


Consultation proposal by North Ayrshire Council
Report by HM Inspectorate of Education addressing educational aspects of the proposal to close Broomlands Primary School, Fencedyke Primary School and Towerlands Primary School and build a new school in the area.
1. Introduction

1.1 North Ayrshire Council proposes to close Broomlands Primary School, Fencedyke Primary School and Towerlands Primary School and build a new school covering the catchment area of all three schools.  The council’s preferred site for the new school is adjacent to Broomlands Primary School.  The anticipated programme for completion of the new school would lead to it opening in August 2014.
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 meetings held on 30 August and 1 September 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 representations made directly to HMIE on relevant educational aspects of the proposal;
· consideration of further information on all schools affected; and

· visits to Towerlands Primary School, Broomlands Primary School and Fencedyke 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.  
2.2 Almost all staff across all three schools involved are positive about the proposal and think that the merging of the schools into a new state-of-the-art building would be beneficial.  Staff feel they would be able to support each other better and that the range of experience and expertise across staff would be wider.  The current shared cluster improvement plan means that the schools are already working and planning together.  The main concerns for staff relate to job security and traffic management at the new site.  
2.3 Children who attend the three schools are very enthusiastic about the possibility of having a new school.  Those who have been on organised visits to local new‑build schools are extremely keen to have access to similar facilities.  They realise that there would be an increase in traffic at the new school, and they are also aware that it would mean a longer journey to school for many of them each day.  They are less concerned about this journey than their parents are.
2.4 Parent representatives are mostly positive about the proposal.  They realise the benefits that a new school would have for their children and feel that a single Parent Council would be much more viable than the three smaller bodies which exist at present.  Significant concern was expressed by parents at Towerlands Primary School in relation to the distance that their children would now have to walk to school.  They were also concerned about aspects of health and safety in relation to the route to school, including the state of the underpasses.  Parents from Fencedyke Primary School agreed that the underpasses were an issue and noted that water tends to collect in them after heavy rain.  They also feel that the path is poorly lit.  
2.5 Staff, parents and children at Towerlands Primary School and Fencedyke Primary School referred to the tendency for the area for the proposed new school to flood during times of heavy rain.  Reassurance will be required that this issue has been taken into consideration and would not compromise the choice of the preferred site.  Parents from Towerlands Primary School are uncertain why Broomlands Primary School has been identified as the preferred site.
2.6
The council may wish to reconsider whether its consultation meets the requirement set out in the Act to take proper account of material considerations relevant to the decision to implement the proposal.  The Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010 Statutory Guidance offers examples of what would constitute a material consideration relevant to a council’s decision to implement a proposal.  One of these is the circumstances when a school proposal is consulted on so far in advance, for example, three years of its implementation date, that it would not be possible to identify all of the pupils that would be affected.  This may be the case in respect of this proposal.  
3. Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1
Children who are currently in each of the three schools, or who would attend them in future years, are likely to benefit from the proposed changes.  Children should find that their education is enhanced by a modern, purpose‑built campus, a larger peer group and a broader range of skills amongst the staff.  Other benefits centre around the provision of better facilities for delivering an appropriate curriculum.  There would be increased opportunities for pupils, including a wider range of curricular activities and greater flexibility in grouping children and in deploying staff to meet their needs.  There would be increased opportunities for staff to share effective practice with more collegiate support and opportunities for a wider range of learning and teaching approaches.  There would also be enhanced management capacity to promote the school improvement agenda.
3.2 Children have been involved in consultation about the proposal since its early stages, including visits to other new-build schools in the area.  They have made presentations to their peers about what they have seen.  This has allowed children to offer their ideas about what they think should be included in the new school.  A customised consultation form has also been used with children to give them the opportunity to express their opinions on the proposal.  Almost all stakeholders are agreed that the proposal as presented is both appropriate and necessary. 
3.3 The proposal brings together the three separate communities linked to each of the schools.  The bringing together of the three schools should also mean that there is a viable and more sustainable Parent Council, as individual small schools have experienced difficulty in getting parents to volunteer to serve on their council.
3.4 The proposal is likely to lead to increased traffic volume in the area when the new school opens and the surrounding roads are narrow.  A number of children, particularly those who currently attend Towerlands Primary School, would have a longer trip to and from school each day.  In implementing the proposal, the council should ensure it has a clear traffic management plan as part of its final proposal, including procedures for safe routes to school for children.
3.5 The proposed merger includes a unit for children with hearing impairment, currently serving ten children from across the council and based in Towerlands Primary School.  These children spend some of their time in the unit and some of their time in their mainstream class with their peers.  Parents of children with a hearing impairment are concerned that these children would lose their identity within the new school, and that the level of service for them would be diminished.  Staff from the other schools are aware, however, that in-service training on this area, including sign language, will be important prior to a merger taking place.  The council should ensure that the needs of the children with hearing impairment are taken into consideration as the new school is designed and built.
3.6 The council intends to engage in a continuing process of consultation with stakeholders.  Staff in the three schools have been reassured by the level of consultation which has taken place since the proposal was drawn up, and have appreciated individual school meetings with the Corporate Director (Education and Skills).  The consultation process with children has also been very positive.  Further visits by groups of staff to local new-build schools are planned, as are joint Parent Council events.  
4. Summary
4.1
Children from the three schools proposed for merger will benefit from the proposal.  They will have access to a modern, purpose‑built school, appropriately equipped to deliver a relevant and appropriate curriculum.  This merger will also bring together the three communities linked to the schools and help to create a larger and more sustainable Parent Council.  However, in taking forward its proposal the council will need to address concerns relating to safe routes to school for children and other issues relating to the building of the new school on the proposed site.  These include addressing concerns related to traffic management and parking.
4.2
As the plans are not due to be implemented until 2014 at the earliest, it is not clear how parents of all children who will be affected by the proposal can be effectively consulted on the educational benefits of these proposals at this stage.  The council should ensure that its plans for continuing consultation with stakeholders engages these parents effectively and continues to involve children, staff, parents and others as appropriate.  The council should also continue to ensure that the needs of the children with hearing impairment are taken into consideration as the new school is designed and built.
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