


Consultation proposal by Shetland Islands Council 

Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue education provision at Uyeasound Primary School 

Introduction

1.1 Shetland Islands Council proposes to discontinue education provision at Uyeasound Primary School from 7 October 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter and that pupils will continue their education at Baltasound Junior High School Primary Department from 26 October 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter.
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:

· attendance at the public meeting held on 24 January 2011 in connection with the council’s proposals;

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the council in relation to the proposal, specifically the educational benefits statement and related consultation documents, and written and oral submissions from parents and others, a number of which were also sent directly to HMIE; and
· visits to Uyeasound Primary School and Baltasound Junior High School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children 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 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.

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 council’s consideration of:

· viable alternatives to the closure of Uyeasound 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 Shetland Islands Council undertook the consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  
2.2 There is considerable opposition to the proposal from parents and other members of the local community.  Parents feel that Uyeasound Primary School provides very high-quality learning experiences for their children.  They feel that their children achieve very well and experience a broad and enriching curriculum which relates strongly to the local community and environment.  All parents feel that the school is making their children more confident and gives them very good opportunities to contribute to community life.  They do not feel confident that their children’s learning experiences at Baltasound Junior High School Primary Department would be so positive.  Parents feel strongly that they have not yet been provided with an accurate estimate of financial savings which would result from this proposal.  They believe that actual savings are likely to be much smaller than those presented in the proposal paper.  Some parents are concerned over proposed transport arrangements and feel that the travel times in the proposal paper are unrealistic.  Parents and other members of the community have concerns about the possible impact to the community of Uyeasound should the school close.  They are not satisfied that the council has fully considered all viable alternatives to the closure of the school.
2.3
Staff at Uyeasound Primary School are of a similar view to parents and outlined many of the same reasons for their opposition to the proposal as parents.  Staff feel that the school has a very strong and supportive ethos in which children thrive and achieve highly.  Parents and other members of the community provide very strong support for children’s education.  They are confident that the effective use of information and communications technology enables children to engage well with others and that children are developing a strong understanding of the local and wider community.      

2.4
All pupils at the school are against the proposal to close the school.  All believe that they receive a very good education and that they have many opportunities to contribute to their local community.  They feel that they are happy and well cared for and are developing strongly as confident learners. 

3. Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1 Uyeasound Primary School currently has a roll of 11 children.  The roll has declined over the last ten years and is expected to fall to nine in 2013/14.  There are two good sized classrooms.  One of these is used as a multi-purpose room, providing social space and an eating area for children.  Uyeasound Primary School does not comply with current disability discrimination legislation and its condition is rated by the council as poor.  The council estimates that the costs of making the school compliant would be approximately £30,000.  The primary department of Baltasound Junior High School has a roll of 23 children and a further 15 children attend the nursery class.  The roll of the primary department is projected to increase to 38 in 2013/14.  Classrooms are spacious and well-equipped.  In addition, children in the primary classes have access to the specialist classrooms in the secondary department.  The school is fully accessible, complying with disability discrimination legislation and its condition is rated by the council as satisfactory.      
3.2
The council’s proposal sets out a range of educational benefits that it claims will arise from the implementation of its proposal.  These include improved opportunities for children to socialise and learn within a larger peer group by creating more viable conditions for group and team activities.  Children would benefit from being educated in the modern, fit for purpose learning environment at Baltasound Junior High School.  This would provide better access to specialist classes and the many sports facilities of the adjacent leisure centre.  The council’s assertion that children may benefit from the reduction in the number of transitions in education from three years of age to 16 which this proposal would bring is reasonable.  The quality of education provided for children at Uyeasound Primary School is very high.  This was confirmed in the HMIE inspection in March 2010.  The council has not clearly set out how it will ensure that children at Uyeasound Primary School will continue to benefit from very high quality learning experiences. 
3.3      Almost all children currently attending Uyeasound Primary School would be required to travel to Baltasound Junior High School Primary Department.  At present, children at Uyeasound Primary School attend classes at Baltasound Junior High School for most of one day every week.  The proposal states that the duration of this journey is about 15 minutes.  Local variations in transport arrangements, however, can result in the return journey being significantly longer.  Parents are not clear about arrangements which may be necessary to supervise and transport children at the end of the school day to take into account the existing times at which the school day ends for children and young people at different stages.  
3.4      All of the children attending Uyeasound Primary School could be accommodated in Baltasound Junior High School Primary Department with no additional staffing resources.  The council’s proposal may enable efficiencies accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the council’s area.  This argument is strong in the context of over-capacity within schools run by Shetland Islands Council.  Some parents, however, are confused about the actual potential savings resulting from the closure of Uyeasound Primary School.  The council needs to provide a clearer indication of likely savings, taking transport and any costs resulting from supervision arrangements at the end of the school day into account.    
3.5
The proposal will lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The council believes that the only viable alternative to closure would be to maintain provision of primary education at  Uyeasound Primary School.  The council has not fully explored or explained the educational benefits and the reasons for not pursuing any alternative.
3.6
The council recognises that Uyeasound Primary School is a focal point for the community of Uyeasound.  The school is well used by local groups and individuals for evening classes and community meetings.  The local mother and toddler group meets in the school on a regular basis and this serves to strengthen transition links for those children about to move into P1.  The school provides a number of part-time employment opportunities for people in the community.  The council concedes that it is likely that these posts would be lost as a result of this proposal.  The council has identified the various groups and individual users of the school buildings and facilities.  The council has not made clear what, if any, alternative provision would be available within the community for these users.  The council is committed to continue to support the community to build its capacity, and, possibly, to support community initiatives to make use of vacant school buildings.


3.7
The council recognises that the existing vehicle capacity of the service bus taking young people from Uyeasound to Baltasound would be insufficient for the increase in numbers resulting from this proposal.  Any additional environmental impact of this larger vehicle would be reduced by the likely overall reduction in journeys as a result of no longer transporting children from Uyeasound to Baltasound each Wednesday.  The council needs to clarify for parents the arrangements for children at the end of the school day and provide accurate journey times for users.
4. Summary
4.1     The proposal from Shetland Islands Council to close Uyeasound Primary School and transfer children to Baltasound Junior High School Primary Department with effect from October 2011 offers some benefits to the children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Shetland Islands Council.  Children would have better opportunities to learn together and engage in social activities with others of similar age and stage.  They would have more regular access to specialist classes and staff.  Although staff at Uyeasound Primary School make good provision to ensure that children are well supported in moving from nursery into P1 and from P7 into S1, transition arrangements have the potential to be improved further with this proposal.  Children would also benefit from improved learning opportunities within a spacious, fit for purpose learning environment.  The proposal is not likely to affect adversely the quality of education for children in the primary department of Baltasound Junior High School.  Should the proposal go ahead, however, the council needs to use its existing quality assurance arrangements to ensure that children from Uyeasound Primary School continue to benefit from very high-quality educational experiences.  The proposal has the potential to contribute to the council’s efforts in securing best value within the context of over-capacity in the council’s school estate.  The council’s argument is strengthened by a projected further fall in roll at Uyeasound Primary School to nine by 2013/14.  As a result of the proposal being implemented, the council would likely be able to make more efficient and equitable use of its resources to the benefit of children and young people throughout its area.  
4.2     In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to provide parents with information on the arrangements which would be made for children, particularly those at the early stages, at the end of the school day.  
4.3    In proceeding with the proposal, the council needs to provide parents with further information on the estimated actual savings as a result of closure. 
4.4     The council has identified various individuals and groups within the community who currently use the school buildings and resources.  It now needs to provide further information on the likely social or economic effects of the proposed closure on the community.
4.5     In finalising its proposal, the council needs to address parents’ concerns with regard to exploring viable alternatives to school closure.  

HM Inspectorate of Education

March 2011
PAGE  
1

