


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR

REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO DISCONTINUE S1/S2 EDUCATION PROVISION AT LIONEL SCHOOL WITH EFFECT FROM 29 JUNE 2012 AND THAT YOUNG PEOPLE AT THE S1/S2 STAGE CONTINUE THEIR SECONDARY EDUCATION AT THE NICOLSON INSTITUTE FROM 16 AUGUST 2012.
1. Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to discontinue S1/S2 education provision at Lionel School, Isle of Lewis with effect from 29 June 2012 and that S1/S2 pupils continue their education at The Nicolson Institute, Stornoway from 16 August 2012.  Lionel School would continue to offer education at the primary stages, and children would transfer after the P7 stage to secondary education at The Nicolson Institute.   
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 15 June 2010 in connection with Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’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 including a report on Lionel School published by HMIE in November 2008; and

· visits to Lionel School and The Nicolson Institute, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the school, for any other users, for children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper, and for 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 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 discontinuation of S1/S2 education provision at Lionel 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 15 June 2010.  Under the terms of the Act, Bòrd na Gàidhlig was consulted on the Comhairle’s proposal.  
Parents and other members of the wider community were not in favour of the proposal.  They expressed serious concerns around travel to Stornoway, the possible lack of uptake by their children in after‑school activities, and supervision at lunch time and after school.  They were concerned that their children might not have opportunities for Gaelic medium education and the full choice of subjects because of the high numbers in each year group at The Nicolson Institute.  They expressed concerns around the Comhairle’s overall financial calculations and potential savings.  They also made a number of suggestions for alternatives which they felt the Comhairle had not taken sufficiently on board when producing the proposal document.  These included: extending the secondary department in Lionel School to include S3; the department becoming a ‘satellite’ campus of The Nicolson Institute; sharing staff and resources; and using technologies to connect schools and classes together to achieve better opportunities for choice and personalisation in the curriculum.  The new Nicolson Institute is scheduled for completion by August 2012.
2.2 The Parent Council at The Nicolson Institute was of the view that the new school would be capable of accommodating the additional pupils.  
2.3 Members of the local community expressed concerns about families moving out of the area or not moving into the area because of the loss of the secondary department.
2.4 In their consultation response, Bòrd na Gaidhlig state that they would not oppose the closure of the S1/S2 secondary department at Lionel School given that there would be a greater level of Gaelic medium education offered to pupils should they be educated at The Nicolson Institute.  However, it would like to be reassured that the provision stated in the consultative papers is being offered and will be over a number of school years.  
2.5 Pupils were generally not in favour of the proposal to close the secondary department.  All believed that they received a very good education in Lionel School secondary department and had very good opportunities for after‑school activities.  They were very clear that they had opportunities to enhance their learning through visits and taking on responsibilities in school as well as taking part in competitions.  They praised their teachers and the way they were led in their learning.  They expressed serious concerns about travelling to The Nicolson Institute.  Pupils in S2 were looking forward to moving to The Nicolson Institute but none felt that would have been ready for the move at the end of P7.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 In May 2010 the roll of Lionel School was 41 within the S1 and S2 classes.  There were 15 pupils in S1 and 26 in S2.  The school has the capacity for 98 secondary pupils.  If the present trend continues the S1/S2 numbers would fall to 33 (14 in S1 and 19 in S2) by 2016.  The Comhairle bases its case on the declining secondary roll at Lionel School and the benefits to be accrued by moving pupils to the new Nicolson Institute in 2012.  
3.2 The school building was assessed as ‘satisfactory’ in a school estates condition survey conducted on behalf of the Comhairle by the Institute of Public Finance in 2007.  The building is not fully compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The authority states that within its present budget it does not have the means to improve the quality of the school building significantly.
3.3 The Nicolson Institute is a six‑year secondary school situated in the town of Stornoway.  The travelling distance from Lionel to Stornoway is 27 miles.  The Nicolson Institute has a role of 1021 and will move into a new building in August 2012.
3.4 Educational benefits arising from the Comhairle’s proposal include the advantages of learning in a modern school built for the 21st Century curriculum, access to a wider choice of courses, including computing studies, business studies and the option to take Latin.  Young people would also benefit from up‑to‑date information and communications technology (ICT) facilities and there would be an enhanced learning environment for those pupils with additional support needs.  Young people who are fluent in Gaelic could receive Gaelic medium education in social subjects, business studies and home economics and oral instruction in science and technical education.  In media studies, pupils would have the opportunity to produce work in Gaelic although instruction would be in English.  Overall there would be an increase in the number of subjects taught through Gaelic medium, as in Lionel School they presently receive instruction in Gaelic in technical and home economics.  Pupils at Lionel School currently follow a well‑balanced curriculum in which effective links are made between different components and the school is actively taking forward Curriculum for Excellence.  
3.5 Lionel School pupils would benefit from greater flexibility in grouping children for learning and teaching, and access to a wider range of facilities at the new Nicolson Institute, including specialist classrooms; media studies rooms, well‑stocked library; and access to better sports facilities.  However, pupils at Lionel School can access very good ICT facilities with wireless access, a well‑used swimming pool, a well‑stocked library, outdoor sports facilities and access to Spòrs Nis.  In terms of grouping children for learning and teaching, class sizes in The Nicolson Institute vary from 18‑24 pupils.  Class sizes at Lionel School could be around 20 pupils until session 2014.  
3.6 If the proposal goes ahead, young people at the S1/S2 stage who would have attended Lionel School will have to travel to The Nicolson Institute on unsupervised buses in excess of one hour each way.  Young people at the S3‑S6 stage currently make this journey each day.  Parents have suggested that some pupils will have to rise at 6.30 am and not return until around 5.30 pm with implications for homework, family and social life.  This is a very long day and could have a negative impact on the health and wellbeing of the young people, particularly those with additional support needs.  The Comhairle have stated that it will review transport to reduce as far as possible the time taken.  The Comhairle should carry out this review, in consultation with parents, before making any decisions on whether to continue to take forward its proposal to discontinue S1/S2 secondary education at Lionel School.
3.7 While young people will be able to access a wider range of extra‑curricular activities at The Nicolson Institute, the distance would make it more difficult for pupils to stay on, as they would not be able to get home until late in the evening as well as having to journey on an unsupervised service bus.  
3.8 The Comhairle has not fully explored possibilities, costs and benefits, in consultation with community learning and development, Sport and Health and the voluntary sector, for providing after‑school activities in local areas.  This could allay some of the fears of parents but might mean that the social dimension of being part of The Nicolson Institute after‑school activities would be lost if young people returned to their own area after the school day for these activities.  
3.9 The proposal will have no impact on facilities available to the local community as the primary school will remain open and the facilities in the school will remain available to the local community.  However, long journey times to school and return could mean that pupils may not be able or willing to take part in local sporting and cultural events.

3.10 The Comhairle’s proposals will enable some efficiencies accruing from the closure of Lionel School secondary department to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people in the authority’s area.  The Comhairle should further clarify its financial calculations for the proposal to assure stakeholders about transparency.

3.11 The proposal, if implemented, would lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The Comhairle considered the alternative of maintaining the building to at least a ‘satisfactory’ condition and of carrying out further works to make it compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The Comhairle’s current budgetary position would not permit it to carry out such works at the present time.  Additionally, such action would not necessarily increase the school roll to provide a full educational and social experience for the children and young people in attendance.  
3.12 The Comhairle considered other options for the future provision of education for pupils at the S1/S2 stage.  The first of these was maintaining the status quo.  The Comhairle decided that maintaining the status quo did not provide educationally beneficial class groupings which would enrich pupils’ learning experiences.  The Comhairle did not fully consider more radical options, such as, the possibility of Lionel School becoming a ‘satellite’ campus of The Nicolson Institute, sharing staff and resources.
3.13 The second alternative was to extend the provision to S1‑S3.  The Comhairle decided that this was not viable in that it would not provide educationally beneficial class groupings which would enrich the learning experiences and that authority did not have within its current budget the means to develop, fully staff and resource the extended provision.  Lionel School secondary department has a capacity of 94 and the number of pupils would be 48 S1‑S3 pupils in 2016‑17 even if there was no inward migration.  
3.14 The third alternative was to extend provision to S1‑S6.  The Comhairle decided that this was not a viable alternative for the same reasons as given for extending the provision to S1‑S3.  
3.15 The impact of the Comhairle’s proposal on the environment would be minimal as pupils would use the existing transport structure with minor enhancement according to the proposal document.

4. Summary
4.1 The proposal from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar to close Lionel School secondary department and transfer pupils to The Nicolson Institute with effect from August 2012, offers some educational benefits to pupils directly affected by the proposal and to the wider community of Eilean Siar.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children in The Nicolson Institute.
4.2 Young people from S3‑S6 already travel to The Nicolson Institute.  However, parents are justifiably concerned about young people at S1/S2 making this journey.  In taking forward the proposal the Comhairle should assess the impact on pupils’ health and wellbeing and family life in relation to the additional travel which would be necessary.  
4.3 The Comhairle should fully explore possibilities, costs and benefits, in consultation with community learning and development, sport and health and the voluntary sector, for providing after‑school activities in local areas.  
4.4 In taking forward the proposal, the Comhairle should fully explore alternative options and further clarify its financial calculations for the proposal to assure stakeholders about transparency.

4.5 If secondary provision is retained at Lionel School beyond 2012 it is likely that there will be implications for the Comhairle’s proposals to discontinue S1/S2 secondary provision at Shawbost School, Isle of Lewis.
4.6 In its final report, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar should take full account of the composite response submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  
HM Inspectorate of Education

August 2010
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