


Consultation proposal by Aberdeenshire Council 
Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue education provision at the existing Drumoak School with effect from December 2014 and for existing and future pupils from the Drumoak catchment area to continue their education at a new Drumoak School located at the opposite side of Sunnyside Drive, Drumoak from January 2015.

1.
Introduction

1.1 Aberdeenshire Council proposes to close the existing Drumoak School and open a new Drumoak School a quarter of a mile away on the opposite side of Sunnyside Drive, Drumoak.  The new school will include additional provision of a nursery class.  
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 30 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;

· consideration of further representations made directly to Education Scotland on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visit to Drumoak School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children of the school; any other users; children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; and 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, HM Inspectors also took account of the council’s consideration of:

· viable alternatives to the closure of the existing Drumoak 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 Aberdeenshire Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  
2.2
Children reported that when they first heard about the proposal they were surprised and confused.  They didn’t understand why their school might be closed.  As a result of subsequent input from Aberdeenshire Council staff at a school assembly, children feel well included in the consultation process and better informed.  They are excited and pleased about the prospect of a new school building.  They have been able to contribute their views on plans for the new school. 

2.3
Parents and members of the community are in favour of the proposal.  There are no parental objections to the proposal.  A few parents remain concerned about the planned walking route to school and would like the Council to further pursue the possibility of land access to allow a shorter walking route to school away from the main road.  However, this is viewed by parents as aspirational rather than essential.  

2.4
Staff are in favour of the proposal.  They agree with Aberdeenshire Council’s view that the current school building is not fit for purpose and restricts their abilities to deliver the full range of learning which Curriculum for Excellence requires.  They feel they do their best within the current constraints and give the children a good learning experience but they feel strongly it could be better.  They have not yet had a formal staff meeting with a representative of Aberdeenshire Council however they feel well informed as a result of the school assembly and informal conversations with Council staff and with the acting headteacher.  They received individual copies of the consultation proposal document and most attended the public meeting.  They have no outstanding concerns about the proposal.

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
Drumoak School consists of a single storey building with capacity for 47 children.  The current school roll is 78.  Additional classroom and staffroom space has been created in two temporary buildings situated in the school playground.  The existing school building is classified as satisfactory in terms of condition and poor in terms of its suitability.  There are no suitable facilities for physical education within the building.  This proposal would enable the children of Drumoak village and the surrounding area to be educated in a new purpose built primary school from January 2015 and with the added provision of a nursery class.  All stakeholders are in favour of the proposal.
3.2
The proposal sets out educational benefits.  These are relevant to children in P1 to P5 now and those who join these classes within the next two years.  The proposed new school will enable children to have physical education (PE) lessons within a modern double games hall and using a fully compliant outdoor sports pitch.  Currently children use the local church hall for PE.  Issues relating to availability of the church hall and the journey to and from the hall reduces time for learning.  As a result children often do not receive their entitlement to 2 hours of PE each week.  This would be improved if the proposal were implemented and children will benefit from a high quality environment for other aspects of their learning.  
3.3
Current class sizes mean that space for learning in groups and setting up different activities is at a premium in all classrooms.  This would be addressed through this proposal.  Children would have modern classrooms that can be easily arranged into different learning areas with space for children to move around.  This will increase opportunities for group work and independent learning and encourage children to take more responsibility for their own learning.
3.3
Arrangements for children’s learning through information and communication technology (ICT) will be improved.  Currently children use computers situated at the back of the school hall.  The hall is also used to increase the space for learning through play in P1 and P2 and for dining at lunchtime.  At times children cannot have easy access to the limited ICT that is available in the school.  
3.4
The proposed new school will have a fully functioning kitchen with school meals prepared on site.  The school has a strong track record for promoting children’s health and wellbeing as commented on by HM Inspectors in 2008.  Staff have begun to consider how the involvement of catering staff and this onsite facility might further enhance approaches to children’s learning about health and wellbeing.  
3.5
The proposed new Drumoak School will include a nursery class.  This will enable nursery aged children from the Drumoak settlement to be educated within their locality.  There is currently no nursery provision available in Drumoak village.  The advantages of this increased provision include a reduction in travel time for children of nursery age and a seamless transition from nursery to P1 for those who choose to continue at Drumoak School.  
3.6
There is some concern about the future impact of the planned new nursery provision on the roll at Crossroads nursery.  The majority of children currently enrolled at Crossroads nursery come from Drumoak village.  However any future impact cannot be accurately assessed at this time.  Aberdeenshire Council is committed to keeping both nurseries open at least initially and to reviewing the situation as necessary.
3.7
In addition to providing a much improved learning environment for the children of Drumoak School, this proposal also has potential to improve access to sports and learning facilities for all members of the Drumoak community.  This could reduce travel to other towns and villages in the surrounding area.  Aberdeenshire Council has started to discuss these opportunities with the local community council and the Parent Council.
3.8
Aberdeenshire Council has duly considered viable alternatives to closing the existing Drumoak School and replacing it with a new school on the site specified above.  Whilst it would be possible to maintain a reasonable quality of educational provision within the current school, it is also true that children are likely to experience significant benefits from the planned new school.  There is no other viable site which would keep the school within the settlement of Drumoak.
3.9
If implemented, this proposal should not lead to any changes in school transport arrangements for families living around two miles from the current Drumoak School.  However, the new opportunity for nursery children to attend Drumoak School from January 2015 could lead to a reduction in travel for families in the future.  In addition, the increased capacity of the new school building will mean that more children living in the Drumoak catchment area can be educated at the school if they so wish.  This might reduce the number of children currently travelling out with the village to go to school.
4. Summary

4.1
This proposal appropriately identifies a number of potential educational benefits for children from P1 to P5 who attend the school now, to learners of the future and to the wider community of Drumoak.  All stakeholders have been properly consulted with about the proposed school closure and plans for the new school have been appropriately shared.  The planned new building will be a significant improvement on the existing learning environment which should improve children’s learning experiences.  The proposed enhanced learning environment will enable staff to further strengthen learning and teaching and ensure children receive the entitlements of Curriculum for Excellence.  
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