


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR

REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO CLOSE SHELIBOST PRIMARY SCHOOL WITH EFFECT FROM 29 JUNE 2012, TRANSFER CHILDREN TO SIR E SCOTT SCHOOL, TARBERT, FROM 16 AUGUST 2012 AND EXTEND THE CATCHMENT AREA OF SIR E SCOTT SCHOOL TO INCLUDE THE AREA OF SHELIBOST PRIMARY SCHOOL.
1. Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to close Shelibost Primary School, Isle of Harris, in June 2012 and transfer the children to Sir E Scott School in Tarbert from August 2012.  It also wishes to extend the catchment area of Sir E Scott School to include the area of Shelibost Primary School.

1.2 The report from 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 16 June 2010 in connection with Comhairle nan Eilean Siar’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; and

· visits to the sites of Shelibost Primary School and Sir E Scott School, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people 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 and young people in the council area;

· any other likely effects of the proposal;

· how the Comhairle intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal; and

· benefits which the Comhairle believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the Comhairle’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 Shelibost 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 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included an invitation for written submissions and a public meeting, held on 16 June 2010.  Under the terms of the Act, Bòrd na Gàidhlig was consulted on the Comhairle’s proposal.  
2.2 Parents and other members of the wider community regretted the possible closure of their local school.  They expressed doubts around the numbers quoted by the Comhairle in respect of the number of pupils entering the new primary school in Sir E Scott School.  They expressed concerns around the Comhairle’s costings for the proposal. 

2.3 Parents raised a range of travel-related issues that included additional travel time, particularly for very young children, and the capacity of buses particularly during peak tourist periods and severe weather arrangements.  They also voiced concerns about their children having to wait for a time unsupervised in Tarbert for clubs which are not run by the school.  If they were to return home they would then have to go back to Sir E Scott School for evening clubs whereas they have after‑school activities in Shelibost Primary School.  They highlighted the fact that Sir E Scott primary department does not run after‑school activities.
2.4 Children were generally not in favour of their school closing.  All stated that they received a very good education in Shelibost Primary School and had very good opportunities for after‑school activities.  They were very clear that they had opportunities to enhance their learning through visits and taking on responsibilities in school where everyone was either a member of the pupil council or the eco committee.  They praised their teachers and the way they were led in their learning.  They expressed concerns about travelling to Sir E Scott School, especially during winter.

2.5 Members of the West Harris Trust and the Community Council stated that they were trying to develop economic activity through some projects, such as a hydro project and had identified sites for housing which could increase the population in the area.  They emphasised the importance of keeping the school open to aid these developments.  They suggested a five year moratorium on closure to see if the school could become sustainable.

2.6 In their response to the consultation, Bòrd na Gaidhlig state that they would not oppose the closure of Shelibost Primary School, given that the consultation document states that Gaelic medium provision could be strengthened by children being offered Gaelic medium education at Sir E Scott School. 

3. Educational aspects of the proposal.
3.1 In May 2010 the roll of Shelibost Primary School was 13 within the P2-7 class.  There were no children in P1 but one pupil had enrolled for P1 in 2010-11.  There was a total of six pupils in P5, P6, and P7.  In 2011/12, there would be only one pupil in P6 and one in P7.  If the proposal for closure is taken forward, the expected numbers in Sir E Scott School would be four pupils in P5, eight in P6 and eight in P7 English medium classes which would allow for pupils to learn with others of a similar age and stage.
3.2 The schools estates survey (2007), conducted on behalf of the Comhairle by the Institute of Public Finance, assessed the school building as ‘satisfactory’.  Since then new toilets have been built and parents have painted the outside of the building.  However, it is not fully compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.
3.3 Sir E Scott School is an all-through school providing education for children 3‑18 years and situated in the village of Tarbert.  The travelling distance from Shelibost to Tarbert is 11 miles. The primary department currently has a roll of 50 pupils arranged into two English medium classes and one Gaelic medium class.  The Comhairle intends to replace the school with a new build to accommodate 75 children in the primary department.  The anticipated completion date is August 2012.  Children transferring to secondary school from Shelibost Primary School travel by bus to Sir E Scott School.
3.4 Educational benefits arising from the Comhairle’s proposal include the advantages of learning in the new build Sir E Scott School, a modern building with ‘state of the art’ facilities and resources, access to Gaelic medium education not currently available in Shelibost Primary School, an outdoor learning area and improved learning experiences within the context of Curriculum for Excellence.  The new build will also provide children with up-to-date information and communication technologies (ICT) facilities and enhanced learning environment for those pupils with additional support needs.  
3.5 At present all pupils in Shelibost Primary School have very good access to ICT and outdoor learning areas. The school’s Standards and Quality Report states that the school is performing well with almost all pupils attaining appropriate levels and all making very good progress from their prior levels of attainment
.  However, in two years time, unless new families move into the area, as anticipated by the West Harris Trust, the number of pupils will make it more difficult for the school to have greater flexibility in grouping children for learning and teaching as the roll falls. 

3.6 Parents are rightly concerned about very young children having to travel on unsupervised buses for anything between 20 to 40 minutes.  The Comhairle, in its review of transport, should assess the impact of its travel arrangements for very young children when making its final decision about the future of the school.  It should also consider arrangements for supervising children who wish to wait after school for various clubs in Tarbert village.
3.7 There should be little or no impact on children and young people already in attendance at the receiving school or on other users.  However, a few parents at the receiving school expressed concern about supervision on buses and the school’s capacity in the event of future population growth.  Members of the Parent Council at the receiving school have plans to work with Shelibost parents to ensure effective transfer arrangements.

3.8 The Comhairle’s proposals will enable efficiencies accruing from the closure of Shelibost Primary School to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people in the Comhairle’s area. This argument is strong in the context of over-capacity within schools in the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  
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 Comhairle’s consideration of maintaining the building to at least ”satisfactory” condition and of carrying out further works to make it compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The Comhairle’s current budgetary position would not permit it to carry out such works at the present time.  Additionally such action would not necessarily increase the school roll. 

3.9 A number of community groups use the school building as a meeting place out‑of‑school hours. Closure of the school would mean that these groups would have to travel some distance to find alternative accommodation as there is no other non‑religious meeting place in West Harris.  The Comhairle has a policy that deals with the disposal of property surplus to its requirements.
3.10 The consultation document does not take sufficient account of the effect on the local community, which has purchased the estate and has announced six house sites going forward for planning permission with a further seven sites at the preliminary stage of investigation.  This could lead to an increase in the pupil population in the near future.  The Comhairle may wish to consider these proposals before making any final decision in closing this remote rural school.

4. Summary
4.1 The proposal from Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar to close Shelibost Primary 
School and transfer children to Sir E Scott School in Tarbert with effect from August 2012, offers some educational benefits to children directly affected by the proposal and to the wider community of Eilean Siar.  The proposed move to the upgraded Sir E Scott School offers children from Shelibost Primary School enhanced educational experiences in a new, modern and well-resourced building.  They would have access to Gaelic medium education and increased interaction with learners of their own age and stage.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children in Sir E Scott School.

4.2 The Comhairle should consider carefully the proposal of the West Harris Trust and other community views in taking forward this proposal.  In particular, it should assess whether the proposed regeneration of the community could mean a rise in the pupil population, making Shelibost Primary School a viable remote rural school.

4.3 In taking forward the proposal the Comhairle should review and assess the impact of its arrangements for transporting children, particularly the very young, from Shelibost Primary School to Sir E Scott School in relation to the capacity of the transport used; levels of supervision; the presence of other fare paying passengers and severe weather arrangements.   

4.4 The proposal indicates that Shelibost Primary School children would use the existing transport system to access education at Sir E Scott School. Consequently the closure of Shelibost Primary School would not produce a negative environmental impact.  The Comhairle consider that if the proposal were to be adopted there would be a reduction in the carbon footprint due to a reduced amount of energy being used to heat one school instead of two.

4.5 The Comhairle should also consider, in consultation with parents, arrangements for supervising children after school who may wish to stay on in the school before attending clubs in Tarbert village.
4.6 The Comhairle should further clarify its costings for the proposal to assure stakeholders about transparency.

4.7 In its final report, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar should take full account of the composite response submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  
HM Inspectorate of Education

August 2010
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