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Briefing Note for MSPs on COSLA’s School Estates Management Good Practice Guide

Purpose of this Briefing Note

1. The purpose of this briefing note is to update MSPs on a good practice guide that COSLA has produced to encourage and promote the effective management of school estates. We are aware that school estate management is a sensitive issue and one which can often become the subject of significant media coverage. We hope that by encouraging councils to adopt and share good practice, it will overcome some of these sensitivities. This briefing provides key extracts of the guide and a summary of the key points.
Background

2. Councils have a statutory duty to make adequate and efficient provision of school education across their entire area far beyond the current school population and pattern of demand. This means ensuring that their schools are the best possible places to learn in an ever-changing landscape, and involves assessing the suitability of some schools in order to take difficult decisions on their long-term future. Councils need to meet these challenges within finite resources, and must use the resources available in a way that provides best value, whilst also providing the optimum educational benefits.
3. COSLA’s good practice guide should help councils make such decisions in a way that involves stakeholders and afford relevant parties access to key information at an appropriate time. It contains suggested approaches to the crucial processes of consultation, evidence gathering, and the development/implementation of changes to school estates.
4. The nature of education is constantly changing in line with 21st century cultural and societal changes meaning that councils need to consider whether school facilities are positive learning and teaching environments. School estates are diverse within and across both urban and rural councils, with schools varying in age, type, condition, and suitability of location. Councils also need to keep the suitability and condition of their school estate under constant review to ensure that school buildings are appropriate to respond to both national curricula and local curricular variations. Furthermore, demographic or transport changes can result in the need for more or less school buildings with changing populations and settlement patterns.
5. In addition to their statutory obligation to provide adequate and efficient school education across their entire area, councils have a responsibility to achieve Best Value, and to return effective performance indicator results to Audit Scotland including consideration to terms of occupancy rates and the value for money implications of under-occupancy. These, and all the above factors, require councils to look at a broad range of issues from an overarching perspective. This may differ from that of parents and local communities who may have a focus on one school or locality at a particular point in time, and this guide seeks to help councils reduce the anxiety of key stakeholders that can be associated with changes to school estates.
About the guide and related documents

6. The guide is intended as a non-prescriptive document for councils, which allows them to dip in for helpful advice. It provides a general overview of school estates management, including key issues and suggested general good practice, as well as links to further information. It is hoped that the guide will be updated systematically by COSLA in response to the changing demands on councils and further feedback/experiences over coming months/years.
7. The guide is structured in 4 key stages of school estate management:

· Vision

· Planning
· Communication and Consultation
· Decision-making and Implementation
8. The guide should be considered in conjunction with other key documents found at the following Scottish Executive’s Webpage http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Education/School-Education/16238/13687
9. The guide specifically complements the Scottish Executive guidance on Local Authority Proposals for the School Estate issued by the Education Minister in September 2004, which sets out the roles and responsibilities of those involved in the process of considering proposals for changes to school estates, including the closure of schools. It acts as a framework, guide and clear reference point: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/1038/0005135.pdf
10. In early 2003, the Scottish Executive and COSLA published a joint strategy for the school estate – Building Our Future: Scotland’s School Estate. The purpose of the Strategy is to promote and ensure the creation of a learning and teaching environment fit for the future and buildings that will deliver better public services both to pupils and the wider community. It provides a national and coherent context for all the detailed strategic work at authority level.
11. The Scottish Executive Document, ‘The 21st Century School’ is aimed at councils and other stakeholders with an interest in creating a school estate suited to the needs of users. It recognises the importance of good school buildings in meeting a range of policy objectives and sets out cross cutting policies relevant to the school estate, It provides references to linked documents: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2003/08/18007/25287
12. Another document particularly worth noting is the Scottish Executive’s Parent’s Guide on School Closures, which will be available soon, and will contain information about councils’ obligations, parent’s rights and related legislative issues.
Conclusion

13. COSLA has produced a good practice guide for school estates management, which is aimed at helping councils make key school estates decisions in a way that effectively involves stakeholders. It contains suggested approaches to the crucial processes of consultation, evidence gathering, and the development/implementation of changes to school estates. The guide is non-prescriptive, but seeks to build upon many of the existing publications and sources of information regarding school estates management.
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