


Consultation proposal by Shetland Islands Council

Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal by Shetland Islands Council to discontinue S1-S4 education provision at Skerries School Secondary Department

1. Introduction

1.1
Shetland Islands Council proposes to discontinue S1-S4 education provision at Skerries School Secondary Department with effect from 30 June 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter and that pupils will continue their education at the Anderson High School, from 17 August 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter.  Young people currently transfer from Skerries School Secondary Department to Anderson High School after S4.  Skerries School will continue to provide education at the pre-school and primary stages from P1 to P7, and, if the proposal goes ahead, children will transfer to Anderson High School after P7. 

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 meetings held on 15 and 20 September 2010 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, written and oral submissions from parents and others.  A number of these representations were also sent directly to HMIE; and

· visits to Skerries School and Anderson High School, including discussions 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, and for 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 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 stage of education in 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 discontinuation of S1-S4 education provision at Skerries School Secondary Department;

· 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 initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included an invitation for written submissions and public meetings held on 15 and 20 September 2010.

2.2 Three young people currently attend the secondary department of Skerries School.  Parents and other members of the wider community were not in favour of the proposal.  They felt that Skerries School Secondary Department provided a sufficiently broad education for their children up to S4.  They thought that their children achieved well.  Parents felt that learners in the secondary department supported younger children in the primary and nursery classes very well.  All expressed serious concerns around travel to Anderson High School.  They were particularly concerned about the ferry crossing, especially during inclement weather.  Parents were anxious that their children would be removed from the family home to board at the Halls of Residence during the week.  They felt that this would be detrimental to family life.  They were very concerned about the transfer of children with additional support needs and felt that those children would require enhanced transition arrangements that the proposal does not specifically include.  Members of the local community felt that the loss of the secondary department would result in families leaving the islands and the community would decline.  They felt that potential financial savings from the proposal were limited.  

2.3
Staff from the Skerries School were of a similar view to parents and outlined many of the same reasons as parents.  Staff thought that the very small numbers of children enabled them to provide a child-centred education that was tailored to children’s individual needs.  They felt that children would lose opportunities to develop shared community values and learn important local skills from members of the community.  
2.4
Pupils from the primary and secondary departments were not in favour of the proposal to close the secondary department.  All believed that they received a very good education in Skerries School.  They felt that they had opportunities to enhance their learning through visits, and the use of visiting teachers and members of the local community as instructors to provide breadth, for example, in delivering hospitality and art courses this year.  They thought that they got on well with their teachers.  They expressed concerns about travelling to Anderson High School, especially by ferry during inclement weather.  They were concerned about boarding at the Halls of Residence and felt that they would be homesick.

2.5
The Parent Council, parents, pupils and staff at Anderson High School stated that the addition of pupils would be a positive benefit to the school.  
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
Skerries School serves the communities of the islands of Out Skerries and provides education for pupils up to and including S4.  Following S4, pupils transfer to the Anderson High School in Lerwick for S5 and S6, where they live in Halls of Residence during the school week, returning to Skerries at weekends.  Transport is provided by the Schools Service.  In August 2010, the roll of Skerries School Secondary Department was three, two within the S2/S3 classes and one Christmas Leaver.  There were no pupils at S1 and S4.  The secondary department was operating at 30% occupancy.  The projected trend is for the roll to remain constant with four, three and then two pupils for the coming years.  There were no placing requests for pupils from Skerries School to attend Anderson High School.
3.2
The school building is assessed as Condition B (good) in terms of the Scottish Government Condition Assessment.

3.3
Anderson High School is a six year secondary school and provides education for pupils from S1 to S6.  Pupils from the associated schools of Bells Brae Primary School, Sound Primary School, Bressay Primary School, Fetlar Primary School, Foula Primary School and Fair Isle Primary School transfer to the Anderson High School at the end of Primary 7.  Pupils from Baltasound Junior High School, 

Mid Yell Junior High School, Whalsay School, Skerries School, Aith Junior High School, Scalloway Junior High School and Sandwick Junior High School transfer to the Anderson High School at the end of S4.  Halls of Residence accommodation is provided for pupils transferring from Fetlar Primary School, Foula Primary School, Fair Isle Primary School, Baltasound Junior High School, Mid Yell Junior High School, Whalsay School, Skerries School and some secondary pupils from remote mainland areas on the west side of Shetland.  No pupils from Skerries School are on the roll for this session.  In August 2010, the roll of Anderson High School was 758.  The total number of placing requests for S1 was 32.  The number of placing requests to Anderson High School has remained relatively consistent for a number of years.

Anderson High School’s roll is projected to decline over the next two years to 701 in 2011, and 708 in 2012.  This projection, however, does not include any potential placing requests.

3.4
In terms of the Scottish Government Condition Assessment, the Anderson High School is assessed as Condition C (poor).  The council recognises that the current Anderson High School does not fully meet modern educational and building standards.  The Schools Service is undertaking a further statutory consultation on the relocation of the Anderson High School.  Shetland Islands Council has a long‑standing commitment to build a new Anderson High School.  It is expected that the new Anderson High School would be built by 2017.
3.5
Young people would benefit from an extensive range of learning activities at Anderson High School where a full range of subjects is available.  These include educational benefits arising from a wider choice and range of curricular opportunities, such as computing, modern languages, drama, physical education and craft, design and technology.  Young people would also benefit from specialist classrooms and teaching areas including information and communications technologies, music and home economics facilities.  They will benefit from working within flexible groupings of young people for learning and teaching activities.  At Skerries, most subjects are taught in one classroom.  Pupils’ choices are taken into account well.  However, this has sometimes led to individual pupils taking courses without a sound rationale.  Despite the efforts of the highly committed headteacher, young people in the secondary department are not able to gain access to a broad range of relevant and well‑planned educational experiences in a number of curricular areas.  These include science, religious and moral education, craft, design and technology, physical and personal and social education.  There is limited modern languages and no drama provision.  The school is at the early stages of taking forward Curriculum for Excellence.
3.6
Attendance by young people at S1-S4 stage at Anderson High School rather than Skerries School Secondary Department would result in benefits from access to the wider range of high‑quality facilities in some areas.  These include a games hall, gymnasium, weight training room and outdoor sports courts, and a running track, swimming pool at the local leisure centre, and a theatre.  The island of Skerries has no dedicated and purpose built indoor sport and leisure facilities available for school use other than the public hall.  
3.7
Pupils would have access to a learning environment that will allow greater involvement with young people of similar needs and provide opportunities to participate with peers in a wider range of educational experiences.  They would have access to a wide range of extra‑curricular activities that they do not have currently.  These include sports clubs and teams, after-school study groups, clubs and societies and foreign exchanges.  Anderson High School is part of a creative global learning initiative with several partner worldwide schools.  Living in the Halls of Residence during the week, pupils would also have access to after-school study opportunities, and additional clubs and activities.

3.8
In its proposal, the council acknowledges that careful forward planning will be required from Schools Service to support the transition of the pupils.  Staff in Skerries School have begun to consider how to support those pupils at S1-S4 who would be directly involved during the transition from Skerries should the proposal proceed.  Staff at both schools, with the support of Schools Services, should ensure that all pupils, particularly those at S3, are not disadvantaged during this transition period by working to ensure high-quality, planned curricular and pastoral links.

3.9
If the proposal goes ahead, young people at S1-S4 will have to travel to Anderson High School, using the council’s existing transport system.  In its proposal, the council has not yet given sufficient consideration to the impact the travel arrangements would have on the pupils travelling from Skerries School catchment area, particularly during inclement weather if young people cannot reach 

Anderson High School or return home.  

3.10
The council’s proposal asserts that there will be no significant and detrimental impact on the community as the primary school will remain open and the facilities in the school will remain available to the local community.  However, the council has not fully shared its view nor clarified how it has formed this view with members of the local community.  The council has not yet fully explored how the use of the school could be enhanced to meet community needs.
3.11
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 area.  

3.12
The proposal will lead to the closure of a stage of education in a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The council considered options for the future provision of education for pupils at S1 to S4.  The first of these was maintaining the status quo.  The council correctly concluded that maintaining the status quo did not provide young people in the secondary department with a sufficiently broad range of educational experiences.  It is not viable for the council to develop and sustain such a range and quality of educational experiences within its current budget.  Current arrangements do not give the best transition for young people entering the senior phase of Curriculum for Excellence.  Another alternative was to reduce the provision in the secondary department to S1‑S3.  The council decided that although this option would provide a more appropriate transition to the senior phase of Curriculum for Excellence, it would not provide a fully flexible transition based on the individual needs of pupils.  The council needs to clarify what this means to stakeholders.  The council also considered extending provision to S1-S6.  The council decided that this option was not a viable alternative as it would significantly reduce the curricular choices for pupils and would have a detrimental effect on positive leaver destinations.  

3.13
The impact of the council’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 to discontinue secondary education at Skerries School and transfer pupils to Anderson High School with effect from August 2011 offers a range of educational benefits to young people directly affected by the proposal.  These benefits relate to the provision of a much broader range of educational experiences for learners who currently attend the secondary department at Skerries School.  These benefits include access to a wider range of curricular opportunities, in line with the expectations of Curriculum for Excellence.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children in Anderson High School.  However, the proposal does not have the support of parents, pupils and almost all members of the local community in Skerries.  In taking forward the proposal, the council should further consult all stakeholders and seek to address their concerns appropriately.

4.2
The pupils transferring to Anderson High School would be transported by existing ferry and bus/taxi arrangements.  Parents are justifiably concerned about young people at S1-S4 making this journey.  The proposal does not give a sufficiently clear view from the council about how it will ensure the health and safety of pupils.  The council should carry out a full risk assessment for its proposed transport arrangements on sea and land taking into account the age and vulnerability of individual children.  In taking forward the proposal, the council 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 council should share more clearly with parents and members of the local community how it reached its view that there would be no significant and detrimental effect to the local community resulting from its proposal.  
HM Inspectorate of Education

October 2010
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