be amalgamated in 2012 with the existing English medium provision at Sgoil nan Loch.  Closure of the Croileagan at Balallan Primary School would have significant impact on the thriving pre-school provision in the Kinloch area.  Parents of pre-school children would have to transport very young children to the replacement facility at Sgoil nan Loch.  This could be challenging for those without access to a car or who live some distance from a main road.  The future of the weekly parent and toddler group would be in doubt.  The transfer of the Croileagan from Balallan to Sgoil nan Loch, would assist continuity of transition from pre-school to primary education.  

3.5 In general, the Comhairle’s proposals would enable efficiencies accruing from the closure of Balallan Primary School to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the Comhairle’s  area.  This argument is strong in the context of over-capacity within schools in the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  However, some parents and members of the community expressed confusion about projected savings and how the figure had been calculated by the Comhairle.  The Comhairle should provide a clear indication of the estimated costs of upgrade and potential savings.
3.6 The Comhairle’s document of May 2010 refers to the educational benefits arising from its proposal.  These include improved transition arrangements; a modern and flexible learning environment more suited to Curriculum for Excellence; greater flexibility in grouping children for learning and teaching; better outdoor learning facilities; improved access to ICT; enhanced provision to cater for children who may have additional support needs and a wider range of extra curricular activities.  The Comhairle believes that its proposal would strengthen arrangements for staff and curriculum development.

3.7 There is a strong educational case for enabling children to learn together with those of a similar age and stage, particularly in the context of Curriculum for Excellence.  However, children at Balallan Primary School enjoy a wide range of learning and social experiences.  They have access to a variety of resources including ICT and participate in many out-of‑class activities.  They also have access to a modern and attractive multi-purpose area.  

3.8
There is a strong and participative Gaelic ethos and tradition in the Croileagan, and in Balallan Primary School and the wider community.  The Gaelic ethos is less strong in Sgoil nan Loch.  The Comhairle intends to introduce Gaelic medium education to Sgoil nan Loch and believes this would increase its availability to more prospective parents.  

3.9
As the proposal will lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HMIE also took account of the Comhairle’s consideration of viable alternatives to the closure of the school.  The Comhairle believes that the only viable alternative to closure is to maintain the school building at its current level and to carry out works to make it fully DDA compliant.  Sgoil nan Loch also requires work to be carried out to make it fully compliant with the Act.  Additionally, the Comhairle believes that such action would not increase the school roll to provide a full educational and social experience for the children in attendance. 

3.10
The Comhairle believes the effect of its proposal on the local community would be limited.  Its proposal cites The Outer Hebrides Migration Study 2008, as evidence that the closure of Balallan Primary School would not impact significantly on the key factors identified in the study for sustainable communities.  However, members of the community felt strongly that the loss of the school would impact on the community’s future viability, as families with young children could be discouraged from settling there.  They felt that the recent increase in the roll showed that numbers could rise in future.  They justifiably believed that the proposed re-location of the Croileagan to Sgoil nan Loch and the possible loss of the weekly mother and toddler group, could have a significant impact on the community.  Members of the community were concerned about future use of the building should the school close.  The Comhairle’s proposal indicates that the community would have access to the adjacent hall and to a wider range of facilities at Sgoil nan Loch.  However, the school’s modern and attractive multi-purpose area represents a significant and valuable community resource.  The Comhairle’s proposal does not indicate its intentions for the modern multi-purpose area at Balallan Primary School.  The Comhairle policy sets out its procedures for disposing of buildings considered surplus to its requirements.

3.11
The Comhairle’s proposal would require different travel arrangements that could impact on the environment, young people and other school users.  The Comhairle recognises that an additional ‘midi-coach’ would be required to transport children from the Kinloch area to Sgoil nan Loch.  Further arrangements would be required to transport children living some distance from a main road.  Members of the community expressed serious and justified concerns about the Comhairle’s transport proposals, particularly for very young children living in more remote areas such as Eishken.  Additional journeys would be required to transport pre‑school children to the proposed alternative facility at Sgoil nan Loch.       

4 Summary

4.1

On balance, the proposal from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar to close Balallan Primary School in June 2012 and to transfer children to Sgoil nan Loch with effect from August 2012, offers some educational benefit for the children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  Children would benefit from learning and working in larger groups with others of their own age and stage, particularly within the context of Curriculum for Excellence.  They would benefit from access to the wider range of facilities available at Sgoil nan Loch.  There would be more opportunity for staff development and for staff to work together to develop the curriculum and learning materials. 
4.2
The Comhairle’s proposal raises several important issues that require to be addressed.  The proposal would significantly increase travel time for children who currently attend Balallan Primary School.  Additional transport would be required to take children to Sgoil nan Loch and fewer children would be able to make their own way to school.  The Comhairle should assess the impact of its travel proposals on children and their learning, particularly on those living some distance from a main road.  Travel arrangements could also limit children’s participation in after‑school activities.  

4.3
The Comhairle’s proposal to relocate the Croileagan from Balallan Primary School to Sgoil nan Loch would have significant travel, cost and time implications for parents of pre-school children wishing to access the relocated facility.  The proposal could limit the participation of families with limited access to private transport.  The Comhairle should accurately determine the demand for pre-school provision in the Kinloch area over the next two years.  It should assess the impact of its proposal on families in the area who may wish to access that provision.

4.4
The current availability of Gaelic medium education is highly valued by parents and the wider community in the Kinloch area.  It underpins much of the local culture.  Taking into account the proposed introduction of Gaelic medium provision at Sgoil nan Loch, Gaelic medium education could be strengthened.  The Comhairle should discuss with the local community and with Bòrd na Gàidhlig how it intends to maintain the area’s Gaelic language and culture, should it proceed with its proposal.

4.5
While the wider community makes limited use of the school building, the modern multi-purpose area is a significant community asset.  The Comhairle should consider how its future use could continue to benefit the community.  The Comhairle should also set out clearly how it intends to ensure that the implementation of its proposal does not have an adverse impact on the sustainability of the community and the community’s access to facilities.    

4.6
While the additional transport arrangements would have an environmental impact, the Comhairle consider that if the proposal were to be adopted there would be a reduction in the carbon footprint due to a reduced amount of energy being used to heat one school instead of two.
4.7
In its final report, the Comhairle should take full account of the composite response submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.
HM Inspectorate of Education
August 2010
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