


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR

REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR TO CLOSE CROSS PRIMARY SCHOOL WITH EFFECT FROM 30 JUNE 2011 AND TRANSFER CHILDREN TO LIONEL SCHOOL FROM 18 AUGUST 2011
1. Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to close Cross Primary School in June 2011 and transfer children to Lionel School from August 2011.  

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 1 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 representations made directly to HMIE on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to Cross Primary School and Lionel School, 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 Cross 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 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 June 2010.  Under the terms of the Act, Bòrd na Gàidhlig was consulted on the Comhairle’s proposal.  

2.2 Children at Cross Primary School were proud of their school and were very positive about their learning in and out of class.  They did not think being in a single class interfered with their learning or their achievement.  They were familiar with Lionel School and were generally positive about it, although a few were concerned about being with young people of secondary age. 

2.3 Parents of children attending Cross Primary School were strongly opposed to the Comhairle’s proposal, which they felt would remove parental choice.  They perceived Cross Primary School to be a successful school that gives children an effective and secure start.  Parents believed some of the Comhairle’s earlier actions had discouraged parents from sending their children to Cross Primary School, thereby reducing its roll.  Parents queried the Comhairle’s proposal to close the school in June 2011 and expressed concern about the capacity of Lionel School to accommodate the children transferred from Cross Primary School.  Parents were concerned about travel arrangements for very young children who would arrive at Lionel School well before the start of the school day.  Parents expressed concern about dropping off arrangements for very young children returning in the late afternoon and who would have to cross a main road to reach their homes. 

2.4  Staff were strongly committed to Cross Primary School.  Most were unclear how the proposal would affect them and how they might be redeployed.  The Comhairle is committed to consultation with relevant trade unions and individuals where the implementation of its proposals impacts on staff.   

2.5
In case of closure of Cross Primary School, resulting in children transferring to Lionel School, Gaelic medium education would be available for the first time and this is welcomed by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 In May 2010 the roll of Cross Primary School was 13, a decrease of approximately 56% over seven years.  All children learn in a single composite class.  There is no provision for Gaelic medium education at Cross Primary School.  The school is well resourced particularly with information and communications technology (ICT).  The schools estates survey (2007), conducted on behalf of the Comhairle by the Institute of Public Finance, assessed the school building as ‘poor’.  The building is not fully compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The same headteacher is currently responsible for leading and managing Cross Primary School and Lionel School.  There are productive links between the two schools.  Children from Cross Primary School have joint physical education lessons throughout the year with children who attend Lionel School.  Staff from Cross Primary School join colleagues from Lionel School for professional development and to develop curriculum and learning materials. 

3.2 Lionel School is situated approximately three miles from Cross Primary School.  It provides primary and S1/2 secondary education.  In May 2010 the primary roll was 68, an increase of approximately 28% over the past seven years.  Children learn in three Gaelic medium and two English medium classes.  The school provides a wide range of high‑quality facilities including a swimming pool.  Children and young people have access to a modern games hall.  The school estates survey (2007) assessed the school as ‘satisfactory’.  At present children attending Cross Primary School transfer to Lionel School at P7.  They transfer to The Nicolson Institute in Stornoway at the end of S2.  The Comhairle is consulting on its proposal to discontinue secondary education at Lionel School from June 2012. 

3.3 The Comhairle’s proposal would mean that children currently in P1–P5 at Cross Primary School would transfer to Lionel School from August 2011.  The Comhairle proposes to provide transport to Lionel School for all children who otherwise would have attended Cross Primary School.

3.4 The Comhairle’s proposal would have no immediate impact on pre-school provision.  A Croileagan, run by the voluntary sector, occupies the former Cross Primary School canteen.  Children attending the Croileagan use the play areas at Cross Primary School.  At present children transfer from the Croileagan to either Lionel School or Cross Primary School.  The Comhairle’s proposal would mean all children currently attending the Croileagan would transfer to Lionel School from August 2011.  

3.5 Cross Primary School has not had school lets out of school hours for the past 12 months.  The closure of Cross Primary School is unlikely to have major impact on the wider community or on its sustainability.

3.6 In general, the Comhairle’s proposal would enable efficiencies accruing from the closure of Cross 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 expressed confusion about the Comhairle’s calculation of the cost of educating a pupil at Cross Primary School, in particular the high transport costs.  The Comhairle should provide a clear indication of the estimated costs of upgrade and potential savings.

3.7 The Comhairle’s document of May 2010 sets out clearly a range of educational benefits arising from its proposal.  These include a better and more flexible learning and social environment; greater opportunity for children to learn and interact with others of the same age and stage; better arrangements for meeting all learners’ needs, including those requiring additional support; a more extensive range of ICT and a wider range of extra curricular activities.  Gaelic medium education would be available for all children at Lionel School.  This provision is not currently available at Cross Primary School.  Staff would have more opportunities to come together to undertake professional and curriculum development.

3.8 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 would be to upgrade the school to ‘satisfactory’ condition and to make it fully compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  While significant investment could improve the building, it would not necessarily increase the number of children attending the school.  The Comhairle justifiably believes this is not a viable alternative to the closure of Cross Primary School.  Parents believe that the Comhairle has not been sufficiently imaginative in identifying viable alternatives, such as the use of technology and shared use of the building with community groups. 

3.9 The Comhairle’s proposal would require more children to travel to Lionel School.  The Comhairle does not believe that additional travel would have a negative impact on children or the environment.  There would be no longer be a requirement to transport children to Lionel School for physical education and swimming lessons as the children would be located on site.  However, parents expressed concerns about the timing and safety of school transport arrangements, particularly for very young children.    

4. Summary

4.1 The proposal from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar to close Cross Primary School and transfer children to Lionel School from August 2011, offers some educational benefits to the children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  Children would have greater opportunity to learn and engage in social activities with others of similar age and stage.  Children would be able to learn through interaction and collaboration to better achieve the outcomes of Curriculum for Excellence.  They would have access to better and more modern facilities.  Children would have improved access to Gaelic medium education.  They would have access to a wider range of extra-curricular activities, although travel could restrict some children’s participation.  Teachers would have more opportunity for professional dialogue and to share good practice.

4.2 Some parents had concerns about the number of primary classrooms at Lionel School, particularly if S1/2 secondary education continues there.  In taking forward its proposal, the Comhairle should assess the quality and availability of primary classroom accommodation at Lionel School, particularly while S1/2 secondary education continues there.

4.3 The Comhairle should address parents’ concerns with regard to the calculation of the cost of educating a child at Cross Primary School.  In its final consultation report, the Comhairle should also ensure that it has fully considered and explored viable alternatives to closure, including those raised during the consultation.

4.4 The Comhairle should assess its transport arrangements, in particular the arrival and departure times for very young children at Lionel School.  It should assess its arrangements to ensure the safety of children when they disembark from school transport at the end of the school day. 

4.5 The additional transport arrangements would have a negative impact on the environment.  However, 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.

4.6 In its final report, the Comhairle should take full account of the composite response submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  
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