


CONSULTATION PROPOSAL BY STIRLING COUNCIL 
REPORT BY HM INSPECTORATE OF EDUCATION ADDRESSING EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS OF THE PROPOSAL TO CLOSE INVERSNAID PRIMARY SCHOOL
Introduction

1.1 Stirling Council proposes to close Inversnaid Primary School at the end of session 2010/2011.  There are currently two children on the school’s roll.  These pupils would transfer to Aberfoyle Primary School at the start of session 2011-12, and the delineated (catchment) area of Aberfoyle Primary School would be re‑designated to include the current catchment of Inversnaid 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 the proposal:

· attendance at the public meeting held on 20/09/10 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 and related 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 sites of Inversnaid Primary School and Aberfoyle Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children and young people of the school, 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 authority 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 a 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 Inversnaid 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 young people and other school users occasioned by the closure.
2. Consultation process
2.1 Stirling 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 at Inversnaid Primary School in September 2010.  
2.2 The two pupils who currently attend Inversnaid Primary School are siblings.  Their mother is the headteacher of the school.  Overall, whilst understanding the need for the council to reduce expenditure on the school estate, the parents of the two children and some members of the local community are not supportive of the proposed closure.  Key points raised included significant concerns about the distance that children would have to travel from their home to Aberfoyle Primary School and the poor condition of the road involved, particularly in winter.   Pupils from the Inversnaid, Stronachlachar and Kinlochard areas currently use this road to travel to Aberfoyle Primary School and MacLaren High School.  Parents and other local residents disputed the council’s figures for the number of days children were absent from Aberfoyle Primary School and MacLaren High School due to inclement weather affecting this road.  They felt that the actual figures were higher than those quoted by the council. 

2.3 The parents of the two children, and members of the Community Council, do not accept the council’s view that there are educational benefits for children in learning in the context of a larger school.  They feel that the quality of current provision at Inversnaid Primary School is high and that the staff work hard to ensure the two children have regular contact with children at other schools. 
2.4 Children currently attending Inversnaid Primary School are anxious about the possibility of moving to another school.  Their parents are concerned that the level of specialised support for individual children will be reduced if they move to another school.  Children currently attending Aberfoyle Primary School, to which the children from Inversnaid Primary School would transfer, were clear that the children would be made very welcome in their classes.
2.5 Parents and other members of the community are concerned that the closure of the school will have a deleterious impact on the community, making it difficult to attract new residents in the future.  They were not clear that the council had considered all of the viable alternatives.  For example they were not confident that the council had investigated fully the possibilities of a shared headteacher or alterations to the school catchment areas. 

2.6
Members of the Community Council are contesting the council’s figures in relation to the costs of upgrading, maintenance and refurbishing requirements for Inversnaid Primary School.  They are concerned that there may be errors in some estimates and that some of the work budgeted for may not be required.  The Community Council has submitted a detailed paper in response to the council’s consultation proposal and has sought clarification from the council.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1 Stirling Council believes that the proposal to close Inversnaid Primary School and re-zone its catchment area to Aberfoyle Primary School, offers educational benefits to the two children currently attending Inversnaid Primary School and to the wider educational provision in the council. 
3.2 If the proposal is approved, the council would close Inversnaid Primary School at the end of June 2011.  The children currently attending the school would then transfer to Aberfoyle Primary School in August 2011, and the catchment area of Aberfoyle Primary School would be re-designated to include the catchment area of Inversnaid Primary School.  The council would provide transport for the children moving from Inversnaid Primary School to Aberfoyle Primary School.  In line with council policy, if the proposal is approved, children from the Inversnaid catchment area who already attend Aberfoyle Primary School would also benefit from transport provision.
3.3 By providing education in a larger school setting, council staff would be able to enhance the educational experiences of the two children from Inversnaid Primary School.  There would be opportunities for the children to interact socially with other children of the same age on a daily basis and to work together in groups.  The children would benefit from more opportunities for discussion, sharing ideas and peer interaction, with the potential for greater depth, breadth and challenge in their learning.  Children would have ongoing, regular access to a wider curriculum, including the specialist inputs of visiting teachers of physical education, art and music.  They would have further opportunities to take on responsibilities and thereby develop as active citizens. 
3.4 Given the current small roll at Inversnaid Primary School, there would be minimal resulting impact on class sizes or resources at Aberfoyle Primary School.  Classroom resources currently held at Inversnaid Primary School would be transferred to Aberfoyle Primary School for the benefit of all learners there.
3.5 By closing Inversnaid Primary School, the council will be able to make more efficient use of the school estate and thereby reduce annual expenditure.  By reducing the annual expenditure of maintaining school buildings where there is significant excess capacity, the council will be able to use the financial savings accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the council area.
3.6 The council has planned the consultation such that, if it is approved, the children will transfer after the summer break in 2011.  That timing would enable staff to put in place appropriate transition arrangements to support staff and children moving to their new school.  The council has committed to working with the respective headteachers and support staff to ensure that children’s views are taken into consideration in planning the transition process.
3.7
As the proposal will lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, HMIE also took account of the council’s consideration of the following issues.
· The council has considered the use of a shared headteacher, but rejected this mainly on the grounds that the journey between the school and its nearest neighbouring school was such that it would be difficult for a headteacher to manage and teach in both schools effectively.  The council considered adjusting the school’s catchment area to increase the roll, but this was rejected on the grounds that it would entail longer journey times for a larger number of children from the neighbouring settlement of Kinlochard.  In addition, these children would have to move to a poorer quality learning environment than they currently enjoy.  The council also considered part-time operation of Inversnaid Primary School, with children receiving the balance of their education at another establishment.  However, this would create the need for duplicated facilities and would not reduce running costs.  The potential benefits to children and young people elsewhere in the council, through financial savings, would be lost.  
· The council has no proposal to make alternative use of the school building so it is likely that it would be declared surplus to requirements and sold.  This small facility is currently used infrequently for meetings such as those of the Community Council.  Alternative venues for such meetings would be required in future.
· The transfer of children under this proposal would mean longer journeys to school for those affected.  These journeys would be undertaken along a narrow single track road which is temporarily closed at times during the winter months.  Young people from these areas already travel on this road to attend secondary school.  There will therefore be no additional impact on the environment resulting from vehicle travel.  The need for repairs, maintenance and improved gritting of this road are an ongoing source of concern to many members of the local community.  The council needs to indicate in its final consultation report how it plans to address these concerns.  The council also needs to take steps to check the accuracy of its figures on the number of days on which pupils were unable to attend school due to the impact of inclement weather on this road.
4. Summary
The council has offered a clearly-presented case for the educational benefits to be gained by the two children currently attending Inversnaid Primary School in moving to a larger educational establishment.  It has also presented strong arguments for the benefits likely to accrue to the wider educational community in the council’s area from the potential savings from the proposed closure.  It has considered viable alternatives to closure and rejected these for appropriate reasons.  The council plans to support the two children and staff as they prepare for the proposed move to their new school and settle in after the move has been completed.  In taking forward its proposal, it will be important for the council to: 
· continue to engage with children and their parents, ensuring that all relevant aspects of the proposal are fully clarified and explained; 
· investigate further the maintenance issues associated with the access road, with a view to improving safety for children. 
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