


Consultation proposal by Dumfries and Galloway Council 
Report by Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to build a new school as part of the Dalbeattie Education Campus Project adjacent to the existing Dalbeattie High School and close Dalbeattie Primary School and nursery, moving the children to the new campus.
1.
Introduction

1.1 Dumfries and Galloway Council proposes to merge the existing education provision at Dalbeattie High School and Dalbeattie Primary School and nursery on a shared, new learning campus adjacent to Dalbeattie High School.  The campus facilities would also be accessible to nearby primary schools and to the local community.  Details of transitional arrangements together with any specifications and designs are currently being developed.  Construction of the new school would begin during the first half of 2014, with completion anticipated during the session 2015/2016.
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:

· a review of the minute taken at the public meeting held on 19 December 2012 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; and
· visits to the site of Dalbeattie High School and adjacent land proposed for the new shared campus and the site of Dalbeattie Primary School and nursery, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of Dalbeattie High School and Dalbeattie primary School and Nursery and 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 having these beliefs.

2. Consultation process
2.1 Dumfries and Galloway Council undertook the initial consultation on its proposals with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included two public meetings and invitations to submit written submissions or to complete a response pro‑forma.  The statutory consultation period ran from 7 December 2012 to 1 February 2013.  Prior to statutory consultation, a lengthy period of consultation reviewing education within Dalbeattie with a range of stakeholders had taken place.  Dalbeattie School Project Board, consisting of a range of key stakeholders including councillors, school services officers, head teachers and other key services representatives, had met regularly since 2010.  The Project Board’s role was to consider the best use of Scottish Futures Trust funding for replacing Dalbeattie High School, to provide strategic guidance for the project and communicate information about the project to stakeholder groups as necessary. 
2.2 To help stakeholders make an informed choice, the Authority organised a variety of activities over a nine month period in 2012.  These included an Education Committee seminar, staff and pupil visits to other new schools within the Authority, update meetings with Parent Councils at schools involved in the proposed Dalbeattie Learning Campus, a web page outlining key proposals, an open event at Dalbeattie High School for all stakeholders, a cluster head teachers meeting and ongoing discussions with other appropriate Council services.  Through these activities, the Education Authority gathered on line and written feedback which indicated that the preferred option of stakeholders was to build a shared campus for the primary and secondary schools in the area.  The results of consultation, along with written feedback from stakeholders, is published in the Education Committee’s report of March 2012.  Despite these events, the overall number of online and written respondents to the open event held at Dalbeattie High School early in 2012 was notably low (49 in total).  Similarly, a ‘drop-in’ consultation meeting at Dalbeattie Primary School on 19 December 2012 was not well attended by stakeholders.  
2.3 Parents at Dalbeattie High School felt that the school had a good reputation in the community and had a positive view of the quality of education experienced by their children.  While almost all were positive about a new shared campus, parents wanted the primary and secondary schools to retain their identity with separate head teachers in preference to a campus headteacher.  A few were not aware of whether agreement had been reached for a shared or all‑through campus and felt that communication about decisions reached so far had been ‘fairly vague’.  Some parents expressed concern about the potential loss of access to outdoor sports facilities during the building of the new campus and felt that this needed careful consideration.  While overall, travel arrangements were not regarded as an issue, a few parents stated that the availability of sufficient parking would be essential given limited access to public transport during the evenings in Dalbeattie.  All parents wished to have sufficient learning and social space for their children in the new school.
2.4 Senior managers and staff at Dalbeattie High School were strongly in favour of the proposal for a shared campus.  A few had taken the opportunity provided by the Education Authority to visit two new local school campuses and thought that such a model would support more effectively curricular progression within Curriculum for Excellence by enhancing opportunities for interdisciplinary learning.  Almost all saw advantages in retaining a separate identity for the schools sharing the campus.  Those who visited two local shared campus schools were reassured that corridor congestion could be avoided through effective systems of management.  Most staff were optimistic that problems in the existing school such as limited social and dining space for young people and split subject sites where the physical education, science and technology facilities and resources are currently located in different parts of the school building would be addressed within the new campus.  However, they felt that the process of consultation and decision making had been lengthy and interest in the project had waned.  As a result, there had been some stakeholder disengagement as many staff expected it to be some time before plans come to fruition.  A few staff were concerned that the proposed ‘like‑for‑like’ approach where the new school would have the same space per pupil as the existing school did not take account of a projected rise in the school roll as a result of new housing in the area.
2.5 While members of the Pupil Council at Dalbeattie High school were aware of and mostly in favour of the proposal to build a new shared campus, other pupils were not aware of the proposal or the intention to build the new learning campus adjacent to the existing Dalbeattie High School.  Some felt that they did not have sufficient information to share their view on the implications of the proposal at this stage.  A few pupils felt a strong association with Dalbeattie High School which they already regarded as providing facilities for the local community.  They saw both advantages and disadvantages in older and younger pupils sharing campus facilities.  A small number were concerned about the impact of noise level on their learning and what would happen to outdoor facilities during construction.  A few pupils felt that care should be taken to ensure that children coming to Dalbeattie Learning Campus from smaller rural primary schools are fully included and have good access to the facilities in the new learning campus.
2.6 Parents of children attending Dalbeattie Primary School felt a strong attachment to their school and appreciated the quality of education it provided for their children. They had mixed views about the proposal to close Dalbeattie Primary School and relocate their children to a new school on a shared learning campus with Dalbeattie High School.  Despite the Council’s efforts, a significant number did not feel well informed about the proposal and only a small number had attended the two public meetings and participated in the visits to the two new schools locally.  Most parents said they were unaware of how the option of a shared campus was arrived at and expressed concern that they had ‘no real understanding’ of the proposal.  A few parents were very positive about the new campus.  They felt that it offered their children opportunities to access modern facilities and resources in science, art and design, technology and drama which were not available to them currently.  All parents liked the availability of space for learning at the existing Dalbeattie Primary School and some preferred its location in the centre of the town.  All felt strongly that a new learning campus should provide a similar level of learning and social spaces for their children.
2.7 Overall, the senior managers and staff at Dalbeattie Primary School were well informed about the proposal and felt that, despite what they regarded as a long process, the proposal offered an unmissable opportunity to acquire state of the art facilities and resources for their children in a structurally sound, energy‑efficient building with accessible outdoor learning spaces.  They recognised that the existing primary school was in a state of disrepair despite recent renovation work to make it watertight and windproof.  Staff felt that while they provided high quality learning experiences for children, the distance between the nursery and primary school and lack of suitable outdoor spaces for physical education and play was unhelpful.  Temperature variations were a significant problem in parts of the building.  Overall, staff felt that rebuilding Dalbeattie Primary School on the same site was not a viable option given the logistics, space and partially listed status of the building.
2.8 An inspection report by HMIE and the Care Inspectorate published in 2009 noted that education was of good or very good standard in the nursery and primary school.  However, inspectors noted that the Nursery premises was not in a good state of repair externally and placed a Requirement on the local authority in this and a subsequent Care Commission report to carry out essential maintenance to the fabric of the building. 
2.9 A few staff and parents were concerned that the new learning campus should be fully inclusive of children and young people with complex additional support needs, providing suitable facilities and resources and appropriately qualified staff.  They felt strongly that such pupils should be supported appropriately to attend the same school as their peers.
2.10
Overall, children at Dalbeattie Primary School and nursery welcomed the proposal for a new school and most were able to discuss in detail their views about the facilities they would like to see in the new school.  Most wanted improved access to outdoor sports facilities, a swimming pool and good access to information and communication technology.  A few older pupils were very enthusiastic about the prospect of primary pupils gaining access to vocational and practical facilities at the new school such as a hospitality suite, design and technology workshop and science laboratory.  All children emphasised the importance to them of having a separate gym and dining room, green areas and a campus which gives good attention to sustainability.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1
The Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010 sets out clearly the duties of a Council with regard to its educational benefits statement.  The main educational benefit the Council claims for its proposal is to create a flexible, modern and sustainable campus for the community of Dalbeattie which will support children and young people’s achievements within Curriculum for Excellence.  Since September 2009, Dalbeattie High School has been identified through the Schools for the Future Programme for replacement.

3.2
There is a strong case for building a new school.  The existing Dalbeattie High School does not fully meet the needs of young people.  It is no longer fit for purpose.  There is water penetration in some areas, social areas for young people are limited, significant temperature variations impact on young people’s comfort and ability to learn and lack of adequate seating and space in the dining area has led to many young people eating lunch in the corridors.  Disabled access is very poor.  In addition, some subjects have classrooms and resources located a considerable distance apart leading to difficulties in communication between staff working across the affected departments and some loss of learning time while resources are moved between locations.  
3.3
Dalbeattie Primary School, founded 127 years ago is the largest primary school and nursery associated with Dalbeattie High School.  While most internal spaces are generally in good condition, others require significant refurbishment.  The school’s position in the centre of town and partially listed status would place significant restraints on building work to provide modern learning spaces.  Access to appropriate open spaces is limited for both nursery and primary children and disabled access across the school campus is very poor.  The distance between the existing primary and nursery buildings is felt by staff to inhibit communication between the nursery and primary school.  If nursery children wish to use the school facilities, they have to walk up a fairly steep slope which is treacherous in winter when covered in ice.  Overall there is a lack of suitable outdoor play spaces and green areas for children to play and learn.
3.4
The Act requires the Council to set out its assessment of the effects of the proposal on the pupils of any affected schools and children who would in the future, but for the implementation of the proposal, be likely to become pupils at the school within two years.  It also requires the Council to include an analysis of the likely effects of the proposal and how the Authority intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects that may arise from the proposal.  The current Dalbeattie High School roll is below its capacity for 400 pupils and social and dining areas are currently congested. However, the proposal does not outline how it will address parental and staff concerns about how the ‘like for like’ space in the new campus (the basis on which the Scottish Government funding contribution under the Schools for the Future Programme is calculated) will take account of any future increase in the school roll as a result of new housing in the area.  A projected rise in primary pupil population from 295 currently to 317 in 2014/15 would bring the primary school roll up to its capacity.  This would leave little room for incoming pupils if the move to the new shared campus goes ahead as planned in 2015/2016.

3.5
The Council provides a helpful outline of the benefits which it believes will result from implementation of the proposal, and the Council’s reasons for coming to these beliefs.  In doing so, it has taken due account of the potential benefits for the local community of developing a shared campus as a ‘community hub’ providing flexible accommodation and a range of tailored community services.  These could include dual use community sports provision including a sports pitch, athletic running track, dance facilities, accommodation for library facilities, community police, social work services office and ‘wraparound’ care and support services.  Consultation with other Council Services and the Dalbeattie community to discuss which services may be included has been ongoing since 2010.  
3.6
The Council sets out a very clear educational vision for the proposal which will support children and young people’s achievements and progress in learning from 3‑18 and help them to gain important skills for life and work in keeping with Curriculum for Excellence.  The benefits include proposals for more vocational options such as hospitality, hairdressing and beauty, vehicle maintenance, hospitality, building and land‑based trades.  The Council plans to ensure that Dalbeattie High School’s other associated primary schools will be able to access the shared campus facilities although this will require careful management.
3.7
While there is reference in the proposal to a Learning Centre/ Behaviour Centre or equivalent, the Council needs to provide further information and reassurance to families and staff concerned about provision for children and young people with complex additional support needs due to transfer to the new shared campus. 
3.8
The proposal takes due account of changes in school travelling routes  proposing to maintain the current transport arrangements for any children transferring to the new school in accordance with its published transport policy.  Although the proposal will mean larger numbers of pupils travelling to one side of the town, stakeholders and the Council were not unduly concerned about increased congestion.  However, the Council will need to give due consideration to issues around access avoiding potential congestion at the design stage.  
4. Summary

4.1
Dumfries and Galloway Council has set out a sound case for building a new shared campus for Dalbeattie High School and Dalbeattie Primary School adjacent to the existing Dalbeattie High school.  The shared campus would support better continuity in learning across the schools and lead to a more consistent, coherent and progressive experience for children across the nursery, primary and secondary school.  There is the potential for the children and young people to benefit from a range of curricular opportunities, facilities and resources appropriate to learning within Curriculum for Excellence.  There is also the potential for an increased level of collaboration among staff, effective sharing of resources and improved professional development through sharing best practice. 
4.2
While Dalbeattie Project Board minutes of meetings, analysis of surveys, visits to new build schools show clearly that the Council has given substantial and appropriate consideration to communication and consultation with stake holders, a significant number of parents and young people were not fully aware of the proposal.  Many stakeholders believe that this happened as a result of waning interest and disengagement over time with what they saw as a lengthy process, first proposed in 2009.  The Council recognises that, in going forward, it should continue to review its approach to communicating with and taking account of the views of stakeholders. The Council has now appointed a Programme Manager and Project Manager whose responsibility it is to oversee the Dalbeattie Education Campus project.  This should help it to ensure that it explores every opportunity to engage with all of those involved in the proposal. 
HM Inspectors

Education Scotland

February 2013
PAGE  
1

