


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

1.1 Stirling Council proposes to close Lochearnhead Primary School from June 2011, and to re-designate the delineated (catchment) area of Strathyre Primary School to include the current catchment area of Lochearnhead Primary School.  There are currently no children attending Lochearnhead 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 21/09/2010 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 and related consultation documents, written and oral submissions from parents and others;

· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visit to the site of Strathyre 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 Lochearnhead 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.  
2.2 For the past few years, a significant number of parents in the catchment area of Lochearnhead Primary School have chosen to place their children in other schools.  The school was the subject of a previous consultation for closure in session 2006/07.  This proposed closure was approved by the council, but did not receive the consent of Scottish Ministers.  By 2009, the roll had declined from seven to two.   At this point, the two remaining children were transferred to Strathyre Primary School following a placing request by their parents.  The council then suspended educational provision at Lochearnhead Primary School, with the two children and staff transferring to Strathyre Primary School, pending investigation of future options.  School roll projections for the next five years show a maximum potential roll of three children from the existing catchment area.  . 

2.3 Following a school property survey, the condition and suitability of the school building were both classed as poor.  The education service has concluded that significant sums of money would be required to make the building watertight and create an environment suitable for quality learning experiences to take place.
2.4 The only issue that has been raised in connection with this proposal is that of accommodation.  Parents seek reassurance that there will be sufficient space in Strathyre Primary School for all children who wish to attend in the future.  The headteacher and staff are concerned that they currently have limited suitable storage space for learning resources and are investigating ways of increasing this provision.  The council has assured parents that the school has sufficient space and resources to meet the needs of the predicted roll.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 Stirling Council believes that the proposal, to close Lochearnhead Primary School and re-zone its catchment area to Strathyre Primary School, offers educational benefits to the children directly affected by the proposal and to the wider educational provision in the council’s area. 

3.2 By providing education in a larger, more suitable school setting, staff have the opportunity to enhance the educational experiences of children transferring from Lochearnhead Primary School.  Those children who transferred from Lochearnhead Primary School have had more opportunities to learn and play in larger groups.  They have had more opportunities for social interaction with children of the same age.  Staff and children have had access to a greater variety of resources and a better environment for learning.  The two children have been successfully assimilated into the community at Strathyre Primary School.  There have been no reported concerns arising from the transfer.  It is likely that children from the current catchment area of Lochearnhead Primary School who join the roll at Strathyre Primary School in future will be made to feel equally welcome. 

3.3 As Lochearnhead Primary School is currently closed, there will be no impact from the proposal on other users of the building.
3.4 If the proposal is approved, the council will be able to use the savings made from the closure and divert scarce resources into supporting education across the council.
3.5 The headteacher, with the support of council staff, used appropriate arrangements to support the transition of staff and children to Strathyre Primary School after provision at Lochearnhead Primary School was suspended.  The council recognises the importance of continuing to consult children affected by the proposed closure to include their views in planning the extended transition programme.
3.6 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 shared headship but this move was not successful in the past as the roll subsequently continued to fall.  Moving children from Strathyre Primary School back to Lochearnhead Primary School would cause greater disruption to their education.  The council has also considered maintaining the temporary suspension of educational provision at Lochearnhead, but this would incur ongoing maintenance costs that would be difficult to justify.
· The school is small and has limited facilities so it is not used for any other purposes by the community.  The council would have no further use for the building and would declare it surplus to requirements.  
· The council has provided transport for those children transferring to Strathyre Primary School since 2009, and would continue to do so should the proposal be approved.  There would be no additional impact on the environment, as the same transport company provides services for both primary and secondary children in the area.  There has been a reduction in journeys made to Lochearnhead Primary School by technicians and other support staff.
4. Summary

The council has offered a clearly-presented case for the likely educational benefits to be gained by children who would normally have attended Lochearnhead Primary School, in moving to a larger educational establishment.  It has presented good arguments for the benefits likely to accrue to the wider educational community in the council from savings resulting from the proposed closure.  It has considered viable alternatives to closure and rejected these for appropriate reasons.  The council has plans to continue to support children who have moved or will be moving to a new school.  In taking forward its proposal, it will be important for the council to: 

· respond to the concerns of parents and staff about the ongoing suitability of accommodation in Strathyre Primary School.
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