


Consultation proposal by Aberdeenshire Council
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to CLOSE Clatt Primary School and EXTEND THE DELINEATED CATCHMENT AREA OF Kennethmont Primary School.
Introduction

1.1 Aberdeenshire Council proposes to close Clatt Primary School from July 2011 and to extend the delineated catchment area of Kennethmont Primary School to include the current catchment area of Clatt Primary School.  Children from Clatt Primary School would continue their education at Kennethmont Primary School from August 2011.
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 18 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, written and oral submissions from parents and others;

· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to Clatt Primary School and Kennethmont Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children at the school, for any other users of the school building, for children likely to become pupils and for pupils of any other schools in the local authority 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 Clatt 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 Aberdeenshire Council undertook the consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  
2.2 The eight children who attend Clatt Primary School are happy and enjoy their learning.  They are not in favour of the proposal to close the school.  They do not feel that being in a single multi-composite class interferes with their learning.  Older children feel that they are developing confidence and leadership skills by providing helpful support for younger children.  A few children are worried about some aspects of the move to Kennethmont Primary School.  
2.3 Almost all parents are happy with the quality of learning experiences and care which staff at Clatt Primary School provide for their children.  They feel that the school is a strong focal point for the community and have concerns about the possible impact to the community should the school close.  Members of the local community, including a number of former pupils of the school, and almost all parents are opposed to the proposal to close the school.  Parents have, additionally, expressed their reservations over the proposal that their children should continue their education at Kennethmont Primary School should Clatt Primary School close.  Their opposition and reservations were expressed at the public meeting and in subsequent written submissions.
2.4 Parents have some concerns over how the council made arrangements for consulting about this proposal.  They do not feel that the council has fully considered all viable alternatives to closing the school.  Parents would like the council to consider the viability of alternative options to the current proposal.  These include changing current zoning arrangements.  For example, in the event of the closure of Clatt Primary School, almost all parents would wish their children’s education to be continued at Rhynie Primary School.  Parents are concerned about the potentially hazardous road conditions between Clatt and Kennethmont during wintry weather.  
2.5 Staff at Clatt Primary School are of a similar view to parents and oppose the proposal to close the school.  They feel that the school receives very strong support from parents and that children are happy and developing well in their learning.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 Clatt Primary School has a roll of eight children.  Overall, the roll has declined over the last ten years and is expected to fall further, to seven, in September 2011.  There is a good sized classroom, a large general purpose room which provides space for dining as well as drama and physical education.  A further area provides children with additional access to computers.  The council has evaluated the school as being in a satisfactory condition.  However, it does not comply with current disability discrimination legislation and its overall fitness for purpose is assessed by the council as poor.  Outdoor social space for children is adequate.  
3.2 Kennethmont Primary School is located approximately 2.6 miles from Clatt Primary School.  Its roll has declined over the last ten years and, currently, stands at 29.  There are two classrooms and a general purpose room.  A separate hall provides dining space and room for activities including drama and physical education.  Children’s meals are cooked on site.  The council has evaluated the school’s overall condition and fitness for use as satisfactory.  The building does not currently comply with disability discrimination legislation.  However, firm plans are in place to improve access to the school and to install a suitably accessible toilet for users with limited mobility.  Outdoor social space for children is very good.  The council is satisfied that all of the children attending Clatt Primary School could be accommodated in Kennethmont Primary School with no additional staffing resources.  
3.3 The council’s proposal refers to educational benefits arising from the amalgamation of Clatt Primary School with Kennethmont Primary School.  These relate to the social and educational benefits from being part of a larger school cohort.  The council asserts that children would have opportunities to form a wider range of friends, particularly within their own age groups.  In addition, many learning activities would be enhanced and children would benefit from increased opportunities to discuss, plan and evaluate their learning with other children at the same stage.
3.4 The proposal would enable efficiencies accruing from the closure of Clatt Primary School to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the council’s area.  Parents are not clear whether the full additional transport costs resulting from the proposal have been taken into account.
3.5 Scottish Ministers have the right to call in decisions to close schools.  The current timeline for this proposal does not give sufficient consideration to the possible impact of this process on the council’s plans and on the children concerned, were the call-in process to take place.  If the council cannot advise children until a late stage in the school year of the school they will be expected to attend in the following school session it could be detrimental to the children’s education because of the need to prepare for their transitions.  The current timescale for the proposal will make it difficult to avoid this.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to ensure that it provides sufficient time for effective communication with parents, staff and children to alleviate some of their concerns and ensure effective transitions for children from Clatt Primary School to Kennethmont Primary School.
3.6 As the proposal would lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HMIE took into account a number of other considerations.  The council has identified and rejected some alternatives to closing the school, including allowing other public services to use parts of the premises.  Parents do not feel that the council has explored sufficiently thoroughly the possibility of changing zoning arrangements for Clatt Primary School and its neighbouring schools to achieve a viable roll for Clatt Primary School and also to provide alternatives for amalgamation other than with Kennethmont Primary School.  In written submissions, parents suggest a number of possible alternatives to closure and amalgamation with Kennethmont Primary School and the council needs to give these suggestions appropriate consideration.  
3.7 Over the period of the last five years, there have been no community lets for Clatt Primary School and, as a result, there are no other regular users of the school buildings.  The community is already served by a recently refurbished village hall.  The council consequently asserts that the school building does not fulfil a particular need within the community.  Parents, and other members of the community, nevertheless regard the school as an important focus for the community and have attended various school shows and performances regularly.  
3.8 In its proposal paper, the council outlines its policy of aiming to ensure that no child’s journey to or from school should take longer than 45 minutes.  It is estimated by the council that the maximum travel time for any child attending Kennethmont Primary School as a result of this proposal would be around 20 minutes.  The average travel time for children is estimated to be 12 minutes.  Parents have some concerns over travel arrangements, particularly during the winter when road travel may be difficult due to snow or ice.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to make clear how it will minimise the impact of adverse weather on children affected by the proposal. 
4. Summary
4.1 The proposal from Aberdeenshire Council to close Clatt Primary School and transfer children to Kennethmont Primary School with effect from August 2011, offers some educational benefits to the children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Aberdeenshire Council.  Children would have better opportunities to learn and engage in social activities with others of similar age and stage.  There would be better opportunities for children to discuss, plan and review their work together in line with the principles of Curriculum for Excellence.  They would continue to be able to develop confidence and leadership skills as they progress across the stages.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children in Clatt Primary School.

4.2 This proposal would 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 of the proposal, the council would be able to make more efficient use of its resources to the benefit of children and young people throughout its area.
4.3 In taking forward its proposal, the council needs to ensure that the concerns of parents, almost all of whom oppose the proposal, are addressed.  The council needs to ensure that it has fully explored the viability of alternatives, including those suggested by parents, to the permanent closure of Clatt Primary School.  In particular, the council needs to give consideration to the view of almost all parents that they should be given more choice in where their children would subsequently be educated in the event of the closure of Clatt Primary School.

4.4 Over recent years, there have been no formal requests to use the school buildings by the community other than for school events and meetings.  This proposal would therefore be unlikely to be detrimental to other users who would no longer have access to the buildings and facilities.  Members of the community will continue to have access to other facilities in the area including the village hall.  
4.5 The council’s proposal paper does not set out sufficiently clearly the arrangements for supporting children at Clatt Primary School to make a positive transition to Kennethmont Primary School.  The council needs to ensure that the necessary arrangements are planned and implemented in good time for children to be well supported in their learning and wellbeing during the time of transition.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to ensure that it provides sufficient time for effective communication with parents, staff and children to alleviate some of their concerns and ensure effective transitions for children from Clatt Primary School to Kennethmont Primary School.  Whatever course of action the council chooses to take, it needs to continue to consult with parents, children, and staff of both schools and the wider community to engage them fully in the implementation of its proposal.
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