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1. Introduction

1.1
The Highland Council proposes to change provision of education in the greater Fort William area, through the provision of a new school building at Caol Primary School, Fort William, and to merge Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School and Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School on a new Roman Catholic campus, both on the site of the current Caol Primary School, Fort William.  There is as yet no clear timescale for the start of this change of provision.  At the time of the consultation there were no specific details of the nature of facilities which would be available. 
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 buildings, 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.

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 April 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 council officers corrected the omission of Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School capacity and roll figures from the proposal papers.  The views of the community within the Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School, Caol Primary School and Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School catchment areas related to a number of concerns.  These included concerns about the traffic around the proposed site, the arrangements for sharing school facilities and the nature of the joint school site.  There were also enquiries as to why the council had not considered alternatives such as the amalgamation of Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School and Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School in the present Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School building.  In subsequent correspondence the local Roman Catholic Church representative, the Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School Parent Council and a number of correspondents offered support for the amalgamation of Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School and Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School in the present Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School building.  The building has recently been refurbished.  At the public meeting, concern was raised about the consultation process, as there was insufficient detail about the nature of the plans, so far in advance of the proposed new build.  The council stated that there was no clear date for the implementation of the plans but the earliest date for commencement would be 2013.  They hoped it would be within three to five years. 

2.3
The council was able to offer assurances on aspects of these concerns but in respect of important issues such as the viability and safety of the joint Caol Primary School site there were no clear plans available as these had not yet been drawn up.  Trade union officials raised further concerns as part of the consultation process regarding the possible job losses which may result as a consequence of this proposal.  They sought further information from the council in respect of how many non teaching posts would be involved within the proposals.  There were no clear plans for the future use of the school building at Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School should the school close as a result of these proposals.  
2.4
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 an authority’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 in which there are no written plans, no agreed start date before 2013 at the earliest, and no known completion date.  The council had consulted appropriately with faith leaders, who were represented at the public meeting.  
2.5 
There are pupils from Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School who are educated in Gaelic and who may transfer to a new proposed Gaelic primary school in Fort William under separate proposals.  This would result in a fall in the roll of Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School.  It is not clear whether Bord na Gaidhlig had been included as consultees in the current proposal.  
3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 
Caol Primary School has a capacity of 316 pupils and is operating with a current roll of 152.  The school’s condition is classified by the council as poor and its suitability is classified as bad.  Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School has a capacity of 286 pupils and is operating with a current roll of 89.  The school’s condition is classified by the council as poor and its suitability is classified as good.  Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School has a capacity of 310 pupils and is operating with a current roll of 66 English medium pupils and 65 Gaelic medium pupils.  The school’s condition is classified by the council as poor and its suitability is classified as poor. 
3.2 
The council’s papers refer to educational benefits arising from its proposals.  These include the use of an improved educational environment and better sporting facilities.  The community would benefit from enhanced facilities including a community hall, wrap around child care and a library.  There were however no written plans in place for the community to judge the educational benefits of the proposals or to consider whether their concerns regarding issues such as road safety and traffic congestion around the joint campus had been allayed.  
3.3
The council’s proposals will provide improved facilities to children and enable any efficiencies accruing from the closure to contribute to the overall benefit of children and young people elsewhere in the council’s area. However, the proposals do not provide sufficient clarity and detail at this stage.
4. 
Summary 

4.1
The proposal from The Highland Council to change provision of education in the greater Fort William area, through the provision of a new school building at Caol Primary School, Fort William and to merge Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School and Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School on a new Roman Catholic campus, both on the site of the current Caol Primary School is largely sound.  It has the rationale of providing, in the longer term, higher-quality school accommodation in the Fort William area. This would enhance community capacity in term of sporting and cultural facilities and day care.  It would offer educational benefits to children directly affected by the proposals and to the wider community within The Highland Council.  In taking forward the proposals, the council needs to address aspects relating to the proposals which at present are not sufficiently clear.  These aspects include the nature of the joint school campus, parental concerns regarding road safety and congestion and when these proposals will be implemented.  As the plans are not due to be implemented until 2013 at the earliest it is not clear how parents of all children who will be affected can be effectively consulted on the educational benefits of these proposals now.  The council should also offer a clearer rationale as to why the proposals of faith leaders and others for the amalgamation of Fort William Roman Catholic Primary School and Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School in the present Lochyside Roman Catholic Primary School building do not offer appropriate value for money and educational benefits to children.  The council’s proposal does not have support at present amongst all parents and other members of the local community in Fort William.  
HM Inspectorate of Education 
June 2010

PAGE  
3.


