


Consultation proposal by East Renfrewshire Council
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to close Auchenback Primary School at the end of June 2011 and transfer pupils to Springhill Primary School in August 2011.  The proposal involves combining the catchment areas of Auchenback and Springhill Primary Schools to form the catchment area for the amalgamated primary school at Springhill.
Introduction

1.1 East Renfrewshire Council proposes to rationalise the provision of non‑denominational primary education in the Auchenback and Springhill areas to take effect from school session 2011/2012.  The council proposes to close Auchenback Primary School in June 2011 and transfer all children to Springhill Primary School as of August 2011. 

1.2 The report from HM Inspectorate of Education (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:

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the council 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 Springhill Primary School and Auchenback Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the schools, 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 council area;
· any other likely effects of the proposal;
· how the council intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal; and
· benefits which the council believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 East Renfrewshire Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included a public meeting held in January 2011 and invitations to submit written responses or to complete a pro-forma.  The consultation period ran from 20 December 2010 to 10 February 2011.  The council received a large number of responses to its proposal, including a signed petition.  A majority of pro-forma responses did not support the proposal.  The signed petition was against the proposal.  Independent consultants were employed by the council to undertake a consultation exercise with children in attendance at the schools involved in the proposal.  
2.2 Parents of children attending Auchenback Primary School are opposed to the proposal and want Auchenback Primary School to remain open.  They questioned the educational benefits as outlined in the proposal.  They believe that Auchenback Primary School is the centre of the community and that the closure of the school would have a negative impact on the wider community.  They expressed concern for children currently in P6 who would have to move for their P7 year to Springhill Primary School and then transfer to Barrhead High School during the following year.  Parents are concerned about the distance to Springhill Primary School and the possible safety implications for their children in relation to the routes they may have to take.  They consider that children may not be able to benefit from after-school activities at Springhill Primary School due to the distance in walking home.  Parents also expressed concern about traffic congestion around Springhill Primary School.
2.3
The Parent Council and parents of children attending Springhill Primary School accept the economic necessity of the proposal and whilst opposing the proposal in principle, support it in practice.  They are willing to achieve the best possible outcomes for all concerned.  However, they are concerned about the future management arrangements of the amalgamated school, including the post of headteacher, should the proposal go ahead.

2.4
Parents and staff do not believe that the timescale set by the council is realistic.  They are concerned that there may not be sufficient time for transition arrangements to support all children in the transition to the amalgamated school.  Staff are also concerned about the future staffing arrangements should the proposal go ahead.

2.5
Almost all children who attend Auchenback Primary School are opposed to the proposal.  They do not want their school to close.  They appreciate the wide range of after-school activities at Auchenback Primary School, including the youth club which the janitor runs for them in the evening.  They are concerned about the location of Springhill Primary School and the increased distance they would have to walk to and from school.  Children attending Springhill Primary School have mixed views about the proposal.  They are very happy with the way that their school operates and do not want to lose the school’s ethos should it become a larger school. 
2.6 
Overall, parents, children and staff expressed concern about the future identity of the amalgamated school, including the school uniform and the name of the school.  They would like more detail about the merged school.
3.
Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1
The Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010 sets out clearly the duties of a council with regard to its educational benefits statement.  The main educational benefit the council claims for its proposal is to make more efficient use of resources between the two schools in order to redirect resources to learning and teaching.  The council asserts that through the proposal, children would benefit from a broader staff expertise and range of learning and teaching approaches.  The council’s proposal claims that the amalgamation would provide even more opportunities for school clubs and out-of-school hours experiences.  Parental concerns about the increased distance which children need to travel at the end of the school day potentially may prevent some children from benefiting from these activities. 
3.2
Both Springhill Primary School and Auchenback Primary School are currently operating under capacity.  The current roll of Auchenback Primary School is 135 which gives an occupancy of 32%.  The current roll of Springhill Primary School is 140 which gives an occupancy of 48%.  The council claims that, whilst the school estates survey conducted on behalf of the council by an external consultant categorised both buildings as adequate with minor problems, the teaching areas in Springhill Primary School are in a better condition and the overall school site is 40% larger, with landscaped gardens.  The proposal would therefore allow children access to a more extensive outdoor area.
3.3
As both Auchenback and Springhill Primary Schools are associated with Arthurlie Family Centre, the proposed amalgamation would have no effect on the existing transfer arrangements for children due to start school in two years time.  
3.4
Auchenback Primary School and Springhill Primary School benefit from productive links with Barrhead High School.  At P7, children from both Auchenback and Springhill Primary Schools transfer to Barrhead High School.  The adoption of the proposal will therefore have no impact on transfer arrangements.  Both schools also work closely with Barrhead High School and other associated primary schools and nurseries in developing the curriculum in line with Curriculum for Excellence.  If the council’s proposal was to go ahead, transition arrangements and curricular liaison would be unaffected by the amalgamation.
3.5

The Neilston Pipe Band uses the Auchenback Primary School premises on a regular basis.  The council intends to support the pipe band in securing the use of other available accommodation in the area.  The council gives assurances that any directly related school activities held in the evening would be transferred to Springhill Primary School.  The Sports Development team and Child Care Information Service who are currently based within Springhill Primary School will be transferred to other premises to create additional classroom space for the amalgamated school. 
3.6
Scottish Ministers have the right to call-in decisions to close schools.  The current timeline for this proposal does not give sufficient consideration to the possible impact of this process on the council’s plans.  In general, the current timescale for the proposal will make it difficult to avoid children being told, at a late stage in the school year, of the school they will be expected to attend in the following school session.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to ensure that it provides sufficient time for effective communication with parents, staff and children to alleviate some of their concerns and ensure effective transitions for children from Auchenback Primary School to Springhill Primary School.  The council acknowledges that for some children with additional support needs there may be a need for an extended period of transition with the staff from both schools working with parents to ensure a smooth transition.  
3.7
There would be likely increased traffic congestion at the start and the end of the school day.  The council proposes to review travel plans and crossing patrols to ensure safety.
4
Summary

4.1
The council’s proposal has identified potential educational benefits to the wider community of East Renfrewshire in relation to the efficient and effective use of available resources within the education service.  The proposal highlights the need to reduce expenditure on maintaining ‘empty space’ because of low occupancy rates, and allows the council to redirect resources.  The proposal will reduce the number of non‑denominational schools in Barrhead to three, all of a similar size.
4.2
There are likely to be some educational benefits in relation to the broader staff expertise.  Children will have access to a larger outdoor learning environment. 

4.3
The council needs to ensure that any traffic management and safety issues which arise if the proposal is implemented are addressed. 

4.4
The council has set a challenging timeline to take forward the proposal for amalgamation.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to ensure that it provides sufficient time for effective communication with parents, staff and children to alleviate some of their concerns and ensure effective transitions for children from Auchenback Primary School to Springhill Primary School.  Whatever course of action the council chooses to take, it needs to continue to consult with parents, children, and staff of both schools and the wider community to engage them fully in the implementation of its proposal.

4.5 
Parents are largely unconvinced about the educational benefits arising from the proposal.  The council needs to ensure that it addresses these concerns fully in its final consultation report and clarifies the proposed management arrangements for the amalgamated school as and when appropriate.
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