
Consultation proposal by Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 

Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to review the common boundary of the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools, Isle of Lewis

Introduction

1.1 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar proposes to define the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools according to the line of the HS1 postcode with effect from August 2012.

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:

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the council in relation to the proposal, specifically the educational benefits statement and related consultation document;
· visits to the sites of Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools including discussion with relevant consultees;

· survey of the routes that would be taken by children walking to school should the boundary be defined according to the council’s proposal.  

1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children of Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools; 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 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 Comhairle nan Eilean Siar undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  

2.2 The council had consulted extensively on its proposal.  In December 2004 and in March 2006 it had conducted two inconclusive consultations on defining more clearly the boundary between the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools.  In May 2011 it had engaged stakeholders in community conversations regarding the review of the catchment areas for the two schools.  In May 2011 the council decided to conduct a further consultation on its proposal to define the boundary between the schools more clearly.  Stakeholders were invited to attend public meetings held on 13 September 2011.  At the time of the visit by Education Scotland the council was initiating further community conversations on pre‑school provision within the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools.

2.3 Parents generally felt that the council had provided appropriate opportunities for them to express their views.  Very few had attended the public meetings.  A small number of parents of pre–school children felt that the possible implications of the proposal for their children had not been fully explained.

2.4 Parents of children currently attending the two schools were satisfied with the council’s guarantee that their children would be unaffected by the proposal and that parents would be able to continue to make placing requests for children to attend either school.  Parents living in the Cearns/Stewart Drive areas valued the choice of school.  However, parents of children attending Stornoway Primary School expressed concern about the cumulative effect of this proposal when taken together with other changes on the school.  In particular they referred to the admission of children from Sandwickhill Primary School when it closes in June 2012 and possible changes to pre‑school provision.  They felt that consequent increases in the school roll could lead to the loss of highly valued specialist areas for art, music and information technology.  Parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School questioned the council’s choice of the HS1 postal code as the boundary.  They felt that the exclusion of the Cearns and Stewart Drive areas from the Laxdale catchment went against long established practice.  They believed that children living in that area would have further to travel to Stornoway Primary School and would have to cross several busy roads.  They greatly valued the current arrangement whereby their children could travel to school by bus.  Parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School supported the clearer definition of the schools’ catchment areas, but suggested that the A895 and Perceval Road would provide a clearer and safer boundary.   

2.5 School staff felt that the council had provided them with ample opportunities to express their views.  Staff generally did not have strong views about the council’s proposal.  However, staff at Stornoway Primary School shared parents’ concerns about the impact of the proposal on specialist accommodation.  Staff indicated that several areas had already been lost following the earlier relocation of a pre‑school facility to Stornoway Primary School.  Staff at Laxdale Primary School expressed concern about job security should the proposal reduce the school roll.

2.6 The council had consulted with children drawn from P4 to P7 at both schools.   Children understood that they would be unaffected by the council’s proposal.  Children at Stornoway Primary School did not want their school to lose specialist areas for music and art.  They felt that the school’s gymnasium is too small to accommodate larger classes.  Children at Laxdale Primary School felt that the route to Stornoway Primary School from the Cearns and Stewart Drive area is longer and busier than the route to Laxdale Primary School. 

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 The proposal by the council to review the common boundary of the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools would address and remove ambiguities arising from housing developments which had taken place in recent years, particularly in the Cearns area of the town.  The proposal would allow the council and the schools to plan with greater confidence, particularly if further housing developments take place elsewhere within their catchment areas.  The line of the HS1 postal code would provide a clear boundary and would follow an existing delineation.  However parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School strongly favour a boundary that follows the line of the A895 and Perceval Road.  In taking forward its proposal the council needs to consider fully the respective merits of the two suggested boundaries.  
3.2 The council’s proposal would incorporate the Caerns/Stewart Drive area within the catchment area for Stornoway Primary School.  Parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School believe there is a strong historical link between the school and the Cearns area.  However, a number of children from that area already attend Stornoway Primary School.  The walking route from the Cearns/Stewart Drive area to Stornoway Primary School is slightly longer and there are several busy roads to be crossed.  However, a relatively new pedestrian crossing adjacent to the hospital and a manned children’s crossing assist children to cross the busy Macaulay Road.  The council intends to establish a further manned crossing to assist children to cross Perceval Road.  These measures would do much to ensure that children have safe routes to school.
3.3 The council’s proposal to define more clearly the boundary between the two school’s catchment areas would allow it to plan more confidently and to respond appropriately to future demographic changes.  Children presently attending the schools would be unaffected by the proposal.  The council has indicated that parents would continue to be able to make placing requests should they wish their children to attend a school other than the one designated for their area.  The quality of learning and facilities is similar at both schools.  Both offer after school clubs and Gaelic medium provision.  The council’s School Estate Review in 2007 assessed Laxdale Primary School as condition ’B’, satisfactory.  Following recent refurbishment Stornoway Primary School has been re‑assessed as condition ‘B’.  While parents and staff generally accept the need for a more clearly defined boundary, they have understandable concerns about the cumulative effect of this and other changes.  The closure of Sandwickhill Primary School will further extend the existing catchment area for Stornoway Primary School from August 2012.  Figures provided by the council indicate that the roll at Stornoway Primary School for 2011/12 is 313, an increase of 23 from the previous year.  The council’s figures indicate that occupancy at Stornoway Primary School for 2011/12 is 75.79%, an increase of 5.5% from the previous year.  It is possible that these figures will increase following the closure of Sandwickhill Primary School in June 2012.  Additionally, the council is engaging stakeholders in conversations about changes to nursery provision in the Stornoway and Laxdale areas.  The council’s figures indicate that around 40 children of primary school age live in the Cearns area.  Parents and staff at Stornoway Primary School are concerned that these factors could increase the school’s roll to the point where valuable specialist areas for music and art would be required for classroom use.  The council needs to reassure staff, parents and children that its proposal has taken account of all changes that could affect the future quality of educational provision and accommodation at both schools. 
3.4 A few parents with children currently attending pre‑school provision within the schools’ catchment areas, felt that they had not been made fully aware of the possible implications for their children, particularly if either of the schools should be unable to accept placing requests at a future time.  The council needs to consider how it consults and informs the parents of children likely to attend either of the schools in future, particularly in the context of its planned community conversations on pre‑school provision within the catchment areas of Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools.  
4. Summary

4.1 The council’s proposal would do much to remove the current uncertainty relating to the shared boundary between Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools.  The council would be in a better position to plan future provision and accommodation to better meet the learning needs of children who live in the area.  

4.2 Some parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School are concerned about the safety of children walking to Stornoway Primary School from the Cearns area.  However a number of children from the area already make that journey.  In addition, the council intends to take further measures to ensure all children have a safe walking route to school.

4.3 The council’s proposal addresses issues arising from the undefined boundary between the catchment areas for Stornoway and Laxdale Primary Schools.  The proposal to use the line of the HS1 postal code would provide a clearly defined boundary.  The improved boundary definition would assist the council to plan future pre‑school and primary school provision more effectively. 

4.4 The council’s proposal would place the Cearns area and surrounding streets within the catchment area for Stornoway Primary School.  A number of children living in that area already attend Stornoway Primary School.  Parents of children attending both schools are concerned about the impact of the proposal on school rolls and on their children’s learning.  Parents of children attending Laxdale Primary School favour a boundary on the line of the A895/Perceval Road.  They believe that the alternative boundary would maintain the traditional links between the Cearns and Laxdale Primary School and better safeguard the school roll.  They believe their alternative proposal would provide a safer route to school.  In finalising its proposal it will be important for the council to consider this alternative.  In particular the council needs to consider how its proposal would affect future school rolls, accommodation and the quality of learning within the two schools.  Additionally it will be important for the council to consider the cumulative impact of other changes affecting the schools, in particular the closure of Sandwickhill Primary School and any changes to pre‑school provision.    
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