


FCONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR
REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR TO CLOSE STONEYBRIDGE PRIMARY SCHOOL AND TRANSFER CHILDREN TO IOCHDAR PRIMARY SCHOOL.
1. Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to close Stoneybridge Primary School and transfer children to lochdar Primary School.
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 21 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 including a report on Stoneybridge Primary School published by HMIE in December 2009; and

· visits to Stoneybridge Primary School and lochdar Primary School, including discussions and interviews with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children 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 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 Stoneybridge 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 21 June 2010.  Under the terms of the Act, Bòrd na Gàidhlig was consulted on the Comhairle’s proposal.  
2.2 Parents of the eight children who were attending Stoneybridge Primary School have already opted to send their children to Iochdar Primary School on a full‑time basis.  The transfer of children from Stoneybridge Primary School to Iochdar Primary School was amicable with the benefits agreed by parents, children and members of the community.

2.3 Parents and children are pleased that Iochdar Primary School provides better opportunities for social interaction.  Children are happy and value having more children of their own age to interact with.  Parents feel that their children’s 
confidence has grown since attending lochdar Primary School.
2.4 Parents noted that that their children have fewer opportunities to use Gaelic at lochdar Primary School than they did at Stoneybridge Primary School.  Stoneybridge Primary School was designated by the Comhairle as a Gaelic school, while lochdar Primary School provides Gaelic medium education.  Parents are keen that children’s very good levels of fluency in Gaelic, as noted in the HMIE report of December 2009, are retained and extended at lochdar Primary School.
2.5
Parents are content with the current travel arrangements whereby children travel by bus to lochdar Primary School.  This transport is provided at no cost to parents.  They are unsure of the long-term arrangements that Comhairle nan Eilean Siar would be securing for travel.  

2.6
Stoneybridge Primary School and the surrounding area benefits from the use of a community hall.  As such, parents and the community do not hold strong views about how the school building will be utilised.  
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
There were eight pupils on the roll of Stoneybridge Primary School until March 2010.  The projected roll indicates a further downward trend with no three or four year olds in the catchment area.  The school has a capacity for 33 children.  Iochdar Primary School also has a declining roll.  It has a roll of 61 children, with a capacity for 183 children.  It is ten miles from Stoneybridge School.  There are two English medium classes and two Gaelic medium classes at Iochdar Primary School.  Stoneybridge Primary School and lochdar Primary School are managed by the same headteacher in a shared headship arrangement.  The proposal would not present any obvious adverse affect for Iochdar Primary School as the receiving school.  There is sufficient accommodation. 
3.2
Children from Stoneybridge Primary School have gradually increased their part‑time attendance at Iochdar Primary School to full-time.  Parents recognised that this gradual arrangement better met the needs of their children and addressed the concerns outlined in the HMIE report of 2008.  
3.3
Children at Stoneybridge Primary School will gain social and educational benefits by attending Iochdar Primary School.  There are increased opportunities for extra-curricular activities.  The larger school roll enables greater flexibility in grouping children for learning and teaching.  
3.4
In general, the Comhairle’s proposal would enable efficiencies accruing from the closure of Stoneybridge 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 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar .
3.5
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 other viable alternatives to closure.  The only option would be to maintain the building and make it Disability Discrimination Act 2005 compliant.  The Comhairle should provide a clear indication of the estimated costs of upgrade and potential savings.  However, parents and children are already recognising the benefits of being educated at Iochdar Primary School.  This, and taking into account budget constraints, does not present a viable alternative to closure.
4. Summary
4.1
The proposal from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar to close Stoneybridge Primary School and transfer children to Iochdar Primary School with effect from August 2011, offers educational benefits to children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  These benefits relate to the social and personal development of children moving to the larger school, and to the efficient and effective use of available resources for the education service.  The proposed move to the larger school offers children from Stoneybridge Primary School an enhanced range of educational experiences.  There is sufficient space in the proposed receiving school to accommodate the children from Stoneybridge Primary School.  The proposal will not adversely affect the quality of education for children in Iochdar Primary School.  Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’s proposal has the support of parents and other members of the local community. 

4.2
While the additional transport arrangements would have 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.
4.3
In its final report, the Comhairle should take full account of the concerns of parents in relation to Gaelic medium education and the composite response to the consultation, submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  
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