Consultation proposal by Angus Council

Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to change provision of education in the West Arbroath area through the amalgamation of Muirfield and Timmergreens Primary Schools in a new site adjacent to Hospitalfield House.

Introduction

1.1 Angus Council proposes to:

· discontinue education provision at the existing Muirfield and Timmergreens Primary Schools;

· establish a new primary school located at a new site adjacent to Hospitalfield House;

· combine the existing catchment areas of Muirfield and Timmergreens Primary Schools to create a catchment area serving the new primary school; and
· effect the above changes by 13 August 2013, or as soon as possible thereafter.

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 8 March 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, carers and others;

· consideration of further representations made directly to HMIE on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;

· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to the site of Muirfield and Timmergreens Primary Schools, including discussion with representative groups of parents, staff and children.  A few parents at Muirfield Primary School felt that the purpose of the meeting with parents at the school had not been communicated clearly.
1.4 HMIE 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; other children and young people in the council area;

· any other likely effects of the proposal, including on residents in the local area;

· 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
Angus Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.

2.2
The Parent Council of Timmergreens Primary School is generally in favour of the proposal.  However, they have expressed a range of concerns in relation to traffic management and road safety.

2.3
There is significant opposition to the proposals from parents and carers of children attending Muirfield Primary School.  Most of the comments submitted either at the public meeting, in writing as part of the consultation process, including directly to HMIE, or in response to a survey carried out independently by parents and carers outwith the Muirfield Parent Council relate to concerns about traffic management and road safety.  In order to access the new school, most of the children within the existing Muirfield catchment area will have to cross a busy road which enables heavy traffic to bypass Arbroath town centre.  Many parents and carers are concerned that the council’s proposals for safe crossing or for traffic calming on this road are inadequate, particularly the proposal for an unmanned traffic light crossing on the Westway.

2.4
A small number of parents and carers from the Muirfield catchment area consider that the consultation process, including the initial consideration of options, relied too heavily on the views of the Muirfield Parent Council.  They did not feel that there had been sufficient consultation and communication with all parents and carers at that stage of the process. 

2.5
A small number of comments from parents and carers of both schools note concern at the large pupil roll within the proposed new school.  In particular, they are concerned that their children will no longer enjoy the close sense of community within existing schools.

2.6
Staff at both schools have mixed views of the proposals.  They acknowledge the benefits of working in a modern purpose-built school and welcome opportunities to work with new colleagues.  However, they do not feel that the educational benefits of the proposal have been set out sufficiently clearly.  Staff are aware of weaknesses in the accommodation within the existing schools but do not feel that these have an adverse impact on children’s learning experiences.  Many staff are also concerned that a school with a significantly larger combined roll will have a negative impact on school ethos.  A few are concerned that the move will affect their employment conditions.  Staff have also expressed concern that the council will not take full account of their views on the detail of classroom design.

2.7
Children have no clear overall preference for either remaining in the existing schools or moving to a new school.  They have provided a range of imaginative and interesting views about what a new school should provide.  This includes several aspects of current provision which they value, particularly access to spacious grounds for learning and play.  Children from Muirfield Primary School also value whole-school support for nursery children with additional support needs.  Overall, children felt they would cope with walking to the new school, including crossing the Westway.  A small number were concerned about taking cycles across that road.

2.8
A number of local residents have expressed concern about increased traffic within the local area.

2.9
There have been a small number of comments from other residents in Arbroath.  Many of these comments have been in relation to a perceived threat to future spending on other buildings in the Arbroath school estate, once the budget for this proposal has been allocated.

3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
Both Muirfield and Timmergreens Schools are located in buildings which date from the late 1960s or early 1970s.  The council has rated both the condition and suitability of the building at Muirfield Primary School as category C (poor).  The building condition of Timmergreens Primary School has been rated as category B (satisfactory) and its suitability as category C (poor).  The physical state of both school buildings is such that though currently safe, they are in need of improvement.  Furthermore, the council considers that repairing existing buildings is not a viable option, due to endemic problems with design, layout, heating and ventilation and building infrastructure.  There are a number of factors which adversely affect the physical environment for both pupils and staff.  Both buildings are subject to damage from the ingress of water.  Temperature control is difficult and can result in discomfort in warm or cold weather.  There are severe problems with condensation, particularly in areas of Timmergreens Primary School.  Timmergreens Primary School is not compliant with current disability legislation.  At both sites there are problems with safe access for traffic.  The council’s proposal will provide a modern and up-to-date environment for learning.  However, the council has yet to set out sufficiently clearly how its proposed building design will result in specific improvements to learning for children.  The council has given extensive consideration to a range of options, including using either of the existing sites for rebuild, before consulting on building a new school on the proposed site.

3.2
Both schools are operating well below capacity.  This is predicted to fall to 55% of overall capacity across the two schools within a few years.  There is a strong case to address the inefficiencies created by these projected low levels of occupation.  However, the council has yet to make clear the benefits of learning and working within a school with a larger roll than those within either of the existing schools.  In taking forward the proposal, it should provide reassurance to children, staff and parents and carers and ensure that it will build on the current strengths of both schools in bringing them together.

3.3
Many parents and carers have understandable concerns in relation to traffic management and road safety.  The council has recognised this and is committed to addressing these concerns.  The council has already taken positive steps to identify safe walking routes to the new school for children through its Draft Travel Plan.  However, in taking forward the proposal the council needs to work even more closely with all parents and carers to identify and undertake traffic management measures which will reassure parents and carers and ensure the safety of their children.  Some residents of the local area are concerned about increased traffic in both the Westway and in neighbouring streets.  The council’s technical report, undertaken in preparation for the proposal, has indicated that traffic and road safety issues are manageable.  In taking forward the proposal, the council plans to work alongside local police and its road transport consultants to address and allay continuing concerns.

3.4
The proposed new school includes a purpose-built nursery and will include provision for those nursery children with additional support needs who currently attend Muirfield.  This will enable high-quality purpose-built accommodation for young children and address deficiencies in layout with the existing provision at Muirfield.  The proposal for a separate entrance for nursery children will improve traffic management and security.  The plan to design accommodation which will enable better stage transition will provide better opportunities for collaborative working at all stages, but will be particularly helpful for children transferring from nursery to P1.

3.5
The council has plans to enhance community use of the new school, including the playgroup which is currently located at Muirfield.  Its design for purpose-built catering and toilet areas for community use will improve the facility for general use.

3.6
The council has responded positively and openly to the many and sometimes conflicting views which have been submitted to date.  It needs to work closely with all stakeholders so that, should the proposal go ahead, it will provide a high-quality environment for learning for future generations of children.  It has established a working party of staff and parent representatives to consider detailed aspects of building design and intends to continue to consult further with staff to address their requirements as far as is reasonably possible.

4.
Summary

The proposal from Angus Council to discontinue education provision at Muirfield and Timmergreens Primary School and build a new school adjacent to Hospitalfield House should have a positive impact on children’s educational experiences.
The current school buildings are in a declining physical state and opportunities to bring them up to an acceptable standard are not viable.  Building a new school in West Arbroath is a sensible and positive solution to the council’s phased plans to improve the school estate and manage falling school rolls efficiently and effectively.  Purpose-built nursery accommodation will offer an improved resource for young children, while dedicated catering and toilet space for community users will encourage wider use of the premises with increased benefit to all.  Overall, however, the council has yet to explain sufficiently clearly how children’s learning experiences will improve as a result of the proposal, particularly in relation to the building design and the increase in the combined roll at the new school.

The council has taken appropriate steps to examine thoroughly a range of site options and has carried out a detailed analysis of travel-to-school issues.  Its case for the proposal is based on a sound technical case.  However, parents and carers have understandable concerns about travel arrangements, particularly for children walking to school.  The council has made a clear commitment, at the public meeting and in subsequent correspondence, to take all due steps to respond to these concerns.  In doing so, it needs to work in close partnership with all parents and carers, children and staff.  

HM Inspectorate of Education
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