METROPOLITAN BOROUGH OF WIRRAL

CABINET – 14th DECEMBER 2005

REVIEW OF PRIMARY PLACES PHASE 2: AREA REVIEWS OF BEBINGTON, THORNTON HOUGH, SPITAL AND BROMBOROUGH/EASTHAM

1.0
Executive Summary

1.1
This report advises the Cabinet of progress on the Phase 2 Area Reviews which have commenced following the instruction from Cabinet at its meeting on 3rd November 2005. The minute of that Cabinet is attached for Members’ information as Appendix A to this report. The first stage of the Reviews has been to conduct a process where, on a confidential basis, I have met with key stakeholders in each of the areas under review. These stakeholders included Ward Councillors as well as officers of the Diocese of Chester and Shrewsbury, headteachers and chairs of governors of schools potentially affected by the Reviews. Following these confidential discussions I am now in a position to make recommendations for options to be given further consideration in the second stage of the process. The balance of this report summarises these options, clarifies the process for their further consideration and comments briefly upon a number of the issues involved. In addition to the options described below there is considerable analytic and background material that was used as the basis for the identification of options; this is available for Members on request. A brief description of this material is included at Appendix B. Numbers on roll provided in this report are from the School Census of January 2005.

1.2
In response to the Cabinet decision to review the small planning areas of Bebington, Thornton Hough, Spital and Bromborough/Eastham, the following provides a summary of provision in each area and puts forward options for consideration.

2.0
Thornton Hough
2.1
The small planning area of Thornton Hough was included within the Phase 2 Area Review in order to ensure that we had looked coherently at provision across this region of the Wirral. This area is served by a single school, Thornton Hough Primary School, which although relatively small in terms of numbers on roll (152), serves a large geographical area. There is an old temporary mobile on site, which may require replacement with permanent build at some future date. A single classroom was added approximately three years ago and outline plans exist for a second room. We have looked carefully at this planning area to confirm that there is, in my opinion, no need at this stage to proceed with consideration of options for change. 

3.0
Spital
3.1
The small planning area of Spital contains a single large school, Poulton Lancelyn Primary School (404).  Poulton Lancelyn occupies two buildings on the same site, some distance apart. Plans are being developed to link the buildings together but the scheme is not yet funded. In addition, one of the buildings was constructed around 1980 as a model energy saving building and has increasingly proved to be inadequate in providing a satisfactory classroom environment. A new “traditional” heating system has been installed and further works are required. We have looked carefully at this planning area to confirm that there is, in my opinion, no need at this stage to proceed with consideration of options for change. 

4.0
Bebington

4.1 The School Organisation Plan small planning area of Bebington contains 10 primary schools, including a Church of England Aided school, and Catholic Aided Infant and Junior schools.

4.2 There is scope in this area to enhance existing buildings. A two classroom extension is currently being built at Higher Bebington Juniors and several schools have mobiles which could be replaced or removed, thereby removing surplus places. These include Brackenwood Junior, Grove Street Primary and Town Lane. 

4.3 A scheme has already been agreed at Brackenwood Juniors which will remove the remaining double mobile. The scheme does not require new build, but comprises internal adaptations and full ICT provision including wireless ICT throughout the school, therefore allowing the current “dated” computer suite to revert to a classroom. A single mobile replacement scheme is in progress at Town Lane Infants to remove a unit in very poor condition. A single mobile remains at Grove Street Primary School.

4.4 This area has several infant and junior schools. The LEA has no formal policy on whether all-through primary schools are preferable to separate infant and junior schools, but in recent years has carried out reviews when opportunities have arisen, e.g. through headteacher retirement. 

4.5 The physical distance between Higher Bebington Junior and Town Lane Infants, and between Brackenwood Infant and Junior would make simple amalgamation of these pairs of schools problematic unless considerable capital expenditure were to be made, which would be difficult in the light of other priorities for resources. I am not recommending changes to these schools at this time. The Catholic Diocese of Shrewsbury may wish to consider the amalgamation of the adjoining St John’s Catholic Infant and Junior schools to form a single Catholic Primary school in the near future, and I would recommend support for this proposal if made.

4.6 Although there is likely to be a further reduction in pupil numbers in the area served by these schools over the next five years, there is in my view no need at this stage to proceed with consideration of options for change to this group of schools.

4.7 With regard to Thornton Hough, Spital and Bebington, if the position should change significantly at any point during the five year planning cycle of the School Organisation Plan, then in line with the Cabinet resolution  of 3rd November 2005, I would report separately to Cabinet. Otherwise, I will submit the areas to be reviewed again in due course.

5.0
Bromborough and Eastham
5.1 The School Organisation Plan small planning area of Bromborough (including Eastham) contains 9 primary schools, including a Church of England Controlled Primary school, and a Catholic Aided Primary School.

5.2 Christ the King Catholic Aided Primary school is the only Catholic Primary school in this planning area. It is a large school (354), which has recently been the subject of an unsuccessful Diocesan Targeted Capital bid in order to build two additional classrooms and remodel the existing premises. No change is proposed for this school at this stage. If the position should change significantly at any point during the five year planning cycle of the School Organisation Plan, then in line with the Cabinet resolution of 3rd November 2005 I would report separately to Cabinet.

5.3 The level of surplus places across the Bromborough/Eastham area is unacceptably high and projected to increase. It is my view therefore that some action must be taken to reduce provision either through closure(s) or amalgamation(s) of schools serving the area. This report sets out what I believe to be the practicable options. My conclusions are that action needs to be taken quickly in this area. The current suggested options therefore affect schools serving the Bromborough and Eastham communities.

5.4 Option A: Reduction in admission number at Brookhurst Primary School
Brookhurst Primary School (229) has three temporary mobiles on site, one of which is currently in use as classrooms. A further double mobile is partially leased to a preschool playgroup. A single mobile is used only for storage.

Falling rolls mean that the school will no longer need to maintain two classes in the unsuitable double mobile in the next three to four years, allowing all classes to be taught in the main building. This is contingent on lowering the admission number of the school, which is currently 47, to 30. To bring all classes into the main school building in the shorter term would require the conversion of an existing ICT suite into a classroom, combined with the provision of wireless ICT to all classrooms, as is being carried out at Brackenwood Junior school.

Reducing the admission number means that Brookhurst Primary would become a single form of entry school with around 210 children on roll.  The temporary mobiles could then be removed, reducing the financial outlay currently required from the school’s budget in maintenance costs, as well as the income the school receives via the floor area element of the Funding Formula. The Preschool playgroup has already expressed an interest in extending their lease to cover the entire mobile, which will increase revenue to the school.

This option has the support in principle of the governing body.

5.5
Option B: Closure of Bromborough Pool Primary School

This option would mean ceasing to maintain this school. The number on roll at this school is very low (55) with little prospect of improvement, and facilities for pupils are not what would be expected of 21st century educational provision. The Grade II listed building is leased from the Riverside Housing Association. The school is situated in a Conservation area.

Pupils currently attending Bromborough Pool Primary School could in my view be readily accommodated at local schools within a reasonable distance.  Woodslee Primary could accommodate all former Bromborough Pool pupils without further alteration to existing accommodation. There are also some places available at Church Drive Primary school. The catchment zone of Bromborough Pool Primary would be redrawn to divide it between these two neighbouring schools.

5.6
Option C: Heygarth Primary, St Mary’s CE (Controlled) Primary and Millfields Primary

Millfields Primary is a small school (130) with large numbers of surplus places, while St Mary’s CE Primary is a small school (92) with no prospect for expansion. Heygarth Primary has large numbers of surplus places, but is also a large school for this area with 277 pupils on roll. Heygarth and St Mary’s share the same catchment zone. None of these schools are projected to increase in numbers over the next five years. 

There are a number of possibilities which could potentially resolve the surplus place and small school issues within these three schools.

C1: Closure of St Mary’s CE (Controlled) Primary

In this option, St Mary’s CE Primary would be closed. Places would be allocated to former St Mary’s pupils at other local schools according to parental preference, subject to the availability of places. Heygarth Primary can accommodate all former St Mary’s CE pupils without any alterations or additions to the existing building. The St Mary’s Grade II listed building and site, situated in a Conservation area and within the Green belt, are not owned by the Council.

C2: Closure of Millfields Primary

In this option, Millfields Primary would be closed. It is a small school with a significant number of surplus places, and little prospect of numbers on roll improving. Consolidation into one building from adjoining Infant and Junior schools has already taken place. Places would be allocated to former Millfields pupils at other local schools according to parental preference, subject to the availability of places. The catchment zone of Millfields Primary would be rezoned to Heygarth/St Mary’s CE, in combination with additional rezoning at the border between the Heygarth/St Mary’s CE zone and the Raeburn zone.

The Millfields site is Council owned, and future uses of the building and/or site could be considered. Any proposed sale of the site would be subject to the regulations on the sale of school playing fields.

C3.  Build a new school for St Mary’s; closure of Millfields Primary.
In this option, a new school would be built on the current playing field situated behind the school, which is connected to the school by a footpath (where there is a current right of way).  It would be possible for the newly built school to be community, controlled or voluntary aided.  This option could enable the retention of a C of E school close to the church.  It would provide a school on the river side of the A41.  If Cabinet wishes us to consult on this option, further work would be required on issues such as suitability of the land; planning permission; Trust issues etc.

C4: Amalgamation of Heygarth Primary and St Mary’s CE Primary

In this option, St Mary’s CE Primary and Heygarth Primary would be closed. A new school would then open at the Heygarth Primary site. A decision would need to be taken in conjunction with Anglican Diocese of Chester as to whether the new school would be a CE Controlled Primary school. Former pupils at both schools would be guaranteed a place at the new school, although some may choose to transfer elsewhere, subject to the availability of places.

C5: Amalgamation of Millfields Primary and Heygarth Primary

In this option, Millfields Primary and Heygarth Primary would be closed. A new community school would then open at the Heygarth Primary site. Former pupils at both schools would be guaranteed a place at the new school, although some may choose to transfer elsewhere, subject to the availability of places. The catchment zone of Millfields Primary would be rezoned to Heygarth/St Mary’s CE, in combination with additional rezoning at the border between the Heygarth/St Mary’s CE zone and the Raeburn zone.

The Millfields site is Council owned, and future uses of the building and/or site could be considered. Any proposed sale of the site would be subject to the regulations on the sale of school playing fields.

C6: Amalgamation of Millfields Primary, Heygarth Primary and St Mary’s CE Primary

In this option, all three schools would be closed. A new school would then open at the Heygarth Primary site. Former pupils of all three schools would be guaranteed a place at the new school, although some may choose to transfer elsewhere, subject to the availability of places. The catchment zones of all three schools would be combined, although there would also be some additional rezoning at the border between the Heygarth/St Mary’s CE zone and the Raeburn zone. On current numbers, this would produce a large school of around 500 pupils.

The Millfields site is Council owned, and future uses of the building and/or site could be considered. Any proposed sale of the site would be subject to the regulations on the sale of school playing fields.

5.7
Option D1: Closure of Mendell Primary
In this option, Mendell Primary School would be closed. This is a small school (165) with large numbers of surplus places, and little prospect for an increase in the number on roll. The catchment zone of Mendell Primary would be divided between neighbouring schools, Woodslee Primary and Raeburn Primary. Former Mendell pupils would be allocated places at local schools according to parental preference, and subject to the availability of places.  Depending on parental preference, additional classrooms may need to be built at Raeburn Primary. 

Raeburn Primary (340) has been a consistently popular school among parents for many years. Expansion of Raeburn Primary could be considered as an option in its own right, however without a concomitant closure, this could cause a cascade effect, increasing surplus places at surrounding schools.

The Mendell site is Council owned, and future uses of the building and/or site could be considered. A plan is in place to relocate a playgroup into the building, and there would be scope to relocate other services. Any proposed sale of the site would be subject to the regulations on the sale of school playing fields.

5.8
Option D2: Amalgamate Mendell and Woodslee

Mendell Primary and Woodslee Primary serve very similar communities, and there is significant overlap between their pupil populations. Amalgamating the two schools would involve closure of both schools, followed by the creation of a new school.

Amalgamating at either site would certainly involve significant new build of 3 to 4 classrooms and associated facilities. Woodslee Primary is currently undergoing a major capital investment to replace an outdated HORSA kitchen, and to link the existing resource block to the main building.

5.9
Option D3: Reduce capacity at Mendell

A plan is in place to relocate a playgroup into the building, and there may be scope to relocate other area services for children and young people.

Relocating the playgroup will have the effect of removing net capacity, thereby reducing the admission number in future years. The school would however, remain small, and the situation at Mendell should be monitored to ensure that the number on roll does not deteriorate further.

6.0
Next steps
6.1
If the Council decides to approve any or all of these options for further consideration, the next stage is to move to open consultation. This would involve publishing the options within the areas and inviting comments and suggestions from as wide a range of stakeholders as can be practicably achieved. Most critically this would involve the parents of children in the schools potentially affected. Public meetings would therefore be held where views can be expressed directly to LEA officers and the Cabinet member. We would also invite written comments. The outcome of these consultations would then be reported back to Cabinet for further consideration, as would any further options that had emerged during the process and the consultation. 

7.0 Financial and Staffing implications

7.1 There are none arising as a result of this report. If options are approved for consultation, there will be further detailed reports that will set out all the implications.

8.0 Equal Opportunities Implications
8.1 It is essential to plan school provision across the Authority so that it is both efficient and effective in the interests of all pupils. Consultations on the options set out in this report will need to address very carefully the impact of any preferred options on pupils which are served by the schools concerned.

9.0
Human Rights Implications

9.1 There are none arising directly from this report.

10.0
Local Agenda 21 Statement

10.1 The provision of efficient and effective education is a vital part of serving local communities; inefficient use of resources is wasteful both in educational and physical resource terms.

11.0 Community Safety Implications

11.1
There are none arising directly from this report.

12.0 Planning Implications

12.1
There are none arising directly from this report. Any proposals that may arise out of the consultations recommended in this report would be subject to the usual planning processes.

13.0
Local Member Support Implications

13.1 The schools specifically mentioned in the report and appendices, and the Wards in which they are situated, which are Bebington, Bromborough, Clatterbridge and Eastham.

14.0 Background Papers

14.1
Surplus place returns


DfES guidance on Surplus Place Removal


School Organisation Plan


Pupil and Capacity data held by the LEA

15.0 Recommendations

15.1
That consultations be undertaken regarding the options for reducing primary schools provision in Bromborough and Eastham as set out in this report.

Howard Cooper

Director Education & Cultural Services
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