


Consultation proposal by Shetland Islands Council 
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue education provision at North Roe Primary School 

Introduction

1.1 Shetland Islands Council proposes to discontinue education provision at North Roe Primary School with effect from 7 October 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter and that pupils will continue their education at Ollaberry Primary School or Urafirth Primary School from 26 October 2011, or as soon as possible thereafter.  The receiving school will be determined as part of this statutory process.
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 3 February 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 North Roe Primary School, Ollaberry Primary School and Urafirth Primary 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 North Roe 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 initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  
2.2
Parents and other members of the community within the school catchment area were opposed to the proposal.  Parents thought that teachers provided a very good standard of education and care that was tailored to their children’s individual needs.  They felt that older children supported younger children very well in their school life.  They thought that the arrangements for the transition of their children from nursery at Urafirth Primary School to North Roe Primary School, and from the primary school to S1‑S6 at Brae High School worked very effectively.  All expressed concerns around travel to Ollaberry Primary School or Urafirth Primary School.  Parents were particularly concerned about the proposed bus journey, and especially how it might be affected by inclement weather.  Members of the local community felt very strongly that the loss of the school would threaten the future viability of the whole community, as young families would have less incentive to settle there.  They felt that potential financial savings from the proposal were limited.  
2.3
Staff from North Roe Primary School were of a similar view to parents and outlined many of the same reasons as parents.  Staff thought that the educational benefits statement in the proposal was inaccurate and misleading.  They felt that the school had large teaching areas, good facilities and after school clubs, all of which ensured that children had high quality learning experiences.  They were very concerned about the transport arrangements, particularly for children with additional support needs, and felt that those children would require enhanced arrangements that the proposal does not specifically include.  
2.4
All pupils at the school were against the proposal.  They felt that they had very positive relationships with their teachers.  Older children enjoyed working together on activities with younger children.  Children at the school were friendly with several children at Ollaberry and Urafirth Primary Schools and took part in sports activities and swimming together.  They were concerned about travelling to either Ollaberry or Urafirth Primary School by bus which they considered unhealthy as they all presently walked or cycled to school. 
2.5
Parents, pupils and staff at Ollaberry and Urafirth Primary Schools, whilst willing to welcome children from North Roe Primary School, had concerns about the proposal.  Many supported the views of the North Roe parents and community, particularly about travel arrangements.  Some felt that the addition of pupils would be a positive benefit to their school.  
3. Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1     North Roe Primary School serves the community of North Roe and the surrounding catchment area.  It provides education for children from Primary 1 to Primary 7.  Pre‑school education is provided in Urafirth Primary School Nursery Class.  Secondary education is provided at Brae High School.  In the current school session 2010‑2011, eight children attend North Roe Primary School.  The projected trend indicates that the number of children attending North Roe Primary School will remain at similar levels for the coming years.  In terms of the Scottish Government Condition Assessment, the school is assessed as satisfactory.  
3.2     Ollaberry Primary School serves the community of Ollaberry and the surrounding catchment area.  It provides education from Primary 1 to Primary 7.  Pre‑school education is provided in Urafirth Primary School Nursery Class.  Secondary education is provided at Brae High School.  In the current school session, 14 children attend Ollaberry Primary School.  The projected trend indicates that the number of children attending Ollaberry Primary School will increase to 17 for the coming years.  In terms of the Scottish Government Condition Assessment, the school is assessed as satisfactory.  
3.3     Urafirth Primary School serves the community of Urafirth and the surrounding catchment area.  The school provides pre‑school education for children aged three years and four years in the catchment areas of Urafirth, North Roe and Ollaberry Primary Schools.  It also provides education from Primary 1 to Primary 7.  Secondary education is provided at Brae High School.  In the current school session, 14 children attend Urafirth Primary School.  The projected trend indicates that the number of children attending Urafirth Primary School will increase to 16 for the coming years.  In terms of the Scottish Government Condition Assessment, the school is assessed as satisfactory.  
3.4
The council’s proposal sets out a range of educational benefits that it claims will arise from the implementation of its proposal.  These include access to better quality physical learning environments, with modern spacious classrooms and dedicated social spaces, and opportunities for children to take part in team events and group competitions.  However, the accommodation at North Roe offers well‑proportioned teaching areas and facilities.  Children already take part in team games and sporting events with children from other schools.  On the whole, it is likely that there will be no detrimental impact on children’s educational experiences resulting from the proposal.  Pupils at all three schools currently follow a well‑balanced curriculum and all three schools are actively engaged in taking forward Curriculum for Excellence.   Levels of attainment in the three schools are broadly comparable.  Overall though, the council has not clearly set out how the educational benefits that it claims will accrue for children from the implementation of the proposal, will be realised.  The proposal may, however, enable the council to make more efficient and effective use of its resources to the benefit of learners in the wider community.  Staff at all schools could possibly benefit from more opportunities to work and plan with a greater number of colleagues. 
3.5
If the proposal goes ahead, children who would have attended North Roe Primary School will travel to either Ollaberry Primary School or Urafirth Primary School.  This would involve the provision of an additional bus service to transport children from North Roe to Ollaberry or Urafirth Primary Schools.  In its proposal the council states that the longest single journey for children currently attending the North Roe Primary School would be in the region of 35 minutes.  Many parents have suggested that more pick up and drop off points would be necessary and that journey times would increase.  They are concerned that the proposed journey will lead to children spending too much time travelling to and attending school and that this will have adverse implications for the time available for children for other social activities.  The council has not yet fully clarified the proposed transport arrangements to minimise the time taken for children to travel to and from either Ollaberry or Urafirth Primary Schools, nor the impact that the travel arrangements would have on children travelling from the North Roe Primary School catchment area, particularly during inclement weather.   
3.6
In the proposal, the council recognises that the closure of North Roe Primary School may have a detrimental impact on the community, as the school and its facilities will not be available to the local community.  The impact on community activities could be minimised through the availability of the nearby community hall.  
Members of the community have concerns about how their community will continue to survive and prosper economically without a school.  The council has not yet fully discussed with members of the community how the use of the school could be enhanced to meet community needs, particularly to sustain and support economic development.  

3.7
The council’s proposal may enable efficiencies accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people in the council’s area.  The council has not yet fully clarified its financial calculations for the proposal to assure stakeholders about the accuracy and transparency of its projections.
3.8
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 the viability of alternative options for the future provision of education at North Roe Primary School.  The only alternative considered by the council was to maintain the status quo and keep North Roe Primary School open.  The council decided that it was not viable to sustain and develop education provision at North Roe Primary School within its current budget.  The council has not fully explored or explained the educational benefits and the reasons for not pursuing any other option.
3.9
The impact of the council’s proposal on the environment is likely to be small as it would involve only one additional bus route from North Roe to Ollaberry Primary School or Urafirth Primary School.
4
Summary
4.1      The proposal from Shetland Islands Council to close North Roe Primary School and transfer pupils to either Ollaberry Primary School or Urafirth Primary School with effect from October 2011, is likely to have no detrimental impact on children’s educational experiences.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children in the receiving schools.  Overall, however, the council has yet to explain clearly the educational benefits of its proposal.  In taking the proposal forward, the council needs to clarify the educational benefits that will accrue to pupils directly affected by the proposal, and how the benefits will be realised.  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.  As a result, the council may 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      Parents are justifiably concerned about the travel arrangements for children in the North Roe catchment area.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to take reasonable steps to minimise the impact on children of the additional travel which will be necessary.  These could include carrying out a risk assessment of travel arrangements and providing parents with accurate journey times for users.  .
4.3      In proceeding with the proposal, the council needs to discuss fully with members of the community how the school will be used to support and sustain economic development.
4.4
In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to further clarify its financial calculations for the proposal to assure stakeholders about transparency.
4.5
In finalising its proposal, the council needs to ensure that it has fully explored and explained the reasons for not pursuing any alternative option.
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