CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY EAST AYRSHIRE COUNCIL

REPORT BY HMIE ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO CLOSE CROSSROADS PRIMARY SCHOOL AND TRANSFER CHILDREN TO GALSTON PRIMARY SCHOOL
1. Introduction

1.1 East Ayrshire Council proposes the closure of Crossroads Primary School and transfer of the pupils to Galston Primary School in August 2010 or as soon as possible thereafter.

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.  Whilst the Act became statute on 5 April 2010, East Ayrshire Council carried out the consultation under the Act’s terms because the consultation and decision‑making processes extended into the period which will be covered by the Act.  National guidance on the preparation of Educational Benefits Statements was not available to the council when it prepared its proposals.
1.3 HM Inspectors undertook the following activities in considering the educational aspects of the proposal:

· attendance at the public meeting held on 18th February 2010 in connection with the council’s proposals;

· consideration of all relevant documentation provided by the council in relation to the proposal, specifically the Educational Benefits Statement (EBS) and including consultation documents, 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 the site of Crossroads Primary School, to Bellfield Primary School and to Galston Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects for children of Crossroads Primary School, for any other users, for children likely to become pupils of the school within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper, and for other children and young people in the local authority area;

· any other likely effects of the proposal;
· how the authority intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal; and
· benefits which the authority believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the authority’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 East Ayrshire Council 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 18 February 2010.  As a result of an amendment made by the council to the proposal document, the consultation period was extended by one week.
2.2 Stakeholders in Crossroads Primary School expressed a number of concerns about the council proposals and were opposed to it.  Parents felt that the children were very well known to all staff at Crossroads Primary School and that the school had an inclusive ethos in which each individual learner was valued.  They were concerned that in a bigger school there would be a detrimental impact on the identification of, and action to address, children’s learning needs, on the social and emotional development of children and on the strong community links which impacted on in‑class and out‑of‑class learning.  Whilst they recognised that the proposed receiving school, Galston Primary School, had better facilities overall, they did not agree that the facilities and resources would result in improved educational opportunities for the children.   

2.3 Parents of children attending Galston Primary School were positive about the benefits for children from both schools from learning together in the same school.  They felt that existing curricular links and joint activities involving both schools benefited all children and contributed positively to children learning with and from each other.  They also felt that all children would have greater opportunities for developing a range of skills and interests through increased parental and community engagement in the life and work of the school. 

2.4 Parents from each school were positive about the ethos, quality of teaching and learning, and children’s attainment and achievement in their child’s school.  In both school communities they had concerns about the impact of the proposal on class composition and the extent to which this might lead to children being separated from others in their friendship groups.  The parents of children attending Crossroads Primary School in particular had concerns about class sizes.  

2.5 Children at Crossroads Primary School were concerned about the possible closure of the school.  Although they had successfully settled into Bellfield Primary School when they were decanted from Crossroads Primary School in August 2009 and a number had made new friends there, children were concerned about a permanent move which would result in being separated from some of their classmates.  They were very clear that they wanted to move back to Crossroads Primary School.  They said that their teachers knew them and that all the children knew each other.  They felt that Crossroads Primary School was a happy and friendly school and that they enjoyed learning there.  Children at Galston Primary School were positive about welcoming their peers from Crossroads Primary School and sharing with them the range of facilities the building had to offer.

3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 The council’s proposal sets out a number of potential benefits for current and future pupils of Crossroads Primary School.  Galston Primary School is designed and built to a high specification and is compliant with all accessibility legislation.  It has a working capacity of 459 and currently 277 children attend the school.  It therefore has capacity to take in the children at Crossroads Primary School, currently 52 pupils, without becoming overcrowded.  Galston Primary School is equipped with up‑to‑date resources, including information and communications technology (ICT), and provides an environment for learning which is inclusive, fit for purpose and supports opportunities for learning through play and physical activity.  Classrooms and other areas including the gym hall, library, music and ICT areas offer considerable flexibility.  There are significant structural problems with the building at Crossroads Primary School.  Although it had been allocated funding for refurbishment, this work would not, once complete, upgrade the building to the standard of the facilities in Galston Primary School nor make it compliant with accessibility legislation.  

3.2 The curriculum in both schools is of a broadly similar quality.  Teachers are working to develop the curriculum taking account of Curriculum for Excellence.  They are continuing to develop children’s awareness in, and understanding of, the importance of healthy lifestyles.  In both schools, a range of activities and initiatives including aspects of citizenship, and eco and enterprise activities help to develop children’s personal and social skills.  Attainment levels over the three year period from 2006 to 2009 are generally of a comparable standard.  Most children in both Crossroads Primary School and Galston Primary School attain national standards in reading and mathematics and slightly fewer do so in writing.  In both establishments children enjoy a range of positive learning experiences including out‑of‑school activities and opportunities to develop their skills and interests in after‑school clubs.  Children at Crossroads Primary School benefit particularly from parental and community involvement in the life and work of the school.  Children in both schools are encouraged to achieve and their successes are celebrated well.  In both schools there are opportunities for children to take on roles of responsibility including through committees and the pupil council and as buddies.
3.3 The acting headteacher, staff, parents, Parent Council and children at Galston Primary School are sensitive to the needs of the children who would transfer from Crossroads Primary School if the proposal goes ahead.  They are committed to welcoming and demonstrating concern for the care and welfare of any new pupils.  Children at Galston Primary School reported that they were looking forward to making the new pupils welcome should the proposal go ahead.  In both schools, children with additional support needs are well supported and benefit from the schools’ links with appropriate external services.  The council should ensure that the current strengths are maintained should the proposal go ahead.  

3.4 The council’s educational benefits statement (EBS) states that, as part of its focus on improving learning and teaching, the authority promotes teacher ‘professional learning communities’ where teachers share best practice and agree programmes of continuing professional development (CPD) to improve their teaching practice.  In both establishments, staff are involved in a range of CPD activities with colleagues in their own establishment and within the learning community.  In Galston Primary School, each teacher is able to develop her/his skills and share good practice with a partner who teaches a class at the same stage.  Although Crossroads Primary School is part of a small schools network, opportunities for stage‑focused CPD are more limited. 

3.5 Galston Primary School and Nursery School share the same building.  There is effective communication between staff in the nursery and school.  Children in the nursery use school facilities and take part in joint activities with children in the school.  They are familiar with the school and staff and are confident in using the facilities and, as a result, transitions for children transferring to P1 in Galston Primary School are smooth.  Should the proposal go ahead, children who transfer to Galston Primary School from its nursery class instead of, as some would have done, entering the P1 stage at Crossroads Primary School, would benefit from these links.  
3.6 There are alternative venues within the locality of Crossroads Primary School for community use should demand increase in the future. 
3.7 The council’s proposal is based principally on best value, taking account of its responsibility to use its resources effectively and efficiently.  It recognises that a modern, quality schools infrastructure has a key role in supporting and enhancing the teaching and learning environment.  It has set out clearly in the proposal the condition and suitability of both Crossroads Primary School and Galston Primary School.  As children from both schools transfer to Loudoun Academy at the end of P7, the proposal does not impact on the learning experiences of other children and young people in the local authority area.  The proposal makes a strong case for the council’s focus on achieving continuous improvement in performance while maintaining an appropriate balance between quality of learners’ experiences and sustainable development.  The council has demonstrated the impact that the closure of Crossroads Primary School would have in terms of meeting the council’s objectives of reducing surplus capacity, addressing maintenance issues and improving property flexibility, and improving accessibility for children whilst meeting the statutory requirements of accessibility legislation.  The proposal identifies the potential benefits through efficient management of resources for children and young people in East Ayrshire.  
3.8  The council also identifies the potential benefit for children and young people in the Loudoun Academy Learning Community as a consequence of closure of Crossroads Primary School.  Specifically it proposes to allocate the savings accrued from not refurbishing Crossroads Primary School to improving the physical education facilities at Loudoun Academy.  Should the closure proceed the council would be better placed to ensure that school accommodation supported its aspirations for positive, flexible and stimulating learning environments and reduced barriers to learning for children and young people throughout East Ayrshire.  
3.9 The council has indicated that children attending Crossroads Primary School will be entitled to transport to Galston Primary School in accordance with council policy.  The proposal does not describe how transport arrangements might allow children to continue to participate in the full range of school life and after‑school activities when they live at an increased distance from school.  
3.10 The council managed the recent decant of Crossroads Primary School to Bellfield Primary School well.  In the EBS, the council confirms its intention to establish, in consultation with stakeholders, a transition programme so that the transition of children to Galston Primary School is effected with the minimum disruption to learning and teaching.  The council should provide more detail on its proposal, including its commitments to support the transition through ‘lead in’ time for the transition process and enhancements of staffing, and should explain how it will monitor and report on the transition arrangements.  The council needs to address concerns raised during the consultation with regard to the broader educational benefits of the proposal, in particular, in relation to meeting the learning needs and the personal and social development of the children of Crossroads Primary School.  
3.11 The council’s proposal takes account of a number of its approaches to implementing national policies and aspirations, endorsed in its Single Outcome Agreement and Community Plan.  It has demonstrated that the proposed receiving school can accommodate the additions to the roll.  It should reassure parents by providing them with information about the effects of the increased roll on class sizes and composition, in particular in relation to P1 to P3.    
4. Summary

4.1 East Ayrshire Council’s proposal is likely to result in a quality of educational experience for children from Crossroads Primary School and Galston Primary School which, across a range of aspects, is the same as or better than that which they currently experience.  There is also likely to be a general benefit, deriving from more efficient use of resources, for learners in the wider community.  
4.2 Some stakeholders expressed strong concerns about the proposal, including an impact on children’s personal and social development, the planned approaches to identifying and meeting their learning needs, the plans for class composition and transport arrangements.  The council should reassure stakeholders by providing further information for them on these aspects of the proposal.  
4.3 The council has set out a case that the savings resulting from implementation of the proposal would contribute to its actions to secure best value for available resources.  This argument is strong in the context of over‑capacity of places within the primary schools in East Ayrshire.
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