
SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH PARENT TEACHER COUNCIL 
 

Schools (Consultation) (Scotland) Bill 
 

Introduction 
 
1. We welcome the opportunity to comment on the principles of the Schools 
(Consultation) (Scotland) Bill, which brings in new requirements for local authorities 
when consulting on school closures, with special additional provisions for rural 
schools.  
 
Consultation process for all school closures 
 
2. A local authority has a duty to all its parents and pupils to ensure that school 
provision meets pupils’ needs. However, within an authority’s area there can be, over 
time, considerable movement in population resulting in half-empty schools in some 
parts of the authority and over-crowded schools in another such that the existing 
provision of schools does not meet the needs of pupils and parents, and some 
adjustment is necessary. Sometimes this can be done by a revision of catchment 
areas but sometimes it requires more radical action such as school closure/mergers 
in one area and new-built schools in another.  
 
3. However, school closure is nearly always a contentious issue, even in cases 
where the majority of catchment area pupils have exercised their right to make a 
placing request and moved to other schools. For the pupils and parents who have 
continued with the local school, it is their school and it is normal for any closure 
proposal to be met with fierce opposition. However, it is also true that where closure 
has been undertaken for the right reasons, the change is quickly accepted and new 
parents coming into the school often wonder what the fuss was about.  
 
4. An important element in ensuring that the painful but sometimes necessary 
process of schools closure is accepted is a good and open consultation process and 
we welcome the proposal that the good practice used by many authorities in 
consulting over school closure is to become the norm. We welcome: 
 
• the requirement for a published consultation paper outlining the educational 

benefit of closure, 

• the provision for consultees to correct any factual errors in that document, 

• a generous period for consultation covering at least 30 school days,  

• the requirement to notify a wide range of consultees,  

• the requirement to hold a public meeting,  

• the requirement on authorities to issue a post-consultation report outlining the 
points made during the consultation. 
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Focus on educational benefit  
 
5. However, we feel there needs to be more clarity over what constitutes 
educational benefit, whose education benefit and who determines what it is.   

Whose educational benefit? 
 
6. We note that in drawing up its educational benefits statement the authority 
must consider the impact of the proposal on the pupils at the school, other users of 
the facility, children who will be likely to attend the school and other pupils in the 
authority area. However, the interests of and benefits for the different groups are 
likely to be very different. Whilst it may be beneficial in the long term for children at 
the affected school to move, they are the ones who will suffer the short term 
disadvantage of disruption, and history suggests that the parents and pupils most 
closely involved will always protest a school closure vigorously. Moreover, there is no 
reason to suppose that the education provided at the school by the teachers is 
anything other than of the very highest quality. The main benefit of school closure 
could well be in terms of the wider group – other pupils in the authority. It could be 
that it is a means of providing schools in the right places for the current pupil 
population in the authority area or it could be a way to reduce the money that is being 
spent on maintaining empty school places. 
 
7. It is generally regarded as wrong to consider school closure in terms of 
money, but it is important to emphasise that money spent on maintaining an empty 
school place is money that cannot be spent on pupils actually within the system. We 
offer the following very rough calculation as an illustration. Currently in Edinburgh 
City, 27% of the primary school places that it provides (i.e. has teachers and 
classroom space for) are unoccupied. Given that staff and buildings constitute the 
main part of the education budget, then this means that something like £30,000,000 
is spent on maintaining empty places and the real per pupil spend in primary schools 
is cut from a notional £4,515 to £3,299.1 There is therefore a real cost to all school 
pupils in maintaining empty classroom places and, if a school closure programme is 
undertaken in order to cut the number of unoccupied places, it is this wider group 
who will benefit most as the money available to spend them will go up. 

What constitutes education? 
 
8. In our response to the official consultation document, we made it clear that we 
saw social experience as part of the “educational” provision. For all children, links 
with their peers are a very important aspect of their learning and development. 
Children who do not learn how to socialise at school often find it hard to socialise 
successfully later in life. We cited a number of cases where children were socially 
isolated e.g. where the only two pupils in a school were siblings or where there was 
no other child of the same gender and stage. This is likely to be a problem for rural 
schools but small urban schools often have a very limited mix of children and do not 
provide pupils with the range of peers/potential friends/role models that it would be 
reasonable to expect in a town. It is not clear that this “social” dimension is part of 
“educational benefit” as determined by the legislation. We think it should be. 

                                                           
1 This calculation uses the 2006/07 school costs figures which were the latest available to us.  
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School buildings 
 
9. Another driver on local authorities in proposing the adequacy of a school is the 
state of the school buildings. We feel this is best explained by the following 
description of a school that was originally earmarked for closure, but then saved after 
vigorous local opposition to the proposal. Accommodation is a big issue. The school’s 
official capacity is 92, but it can only provide PE and school meals by having access 
to the village hall next door. There is no staffroom for teachers, the library is 
effectively a corner in the corridor, and the toilet facilities are not good enough. The 
buildings are not fit for purpose. It was built in 1850 as a one-teacher school, which it 
isn’t any more. That said, all of our children are happy.  

Role of HMIE 

10. This brings us to consider the role of HMIE. They are to be required to provide 
an independent assessment of the educational aspects of an authority’s proposals. It 
is not clear what this will mean in reality. Will they look at the quality of teaching in the 
schools that the authority proposes to close/merge or will they take proper 
cognisance of the social experience of the children in the school and of the impact of 
the proposed closure on all the pupils within the authority? Recent decisions on 
school closure would suggest that HMIE will give greatest weighting to the quality of 
education provided by the teachers in the affected school and not give proper 
consideration to the greatest imperative on the authority, which is to provide a good 
education service for all its pupils. We cite the recent situation in the Western Isles 
when that authority had put forward proposals to close its S1-S2 secondary schools 
and had been praised by HMIE for finally moving to cut surplus school places. (Its 
pupil population has fallen from 6,300 30 years ago to 3,730 now). However, when 
the closure of four of the schools was referred to the minister, it was disallowed on 
the grounds that, according to HMIE, there was no educational justification for the 
closure.  
 
11. If the weighting is always in favour of the particular group against the benefit of 
the wider group, the authorities will stop proposing school closures and, as they are 
only funded for the children actually in their schools – not for empty places – then it 
will be the pupils in the schools who will carry the cost of this through cuts in the 
funding available to them.  

Special conditions for rural schools 

12. Rural schools come in as many different shapes and sizes as urban schools. 
Some are tiny and extremely remote; others operate with a number of classes and 
serve quite thriving communities. In looking at rural schools we think it is important to 
consider their particular circumstances along with the factors that affect all schools – 
how good is the provision? Are the pupils socially isolated? Is the school building 
adequate? And obviously, in many ways the most significant consideration, how far 
away is the next nearest school?  
 
13. As we stated in our response to the consultation, we are concerned that the 
legislation seems to make community viability a priority over good educational 
provision for children. It starts from the presumption that the case for keeping rural 
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schools open is different and more compelling than the case for keeping open urban 
schools, which similarly find themselves the object of rationalisation/closure plans, 
because a rural school is an essential dimension to the life of its community. The 
consultation document painted a picture of rural communities actively using local 
schools as community/sports/leisure centres. This may be true in some areas, but it 
is far from the truth in other areas. Indeed we recently heard from the parents’ group 
at Roslin Primary school in Midlothian who were in danger of having to give up 
because they could not use the school out-of-hours as it was firmly shut for cost-
saving reasons and there was no alternative venue in the village.    
 
14. Also, many small rural schools that might find themselves being considered for 
closure are in small, inadequate buildings, often with no indoor hall and with 
remarkably little outdoor space, let alone facilities. We refer you back to the quote in 
the section on school buildings. 

Revised “Ministerial call-in” arrangements 
 
15. Our final area of concern is over the changed arrangements for “Ministerial 
call-in”. It is proposed to remove the requirement to refer closures to the Minister only 
in specific circumstances and instead potentially allow all school closure to be 
referred to the Minister. It is suggested the number of instances that are referred will 
actually be very few because the Minister will only consider whether the consultation 
process has been carried out properly and will not overturn the local authority’s 
decision as such. However, according to the consultation document, this is the 
minister’s current role but, as we observed in our response, there is confusion over 
the role of ministers in cases of school closure that are referred to them; we are 
interested to learn that ministers restrict themselves to considering whether due 
process has been followed and do not re-take the council’s decision. Certainly, this 
has not been clear from observing previous ministerial review of decisions. Indeed, 
we cannot think of a single school closure proposal that has been called in and not 
refused by the minister; this applies even in situations where there was considerable 
local agreement that closure was the right thing to do. 
 
16. We think this opens the way for every school closure proposal to be referred to 
the minister because the meaning of “educational benefit” and in particular “whose 
benefit” will be subject to different interpretations. We have already highlighted the 
tension between the local authority’s duty to consider the needs of all its pupils and 
the HMIE’s more focused review of “good education”. We cannot imagine that, if 
there is a process by which a complaint about a consultation process can be lodged, 
this will not be taken simply because school closures are always highly contentious.   

Conclusion 

17. We recognise that school closure is always a very painful business, 
particularly for those most directly caught up in the process, and it should never be 
undertaken lightly. It is inevitable that school closures generate much passion and 
heated argument. However, it is important that local authorities can adjust their 
school provision to meet the changing needs of parents and pupils in their area and 
to release much needed money back into all their schools. Where this requires 
school closure, it is important that the process is well managed, with open and fair 
procedures. However, if different interpretations of “educational benefit” mean that 
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school closures are always blocked, we will reach the point where local authorities no 
longer attempt to rationalise their school provision and this will be to the 
disadvantage of all pupils, including those in the affected schools, who will have to 
suffer cuts in service as a consequence.  
 
Scottish Parent Teacher Council 
3 April 2009 
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