Commission on Rural Education Call for Evidence
Section A- Respondent Information Form
Please note that the Respondent Information Form must be completed to ensure that we handle your response appropriately. Questions marked* must be answered by all respondents, unless you are directed past this question.

Name of Organisation (if appropriate)
Angus Council (NB - Officer Response)
Postal Address and Postcode

Education Department
Angus House

Orchardbank Business Park
Forfar

DD8 1AE

Telephone Number     01307 476347
Email Address education@angus.gov.uk  
*I am responding as: a group or organisation
Do you consider yourself or your organisation as from or representing?
An area with both urban and rural components


 

If you are responding  as a group or organisation:
*The name and address of your organisation will be made public (on the Commission's web site and/or in the Scottish Government library). Are you content for your response to also be made available?

Yes 

Which of the following best describes your organisation? (Please select one option only)

 Local authority                                                   



Section B - Maximising attainment and achievement through rural education
Q1:
The Commission is examining how the delivery of rural education can maximise attainment and outcomes to give pupils the best life chances. Curriculum for Excellence is the curriculum in Scotland which applies to all children and young people aged 3-18, wherever they are learning.  lt aims to raise achievement and attainment for all, enabling young people to develop the skills, knowledge and understanding they need to succeed in learning, life and work.
(a) 
To what extent do you agree or disagree that there are particular challenges to delivering Curriculum for Excellence in rural schools?
	Strongly
	 Agree
	 Neither agree
	 Disagree
	 Strongly
	 Don't know I

	agree
	        
	nor disagree
	√
	disagree
	Not applicable


(b) 
To what extent do you agree or disagree that any challenges are particularly acute for small rural schools?
	 Strongly
	 Agree
	 Neither agree
	 Disagree
	 Strongly
	 Don't know I

	agree
	         √
	nor disagree
	
	disagree
	Not applicable


(c) 
Please explain your answers to (a) and (b) and provide further detail on what you think these challenges are?
· The range of pupil needs in multi-stage (ie with 3 or more stages) composite classes, typically to be found in small schools, rural or other, requires a highly systematic approach to curriculum planning to ensure coverage of experiences and outcomes across a three to four year cycle.  This can be challenging for staff who are trying to offer a flexible curriculum which promotes broad and deep learning for all pupils in the class. 
· Priorities identified in the annual school improvement plan to take forward aspects of the new curriculum need to be restricted in number in comparison to larger schools due to the small number of staff available to take on delegated leadership roles.   This can result in a slower pace of implementation for small rural schools.  
· There are specific challenges in relation to the adoption of active and co-operative approaches to learning.  Although group work is a clear necessity in a multi-stage composite class, it can be difficult for teachers to ensure that they provide appropriately differentiated and challenging experiences for all pupils within broad multi-stage classes.  These difficulties may lead to pupils having a limited range of appropriate groupings to work within and a lack of age appropriate peers to work with and learn from.  
· Staff in small schools do not have easy access to networking opportunities to observe and learn from other colleagues in order to plan collaboratively and develop innovative approaches which impact positively on the delivery of the curriculum and pupil achievement.  This can result in teachers feeling isolated, particularly at a time of significant curriculum change.  
· It is far from straightforward for teachers in small schools to develop effective arrangements for the moderation of planning and learning.  The lack of stage partners (that is, teachers who plan learning within the same CfE level) can limit effective opportunities for achieving a secure and shared understanding of the standards required in relation to the new curriculum
· Physical resources and spaces to provide a curriculum fit for the 21st century can be limited in very old buildings.  Related resource challenges can also impact negatively on a school’s ability to make effective use of the services of parent volunteers, volunteer workers or classroom assistants.  
(d) Do you have any suggestions for how these challenges might be overcome or addressed?
· Guidance and regular support from the local authority needs to be a key feature to ensure that small schools, rural or other, can collaborate to prevent each set of staff from re-inventing the wheel/duplicating development tasks.  In Angus, this has been exemplified by the wide range of well received curricular guidance and advice provided to schools and school clusters to enable the effective implementation of the new curriculum.  
· Sharing of good practice across schools as well as collaboration within a school cluster need to be promoted and resourced.  The role of Link Quality Improvement Officers in disseminating and facilitating good practice and shared learning is crucial.  

· Collaborative working for pupils in rural schools within close proximity should be promoted.  This operates very effectively in Angus school clusters.
· Formal opportunities for staff in small schools to network beyond the school need to be provided and resourced by local authorities, with well planned sessions which enable teachers to learn from each other. 

· Well planned cluster and authority-wide moderation procedures are needed to support collaborative working opportunities between schools/school clusters. 

· Staff in small schools need to be as innovative as possible about the use they make of available space and staff timetables.  They also need to ensure that they look beyond the school into the local community to broaden learning opportunities and experiences for pupils.
Q2:
Do you think rural schools provide particular educational benefits to their pupils and, if so, what do you think these are?
· The opportunity which a small rural school or any small school has to group pupils vertically across a broad age range can enhance the ability of pupils to take the initiative and accept responsibility for their learning in individual and group settings. 

· Due to small pupil numbers, all pupils can take on higher levels of responsibility from a very early age.  They can contribute regularly to the corporate life of the school and to the overall learning environment.
· Whole school activities and educational visits can be easily organised. 
· Easy access to rich outdoor learning opportunities is of clear benefit.
· Small rural schools tend to be characterised by supportive relationships between the school and families and by high quality information sharing between home and school.  

· Small rural schools often offer a very warm, friendly ethos.  Pupils who, therefore, feel safe and secure are likely to display confidence in and enthusiasm for learning.   

· The same teachers can teach pupils over many years.  In the best scenarios, that allows for a continuity of approach, supported by a close knowledge of individual pupils and their needs.  

· Staff in a small rural school tend to know all pupils very well.  This can promote strong links between home/school and between the various primary stages.  This level of support for pupils can be enhanced by small class numbers.  While clearly this is not always a feature of rural schools, it is a common feature in very small rural schools.   

Q3:
Do you think rural schools have particular disadvantages for their pupils and, if so, what do you think these are?
· There can be particular disadvantages in small rural schools, as indicated below:
-
Fewer staff can restrict the range of professional skills and expertise available in a small school

-
A lack of expertise in particular curriculum areas can result in a reduction in the quality of learning experiences and opportunities for pupils 

-
Head Teachers, with a heavy teaching class teaching commitment, can find it challenging to cover the range of leadership and management tasks required.  [Authority stress management policies need to be effective.  The work of rural Head Teachers needs to be closely monitored to ensure their health and wellbeing.  The use of shared headships should be promoted, where appropriate, to minimise the teaching commitments of rural Head Teachers and maximise their ability to lead, resource and support the curriculum.]
-
Small pupil numbers within a school or at particular stages can be a barrier to participation in key cultural and sporting activities, for example, team sports, choirs, music ensembles.
-
The situation of teachers teaching the same pupils year after year can sometimes be problematic and restricting, if relationships are not sound between teacher/pupils and teacher/parents.
-
Tiny pupil numbers can lead to a limited friendship pool of age appropriate peers for pupils.

-
Relationship challenges in a close-knit local community can have a disproportionately negative impact on the life and work of the school and be detrimental to learning.
-
Transport costs to support curricular or extra-curricular activities can be prohibitive and prevent pupils from having broader experiences through collaboration with other schools.   
Q4:
Getting it right for every child (also known as GIRFEC) is the Scottish Government's policy for improving outcomes for children and making sure that all agencies respond appropriately to needs and risks. The Getting it right approach is about making sure that leaders, managers and practitioners across all services work together when they need to, ensuring children and young people reach their full potential.
(a)
To what extent do you agree or disagree that there are particular challenges to applying the Getting it right approach in rural schools?
	
	Strongly Agree
	 Neither agree
	 Disagree
	 Strongly
	 Don't know I

	agree
	
	nor disagree
	√
	disagree
	Not applicable


(b)
Please explain your answer to (a) and provide further detail on what you think these challenges are?
· This can be a very positive aspect, in particular, of small rural schools.  Staff know pupils, parents, carers and families very well.  This can facilitate early responses to problems and challenges which arise and can lead to speedy resolutions.
· Staff tend to build very effective relationships with community and partner agencies including health, police and social work.

Q5:
Do you have any comments or suggestions on how to ensure the viability and sustainability of rural education?  You may wish to comment on the following areas:
- 
attracting and retaining staff;
- 
school buildings;
remote learning;
use of technologies for learning.
· Attracting and retaining quality leaders can be facilitated through further development of shared headships and by authorities working towards head teachers not having sole class responsibility or being freed from direct class responsibilities.
· We do not have a problem retaining class teachers in rural schools.  However, it is important that teachers in small schools have ample opportunity to develop professionally despite the lack of direct networking opportunities to learn with and from a wider range of colleagues.  This focus on professional learning ought to be a priority for local authorities. 

· School estate management strategies need to ensure that old buildings are fit for purpose (through well planned repair, refurbishment and replacement programmes) to enable all pupils to have access to the type of learning environments envisaged by the new curriculum.
· There are significant challenges in relation to broadband access for remote schools.  These can impact negatively on the range of opportunities for pupils to learn within the school and across schools, for example, through online (remote) conferencing.
Section C - The Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010 and its application.
In Scotland, local authorities have a statutory duty to ensure the adequate and efficient provision of school education in their area.  If a local authority proposes to change any part of the existing education provision then they must engage in formal consultation process.  The process to be followed when a local authority is consulting on a relevant school reorganisation proposal is set out in the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010, referred to here as the "Schools Consultation Act".  Under the Schools Consultation Act, there are specific provisions relating to rural schools - including factors that Councils must consider before proposing to close any rural school - and there are specific duties on Scottish Ministers in relation to scrutiny (call-in) and consent to Council proposals.
This section seeks your views on the Schools Consultation Act and its current application.
Q6:
Under the Schools Consultation Act, a rural school is defined using statistical data under the Scottish Government's  "Urban Rural Classification".  This divides areas of Scotland into 8 types, depending on the population size of the town or settlement together with the travel time needed to get to a larger town.  For the purposes of the Schools Consultation Act, schools in the three rural categories Accessible Rural, Remote Rural and Very Remote Rural are considered to be rural schools.  These are all schools in settlements with less than 3,000 people living in them and with different lengths of 'drive time' to a bigger town or settlement of more than 10,000 people.
(a) 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the definition of a rural school for the purposes of the Schools Consultation Act?
	
	Strongly
 Agree
	 Neither agree/

nor disagree
	 Disagree
	Strongly 

disagree
	Don't knowINot applicable

	agree
	
	
	(
	
	


(b) 
Please explain your or suggest any alternative?
· The definition/categorisation of a rural school for the purposes of the Schools Consultation Act is based purely on statistical information.  While the basis for the three rural categories is self-evident, there is clear merit in reviewing the definition/clarification of a rural school to include aspects other than location, for example, sufficiency, with reference to pupil roll and pupil staff ratios, and proximity to other rural or non rural schools.

· The circumstances of small schools which are situated, for example, in the Angus Glens are entirely different from those of schools on the periphery of burghs and within 5/10 minutes drive from burgh schools or other rural schools.

· In Angus and across Scotland there are examples of rural schools built in the nineteenth century to serve local communities whose make up, as a result of social and demographic change, differs markedly from that of the current communities served by these schools.
· While the importance and the potential benefits of a rural education ‘per se’ are understood, issues which emerge most often in discussions with communities about rural schools are less about their rurality than their small size.  Inevitably, therefore, observations offered in response to these consultation questions relate significantly to the reality of small schools as opposed to schools situated in a rural setting.
· The distinctions highlighted above are crucial to any education authority’s review of its school estate, all the more so in a challenging economic climate.
Q7:
The Scottish Government’s view is that educational benefits should be at the heart of any proposals to make a significant change to a school.  The Schools Consultation Act specifies that local authorities have to prepare an educational benefits statement for all consultations under the Act.  Local authorities must consider:
- 
the likely effects of the proposal on current and future pupils of the school, other users of the school's facilities and the pupils of any other schools in the area;
-
explain how the authority intends to minimise or avoid any adverse effects of the proposal; and
- 
describe the educational benefits which it believes will result from the proposal and provide reasons for this.
(a)
To what extent do you agree or disagree that educational benefits should be the primary consideration in making a significant change to a school?
	agree
	Strongly Agree
	 Neither agree/

nor disagree
	 Disagree
	 Strongly disagree
	 Don't know I

	(
	
	
	
	
	Not applicable


(b)
Please explain your answer, and provide any comments on how the educational benefits statement is used or how you think it could be improved?
· The rationale for proposing significant changes to a school should be principally educational in nature and should have regard to the capacity of the school to provide a ‘fit for purpose’ learning environment.  Given the best value duty placed on local authorities by the Local Government (Scotland) Act 2003, their stewardship of the school estate, in a challenging economic climate, will inevitably result in closer scrutiny of schools that are significantly underoccupied.
· Resourcing schools which have low occupancy levels, while better, less costly and easily accessible options exist for the provision of high quality learning environments, is neither prudent nor sustainable.  Failure to address such a reality can have a detrimental impact on other schools and on an education authority’s ability to provide a fit for purpose school estate.
· While current statutory guidance, quite properly, acknowledges these realities, it is far from clear that the inclusion within the Educational Benefits Statement of other potentially ‘relevant issues’ – including the condition and suitability of school buildings and facilities and financial and budgetary considerations – is seen by local communities or parents or campaign groups as either reasonable or legitimate.  Consultations with parental or local communities invariably attract the view from some parents that the quality of education and the quality of staff matter much more than the quality of a school building.  While that view is easy to understand, its use as an objection to proposed change, whatever the objective circumstances of the school including the physical state of its buildings, is difficult to sustain.  The ‘reductio ad absurdum’ dimension of such a view in arguing against proposed improvements to learning environments is, we believe, self-evident.  Quite properly, the Educational Benefits Statement requires to address other issues that are of unambiguous relevance to the provision of a ‘fit for purpose’ learning environment.  This perspective should be made clear in any revised legislation and not simply in the statutory guidance pertaining thereto.
· On a practical basis, the use of a structured Educational Benefits Statement ‘template’ would assist local authorities to be more confident in providing relevant information and to a higher standard.  Revised statutory guidance should include such a template.
Q8:
Sometimes Councils will propose the closure of a school.  The Schools Consultation Act requires Councils to have special regard to three factors before deciding to propose and consult on a rural school closure.  These are:
· if there is any viable alternative to the closure proposal;

· the likely effect of the school's closure on the local community; and

· the likely consequences of the closure on travel and transport arrangements.

(a) 
Do you have any comments on how these factors have operated in practice?  
· While Angus Council has no experience to date in using the current legislation in relation to rural school closure proposals, the three factors are entirely appropriate for assessing the need for fundamental change to any school community.  The presumption against closure of rural schools will in certain situations result in a less than objective assessment of one or other factor.  The current legislative approach which draws a distinction between ‘rural’ schools and other schools is neither necessary nor helpful.
(b) 
Do you have any suggestions for improvements or alternatives to the existing process?
· As indicated above, consideration should begin to framing a single (rather than dual) process in any revised legislation.
Q9:
Councils have to balance their duties under the Schools Consultation Act with their responsibilities for efficient management of the school estate.   There is Scottish Government guidance on some aspects of this, for example, assessing and reporting Condition and Suitability ratings.  Thinking about how Councils do this, do you have any comments on how they:
(a) 
make decisions about the school estate, including assessments of condition or suitability and how investment in school building is prioritised?
· School Estate Management Plans provide a robust and consistent framework within which to identify, address and prioritise improvements to individual schools.  Moreover, they provide strategic information for the whole school estate in the local authority area. While condition and suitability are crucial factors, sufficiency is also an essential aspect to consider since changing demographics and occupancy levels of rural schools need to be carefully monitored by education authorities in considering possible changes to the school estate.
· As indicated in the answer to Question 7, the wider resource context for local authorities needs to be considered in the context of a legal obligation to achieve Best Value.
(b) 
assess the capacity of primary and secondary schools?
· Best practice guidance – drawing on work currently undertaken by ADES – would be helpful to achieve better and more consistent approaches to school estate planning across all local authorities.  Schools/local authorities are becoming more innovative in how the school curriculum is delivered.  Moreover, they are dealing with the impact of class size regulations in different ways.  An overly prescriptive approach would not be helpful.

(c) 
manage and measure local information such as projected population numbers and pupil rolls?
· In line with the previous observation, guidance likely to support the adoption of a standardised approach across Councils would be helpful.

Q10:
The consultation process Councils must undertake is set out in the Schools Consultation Act.
(a) 
How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the statutory consultation process currently applied by Councils under the Schools Consultation Act?
	Very satisfied


	 Satisfied
	 Neither
	Dissatisfied
	 Very
	 Don't know I

	satisfied
	
	satisfied nor
	
	dissatisfied
	Not applicable

	(
	
	dissatisfied
	
	
	


NB – this answer refers to the application of the process by authorities and not to the statutory process itself.
(b)
How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the informal consultation sometimes undertaken by Councils in advance of statutory consultation under the Schools Consultation Act?
	Very satisfied

	 Satisfied
	 Neither
	 Dissatisfied
	Very
	 Don't know I

	(
	
	satisfied nor
dissatisfied
	
	dissatisfied
	Not applicable


(c) 
Do you have any comments on consultation under the Schools Consultation Act or how it could be improved?
· Further clarification would be helpful in terms of the definition of ‘relevant consultees’. In particular, it would be helpful to define the extent to which local authorities are/can be expected to ascertain the identity of children who have not yet been enrolled in a local authority or partner provision or whose parents have not made them known to the education authority.
· Revised legislation/guidance should make provision for more realistic timescales covering the consultation exercise and the subsequent practicalities of a capital project.
· Recognition ought to be given to the significant period of ‘post consultation/determination’ time needed to design, obtain planning etc. approvals, procure and then construct a new building (maybe 3 years).  The Consultation Act does not take sufficient account of the practical challenges which local authorities face from start to finish of a proposal to change any part of the school estate.
· Scottish Ministers should work to a prescribed timetable for managing the call-in process including the communication of the outcomes of Ministerial determination following a ‘call-in’ decision.  It is neither reasonable nor fair for this part of the process to be open-ended, while, quite properly, key aspects of the Act constrain education authorities to adhere to clearly prescribed timescales.
Q11:  The Schools Consultation Act requires Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Education (HMIE), who are now part of the Scottish Government agency Education Scotland, to be involved in the consultation process.  They are required to prepare and submit to the Council a professional and independent report on the educational aspects of the proposal being consulted on.
(a) 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the role of Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Education under the Schools Consultation Act?
	Very satisfied
	Satisfied
	Neither Satisfied/ nor dissatisfied
	 Dissatisfied
	 Very dissatisfied
	 Don't know I

	
	(
	
	
	
	Not applicable


(b) 
Do you have any comments on how this requirement has operated in practice or how it could be improved?
· Given the need for the Educational Benefits Statement to address, where appropriate, issues and considerations other than purely educational or curriculum matters, arrangements should be made to ensure that inspectors involved in these exercises are supported and trained to consider and assess these broader issues.
Q12:
Under the Schools Consultation Act, Scottish Ministers have powers to decide whether to "call in" or review a Council's decision to close a school.  This can be applied where it appears to Scottish Ministers that the authority may have failed in a significant regard to comply with the requirements in the Schools Consultation Act or to take proper account of a material consideration relevant to the decision.  When Scottish Ministers call in a proposal, they can then decide whether or not to allow the closure to go ahead.
 (a) 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the role of Scottish Ministers' and their call-in powers under the Schools Consultation Act?
	 Strongly
	 Agree
	 Neither agree/

nor disagree

	 Disagree
	 Strongly
	 Don't know I

	agree
	
	
	(
	disagree
	Not applicable


The ‘call-in’ process currently in force has the capacity to trammel local accountability.  The facility, for example, for ‘any party’ to make representations, the nature of which is nowhere defined, is open to abuse and can result in needlessly adversarial relationships between councils and communities or between councils and special interest groups.
(b) 
Do you have any comments on the call-in process or how it could be improved?
· As indicated in response to Q10(c) the freedom available to Ministers under the current Act to take as long as they deem appropriate to reach and communicate to local authorities their determination of a call-in decision is neither reasonable nor fair.  Moreover, inordinate or protracted delays can have significant implications for a Council’s management of its Financial Plan and its ability to exercise its statutory obligation to provide best value. 

· The current process should be improved by fixing time limits for all Ministerial responses and, possibly, by lengthening the maximum period for initial consideration of an authority’s closure decision from 6 weeks  to 9 weeks.  That additional window could facilitate more effective dialogue between authorities and Scottish Government officials where further information or clarification is required about a proposal.
Q13:
There is statutory guidance issued to local authorities, by the Scottish Government, intended to assist those who are involved in overseeing the consultation and decision making processes around proposed changes to their schools, as required in the Schools Consultation Act:
(a) 
Are you satisfied with the guidance to local authorities under the Schools Consultation Act?
	Very satisfied
	 Satisfied
	 Neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied
	 Dissatisfied
	 Very
	 Don't know I

	
	(
	
	
	dissatisfied
	Not applicable


(b) 
Please explain your answer, and provide any comments on how the support and implementation of the Schools Consultation Act could be improved?
Section D - Funding issues surrounding rural education
Under the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003, Councils have a statutory duty to make arrangements to secure Best Value.  They must carry out their overarching duties on delivery of all council services, including responsibilities for managing the school estate in accordance with the Best Value duty.  The Commission is also considering the funding issues surrounding rural education, including the relationship between the Best Value duty and the Schools Consultation Act.
Q14:
Do you have any comments on how Councils deliver their Best Value requirement alongside the delivery of rural education and their responsibilities under the Schools Consultation Act?
· Councils are assiduous in continually reviewing the school estate to ensure that current and future needs of pupils can be met as cost effectively and efficiently as possible.  These reviews apply to all schools, whether rural or urban, and need to have regard to both capital and revenue perspectives.  

· A particular revenue consideration for Councils is the case of small schools and the potentially negative impact of a rural school closure on the Council’s grant income.  The current funding mechanisms should be reviewed.
· As indicated above, the requirement for councils, when proposing to close a rural school, to consider ‘a viable alternative’ needs to have regard to budgetary and other considerations.  It would be very helpful, therefore, if a revised Schools Consultation Act made direct reference to a council’s legal duty to secure best value.
Q15:
Do you have any other comments on the funding issues around delivering rural education?
· In addition to direct expenditure in schools, there are other indirect costs associated with central support to small schools, rural or not.  When considering best value, it is also important to have regard to the ‘opportunity costs’ associated with the provision of these services.

Section E - Links between rural education and the preservation, support and development of rural communities
Part of the Commission's remit is to examine the links between rural education and the preservation, support and development of rural communities and to make recommendations on how these links might be strengthened if necessary.
Q16:
Do you have any comments on the links between rural education and the preservation, support and development of rural communities?
· The extent to which a rural school is absolutely central to the life of a geographic community will vary enormously.  Each case needs to be considered on its own merit.  It will depend, on a number of factors, including:

· the location of the school relative to other community amenities
· the proximity of the school to other settlements
· the facilities available in the school and the extent to which they are being used by the local community
· the nature and location of the community or communities from which pupils attend the school

· The reconfiguration of schools in a given geographical area may actively enhance/preserve rural communities.  The provision, for example, of Isla Primary School in the Angus Glens will help to sustain rural education in the medium term in a facility about which 3 separate but neighbouring rural communities are justifiably proud.  The alternative would have been to retain 3 inadequate school buildings, none of which were able to fully meet the needs of pupils and the wider community.

· It is beyond doubt that, in certain remote communities, schools are an essential community hub.  Their locus as a community resource in which communities and community planning partners have a key stake therefore needs to be recognised, supported and protected, as appropriate and practicable.
Q17:
Do you wish to highlight any sources of evidence in relation to this area of the Commission's work that you think they should consider?

No.
Section F -Any other comments
Q18:
Please tell us if you have any other comments on the delivery of rural education that you would like the Commission to consider?

No additional comments.
Commission on Rural Education
October 2011
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