
EAST AYRSHIRE COUNCIL 
 

CABINET – 19 MARCH 2008 
 

BETTER SCHOOLS : BETTER LEARNING – GENERAL ISSUES 
 

Report by Executive Director of Educational and Social Services 
 
 

1. PURPOSE 
 
1.1 To inform Cabinet members of some of the general issues that have emerged 

in the Better Schools : Better Learning consultation together with comments 
arising from these points. 

 
2. BACKGROUND 
 
2.1 When the strategy Better Schools : Better Learning was launched on 7 

November 2007, together with individual proposals to be subject to public 
consultation, a number of specific issues were raised in the initial papers: 

 
• The existence of the Cabinet Secretary, Fiona Hyslop’s, guidance 

published in October 2007. 
• A vision for an improved school environment in East Ayrshire. 
• The educational issues associated with the proposals. 
• Past progress. 
• A statement regarding the school estates management plan approved by 

Cabinet on 22 August 2007. 
• The surplus places in primary schools in East Ayrshire. 
• The under occupancy of certain schools. 
• The fabric condition of schools 
• A list of the various projects that were being consulted upon 

 
In addition 
 
• Attention was drawn to the existence of some notes that had been 

prepared by Council Officers to assist parents in the consultation process. 
• A briefing session on the Cabinet Secretary’s guidance was organised for 

Cabinet members, supported by a briefing note. 
• The existence of the Cabinet secretary’s guidance has been widely 

publicised throughout the process. 
• Attention was drawn to community planning implications. 
• Risk management implications were also identified in terms of the 

implications of the reduction in the school estate. 
 
2.2 The “Vision for the School Estate”  set out in the individual consultative 

documents stated: 
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“East Ayrshire Council has an established vision for its school estate 
which will ensure the delivery of a modern curriculum in school 
buildings that are suitable for purpose.  This vision further states: 
 ‘East Ayrshire Council’s department of educational and Social 

Services: committed to providing choice, maximising 
opportunity for all, developing the potential of individuals and 
meeting needs through inclusion.’ “ 

 
And that: 
“This statement covers every aspect of the Department’s work 
including the management and development of educational 
establishments.  The Council’s 2004 Estates management Plan states 
that development and improvement in the fabric of school buildings is 
the key component in facilitating the learning and teaching process.” 

 
2.3 It was highlighted in paragraph of 8.2 of that covering report that financial 

implications will emerge once the preferred options have been agreed.  It was 
emphasised that there was no presumption of savings and that indeed it could 
be the case that additional expenditure would be required.  Further, that all 
capital receipts would be available for reinvestment in the rationalised school 
estate in line with the Council’s financial reserves strategy. 

 
2.4 The Cabinet Secretary’s guidance issued in October 2007 is appended to this 

report for ease of reference.  A seminar for Cabinet Members on the 
Ministerial guidance was held on Monday 17 March 2008. 

 
3. GENERAL RESPONSES TO ISSUES RAISED IN THE CONSULTATION 
 
3.1 Some respondents, commented on the consultation exercise itself.  A view 

was expressed, that there was a feeling that the Council had come forward 
with a number of “predetermined options” and that there might have been 
more direct engagement with Parents Councils and communities.  It was 
argued also that meetings had had to be demanded and the Council should 
have offered a series of meetings.   

 
 This consultation exercise has been one of the most significant mounted by 

the Council.  From the outset the strategy was always to go well beyond the 
minimal requirements of the regulations.  This is apparent, for example, in: 

 
• The period of the consultation being 54 days, nearly double the 

statutory requirement of 28 days. 
• The original consultation documents all contained a range of options, 

including the status quo, and not just one possibility. 
• Parents of all children affected being provided with a copy of the actual 

consultation document. 
• Organisation and attendance of public meetings in partnership with 

parents and community councils. 
• Regular contact during the consultation between officers and Parents 

Councils during the formal consultation period. 
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• Continued contact after the end of the consultation between officers 
and parents councils. 

• Discussions with staff in schools directly affected by the proposals, and 
other schools 

• Obtaining the views of children and young people. 
• Visits by elected members to the schools affected. 
• Discussions with the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church 
• Responses to numerous requests for information. 
• Discussions between chief officers and parents representatives on 

specific issues. 
• Attendance by officers at events organised by the schools and parents 

councils affected. 
• Wide involvement of all Council departments in contributing to the 

process. 
 

As a result, the Council has received over 2200 responses.  Some of these 
have been extremely thorough and detailed.  In addition numerous responses 
have been made by officers and elected members to requests for information, 
and other communications.  

 
3.2 It was clear, particularly at public meetings that a number of respondents 

believed that the consultation exercise was flawed in the sense of their belief 
that it would have a pre-determined outcome.  Officers, throughout, have tried 
to provide reassurance on this point.  It has been pointed out that all of the 
proposals contain a number of possible outcomes, rather than as in previous 
exercises where there was only one option.  The Council has gone to 
considerable efforts to involve as many stakeholders as possible.  At all 
stages, those with an interest have been encouraged to record their views.  
The high level of responses, and the detail of some, would indicate that the 
view at large is that the consultation exercise is recognised as worthwhile and 
valuable.  Some respondents have acknowledged, despite disagreeing with 
the proposals, that they see the need for the exercise to be conducted.  At all 
stages it has also been stressed that the Cabinet Secretary’s guidance would 
be applied to each project within the consultation, whether or not the Council 
believed the decision was referable to the Scottish Ministers. 

 
3.3 Similarly, some respondents have sought to cast doubt on the validity of the 

consultation exercise by questioning some of the numerical and factual 
accuracy of the information that has either been issued by the Council, or 
supplied in response to requests for information.  Officers have responded to 
all requests for information and have endeavoured to answer questions as 
fully and as timeously as possible.  However, officers believe that the 
information supplied has been as current and accurate as possible and based 
on best available information.  It is accepted without reservation that different 
people will have, and are fully entitled to, a view that is different from officers 
on any given piece of information.  Or, they may believe, for example, that a 
figure should have been calculated in a different way.  It is also accepted on a 
complex issue such as educational provision that it is possible to find 
evidence, or research, that calls into question a particular viewpoint.  This is 
why it is important to follow the Cabinet Secretary’s guidance and look at 
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issues “in the round” and to recognise that there are unlikely to be any 
arguments of “absolutes”. 

 
3.4 During the consultation, some of the respondents have presented their case 

in terms of raising issues on the information that was supplied on financial 
savings and costs in the initial papers.  It has however been emphasised 
throughout public meetings and the consultation process including the 
covering report that initially launched the projects (see reference above to 
paragraph 8.2) of the Cabinet report of 7 November 2007, that there were to 
be “no presumptions of savings, indeed it could be the case that additional 
expenditure will be required.”  Rather the argument has been much more 
about the condition, accommodation and fabric of the buildings of the schools 
that are subject to the consultation and particularly the costs that would be 
required to maintain them into the foreseeable future.  It is emphasised that 
the importance of this particular point is repeated on a number of occasions 
throughout the Cabinet secretary’s guidance that was issued to local 
authorities on 11 October 2007.  As the consultation has proceeded, 
professional quantity surveyors employed by the Council have been able to 
review some of the costs and update these.  Each individual consultation 
response therefore includes updated costings. 

 
3.5 Associated with the concept of savings, some parents’ groups have drawn 

attention to a specific aspect of grant funding.  They have argued that a 
diminution a number of children educated in small (pupil roll less than 70) 
schools may result in a loss of revenue to the Council.  While there is some 
basis for this argument, as presented, it does not take sufficient account of the 
following factors: 

 
1. The Grant Aided Expenditure (GAE) indicator referred to is based on 

pupil rolls in 2004 and is valid for 2006/07 and 2007/08.  The 
calculation for 2008/09 to 2010/11 has not yet been made available by 
the Scottish Government but will be based on the rolls in 2007.  Even if 
the argument was sustained therefore there would be no change in 
grant level until 2011/12 at the earliest.  Such a timescale makes it 
likely that further unpredictable changes would be included. 

 
2. That all local authorities are presently reviewing their school estate and 

the proportion of small schools across Scotland will change in a 
manner that cannot be predicted for budgetary purposes. 

 
3. Similarly, school rolls are changing throughout Scotland.  The 

proportion of young people educated in small rural schools and others 
will also change in a way that is not predictable. 

  
 
It is of course also the case that GAE only exists as a statistical formula used 
to distribute grant or Aggregate External Finance (AEF) which equates to 
around 80% of the GAE figure.  This is a method of calculating and 
apportioning the overall grant for Local Authorities rather than an actual 
allocation of revenue as such.  It is understood that at the time of this report a 
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review of grant distribution arrangements is being undertaken by the Scottish 
Government and it is not clear whether indicators such as this one will 
continue to be used beyond 2011. 
 

3.6 A number of respondents made reference to the Authority’s calculation of 
school capacity and raised doubts about whether this was accurate.  This is 
an important point since where a school is earmarked for closure and it is over 
80% occupied, the decision would have to be referred to the Scottish 
Ministers for ratification.  The relevant method of calculation for capacity is 
defined in Revised Standard Circular Number 60 “The Capacity of Primary 
Schools” which was issued in July 2002.  This document draws heavily on the 
legal rulings on this matter. 

  
 In summary there are a number of different measures of capacity which can 

be applied to schools.  For the purposes of consultation on future educational 
provision the key measure is planning capacity which is calculated taking 
account of: 

 The number of rooms 
 The number of pupils who can be accommodated in those 

rooms 
 Maximum class size set in national conditions of service for 

teachers. 
 

In contrast the working capacity of a school is obtained by adjusting the 
planning capacity to take account of maximum class sizes, the organisational 
needs of the school and can therefore vary from session to session.  Working 
capacity is used to determine placing requests and other matters where 
specific information related to a particular session is required.  Since the 
working capacity is always lower than the planning capacity; it is however the 
planning capacity in law that has been accepted as the basis for the 
application of the 80% rule. 

 
3.7 Some respondents related their arguments to the pupil roll projections.  In the 

preparation of these, officers from the Planning Service have been consulted 
throughout.  To ensure absolute clarity, it is to be noted that the figures 
included in the consultative documents included: 

 
(a) the projection of house building in the relevant area to 2015 based on 

the current East Ayrshire Local Plan; and (b) an estimate of placing 
requests based on past history 

 
(b) on estimate of placing requests based on past history. 
 
To ensure that Cabinet, in considering the outcomes of the consultation had 
the information available, the figures contained in the documents responding 
to the consultation have been updated to take account of the new projections 
for house building as contained in the Finalised Draft Alteration to the Local 
Plan with the estimate of placing requests remaining unchanged. 
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The figures included in the consultative documents and in the reports now 
submitted to Cabinet can clearly only take account of projected, and not 
actual, house building.  In other words, they are a best estimate.  It is 
accepted that there may be localised issues and in the new individual reports 
there is commentary on these. 
 

4. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
4.1 Nil. 
 
5. POLICY/LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 Nil. 
 
6. RISK IMPLICATIONS 
 
6.1 Nil. 
 
7. COMMUNITY PLANNING IMPLICATIONS 
 
7.1 Throughout this process, the aims and objectives of the Community Plan have 

been taken into account, and the views of Community Planning partners have 
been sought, where appropriate. 

 
8. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
8.1 It is recommended that Members: 
 

(i) take account of the issues raised in this report when evaluating the 
results of the consultation of individual projects; and 

(ii) otherwise, note the contents of this report. 
 
 

Graham Short 
Executive Director of Educational and Social Services 
 
GS/JP 
19 March 2008 
 
Members wishing further information should contact Graham Short, Executive 
Director of Educational and Social Services, Tel: (01563) 576017. 
 

LIST OF BACKGROUND PAPERS 
1. Better Schools : Better Learning – Cabinet paper of 7 November 2007 
2. School Estates Management Plan – Cabinet paper of 22 August 2007 
3. Cabinet Secretary’s letter of October 2007 (appended) 
 

 
IMPLEMENTATION OFFICER 

Graham Short, Executive Director of Educational and Social Services 
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