


Consultation proposal by The Highland Council 

Report by Education Scotland addressing educational aspects of the proposal to change education provision by amalgamating South Primary School, Wick, and Pulteneytown Academy Primary School, Wick, in a new school within the campus of Wick High School.  

Introduction

1.1 The Highland Council proposes to:

· discontinue education provision at the existing South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools;

· establish a new primary school located at a new site within the campus of Wick High School;

· combine the existing catchment areas of South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools to create a catchment area serving the new primary school; and

· effect the above changes within three years.

1.2
The report from Education Scotland is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by Education Scotland 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 13 September 2011 in connection with the council’s proposal; 

· 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 representations made directly to Education Scotland on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· visits to South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools, including discussion with relevant consultees;

· visit to the proposed site of the new primary school, including discussion with relevant consultees; and

· survey of the route that would be taken by children walking to the proposed school from the current South Primary School catchment area.

1.4 Education Scotland considered:

· responses from parents and other stakeholders

· the likely effects of the proposal for children currently attending the schools; for any other users; for children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; and for 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 The Highland Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The council had consulted with stakeholders on a range of options covering the catchment areas for South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools.  Stakeholders were invited to provide written submissions and attend a public meeting.  The public meeting provided an appropriate forum for stakeholders to express their opinions. 
2.2 
Almost all stakeholders were supportive of a new school for the catchment areas of South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools.  They appreciated the potential educational benefits arising from the proposal.  However, stakeholders identified a number of concerns, which the council should address in taking forward its proposal.

2.3
All stakeholders expressed concerns about children's safety in accessing a safe walking route to the proposed school.  Children living within the existing South Primary School catchment area would have further to walk to school.  Parents were concerned children would have to cross a main road used by heavy traffic.  They also felt that parked cars on narrow streets would add to the potential hazards.  Many parents felt that younger children could not walk this route independently.  Parents felt that the proposal would increase the volume of traffic currently experienced in the vicinity of Wick High School.  They expressed further concern about traffic issues arising from future use of the site of Pulteneytown Academy Primary School.  The council has stated in its proposal that travel plans are being prepared and will be available during the statutory consultation process.  Stakeholders feel that the council has yet to share sufficiently detailed plans for traffic management with them.

2.4
The council’s proposal sites the new school within the campus of Wick High School.  The proposed campus is planned as a 3‑18 provision, which the council believes would provide significant educational benefits.  Stakeholders feel those benefits and the practical aspects of a 3‑18 campus have yet to be clarified by the council.  Stakeholders recognised the potential educational benefit arising from shared resources and accommodation.  They welcomed the potential for improved liaison between staff and for enhanced curricular transition.  However some stakeholders expressed concern that timetabling of facilities and resources could restrict access for children at certain times.  Some stakeholders favoured retention of certain dedicated facilities such as a playground, dining area and gymnasium within the primary school’s core provision.  The dedicated provision at Pulteneytown Academy Primary School for children with autism is particularly valued.  Some parents and carers had concerns about younger children mixing with older pupils of secondary school age. 

2.5
Overall, stakeholders favoured the proposal to create a modern, purpose‑built school.  They value the opportunity to improve resources, particularly in the area of information and communications technology.  While parents and staff value the space currently available in the two schools, they recognise the educational weaknesses of the present accommodation.  

2.6
Stakeholders commented on arrangements for public and community access to shared facilities at the proposed Wick High School.  Reassurance is sought on how the council will manage the shared use of these resources.  Some of those consulted believed that parents and other stakeholders associated with Wick High School had not had the opportunity to be fully involved in the current consultation.

2.7 
Parents and carers were positive about the ethos, quality of learning and teaching, and support for children’s pastoral and learning needs in each of the schools.  They were keen that the amalgamation and formation of a new school should build on existing strengths while establishing a new identity for the proposed school.  Some parents had concerns that the proposal might lead to larger class sizes.  There was a strong consensus amongst stakeholders that a headteacher should be appointed in sufficient time to shape the vision for the new primary school.  A few parents were not fully supportive of the proposal.  Their principal concern is that commitments made during the statutory consultation period might not be fulfilled.
2.8 Staff were concerned that their views on the detailed design of the nursery, primary and specialist provision should be taken into account.

2.9 Children were encouraged to express their opinions on the proposals.  They were largely positive about the proposal and looked forward to playing a part in shaping the proposed new school.  Their concerns focused on safe routes to school and sharing a campus with young people of secondary school age.  
2.10
During the consultation, the council asked parents for their views on a general review of the catchment areas for all primary schools in Wick.  Almost all parents favoured such a consultation but were concerned that consequent changes to catchment areas could affect the pupil numbers on which the present consultation is based.  

2.11
Comments were also received from the Parent Council of a nearby rural school.  Its views on the proposed new primary school concur with those of other stakeholders as detailed earlier in this report.  

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 The council has given extensive consideration to a range of options, before consulting on building a new school on the current site of Wick High School.  Caledonian Economics prepared a detailed options appraisal for the council in July 2010.  The council has used guidance from the Scottish Government to classify the current condition of both schools as category C (poor) and suitability of the buildings as category B (satisfactory).  Neither school is compliant with current disability legislation.  Both schools are operating well below or below capacity.  South Primary School has a capacity of 187 pupils and is operating with a current roll of 77.  Pulteneytown Academy Primary School has a capacity of 278 pupils and is operating with a current roll of 204 pupils.  Reports by HM Inspectors of Education, published in 2010, identified significant strengths in both schools. 

3.2 The proposal to amalgamate South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools within a shared 3‑18 campus at the site of Wick High School, offers significant educational benefits for the children currently attending each of the schools, or who would attend them in future years.  Children and staff would benefit from learning and working in modern accommodation and having access to high quality resources.  Children’s learning would benefit from improved access to specialist facilities and staff.  The proposed school’s proximity to Wick High School would provide overall benefits for children.  These would include improved access to facilities such as the swimming pool and specialist subject areas.  There would be opportunities to further improve arrangements for children as they move from P7 into S1.  
3.3 However, while the council’s proposal describes significant educational benefits, it has yet to provide sufficiently detailed written plans and designs.  Consequently, it is difficult for stakeholders at this time to judge fully the educational benefits of the proposal.  In taking forward its proposal the council needs to work closely with staff, parents and carers to identify how its proposed design will result in specific improvements to children’s learning.  In particular the council needs to clarify how the 3–18 campus will be managed and how it will function in practice.  The council needs to set out fully how it, working with all stakeholders, will develop all aspects of a shared 3‑18 campus.  In taking forward the proposal, it should reassure children, staff, parents and carers that they will be consulted on all aspects of the proposal and to ensure that current strengths are built on.  
3.4 Parents and other stakeholders have expressed understandable concerns about traffic management and road safety.  The council recognises these concerns and is committed to addressing them fully.  It now needs to work closely with all stakeholders to provide reassurance and to ensure children’s safety when walking to school.
3.5 The council’s proposal will have staffing implications including the loss of a headteacher’s post.  The council has yet to provide enough detail to allay the concerns of parents, carers and staff.  Parents and carers currently express high levels of satisfaction with the quality of education provided by the schools.  In taking forward the proposal, the council needs to reassure stakeholders that the current level of service will be enhanced.

3.6
The proposal would enable efficiencies accruing from the amalgamation of two schools to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the council’s area.  
4. Summary

4.1
The proposal from The Highland Council to amalgamate South and Pulteneytown Academy Primary Schools and build a new school as part of a shared 3‑18 campus with Wick High School should have a positive impact on children’s educational experiences.  The current school buildings are in a declining physical condition.  Purpose‑built nursery, primary and specialist learning accommodation would offer modern and up‑to‑date accommodation for learning.  Building a new school would assist the council in managing school rolls more efficiently.  The council has yet to clarify how it will fully develop a 3‑18 campus.  Parents and others have understandable concerns about traffic arrangements in the area adjacent to the proposed campus and for the safety of children walking to school.  The council has made a commitment to take steps to respond to these concerns.  In doing so, it needs to work in close partnership with all stakeholders.  There needs to be ongoing communication with all stakeholders to ensure that the design of the proposed new school will provide accommodation and enhanced opportunities to meet the learning needs of all children.  
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