


Consultation proposal by East Ayrshire Council 
Report by HM Inspectors, Education Scotland, addressing educational aspects of the proposal to discontinue provision for ante and pre-school children at Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class in its current off-campus location and move to the campus of Muirkirk Primary School with effect from 16 August 2012, or as soon as possible thereafter.  
Introduction

1.1 East Ayrshire Council proposes to discontinue provision for ante and pre‑school children at Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class in its current off‑campus location and move to the campus of Muirkirk Primary School with effect from 16 August 2012, or as soon as possible thereafter.
1.2
The report from HM Inspectors is required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  It has been prepared by HM Inspectors 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 22 September 2011 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 architect plans for adaptations to the accommodation and outside area of Muirkirk Primary School;
· survey of the routes that would be taken by children walking to Muirkirk Primary School; and

· visits to the site of Muirkirk Primary School and Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class, including discussion with relevant consultees.
1.4
HM Inspectors considered:

· the likely effects of the proposal for children of the nursery class and primary school; any other users; and children likely to become pupils within two years of the date of publication of the proposal paper; 
· 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
East 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 public meeting held on 22 September 2011.  The council had consulted with children attending Muirkirk Primary Nursery Class and children from Muirkirk Primary School.
2.2
Parents generally felt that the council had provided appropriate opportunities for them to express their views.  Very few had attended the public meeting.  
2.3
Parents of pre‑school children recognised that the council’s proposal would help to ease the transition of their children from nursery to primary school.  However, they were concerned about the distance and route that some children would need to walk along the main road to Muirkirk Primary School.  They were very positive about the current provision in the nursery and were concerned that current staffing might be changed.
2.4
Parents of children at Muirkirk Primary School were generally positive about the proposal.  They recognised the educational benefits.  They hoped that the timing of the nursery class session would be the same as the primary school, as this would be helpful for parents who also had children at the primary school.  They were concerned about the impact of the proposal on traffic management and parking.  They suggested that there should be consideration of transport for those children who had a distance to travel.  Parents of pre‑school and primary school children wanted assurances from the council that the current building which accommodated the nursery class would not be left derelict, should the proposal be adopted.  
2.5
Staff recognised the educational benefits of the proposal.  They recognised that there would be more opportunities for staff to work together in taking forward the curriculum.  They felt that there would be increased opportunities to learn from each other.  Nursery staff were concerned about the implications for their employment if the proposal went ahead.  
2.6
Children from the nursery class described the activities they enjoyed at the nursery.  They particularly enjoyed playing outdoors.  Children at the primary school felt that it would be helpful for nursery children if they could be in the same building as their older brothers and sisters.  As P7 children were buddies for P1, there would be more opportunities for them to get to know the nursery children when they were in P6.  Children were concerned about the financial costs of the proposal and hoped that this would not have a negative impact on the school.  

3.
Educational aspects of the proposal
3.1
Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class is located one mile from Muirkirk Primary School.  Limited major capital works have been undertaken at the nursery since 1996.  The nursery class is registered with the Care Inspectorate to provide 20 full‑time equivalent places for children aged three to five years.  Muirkirk Primary School consists of two single storey buildings on a split level site.  The council has carried out capital works and component renewal at Muirkirk Primary School.  The roll of Muirkirk Primary School has been falling and there is an occupancy rate of 46.75%.  The school structure presently has four composite classes.  The council proposes to utilise and extend one of the existing classrooms which is currently used as an activity room.  The architect plans which have been prepared by the council’s Planning and Infrastructure Department include access to suitable toilets and dedicated outdoor space to meet or exceed all relevant standards, including those required by the Care Inspectorate.  These plans have been shared with staff and the Parent Council and were available at the public meeting.
3.2
The proposal by the council to locate Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class within the campus of Muirkirk Primary School would assist staff in building upon the current transition arrangements of children from nursery into P1.  Staff would have more opportunities to share practice and expertise and plan the curriculum together at the early level.
3.3
Current arrangements require the headteacher to travel one mile to visit the children and staff in the nursery class and evaluate provision.  There is no permanent promoted post in the nursery.  There would be potential for the headteacher to develop further approaches to monitoring and evaluating the quality of education in the nursery.  
3.4
Children at the nursery class visit Muirkirk Primary School as part of transition arrangements.  They also meet with their P6 buddy before they start P1.  Inclusion of the nursery class within the primary school would assist pre‑school children to get to know children and staff in the primary school at an earlier stage and would have the potential to ease their transition to P1.  In its proposal, the council has not clarified the arrangements for children who transfer from the nursery class to P1 at St John’s Primary School in Cumnock.  
3.5
The council has considered how it might minimise any adverse affect on the learning and teaching of children attending Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class and Muirkirk Primary School.  If implemented, the council proposes to establish a comprehensive transition programme for children and parents.
3.6
The council proposes to consult fully on the development of plans for the relocation of the nursery class into the school campus should the proposals be adopted.

4.
Summary

4.1
Overall, the council’s proposal sets out clearly how the proposal will enhance the learning experiences of children from Muirkirk Primary School Nursery Class and Muirkirk Primary School.

4.2
It is unlikely that the council’s proposal would have a detrimental impact on the learning and achievement of children attending either the nursery class or the primary school.

4.3
The council’s proposal would benefit children in the nursery class by providing them with playrooms and an outdoor area designed to promote active learning.  Children at P1 would also be able to access the outdoor area.  Staff would be able to work more regularly together to plan the curriculum and share expertise.  There would be greater scope for the headteacher to develop further approaches to self‑evaluation across the nursery class and primary school.
4.4
In its final report, the council needs to clarify the arrangements for any children who might wish to transfer to P1 at St John’s Primary School in Cumnock.

4.5.
The council’s proposal would reduce the number of journeys for parents who currently take children to both the nursery and the school.  Parents would benefit by not having to deliver and collect children from different areas of the village at varying times in a day.  
4.6
Some parents are concerned about the additional distance which some children would have to walk and their safety when walking along the route of a busy main road.  The council should continue to engage with parents to address these concerns.
4.7 
The council has set out a case that children will attend a school building which is modern and designed for the delivery of a 21st Century curriculum.  The council faces challenges in relation to the timescale in implementing the proposal.  The council has recognised the need to ensure minimum disruption to learning and teaching in the primary school as and when building works commence.  
4.8
The council has proposed that there will be full consultation on the development of plans for the relocation of the nursery class.  It is important that the council sets out clearly the arrangements for monitoring and reporting to parents and other stakeholders on the transition and provides appropriate support for staff through the transitional period.

4.9
The council’s proposal will have an impact on traffic management and parking, particularly at peak times.  Taxis and minibuses, including those paid for by parents of children at the primary school require suitable access.  The council’s Road and Transportation team will need to be consulted in due course about changes to car parking, access and servicing arrangements at the school.
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