
Consultation proposal by South Ayrshire Council  
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal by South Ayrshire Council to close St Ann’s Primary School, Mossblown with effect from 30 June 2011 and transfer children to St John’s Primary School, Ayr from the start of session 2011/12

Introduction
1.1 South Ayrshire Council proposes to close St Ann’s Primary School, Mossblown in June 2011 and transfer children to St John’s Primary School, Ayr from August 2011.  Both are denominational schools.  St Ann’s Primary School currently shares a campus with Annbank Primary School.
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 this proposal:

· attendance at both public meetings held in February 2011 in connection with South Ayrshire Council’s proposal;
· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by South Ayrshire Council in relation to the proposal, specifically the educational benefits statement and related consultation documents, and written and oral submissions from parents, the Catholic Church and others;

· consideration of further information on the schools affected, including reports on St Ann’s Primary School published by HMIE in October 2007 and September 2009 and a report on St John’s Primary School published by HMIE in March 2007; and

· visits to St Ann’s Primary School and St John’s Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children at the school, for any other users of the school building, 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

· educational benefits which the council believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

1.5 As the proposal will lead to the closure of an accessible 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 St Ann’s 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 other users occasioned by the closure.

2. Consultation process

2.1 South Ayrshire Council undertook the consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included an invitation for written submissions and public meetings held in February 2011.
2.2 Children attending St Ann’s Primary School are not happy about the possible closure of their school.  They value the opportunities to mix and work with other children across different stages within what they feel is a family atmosphere.  Some think that they would miss socialising at breaks with friends at Annbank Primary School.  Children at P6 and P7 had enjoyed joining classes on their weekly visits to St John’s Primary School.  They had become familiar with the school and had made new friends.  Children at St John’s Primary School are very positive about the prospect of children from St Ann’s Primary School joining them. 
2.3 Parents of children attending St Ann’s Primary School are strongly opposed to the proposal.  They feel that their children are enjoying a good education at St Ann’s Primary School.  They do not want their children to go to a school outwith their local community.  They feel that the joint St Ann’s and Annbank Primary School campus has fostered friendships across the community.  Some parents and others question the council’s calculations to determine the financial savings resulting from the closure of St Ann’s Primary School.  The Parent Council feels that, in the event of St Ann’s Primary School being closed, St Ninian’s Primary School, Prestwick should be considered as an alternative to St John’s Primary School. 
2.4 Members of the Parent Council at St John’s Primary School feel that St Ann’s Primary School already functions as an extended part of St John’s Primary School.  They note that the depute headteacher at St John’s Primary School  acts as headteacher at St Ann’s Primary School, and another member of the teaching staff at St John’s Primary School is one of the two class teachers at St Ann’s Primary School.  Some parents of children attending St John’s Primary School believe that this arrangement is detrimental to their school and should not continue beyond the current session.
2.5
Staff at both schools are already working closely and feel that children from St Ann’s Primary School could be successfully integrated into St John’s Primary School.

2.6
Representatives of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Galloway have strong reservations about many aspects of the proposal.  Overall, they feel that the council has not made a convincing case for closure.  For example, they feel that the role of different types of groupwork in helping children progress through Curriculum for Excellence and the impact which an increased roll might have on that aspect of learning and teaching, has not been set out clearly.  The proposal document states that rolls at St John’s and Annbank Primary Schools would rise to the extent that both schools would require expanded accommodation.  Diocese representatives feel that these demographic trends, including housing developments, have not been fully recognised in determining the future pupil roll at St Ann’s Primary School.  The proposal paper states that South Ayrshire Council’s long term strategic aspiration is to create an all-through 5-18 denominational school at Queen Margaret Academy, Ayr.  This would provide for children in Ayr, Maybole, Mossblown and Prestwick.  Diocese representatives are strongly opposed to this proposal and feel that the closure of St Ann’s Primary School could be interpreted as the first step towards this aspiration.
2.7
South Ayrshire Council also received a petition containing 243 signatures to save St Ann’s Primary School from closure.

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 The roll of St Ann’s Primary School has fallen steadily in recent years and, at February 2011, was 15.  This figure represents only 30% of the capacity of the school.  Seven of the children are currently in P7, and are due to transfer to secondary school next session.  In 1997, the school was moved from its own building into a campus shared with Annbank Primary School and Nursery Class.  It currently shares accommodation with Annbank Primary School Nursery Class.  The condition of this shared building is good.  The gymnasium/dining hall, shared with Annbank Primary School, is in poor condition and will need to be replaced within the next few years.  
3.2 A follow-through report on St Ann’s Primary School published by HMIE in September 2009 noted clear evidence of improvement since the original HMIE inspection in 2007.  Attainment, leadership and the school’s arrangements for self-evaluation had improved and were at that point at a satisfactory or better level.  The school was judged to be well placed to improve further.  The school is currently managed by the depute headteacher at St John’s Primary School, and one class teacher from St John’s Primary School teaches in St Ann’s Primary School full time this session.
3.3 St John’s Primary School is situated just over four miles from St Ann’s Primary School.  The building is in a satisfactory condition.  The addition of children from St Ann’s Primary School would have little impact on St John’s Primary School roll which stood at 282 (66% of the school’s planned capacity) at September 2010.  It is expected that the school roll will increase significantly over the next ten years due to housing developments in the area.  Plans are in place to extend the school to address any shortfall.  A report on St John’s Primary School published by HMIE in March 2007 commented positively on many aspects of the school.
3.4 All children attending St Ann’s Primary School will be entitled to free school transport to and from St John’s Primary School.  The route follows one of the main access routes into Ayr.  The journey time is approximately ten minutes, depending on traffic levels.  
3.5 In its proposal paper, South Ayrshire Council sets out a number of educational benefits.  These include significantly enhanced opportunities for children to learn together within a larger group of children of their own age, and access to a wider range of curricular opportunities, resources and individual support.  HMIE agrees that the proposal would offer educational benefits to children who attend, or who might attend, St Ann’s Primary School.  The proposal places importance on the role of group working in Curriculum for Excellence but does not fully clarify that the council believes that there will be better opportunities for children currently at St Ann’s Primary School for group working between children at the same stage.  Parents and others already recognise that group working operates at St Ann’s Primary School across age groups.  The anticipated composition of St Ann’s Primary School  roll in session 2011-12, with one child in P2, three in P3, none in P4, one in P5, two in P6 and one in P7 will not provide opportunities for some children to work in groups with children of their own age.  
3.6
The existing close working relationship between St Ann’s and St John’s Primary Schools has already brought benefits for children at St Ann’s Primary School.  Those at P5, P6 and P7 join their peers for school trips and residential outdoor experiences.  The weekly visits to St John’s Primary School by senior pupils have allowed them better access to specialised curricular provision, including French, music and physical education.  If the closure of St Ann’s Primary School is agreed, the council plans to enhance these joint school activities during June 2011.  
3.7
The council’s proposals will enable savings accruing from the closure of St Ann’s Primary School to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in South Ayrshire.

3.8
As the proposal will lead to the closure of an accessible rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, South Ayrshire Council has considered the viability of alternative arrangements and concludes that the option to close St Ann’s Primary School and transfer the children to St John’s Primary School offers the best educational benefit to children.  These alternative arrangements include retention of St Ann’s Primary School, which is described as the ‘status quo’, and retention of St Ann’s Primary School under shared headship.  The council’s proposal would have no impact on community use of the buildings on the shared campus.  There are also a number of other community facilities within the Mossblown area.  
4
Summary

4.1
The council’s proposal to close St Ann’s Primary School, Mossblown and transfer children to St John’s Primary School in Ayr offers potential educational benefits for the children who attend or will attend St Ann’s Primary School.  These benefits relate to increased opportunities to work with children at the same age and stage, and access to a wider range of curricular opportunities and resources.  The proposed move to a larger school will offer children from St Ann’s Primary School an enhanced range of educational experiences.  The proposal will not adversely affect the quality of education for children at St John’s Primary School.  Already joint activities between the two schools take place.  The council has appropriate plans to transport children to St John’s Primary School.

4.2
In taking forward this proposal, the council needs to seek to reassure parents and others on a number of issues arising from the consultation.  These include the benefits of children working with others at the same age and stage, the impact of housing developments on projected rolls at St Ann’s Primary School, and the factors it took into consideration when deciding on St John’s Primary School rather than St Ninian’s Primary School in Prestwick as the destination for children from St Ann’s Primary School.  The council could also usefully clarify details of the ‘status quo’ option, should the proposal not go ahead.
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