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1. Introduction

1.1 This report from HMIE will be required under the terms of the Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Act 2010.  Whilst that Act does not become statute until 5 April 2010, North Lanarkshire Council has carried out the consultation under the Act’s terms because the consultation and decision-making process might extend into the period which will be covered by the Act.  This report has been prepared by HMIE in accordance with the terms of the Act.  National guidance on the preparation of educational benefits statements was not available to the council at the time when it prepared its proposals.

1.2 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, the Educational Benefits Statement, the consultation documents, 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;

· scrutiny of further information on all establishments affected;

· visits to establishments affected, including discussions with staff, children, parents and others.

1.3 HMIE considered:

· the likely effects for pupils at the school, 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.

2.
Consultation process
2.1 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 November 2009.  

2.2 Parents of children who currently attend Newarthill Nursery Centre were not supportive of the proposed closure.  Key points raised included the loss of a custom‑built nursery with a wide range of facilities indoors and outside, the perceived community focus which the nursery centre currently offered, and the current flexible arrangements for out-of-hours provision which would be lost.  Some parents questioned the location of non-denominational pre-school provision within a denominational school.  The head of centre and staff understood the general budgetary difficulties faced by the council but could not see the financial or educational benefit of the specific proposal. 

2.3 Parents, headteacher and staff of St Teresa’s Primary School voiced concern about the potential impact of the proposal on children in the school, through having to lose areas dedicated to specialist use such as music.  In their opinion the loss of the infant area would reduce the flexibility of the accommodation and perhaps constrain learning through play.  They had general concerns about the proposal’s aim of reducing surplus classroom space, in case the numbers of primary school‑aged children in the area were to increase in the future and put pressure on accommodation in the school.  Pupils talked of the buddying support they already give to infants and the links they had with the nursery which would continue.  They were worried about losing some facilities in the school if rooms were needed as classrooms.

2.4 Parents, headteacher, staff and pupils at Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School stated that they would welcome the development of a nursery facility in their school.  Teachers were implementing approaches which would encourage active engagement in learning and undertaking relevant training and development in early childhood education, which would relate well to the location of a nursery class in the school.  

3.
Educational aspects of the proposal

3.1 Newarthill Nursery Centre is an established facility providing early education and care.  St Teresa’s Primary School is immediately adjacent to Newarthill Nursery Centre, and Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School is a short walk from the Centre.  Neither of the primary schools currently offers pre-school provision.  
3.2 The council offers no explicit educational benefits statement for its proposals.  It does not offer a sufficient analysis of the impact of its proposals on the children of Newarthill Nursery Centre, although it does believe that there is clear scope to improve the quality of children’s learning and development.  Nor does the council set out the specific educational benefits for the children who would have attended Newarthill Nursery Centre in the future and how these benefits would be achieved.  The council has not fully raised parents’ awareness of the fact that local authority pre-school centres are non‑denominational, whether located within a denominational or non-denominational school.
3.3 There is sufficient high quality space in both of the proposed receiving schools, surplus to requirements.  The council has indicated that it will provide, as necessary, appropriate training to the headteachers of the two proposed receiving schools to ensure that they are properly equipped to provide strong leadership and effective management for pre-school provision.  The council and all staff involved recognise the potential impact on the children of a move to a new location.  Access to high quality additional wraparound and holiday care services would be available from other nursery centres in the council.  The council’s previous work in rationalising pre-school provision has been well managed and effective.   

3.4 The nursery centre has spacious, flexible accommodation in its current site, particularly outdoors.  Moving the nursery into St Teresa’s Primary School would require additional access to the school for parents and children, dedicated outdoor space and age-appropriate toilet and changing facilities, to meet or exceed all relevant standards including those required by the Care Commission.  Keir Hardie Memorial Primary school offers well-maintained provision for children and could accommodate additional children in classes.  Outdoor play space could be adapted to include a designated area for nursery children.  The council’s argument that nursery children would have access to a wider range of facilities and resources in the primary school locations is not clearly explained.  

3.5 The council proposes investment in refurbishing and converting classrooms to playrooms in St Teresa’s Primary School and Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School.  The council’s proposals do not fully describe how the accommodation and facilities in the primary schools would provide equal or better environments for the children affected.

3.6 Newarthill Nursery Centre has curriculum areas in which improvement is required.  Children would benefit from pre-school provision which is more closely aligned with the best practice available in the council.  

4. 
Summary 

4.1 The proposal from North Lanarkshire Council to close Newarthill Nursery Centre in Newarthill and transfer children to nursery classes in St Teresa’s Primary School, or in St Teresa’s Primary School and in Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School with effect from August 2010, offers educational benefit to the wider community of North Lanarkshire.  These benefits relate to the efficient and effective use of available resources for the education service.  The council’s proposal does not set out sufficiently clearly how improvements in children’s learning experiences will be achieved.  It is not clear how the accommodation in St Teresa’s Primary School and Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School will provide the flexible environment for learning required in nursery education.
4.2 The proposal is unlikely to affect adversely the quality of education for primary school-aged children in St Teresa’s Primary School or in Keir Hardie Memorial Primary School.

4.3 There are alternative venues available for any community use.  

4.4 The council has appropriate plans in place for supporting children as they prepare for the proposed moves to other schools and settle in.  It is important that the council: 

· sets out more clearly the arrangements for monitoring and reporting to parents and other stakeholders on the transition; 

· explains how it will relate the contributions and interests of the parents associated with Newarthill Nursery Centre with those in the proposed receiving school; and 

· provides appropriate support for staff through the transitional period.

4.5 The council has set out a case that the savings which would result from implementation of the proposal would contribute to its actions to secure best value for available resources.  This argument is strong, in the context of over-capacity of places within the primary schools of North Lanarkshire.

4.6 The council requires to clarify aspects of its case, and the steps which it would take to secure a successful transition, for parents and other stakeholders. 
HM Inspectorate of Education 
February 2010
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