


Consultation proposal by Aberdeenshire Council 
Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue education provision at the existing Alford Primary School and Alford Academy with effect from July 2015.  Pupils of the existing Alford Primary School and Alford Academy, and future pupils from the Alford Primary School and Alford Academy catchment areas should continue their education at a new Alford Community Campus located at Greystone Road, Alford from August 2015.
1.
Introduction

1.1 Aberdeenshire Council proposes to discontinue education provision at the existing Alford Primary School and Alford Academy with effect from July 2015.  Pupils from the existing schools and catchment area will continue their education at a new Alford Community Campus located at Greystone Road, Alford from August 2015.
1.2 The report from Education Scotland is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by HM Inspectors 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 17 April 2013 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;

· visits to the site of Alford Academy and Alford Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
· visit to the proposed site for the new community campus, including scrutiny of travel routes to that site; and

1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the schools; any other users; 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.

2. Consultation process
2.1 Aberdeenshire Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.

2.2 The council consulted with a wide range of stakeholders on its proposal.  The proposal document was provided to relevant Parent Councils, Community Councils, parents, pupils, staff and other users of Alford Primary and Alford Academy.  Pupils from primary schools in the Alford Academy catchment area were also consulted.  A copy of the document was also made available in the local library and the Aberdeenshire Council headquarters in Aberdeen.  The headteachers of both schools have consulted effectively with children and young people.  Stakeholders were invited to attend a public meeting on 17 April 2013 at which elected members and officers of the council were present.  The council has provided a dedicated area on its website to keep stakeholders informed of the various stages of the proposal.  Stakeholders who met with HM Inspectors were generally satisfied with the consultation process but were concerned that the process had not included sufficiently the future of the IT Centre, which they see as an important support for the schools and adult learning in the Alford area.
2.3 The general feeling of those who attended the public meeting was that the proposal would provide Alford with much improved educational facilities.  However, there were a few issues raised by attendees.  A parent wanted to be reassured that the capacity of both schools was going to be sufficient for any future growth and that possibility for expansion had been built in to the design.  There was a concern that the IT Centre would become a photocopying office and that a valuable resource to support learning in the Alford area would be lost.  A question regarding whether the playgroup would have access to the schools was asked.  There was an issue raised about the size of the planned swimming pool.  It was one lane short of the size required to enable galas to be held in Alford and there was insufficient space to allow teams to sit around the pool and spectators to watch.  Parents were concerned about the planned unisex toilets in the schools.  
2.4 Children and young people with whom HM Inspectors spoke and those who had been consulted were very positive about the proposal.  Children in Alford Primary School, Alford Secondary School and those attending zoned primary schools had completed a questionnaire which gave them the opportunity to feedback any positive and negatives views they had on the proposal.  The responses were very positive, with an overwhelming desire for the proposal to go ahead.  However, a number of children and young people who were interviewed or responded to the questionnaire were concerned about the introduction of unisex toilets.  Those interviewed thought it would be helpful to visit a schools where such facilities were in operation to provide reassurance to children and young people in the Alford area.
2.5 Staff who met with HM Inspectors felt that the consultation had been appropriate.  They could see that suggestions were being considered but would have liked more of the ideas from previous consultations to have been taken into consideration in the current design.  They were generally very positive about the proposal and were keen to move out of schools where such a large proportion of the accommodation was temporary.  They saw the new schools as an opportunity to improve learning and increase the ways young people learn.  Some staff were concerned that there appears to be a lack of storage and staff bases across the schools.

2.6 Members of the wider community, who attended the public meeting were generally positive about the proposal.  Their key concerns were the apparent removal of the IT Centre and the smaller learning community space.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 The proposal by Aberdeenshire Council to discontinue education provision at the existing Alford Primary School and Alford Academy with effect from July 2015 and ensure pupils from the existing schools and catchment area will continue their education at a new Alford Community Campus located at Greystone Road, Alford from August 2015, would offer significant educational benefits for children and young people attending the proposed new schools.
3.2 There are a number of major weaknesses in the buildings currently used by Alford Primary and Alford Academy.  The current roll of Alford Primary is 293 pupils and the maximum capacity of the school is 145 pupils.  Similarly, the current roll of Alford Academy is 576 and the maximum capacity is 520 pupils.  A large proportion of the accommodation on both sites is temporary and in some cases in very poor repair, with water ingress a regular occurrence.  Corridors in the secondary schools are narrow and there are no areas for young people to congregate and socialise without causing bottlenecks for their peers.  The heating in some rooms is inadequate in that areas are either too warm or too cold.  Spaces for bringing larger groups of children and young people together are inadequate.  The council’s Schools Estate Management Plan rates the present Alford Primary building as B (satisfactory) for condition and C (poor) for suitability.  It rates the present Alford Academy building C (poor) for both condition and suitability.
3.3 The learning environment for children and young people would be greatly improved by the council’s proposal.  The modern, purpose built accommodation would remove the need for temporary accommodation and provide more flexible spaces to suit the demands of a 21st century curriculum.  The new community campus would provide a range of improvements including better access to information and communications technology (ICT).  The new nursery accommodation, linked to early years in the primary school would improve the transition from nursery to primary.  The large social spaces would benefit young people and help them to socialise in pleasant surroundings.  The research areas will provide flexible spaces in which children and young people can learn in a range of ways.  The increased space will ease current timetable restrictions and provide opportunities for better provision for the curriculum both in the primary and secondary schools.  There is scope for continued consultation on how the building can be made more flexible.  Children, young people, staff and members of the community are keen to continue to work with the architects to discuss further improvements.  Overall, the proposal would bring significant educational benefits for children, young people and the wider community within a purpose built and more sustainable environment.
3.4 The council has considered how the position of the new schools may impact on travel to the campus.  There will be minimal impact on those children and young people who will travel to schools by bus.  There are plans for improved access and pedestriainised areas around the schools. 

4. Summary
4.1
The current buildings which house Alford Primary and Alford Academy have significant weaknesses.  The fabric of both buildings is deteriorating and there is a large number of temporary classrooms.  Both schools are over capacity and do not meet the requirements of a 21st century curriculum.  The council’s proposal will significantly improve children and young people’s learning environments and help staff to meet their needs by delivering a more flexible curriculum.
4.2
The council has consulted with a wide range of range of stakeholders and is keen to continue to do so.  Some parents and pupils have concerns about the provision of unisex toilets which the council needs to address.  It also needs to consider how it can respond to the concerns of the community about the future of the IT Centre, the smaller community learning space and the lack of a fifth lane in the swimming pool.  The council needs to continue to work with all stakeholders to resolve these issues.
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