









Agenda Item No


DERBYSHIRE COUNTY COUNCIL


CABINET


12 DECEMBER 2006


Report of the Strategic Director for Children and Younger Adults

STONEY MIDDLETON PRIMARY SCHOOL – PROPOSED REORGANISATION (School Planning & Support) 

1. 
Purpose of Report  To seek approval to the publication of Statutory Notices proposing the closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School.

2. 
Information and Analysis  

2.1 Consultation Process 

2.1.1 At a meeting of the Cabinet on 17 October 2006, approval was granted to undertake preliminary consultation with Governors, staff, parents and other interested parties on a proposed closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School.



2.1.2 Cabinet approved a consultation exercise with a closing date of 27 November 2006.  As part of the consultation exercise, meetings were arranged with the Governors, staff and parents of the school and these were attended by the Cabinet Member for School Planning and Support.  These meetings were well attended and comments made at those meetings opposed the proposal for closure of the school.


2.2
Factual Mistake in Consultation Document


2.2.1 The consultation document included reference to the Governors of Stoney Middleton Primary School advertising for the vacant headship on two occasions.  It has been brought to our attention that in fact the advertisement was placed once, not twice, and that plans for the short listing and interviewing of candidates following a second advertisement were postponed and no second advertisement was placed.  



2.2.2
Although this consultation document was part of the Cabinet paper seeking approval to initiate informal consultation on a proposal to close Stoney Middleton Primary School, the mistake was not a material factor in the Authority’s decision to consult on closure.  This has not affected the timescale or the process and there has been a full opportunity for consultees to respond to the proposal.  


2.3
Issues Raised During Consultation Process


Fifty seven letters and e-mails were received in response to the formal consultation process, many of which were copied to all members of the County Council.  A petition of 853 signatures was received, and in excess of eight and a half thousand letters were delivered by hand, addressed to individual Councillors, of which approximately 130 were originals raising the same issues which are covered in this report.  The issues raised are –

· dangerous nature of the main A623;

· cost of providing alternative transport;

· community use of the school building;

· standards of education at the school;

· pupil projections as an unreliable basis for such a decision;

· loss of activities for the after school period;

· impact on local businesses;

· parental preference being removed;

· support for children with special needs;

· future of the building;

· failure of DCC to follow procedures;

· Governors’ management of school budget and minimal savings for the Authority;

· decision made already.



Each of these issues is outlined with the Authority’s response in the following paragraphs.

2.4 Dangerous nature of the A623 route to Curbar

2.4.1
The majority of the letters received highlighted the danger of walking along the A623 if pupils transferred to Curbar Primary School.  It was suggested that this is a very dangerous route with limited footways, difficulty in walking along with younger siblings as well as the pupil(s) and particularly with a buggy for very young children alongside the road.  Photographs were provided showing a mother and buggy walking along the road whilst HGVs passed by them.  Concerns were expressed at the potential increase in congestion along an already busy route if parents opt to transport their children to school by car, whilst it is said that parents who may be disabled or not have access to a car will be placed in a very difficult position if they have to walk with their children along this road.  Details of the seasonal flooding of the road at Coombs Dale have been provided, highlighting the problems of walking along this route to Curbar Primary School.  It has been suggested that an increase in numbers of pupils travelling to Curbar Primary School would negate that school’s travel plan. 



Response 



2.4.2
The Authority is cognisant of the concerns about the road and its potential dangers, and officers have put into effect a formal assessment of the road to determine whether this is a dangerous route.  This is an independent assessment by Elected Members and officers from the Environmental Services Department (see paragraph 2.5 also).  If the decision is made to close Stoney Middleton Primary School and the A623 is designated as a dangerous route, the Local Authority would provide free transport in the interest of the safety of the children.



2.4.3
The issue of flooding at Coombs Dale has been an on-going one for which a temporary solution was put in place, but proposals for a more permanent solution to address the issue of flooding have been costed, and the award of the contract for the work is waiting for completion of negotiations with the land owner.  This work will progress whatever the outcome of this consultation process. 



2.4.4
All schools in Derbyshire are working on developing travel plans to address concerns around environmental and safety issues and Curbar Primary School, having developed a strategy, will continue to work with its parents, pupils and wider community to implement its travel plan. 

2.5 Cost of providing alternative transport

2.5.1
Should the route to Curbar Primary School be designated as a dangerous route and hence free transport provided for pupils, a number of respondents suggested that this would defeat the object of savings in the cost of education of pupils at Stoney Middleton Primary School.  



Response


2.5.2
An independent assessment of the route against agreed criteria will decide whether this route is dangerous.  When assessing a route, the Local Authority will assume that a child will be accompanied by a responsible adult on their journey to school as necessary.  If the decision is made to close Stoney Middleton Primary School and the A623 is designated as a dangerous route, the Local Authority would provide free transport in the interest of the safety of the children.  The cost of this is discussed at paragraph 3.4. 


2.6 
Community use of school building



2.6.1
The school building is the only large building in the village that is available for community gatherings such as the local WI, the Horticultural Society and the Parish Council meetings.  Many respondents believe that to close the school would be to rob the village of this central meeting place. The response from the Clerk to the Parish Council spoke of disempowerment for local people because, without a large meeting area for them they could not take part in local decision making.  Many responses referred to the use of the school building for voluntary organisations and charity groups and expressed the fear that the disadvantaged and less mobile members of the community would be affected by the closure of the school leading to a decrease in social cohesion in the village. 



Response



2.6.2
The Local Authority appreciates the high level of community activity in the school building outside of school hours.  As the building is owned by the Derby Diocesan Board of Education, this has been raised with the Diocesan Director of Education who is looking at the issue.  The Diocesan Director is keen to secure a resolution to this issue to the benefit of the community and within the constraints of the law relating to charities if the decision were to close the school. 



2.7 
Standards of education

2.7.1
Letters have been received from governors, staff, and former staff of the school, teachers from other schools as well as pupils and former pupils of Stoney Middleton Primary School.  All responses and comments at the meetings praised the education provided by the staff of the school and indicated the belief in and commitment to the existing school and the standards it provides.  The statement on behalf of the Governing Body and Friends, Parents and Teachers Association (FPTA) provided details of Key Stage 2 SATs results and referred to the success of pupils from Stoney Middleton Primary School at Lady Manners School, stating that education provision at Stoney Middleton is good as evidenced by the achievements of former pupils.  Comments from the School Improvement Review Record (SIRR) reports of the last two years are quoted to indicate improvements in teaching and learning.  Specific details on the provision of ICT in the school were submitted to evidence the high pupil: ICT ratio at Stoney Middleton Primary School and consequent level of skill in this curriculum area. 



Response

2.7.2
The Authority is, of course, aware of the last OfSTED Report on Stoney Middleton Primary School.  Written in October 2001, this report indicated some concerns about the educational provision at the school particularly at Foundation Stage.  

2.7.3
The School Improvement Review Record (SIRR) is a key document within the Local Authority’s Quality Development Dialogue (QDD) with schools. 

2.7.4
The nature of the annual SIRRs produced during the late autumns up to and including 2005 was such that they largely reflected upon the school quality, performance and progress during the previous 12 months.

2.7.5
The highly trained link advisers for each school used OfSTED benchmarks to assess each school’s past performance to provide quality-assured judgements. The link advisers also provided benchmarked judgements to reflect the progress made by the school since the last SIRR and the ‘Development State’ of the school.

2.7.6
The judgement on the development state within the SIRR reflects the ability of schools to achieve further improvement. It is very similar in this regard to the key judgement recently developed by OfSTED regarding the ‘capacity’ of a school to improve.   

2.7.7
The judgement reached by OfSTED regarding schools’ ‘capacity’ is the key determinant in the overall outcome of inspection. Where OfSTED judge that the capacity of a school to improve is weak, a Notice to Improve or Special Measures normally results.

2.7.8
The SIRR judgement on a school’s Development State is the key determinant in the overall outcome of the SIRR. In particular, the judgement on the Development State of a school drives the level of support to be provided by the Local Authority to the school in the next 12 months. 

2.7.9
Following the SIRR meetings, link advisers meet with the head teachers (and often chairs of governing bodies) to agree the detailed support plan for the school for the following 12 months through an appropriately levelled programme.  

2.7.10 In accordance with the national ‘Fair Funding’ directions, the Local Authority provides inverse support in relation to the success of each school through the QDD programme. Highly effective schools with a very good development state receive significantly less support from the Local Authority than those schools with weak development states. The Local Authority describes the different levels of QDD support through five levelled programmes.

2.7.11 Whilst the Local Authority would not normally divulge the contents of a school’s SIRR beyond the head teacher and governing body, the decision of the Stoney Middleton Governor group et al to publish selected extracts from these documents leads us to judge that the school’s Governing Body has in effect placed these documents within the public domain. 

2.7.12 The SIRRs for Stoney Middleton in autumn 2004 shows that the school was identified as requiring a high level of support from the Local Authority as a result of weaknesses in its development state. Despite the support from the Local Authority, the SIRRs from autumn 2005 shows limited improvement in the school’s development state. As a consequence, the school was identified as continuing to require a high level of support from the Local Authority. 

2.7.13 The Local Authority wrote to the school’s Acting Head Teacher and Chair of Governors in September 2006 to set out its concerns about the schools current development state. 

2.7.14 The projected further reduction in pupil numbers is likely to place greater pressure on the school in terms of its potential to provide pupils of all ages and abilities with a good quality of education and the opportunity for pupils to interact with other children of their own age.


2.8
Pupil projections for five years unreliable as basis of decision



2.8.1
Responses to the consultation have suggested that the numbers at the school have fluctuated across the past years and that they have ‘recovered’ from very low levels.  Thus it is suggested that five year pupil projections are not a sound basis for making a decision to close a school when in ten or more years the numbers of children in the village could have risen again.  Availability of housing and numbers of houses for sale are highlighted as evidence that more pupils could be joining the school as a result of new families moving into the village.  



Response



2.8.2
The Local Authority has a duty to consider the effective and efficient use of resources, and is required by the DfES to assess the number of surplus places in its schools and the impact sustaining these places has on overall provision.  Statistical models covering a given period of time have inherent difficulties.  The results of the system used by this Local Authority are checked annually against actual data and the DfES expects that such statistical analysis should be within +/- 5% error.  Similarly, there are statistical analyses used when assessing housing gain and, pro rata, this utilises the assumption that for every 100 houses there are 20 primary aged pupils generated.  This is applied to new housing; the situation of existing housing on the market would not be seen to have any significant net impact on numbers attending schools. 


2.9
Loss of after-school activities



2.9.1
Because the school building is the centre for village activities, its closure was seen as ending the opportunities for the many after school activities available to children in the village.  A number of responses indicated that this would lead to a loss of community spirit and a loss of opportunities for children to develop social interaction skills.  



Response


2.9.2
The Authority acknowledges the high level of use made of the school building by community groups in the village and it is to be hoped that, should a decision to close the school be made, the opportunities for village use of the building could be negotiated.  The projected further reduction in pupil numbers is likely to place greater pressure on the school in terms of its potential to provide pupils of all ages and abilities with the opportunity for pupils to interact with other children of their own age.  It is because Curbar Primary School has higher numbers in each year group and is a larger school that the Authority believes the opportunity to develop skills of social interaction will be improved.

2.10
Impact on local businesses



2.10.1 The proposal to close the local primary school was linked by some responses to the proposals to reduce the opening times of the village Post Office leading to a general observation that local business would suffer.



Response



2.10.2 The Authority has no evidence to suggest that the village would suffer a loss of population and/or business as a result of the closure of the school. 

2.11
Parental preference being removed


2.11.1 A number of written responses highlighted the sense that in closing Stoney Middleton Primary School, the Local Authority was taking away opportunities for parents to choose which school they preferred.  In this context, Eyam Primary School was not seen as an option because of the difficulty of public transport and of the road.  To many this created an impression that Curbar Primary School is the only alternative.

Response

2.11.2 The Authority is of the opinion that, within reasonable distances from Stoney Middleton, choice of provision for parents is offered at Curbar Primary School, Eyam Primary School, and Grindleford Primary School.  This includes faith and non-faith schools as alternatives for parents to consider as well as all schools offering good quality educational provision.  

2.12
Support for children with Special Educational Needs

2.12.1 Many parents of children who have or who are attending Stoney Middleton Primary School highlighted the support their child/children received for special educational needs. 

Response

2.12.2 The Local Authority commends the level of input and support given to pupils with special educational needs and is pleased that these pupils have done and are doing well in the school.  However, a similar level of provision to support children with special educational needs exists across all mainstream primary schools in Derbyshire as defined by the Authority’s descriptors of provision for pupils at school action and school action plus, and this is of high quality with good results.  

2.13
Future of the building

2.13.1 Written responses to the consultation as well as members of the public at the consultation meeting raised the issue of the future of the building if the school is closed and were concerned that this should not become a derelict building in the village with associated problems. 

Response

2.13.2 As indicated above, the building is the property of the Derby Diocese and as such if the school closed would revert to that body.  The Local Authority has raised this question with the Diocesan Director of Education who is keen to see a resolution to this issue which will fulfil the Diocese’s legal obligations whilst supporting the local community. 


2.14
DCC failure to follow procedures

2.14.1 The response submitted on behalf of the Governing Body and Friends, Parents and Teachers Association (FPTA) is critical of the Local Authority in terms of failure to follow correct procedure, using reports with inaccurate information as the basis of the decision to proceed to consultation, missing documentation entirely from the process, and that a full options appraisal has not been undertaken at all.  The Governors’ and FPTA response suggests that there has been a deliberate attempt to obstruct the democratic process. 



Response

2.14.2 The consultation document attached to the report to Cabinet on 17th October 2006 contained an error about the number of advertisements place for the headship vacancy at the school.  This mistake is detailed at paragraph 2.2 of this report.  Cllr Charles has apologised for the error at all meetings with staff, governors, and parents and the community, and the mistake is detailed now at the beginning of all copies of the consultation document in accordance with legal advice.  However, this was not a material fact in the decision to proceed to an informal consultation and has not limited the opportunity for responses to the consultation.  

2.14.3 Within the democratic process, meetings were organised with staff, governors, and parents and members of the community to give all those affected by the proposal the opportunity to raise their concerns, and the Leader of the Council invited representatives to present written questions to the Full Council.  The consultation process is a transparent and open system allowing all concerned to voice their concerns and objections. 

2.14.4 The possibility of closure was raised by the former Link Adviser, the Personnel Officer, and the Head of Development in meetings with the Head Teacher and then the acting Head Teacher and Chair of Governors prior to a copy of the consultation paper being taken to the Governors’ meeting of 9th October 2006.  

2.14.5 The possibility of federation is an option which must be driven by the Governors of a school and is not for the Local Authority to present or pursue; the possibility was raised with Curbar Primary School on behalf of the Governors of Stoney Middleton Primary School.  Federation ceases to be an option if the potential partner does not wish to form a federation.  Thus, when drafting the Cabinet paper and attached consultation document, the options appraisal undertaken identified either retaining the status quo or closing Stoney Middleton Primary School.  Therefore, these were the options presented to Cabinet as part of the paper on 17th October 2006. 

2.15
Governors’ management of school budget and minimal savings for 
the Local Authority

2.15.1 The response of the Governing Body and FPTA suggests that closure of the school will achieve only a 0.04% saving against the County’s budget for primary education and that this will be lost if the Local Authority provides free transport because the route to Curbar Primary School is designated as dangerous.  It is stated that governors have managed the school budget prudently and delivers a sound education within budget.



Response

2.15.2 The potential costs of transport and the savings to be accrued to the Dedicated Schools Grant are discussed at paragraph 3.4 of this report. 

2.16
‘Fait accompli’ – decision already made

2.16.1 At the consultation meetings and in written responses concern was expressed that the decision on closing Stoney Middleton Primary School had already been made; that this situation is a fait accompli and the consultation mere lip service. 

Response

2.16.2 This is a consultation process with all parties concerned by the proposal, and all responses are considered by Cabinet before a decision is made whether to proceed to the prescribed legal process for the proposal to close a school.  No decision on the future of Stoney Middleton Primary School has been made.    

3.
Financial Considerations  



3.1
The closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School would mean that funds committed to the education of pupils at this school could be re-invested into the overall schools’ budget and distributed through the Local Management of Schools formula to all Derbyshire Primary Schools.  

3.2 The average funding delegated for each pupil at Stoney Middleton Primary School is £5,678 whilst the County primary average is £2,640 per pupil.  This does not represent value for money, particularly in the light of surplus capacity available at other local schools in Curbar, Eyam and Grindleford. 

3.3
The comparative figures for the average funding delegated to Curbar, Eyam, and Grindleford Primary Schools are £3,554, £3,426 and £3,518 per pupil respectively.  If all pupils from Stoney Middleton transferred to Curbar Primary School, the figure per pupil would be £2,990. 



3.4
The cost of providing transport should the route along the A623 be deemed to be a dangerous route has been assessed as follows.  An existing school service for Lady Manners could collect children in Stoney Middleton at 8.25 a.m. arriving at Curbar at 8.30 a.m.  This would have no cost implication for the Local Authority.  There is no suitable provision in the afternoon.  The cost of making this provision would be approximately £7,600 per annum.  If the use of the existing provision in the morning is deemed inappropriate due to the disparity in ages of the pupils using the service, the cost of a bespoke bus service for morning and afternoon would be £11,400 per annum.  The cost of providing transport for either the afternoon only or for the morning and afternoon journeys would be a pressure against the Local Authority’s Home to School Transport budget.  The net saving from the closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School, estimated at approximately £80,000 per annum, would accrue to the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG).  

4.
Personnel Considerations  


All staff, as well as relevant Trade Unions and professional associations, will be consulted at the appropriate stages.

5. Legal and Human Rights Considerations  

5.1
If a decision is taken to proceed, it will be necessary for the Authority to publish statutory notices proposing the closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School.


5.2
This publication of statutory notices will allow for a six week consultation period during which anyone could object to the proposal.  If objections are received, the Authority would be responsible for submitting the proposal to the School Organisation Committee along with responses to any objections received and for the Local Authority to present the case for the closure of the school.


5.3
If the School Organisation Committee could not reach a unanimous decision, the proposal would be referred to the Independent Adjudicator for a decision.  In the case that no objections are received, the proposal could be determined by the County Council Cabinet.


5.4
The Education Act 2005 introduced new provisions where proposals to close a rural school are planned. The Act amended Section 29(4) of the School Standards and Framework Act 1998. With effect from 1 September 2006 a local authority, or governing body, that is considering proposing the closure of a rural primary school must consider the following matters:- 

a. the likely effect of the discontinuance of the school on the local community; 

b. the availability, and likely cost to the local education authority, of transport to other schools; 

c. any increase in the use of motor vehicles which is likely to result from the discontinuance of the school, and the likely effects of any such increase; and 

d. any alternatives to the discontinuance of the school.

5.5
The issues identified at a, b, and c are considered within this report.  The Local Authority appreciates the high level of community activity in the school building outside of school hours.  As the building is owned by the Derby Diocesan Board of Education, this issue has been raised with the Diocesan Director of Education who is looking at the issue.  The Diocesan Director is keen to secure a resolution to this issue to the benefit of the community and within the constraints of the law relating to charities if the decision were to close the school.  If the decision is made to close Stoney Middleton Primary School and the A623 is designated as a dangerous route, the Local Authority would provide free transport in the interest of the safety of the children.  The issue of alternatives to discontinuance of the school (identified at d above) is considered within the consultation document.  In addressing the position of the school, the alternative to closure was to sustain the present situation and hence the consultation document identified status quo or closure as the two possibilities for the future of the school.  
i) Status Quo 

The Governors of the school could try again to appoint a new Head Teacher and sustain the existing numbers on roll in anticipation of a new direction and impetus from the new appointment to take the school forward and improve standards.  This does not address the issue of very low pupil  numbers at the school, the difficulties this poses in delivering curriculum specific areas to year groups, and the pressure this places on staff to deliver a broad, balanced and well-resourced curriculum;

ii) Closure

The closure of a school is a significant step and one to be assessed very carefully before such action is taken. However, the number of pupils on roll at Stoney Middleton CE(C) Primary School and the projections for the future suggest that this school will struggle to improve its current position.  The resource implications in sustaining this school are serious.  There are two alternative schools with spare places both within two miles of Stoney Middleton. Therefore, this is the preferred option proposed by the Local Authority. 

If this school were to close it is suggested that the School’s normal area (sometimes referred to as the catchment area) should be transferred into that of Curbar Primary School.  Parents of existing and future pupils would still have the option of expressing a preference for their child to attend either of the neighbouring schools or, indeed, any other school of their choice.  This would form part of the consultation and be indicated in the Statutory Notices if the decision is made to proceed to this stage.   

6.
Environmental Considerations
6.1
The main environmental effect of the proposed closure that needs to be considered is the potential increase in the number and length of car journeys.   Most children will have a longer journey to school and given that the A623 between Stoney Middleton and Curbar is not an attractive route for walking, it is reasonable to assume that there would be some increase in car use.  

6.2
The number of additional car journeys that this will generate cannot be accurately estimated. It will depend on, among other things, the number of families with a car available for the ‘school run’; the extent to which trips to and from school can be combined with journeys that are already taking place; and the number of children carried in each car (siblings taken in the same car or informal lift-sharing arrangements would reduce the number of journeys).

6.3
If it is assumed that all 21 children transfer from Stoney Middleton to Curbar, a ‘worst case’ scenario could be that this would result in perhaps 15-20 return car trips in the morning and the same number in the afternoon.  These trips will vary in length depending on where the children live, but the return journey will be typically about 3 miles in length.  These journeys would be longer if parents chose to send their children to more distant schools at, for example, Baslow or Great Hucklow.

6.4
The average daily traffic flow on the A623 through Stoney Middleton is in the order of 9,000 to 11,000 vehicles per day of which about 11% are heavy goods vehicles.  Viewed in this context, the additional car trips on the main road are unlikely to have a perceptible impact in terms of noise levels, air pollution or visual intrusion. There could, however, be some worsening of local congestion in the immediate vicinity of the school at Curbar around the start and end of the school day.

6.5
Any increase in car journeys is likely to result in a net increase in fuel consumption and vehicle emissions, but given the small number of vehicles and the relatively short distances involved it is difficult to describe these impacts as being anything other than marginal changes.

6.6
It should be noted that there might be scope for initiatives to help mitigate these impacts.  For example, Curbar School has adopted a School Travel Plan and this would provide a basis to develop a scheme to encourage parents to adopt lift-sharing arrangements thereby reducing the number of car trips.  In view of the strong community spirit demonstrated in the village, one would expect car sharing to form part of the Travel Plan.  Similarly the provision of a bus or minibus service could be expected to significantly reduce the number of car journeys.

6.7
A further potential environmental impact of the proposal arises from the possible redevelopment of the Stoney Middleton school site.  This cannot be assessed until a proposed use of the site has been identified.  It should be noted that any change of use or development of the site would normally require planning approval from the Peak District National Park Authority.

7.
Other Considerations  


In preparing this report the relevance of the following factors has been considered: prevention of crime and disorder, and equality of opportunity considerations.

8.
Background Papers  A file is available within the Development Section.

9.
Strategic Director for Children and Younger Adults’ Recommendations 


That approval is granted to the publication of Statutory Notices proposing the closure of Stoney Middleton Primary School.
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