


Consultation proposal by North Ayrshire Council
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue permanently John Galt Primary School and rezone its catchment area to Castlepark Primary School, Woodlands Primary School and Annick Primary School. 
1. Introduction

1.1 North Ayrshire Council proposes to close John Galt Primary School and rezone its catchment area to Castlepark Primary School, Woodlands Primary School and Annick Primary School from August 2013.  Children attending John Galt Primary School at the time of the closure would transfer to one of these three neighbouring schools.  The council proposes to extend and enhance the accommodation at Woodlands Primary School and Castlepark Primary School.
1.2 This 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 meetings at John Galt Primary School and Woodlands Primary School, held on 8 and 15 September 2010 respectively, 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 John Galt Primary School, Woodlands Primary School, Castlepark Primary School and Annick Primary School, including discussion with relevant consultees.

1.4 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children of the school; any other users; children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; and other children 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 coming to these beliefs.
2. Consultation process
2.1 North 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 series of public meetings at each of the schools affected, held in September 2010.  
2.2 Overall, whilst understanding the need for the council to reduce expenditure on the school estate, parents of children who currently attend John Galt Primary School were not supportive of the proposed closure.  Key points raised included disappointment and regret that the impact of a previous consultation for closure over two years ago had led to significant reductions to the school roll since then.  Although the closure proposed at that time was rejected, parents believed that the continuing uncertainty over the future of the school had led many parents to remove their children from John Galt Primary School and to use placing requests to transfer them to one of the neighbouring schools.  As a result, the school roll had dropped to around 75 at the time of the consultation.  The school has a capacity of over 400.
2.3 Some parents were not happy with the proposed boundaries for the revised catchment areas.  In some cases, under the proposals, children from the same street were zoned to attend different schools.  Parents wanted to know if they could have a choice as to which school their children would attend in August 2013.  Council staff were sympathetic to these concerns and explained that all parents had an entitlement to request that their child be placed in another school but that the council could not guarantee that all such requests would be granted. 
2.4 Parents and staff wanted to know whether or not the council would keep John Galt Primary School open until the proposed closure date if the school roll continued to fall at the present rate.  In response, council staff stated that it expected that John Galt Primary School would remain open until June 2013.  A few parents were worried that, if the school closed, their children would not have access to, in the receiving school, the same quality of additional or specialist support from which they benefited at John Galt Primary School.
2.5 Parents and children attending John Galt Primary School were particularly concerned about moving to Castlepark Primary School, as there was a long history of animosity between the two communities.  The existence of a physical barrier in the shape of a large wall was described as contributing significantly to the division of the two communities.  In contrast, parents and pupils at all three receiving schools were looking forward to welcoming the children from John Galt Primary School and were sure that they would be looked after well throughout the transition.
2.6 Some parents from John Galt Primary School were concerned about the prospect of their children being taught in an open-plan learning environment.  All three receiving schools are designed in this way although only one, Castlepark Primary School, is fully open-plan.  They also expressed concerns that their children, who were currently benefiting from learning in small classes, would be moving to schools where class sizes would be larger.
2.7 Staff were concerned about the continuing viability of the school as the roll continues to fall.  They were also unsure at this stage as to their own future employment prospects.  They were concerned that pupils with specific additional support needs might not continue to receive the kind of support they had been used to at John Galt Primary School.
3. Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1
Overall, the proposal, to close John Galt Primary School and rezone its catchment area to Castlepark Primary School, Woodlands Primary School and Annick Primary School from August 2013, offers educational benefits to the children currently attending John Galt Primary School and to the wider educational provision in the area.  Whichever school the children from John Galt Primary School transfer to, they will be educated in a more modern learning environment better suited to contemporary approaches and methodology.  The extended schools will be more likely to operate nearer to capacity for longer.  In the larger schools, there will be less need for composite classes, more flexibility in staff deployment and greater access to specialist support for children where required.
3.2 Children currently attending John Galt Primary School will continue to be educated there until June 2013.  In August 2013, those in the northern part of the catchment area will be transferred to Castlepark Primary School, while those in the southern part of the catchment area will transfer to Woodlands Primary School.  The nursery provision at Woodlands Primary School will be expanded to accommodate the additional numbers attending there.  Castlepark Primary School will also benefit from extended accommodation and the local community nursery will be accommodated within the extended campus.  Children from the Knadgerhill area will be rezoned to the catchment area for Annick Primary School.  It is not anticipated that this will lead to any significant increase in numbers attending Annick Primary School.

3.3 It is anticipated that almost all of the children transferring from John Galt Primary School will attend either Woodlands Primary School or Castlepark Primary School.  Woodlands Primary School is located within easy walking distance of John Galt Primary School.  Access to Castlepark Primary School from the revised catchment area is straightforward on foot, but requires a longer detour by road.  Some parents living to the north of the new catchment boundary may wish to transfer their children there rather than Castlepark Primary School.  Whilst sympathetic to these wishes, the council has made it clear that they cannot guarantee that they will be able to accept all such placing requests.  

3.4 As the numbers of children transferring to each of the receiving schools will be relatively small, and spread across several stages, the impact on class sizes and social groupings in these schools will be minimal. 
3.5 Built in 1960, John Galt Primary School is the oldest of the four schools involved in this consultation, and is in relatively poor condition.  By closing John Galt Primary School, the council will be able to make more efficient use of the school estate.  Reducing the annual expenditure on maintaining school buildings where there is significant excess capacity may enable efficiencies accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children elsewhere in the council area. 

3.6 The council is aware of the concerns expressed by parents and children that they may face social and educational difficulties in transferring to another school.  Council and school staff have committed to working with all interested parties to ensure appropriate arrangements are made to support the transition process leading up to the closure, should the proposal be agreed.  Headteachers and existing Parent Councils will work together to establish interim bodies to oversee these transition arrangements.  Children who have already moved into Woodlands Primary School and Castlepark Primary School have been made welcome by staff and fellow pupils and have settled in well.
3.7 The transfer of children to Woodlands Primary School and Castlepark Primary School will create the need for additional classroom space in both schools.  The council has approved the capital expenditure required to expand and enhance the accommodation to meet the increased demand for places and offer benefits to all children attending these schools. 
3.8 It is the view of the council that children currently educated at John Galt Primary School will benefit from a wider range of learning opportunities and experiences if these proposals are accepted.  These include more opportunities for both curricular and extra-curricular activities.  It is argued that larger schools will be more sustainable and will be less likely to need to create composite classes.  Larger schools will be able to offer more flexibility in staff deployment and greater access to specialist support for children where required.  No matter to which of the receiving schools children from John Galt Primary School transfer, they will be educated in learning environments more suited to the delivery of Curriculum for Excellence. 
4. Summary
The council has presented a clear case for the benefits likely to accrue to the wider educational community from the savings to be made by the proposed closure.  They have also presented strong arguments for the educational benefits to be gained by the children currently attending John Galt Primary School.  The council has plans to extend and enhance the accommodation at two receiving schools and to support children as they prepare for the proposed moves to other schools and settle in.  In taking forward its proposal, it will be important for the council to: 

· clarify its plans for the extensions to Woodlands Primary School and Castlepark Primary School; 

· continue to engage with children and their parents, ensuring that all relevant aspects of the proposal are fully explained; and 
· provide appropriate support for staff through the transitional period.
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October 2010

PAGE  
5

