


REPORT BY HM INSPECTORATE OF EDUCATION (HMIE) ON THE EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL BY COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR TO CLOSE SANDWICKHILL PRIMARY SCHOOL, ISLE OF LEWIS AND TRANSFER CHILDREN TO STORNOWAY PRIMARY SCHOOL

1.
Introduction

1.1
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to close Sandwickhill Primary School, Isle of Lewis with effect from 29 June 2012 and transfer children to Stornoway Primary School with effect from 16 August 2012.

1.2
This report has been prepared by HMIE in accordance with the terms of the Schools (Consultation) Act 2010.

1.3
HM Inspectors undertook the following activities in considering the educational aspects of the proposal:

· attendance at the public meeting held on 27 May 2010 in connection with the Comhairle’s proposals;

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the Comhairle in relation to the proposal, including specifically the educational benefits statement and relevant consultation documents, and written and oral submissions from parents 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 Sandwickhill Primary School and Stornoway Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4
HMIE 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 and young people in the Comhairle’s 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

· educational 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 Comhairle’s consideration of:

· viable alternatives to the closure of Sandwickhill 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 27 May 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 expressed strong reservations about the proposals.  They were pleased with the quality of education at Sandwickhill Primary School.  They made particular reference to the nursery class which had been taken over by the Comhairle in 2008.  They felt that the increasing numbers of pre-school children requesting nursery places and the likely impact on the school roll had not been sufficiently taken into account by the Comhairle.  Parents were also concerned about the impact of the proposals on community facilities.  The school and community had shared use of a purpose built hall.  They were concerned that class sizes would be larger in Stornoway Primary School and that this would have a detrimental effect on their children’s progress.  They had reservations about the travelling time to Stornoway Primary School.  They also thought that new neighbourhood housing sites may result in increases to the school roll.  Parents held particularly strong views about the potential savings which would be made as a result of the school’s closure. 

2.3
Parents of children attending Stornoway Primary School were supportive of the proposal.  They were pleased with the quality of education at Stornoway Primary School.  They believed that parents would welcome new families to the school.  They felt that their children benefitted from the larger school setting of Stornoway Primary School by giving them access to wide range of staff expertise. 

2.4
Children at Sandwickhill Primary School enjoyed their learning experiences at the school.  They felt that they knew each other and did not want to move to a larger school.  They felt that they had good opportunities to use information and communications technology (ICT) to support their learning.  Children at Stornoway Primary School were very positive about welcoming their peers from Sandwickhill Primary School.  They believed that their peers would enjoy the wide range of after‑school activities.

2.5
Staff of Sandwickhill Primary School regretted the proposed closure.  They were uncertain about the arrangements for their future deployment.  The Comhairle is committed to consultation with relevant trade unions and individuals where the implementation of its proposals impacts on staff.
2.6
In the case of closure of Sandwickhill Primary School resulting in pupils transferring to Stornoway Primary School, Gaelic medium education would be available and this is welcomed by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.

3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
Sandwickhill Primary School has a roll of 62 including 20 in the nursery class.  The roll has declined over the last seven years.  The school has a capacity for 146 pupils.  Stornoway Primary School has a roll of 345 pupils including 46 in nursery classes and 49 in Gaelic medium classes.  Stornoway Primary School has capacity for 505.  With capacity for 505, the school has sufficient space to accommodate children from Sandwickhill Primary School and Nursery Class.  Both schools require further work in order to become fully Disability Discrimination Act 2005 (DDA) compliant.  Both schools have access to ICT resources including interactive whiteboards.  The Comhairle proposes to upgrade the accommodation at Stornoway Primary School, including for the nursery classes.  It is proposed that following the upgrade Stornoway Primary School will be fully DDA compliant.  Sandwickhill Primary School is managed under a shared headteacher arrangement with Knock Primary School and Bayble Primary School.  Stornoway Primary School has a headteacher and two depute headteachers.
3.2
Stornoway Primary School has provision for Gaelic medium education in school and within the nursery provision.  This provision is not currently available in Sandwickhill Primary School. 

3.3
The proposal would not have any impact on pupils of any other schools in the area.  The pupils of both schools transfer to the same secondary school.  At the point of P7 transition, for example, there would therefore not be any impact on the rolls of any other secondary school.

3.4
Children would have access to a wider range of after-school and lunch-time activities at Stornoway Primary School.  However, the proposal does not indicate how transport arrangements might allow children to benefit fully from the wide range of after-school activities.  At Sandwickhill Primary School, children benefit from two hours of high‑quality physical education.  Further consideration requires to be given to ensuring that on transfer to Stornoway Primary School, they would enjoy the same benefits.

3.5
The Comhairle believe that the proposal will not be detrimental to the local community and will have no impact on the local social or economic activities in the area.  The Comhairle has stated that an adjacent school house which is used for some community activities will not be affected by the proposal.  However, parents and stakeholders were concerned about losing the Comhairle’s financial support for the hall which is shared by the school and the community.  As the distance from Sandwickhill Primary School to Stornoway is approximately two miles, the wider community would be able to access a full range of facilities, including the swimming pool and leisure centre in Stornoway.  

3.6.
The proposal states that the estimated travel time from Sandwickhill Primary School to Stornoway Primary School is ten minutes.  However, this does not take account of the time taken to collect children from various points along the route. 

3.7
The Comhairle’s proposal is based principally on best value, taking account of its responsibility to use its resources effectively and efficiently.  It recognises that quality school buildings have a key role in supporting and enhancing the learning environment.  In its proposal, the Comhairle has demonstrated the impact that the closure of Sandwickhill Primary School would have in terms of meeting the Comhairle’s objective of reducing surplus capacity.

3.8
The schools estates survey (2007), conducted on behalf of the Comhairle by the Institute of Public Finance, assessed Sandwickhill Primary School building as ‘poor’.  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 upgrading the building to at least a ‘satisfactory’ condition and of carrying out works to make it compliant with the Disability Discrimination Act 2005.  The Comhairle has examined alternatives and believes that its current budgetary position would not permit it to carry out such works at the present time.  In addition, such action would not increase the school roll to provide a full educational and social experience for the children in attendance.  Consequently, this is not a viable alternative to the closure of Sandwickhill Primary School.  The Comhairle should provide a clear indication of the estimated costs of upgrade and potential savings.

4.
Summary

4.1
On balance, the proposal from Comhairle nan Eilean Siar to close Sandwickhill Primary School and transfer children to Stornoway Primary School with effect from August 2012, offers some educational benefits for children directly affected by the proposal and more widely across Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  They would have access to Gaelic medium education and increased interaction with others of the same age and stage.  They would have access to a wider range of extra-curricular opportunities, although participation may be restricted by travel arrangements.  The proposal would not adversely affect the quality of education for children already attending Stornoway Primary School provided the planned refurbishment programme is complete in time to receive the Sandwickhill children in August 2012.  Staff at both schools would benefit from more opportunities to work and plan with a greater number of colleagues.  

4.2
The alternative of maintaining and upgrading the Sandwickhill Primary School building would not necessarily increase the roll and provide children with the full range of learning and social experiences that lie at the heart of Curriculum for Excellence.  The Comhairle has set out a case that the savings resulting from implementation of the proposal would contribute to its actions to secure best value.  This argument is strong in the context of over-capacity within schools in the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar.  The Comhairle would be able to make more efficient and effective use of its resources to the benefit of learners throughout its area
4.3
The Comhairle’s proposal raises several important issues that require to be addressed.  The increasing numbers of pre-school children and the potential benefits for them arising from the transfer to Stornoway Primary School require further consideration by the Comhairle.  The Comhairle should accurately determine the demand for pre-school provision in the area, taking account of the potential impact of new housing.

4.4
Some stakeholders expressed strong concerns about the proposal, including the impact on children’s learning, class sizes and transport arrangements.  The Comhairle should reassure stakeholders by providing further information for them on these aspects of the proposal, including the arrangements for all children to receive two hours of high‑quality physical education.
4.5
The enhanced transport arrangements which would be required would have an impact on the environment.  However, 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.

4.6
In its final report, the Comhairle should take full account of the composite response submitted by Bòrd na Gàidhlig.  

HM Inspectorate of Education
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