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1. Introduction

1.1
The Highland Council proposes the permanent closure of Achaphubuil Primary School, Ardnamurchan, and to realign the delineated catchment areas of Banavie Primary School and Ardgour Primary School, Ardnamurchan to include the community of Achaphubuil.  Achaphubuil Primary School has not provided education for pupils since it was temporarily closed in August 2007 when parents of the remaining pupils submitted placing requests for their children to be transferred to either Ardgour Primary School or Banavie Primary School.  The Highland Council proposes also to realign the delineated catchment area of Banavie Primary School and Ardgour Primary School to include the community of Achaphubuil. 
1.2
This report has been prepared by HMIE in accordance with the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.   

1.3
HM Inspectors’ role is to report on the educational aspects of the proposal.  HMIE undertook the following activities:
· scrutiny of all relevant documentation provided by the council in relation to the proposal, including the original proposal and the consultation documents;

· consideration of written and oral representations including from the public meeting required by the Act, and the council’s own report on the outcomes of the consultation; and
· scrutiny of further information on all establishments affected.
1.4
HMIE considered:

· the likely effects for any other users of the school building, for children likely to become pupils, and for pupils of any other schools in the local authority 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.

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 Achaphubuil 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
Overall, the council carried out the consultation with reference to the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  The consultation included an invitation for written submissions and a public meeting, held in May 2010.  The proceedings at the public meeting were recorded using audio equipment and written transcripts were submitted as part of the consultation process. 
2.2
The public meeting provided an appropriate forum for the expression of views.  The views of parents of pre-school children within the Achaphubuil catchment area were that they would prefer a small school, but recognised that there were limits to the viability of a very small school.  
2.3
Council officers noted at the public meeting the council’s flexibility regarding zoning of children from the Achaphubuil catchment area to attend either Lochaber High School or Ardnamurchan High School when they transferred to secondary school.  Assurances from elected members regarding this flexibility are appropriately included within the consultation process.  
3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 
Banavie Primary School is located approximately 18 miles from the Achaphubuil Primary School building.  It is a school in good condition with six classrooms, a gym hall, dining room and nursery facility.  Ardgour Primary School is located approximately 13 miles from the Achaphubuil Primary school building.  The school was completed in 1993 and has two classrooms a multi purpose hall, and small nursery facility.  
3.2
Since the temporary closure of Achaphubuil Primary School in August 2007 the council asserts that they have received no demand for the school to be reopened.  At the public meeting it was stated that there are two pre-school children within the delineated catchment area.  At least one response to the consultation process requested that Achaphubuil Primary School be reopened, although the very small number of parents involved accepted that there may not be sufficient pupil numbers and further expressed a preference, in that case, for children’s attendance at Ardgour Primary School, which was seen to offer a rural school experience.  The Highland Council’s flexibility in zoning and transport, set out in the written response of elected members, would allow attendance at Ardgour Primary School as requested.   
3.3
The current roll in Banavie Primary School is 129 pupils and in Ardgour Primary it is 14 pupils.  Both schools currently accommodate children from the Achaphubuil Primary School catchment area and have the capacity to accommodate further pupils.  
3.4
The council’s proposals will enable efficiencies accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the authority’s area.
3.5
The council’s papers refer to educational benefits arising from its proposals. These include the social and educational benefits children, who may be part of the Achaphubuil catchment area, would receive from being part of a larger school cohort.  These benefits relate to the social and personal development of the children within the larger school and to the efficient and effective use of available resources for the education service.  In Banavie Primary School or in Ardgour Primary School children will have more opportunities to learn together with other children of their own age and abilities.  They would be able to take part in a wider range of educational activities such as school concerts, assemblies and trips.  As a result, children would be enabled more effectively to develop the capacities outlined in Curriculum for Excellence.  They would develop better as learners, and acquire improved social skills and self-confidence through contributing to a broader range of activities.  The proposal will not adversely affect the quality of education for children presently in Banavie Primary School and Ardgour Primary School.   
3.6
As the proposal will lead to the closure of a rural school as defined in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, it is clear that the authority has explored the viability of alternative arrangements.  This includes retaining the school in its present closed condition for possible re-opening should there be a future demand.  The condition of Achaphubuil Primary School has deteriorated since closure and would require further investment to prevent it from falling into disrepair over time. This would be at the expense of investment to improve facilities in other schools across the council.
3.7
As children from the Achaphubuil catchment area at present travel to Banavie Primary School or Ardgour Primary School, The Highland Council has assessed that there will be no impact from the proposed travelling arrangements on the environment or on the children.  The proposals include flexibility in using existing transport arrangements to ensure that parents can send their children to Ardgour Primary or Banavie Primary and subsequently to Ardnamurchan High School or Lochaber High School, without additional costs or negative environmental impact. 
3.8
The council considered, as part of the proposals the possible impact of the school’s closure on the community’s use of the accommodation facilities.  They concluded that, as there is a well used village hall in Treslaig which is a short distance from Achaphubuil Primary School, there would be no adverse effects on the community. 
4. 
Summary 

4.1
The proposal from The Highland Council to close Achaphubuil Primary School and to realign the delineated catchment area of Banavie Primary School, Fort William and Ardgour Primary School, Ardnamurchan to include the community of Achaphubuil with effect from August 2010, offers educational benefits to children directly affected by the proposal and to the wider community within The Highland Council.  These benefits relate to the social and personal development of the children within the larger school and to the efficient and effective use of available resources for the education service.  Children would develop more effectively as learners, and would be engaging in a wider range of activities.  As a result, they would gain improved social skills and self-confidence.  The proposal will not adversely affect the quality of education for children presently in Banavie Primary School and Ardgour Primary School.   
4.2 
There are no proposals from the community for possible alternative uses of the school building, as there is a nearby local village hall.  There will be no impact at present from the proposed travelling arrangements on the environment or on the children as at present children from the Achaphubuil catchment area travel to Banavie Primary School or Ardgour Primary School.  In taking forward the proposals the council should ensure that there is flexibility to allow existing transport arrangements to be used to allow parents to send their children to Ardgour Primary School or Banavie Primary School and subsequently to Ardnamurchan High School or Lochaber High School, without additional costs or negative environmental impact. 
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