


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY FALKIRK COUNCIL

REPORT BY HM INSPECTORATE OF EDUCATION (HMIE) ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO VARY THE DELINEATED AREAS FOR WHITECROSS AND MADDISTON PRIMARY SCHOOLS AND BRAES AND GRAEME HIGH SCHOOLS
1. Introduction

Falkirk Council proposes to vary the delineated areas of Maddiston Primary School, Whitecross Primary School, Graeme High School and Braes High School.  The council intends extending the catchment area of Graeme High School to include the Whitecross Primary School community.  From August 2011, it is proposed that children from Whitecross Primary School would transfer to Graeme High School rather than Braes High School.  This change is designed to reduce pressure on Braes High School, which is currently at 94% capacity.  The council also propose to amend the catchment areas of Whitecross Primary School and Maddiston Primary School, so that the rural area south of Whitecross, including Muiravonside and The Loan, become part of the Maddiston Primary School catchment area.  This reflects current parental preferences, and is in keeping with the wishes of the local community.  

This 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.  National guidance on the preparation of Educational Benefits Statements was not available to the council at the time it prepared its proposals.  
1.1 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 (EBS) and including consultation documents, written and oral submissions from parents and others;

· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to Maddiston Primary School, Whitecross Primary School, Graeme High School and Braes High School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.2 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects for children and young people attending the schools named in the proposal, for any other users, for children likely to become pupils of the schools 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 Falkirk 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 a number of public meetings.  
2.2 Overall, stakeholders in Whitecross Primary School were positive about the council proposals.  Parents and stakeholders recognised that the council had listened to them, and that an earlier proposal consulted upon between August‑December 2009 had been amended from Bo’ness Academy to Graeme High School in response to their concerns about transport and community links.  A few parents felt that they did not know enough about Graeme High School and the type of education their children would receive there.  They were concerned that there would be a detrimental impact on the strong community links.  They recognised that there were further residential building projects planned for their area and were concerned about the future capacity of schools to educate their children.  
2.3 Parents responded positively to the council’s proposal to amend the catchment areas of Whitecross Primary School and Maddiston Primary School, so that the rural area south of Whitecross, including Muiravonside and The Loan, was part of the Maddiston Primary School catchment area.  
2.4 Parents of children attending Maddiston Primary School were positive about the proposals.  They felt that there were good relationships between the two primary schools and that the changes to the primary catchment area would not have a significant impact on their school or the community.  On the matter of the secondary catchment proposal, they were happy that the pressures on Braes High School were being addressed.  
2.5 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.  Maddiston Primary School parents appreciated the high quality educational facilities provided by their new school opened in August 2008.  In both school communities, they had concerns about the long-term impact of new housing projects on their communities and schools. 
2.6
A few children in Whitecross Primary School expressed concerns about the council proposal.  They did not know Graeme High School well and were anxious about the future transfer.  Children at Whitecross Primary School and Maddiston Primary School felt that their teachers knew them well and that all the children knew each other.  They felt their schools were happy and friendly places and that they enjoyed learning there.  
2.7
Parents at Braes High School were positive about the council proposal.  They were concerned about the Braes High School capacity and felt this would go some way to reduce the pressures on the school.  
2.8
A few parents from Haining Vallely expressed concerns that the new boundary proposals for Maddiston Primary School did not include their community.  They currently send their children to Maddiston Primary School.  They are aware that there are plans under development for a new school to be built in the Whitecross area but would prefer to be part of the current council proposal in the short to medium term.  
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 Braes High School and Graeme High School.  Currently both schools have the same number of pupils.  However, Graeme High School has greater capacity and can take in a further 300 pupils.  An increase in pupil numbers at Graeme High School could lead to wider subject choice for all young people attending the school, for example by making subjects with low take-up more viable.  Braes High School is operating at 94% of its capacity.  It has an increasing school roll, which, according to the council, is set to exceed capacity in 2018/2019.  The reduction in numbers would alleviate pressures on the timetable and use of the social space across the school.  
3.2 Young people who attend Graeme High School and Braes High School are taught in new schools with high quality educational facilities.  The curriculum in both schools is good.  Teachers are working to develop the curriculum taking account of Curriculum for Excellence.  They are continuing to develop young people’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 enterprise help young people to prepare effectively for the world of work.  Attainment levels are variable in both schools with improving results noted at Higher levels, while at Standard Grade levels in English and mathematics further improvement is required.  In both establishments, young people enjoy a range of positive learning experiences including out-of-school activities and opportunities to develop their skills and interests in after-school clubs.  In both schools, there are opportunities for young people to take on roles of responsibility including through committees and the pupil council.  The education provided for young people in both school settings is of high quality, pupils who change from Braes High School to Graeme High School will not be disadvantaged.  
3.3 Braes High School and Graeme High School work well with their cluster primaries to support transition.  The headteacher of Graeme High School is sensitive to the needs of the young people who would transfer from Whitecross Primary School.  In Braes High School and Graeme High School, young people with additional support needs are well supported and benefit from the schools’ links with appropriate external services.  The council should ensure that appropriate support is maintained to meet effectively the needs of young people transferring to Graeme High School should the proposal go ahead.
3.4 The council’s proposal to amend the catchment areas of Maddiston Primary School to include the rural communities of Whitecross, including Muiravonside and The Loan, developed in response to issues raised by the community.  The council believes that this proposal will have a negligible effect on the school rolls of Whitecross and Maddiston Primary Schools.  The consultation responds to the wishes of the families in this area.  The council believes it will reduce the number of placing requests required by families from that community and the anxiety and uncertainty this causes families.  
3.5 The council’s proposals are based principally on best value, taking account of its responsibility to use its resources effectively and efficiently.  It has set out clearly in the proposal that by harmonising the occupancy levels across the secondary schools, it would mean a fairer distribution of resources across the schools.  
3.6 The council has taken account of the views and likely effects of children currently in P5 and P6 at Whitecross Primary School who will be directly effected by the proposal.  While a few children in the upper primary stages travel to Graeme High School to take part in after school sporting activities, most children and their parents would welcome further opportunities to find out more about Graeme High School.  
3.7 The council has indicated that all young people attending their new catchment schools, Maddiston Primary School and Graeme High School will be entitled to free transport in accordance with council policy.  This would include young people transferring from Braes High School and pupils moving up to S1 from the primary stages.  Pupils enrolled at Whitecross Primary School in August 2011 who choose not to transfer to their new catchment school (Maddiston Primary School) would be provided with free school transport for the remainder of their stay at primary.  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.  
3.8 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 should reassure parents by providing them with information about the effects of local building projects on the future education of their children and young people.  
4. Summary

4.1 Falkirk Council’s proposal is likely to result in a quality of educational experience for children and young people from Whitecross Primary School, Maddiston Primary School, Braes High School and Graeme High School across a range of aspects, which 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 concerns about the proposal, including the impact on the Whitecross community and the effect of the new building developments on the education of their children.  Others sought more information about Graeme High School.  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 implementation of the proposal would contribute to its actions to secure best value for available resources.  This argument is strong in the context of seeking to better balance the school population and reduce the risk of overcapacity in Braes High School.  
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