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“I will be careful about what I say because Audit Scotland is an independent organisation that has to make its own judgments on the criteria that it uses in best-value exercises—or any other exercises—in councils. That said, the 60 per cent rule, if I can call it that, is being interpreted literally by some councils. I am not at all sure that that was the intention of the Accounts Commission.

“Since the advice was given, education policy has moved on considerably”. 

Peter Peacock, Minister for Education, Scottish Parliament Official Report , 10th November 2005   

THE ACCOUNTS COMMISSION AND SCHOOL CLOSURES
1. Introduction 

The Accounts Commission is an independent body set up by statute.  It audits the 32 councils in Scotland and the 34 joint boards by appointing external auditors from Audit Scotland and the private sector. It also conducts performance studies of specific services.  It can make recommendations to Scottish Ministers.  
The Accounts Commission has for several years identified a problem of surplus or spare capacity in Scottish schools and in its reports has been encouraging councils to take action to deal with this reported problem
.  The problem was seen as being particularly acute for primary schools in some rural areas.  As a consequence there have been several council-led closure programmes across Scotland and a number of councils are actively exploring school closures, mostly, but not exclusively, in rural areas. 
In this note
, we examine the basis for the Accounts Commission’s work in this area from an economic perspective, which ultimately is the basis on which the work and advice of such a body should be judged.  While issues such as efficient capacity utilisation and factor productivity may seem to miss much of what lies at the heart of the educational and social contribution of small rural schools, I would defend both the right and the potential value of undertaking dispassionate audits of the efficiency with which resources are deployed in this area.  Indeed, if I did not defend such practices, I would undermine the rationale that has underpinned much of my professional career.

In the next section we look at the Accounts Commission and its approach to the question of surplus school capacity.  In section 3 we look at the question of sunk costs and capacity utilisation. The next two sections, 4 and 5, look at aspects of class size effects and labour productivity contingent on school closure.  Section 6 considers some evidence on the economic effects of closure.  We finish with a short concluding section. 
2. The Accounts Commission and Surplus School Capacity

We shall start by considering three statements of intent by the Accounts Commission or its agents Audit Scotland.
“Several factors affect the way a council performs its activities.  You need to be aware of these to understand why results may vary.  Some of the factors are outwith the control of a council – for example, population size and density, geographical area and the mix between urban and rural settlements.  Others may be specific to the service or the groups of people it serves.  These local factors may mean that a council with a performance which, at first sight, appears to worse that that of another has, in fact, done better given the circumstances it faces.” Accounts Commission
       
“It will be for councils to decide (school) occupancy levels and we will continue to highlight where they are dropping. It is important to understand that best value does not always come from the cheapest option; it is about getting the best value for the community that one serves from the service that one provides. Policy should tie into that, but the Accounts Commission, through Audit Scotland, has a duty to identify trends and to ask local authorities why they have taken specific routes and what their views are of prudence and the future. As long as policy is clear, local authorities, as democratically elected bodies, can justify it to their electorates”. Alastair MacNish, Chairman Accounts Commission and Audit Scotland
 
“The statutory (performance indicators) produce data on school occupancy levels and we draw attention to drops in occupancy levels, but we do not suggest that that means that such schools are inefficient or should not be retained. There is no such implication, and we recognise that councils may have to take into account wider considerations when they make decisions”. David Pia Director of Performance Audit, Audit Scotland

The second set of statements are also from the Accounts Commission, or its agents Audit Scotland acting on its behalf:
“Primary Schools: the percentage of schools in which the ratio of pupils to available places is between 61% and 100%: The indicator reflects the extent to which each council’s primary schools are properly occupied” Audit Scotland
. 

Accounts Commission chairman Alastair MacNish said: "We are concerned at the low levels of school occupancy in several areas across Scotland. However, we acknowledge some councils are actively attempting to resolve this problem and we look forward to seeing steady improvement in future years."
 
“Thirty-three per cent of primary schools were seriously under-occupied”. Accounts Commission

“Under-occupied primary schools remain a challenge and the efforts of councils to address this are not yet reflected in improving figures.” Alastair MacNish Chairman Accounts Commission
.
It is difficult to reconcile these two sets of statements and at first sight they seem inconsistent, even potentially contradictory.  The statements made to Parliament and the Accounts Commission’s own caveats on the use of indicators appear to suggest that low occupancy levels do not necessarily have efficiency implications, or implications for school closures.  The second set of statements argues that low occupancy levels (specifically below the 61% level) are a serious problem and challenge that councils must deal with, with implications for school closures.  
This raises several questions. First, is there, or is there not, a prima facie case that low school occupancy levels are a serious problem with efficiency implications?  Second, if this is ultimately a question for the councils to decide, why does it appear that the Accounts Commission has already pre-empted this area of discretion and answered the question for them?  Third, on what basis, and in terms of what evidence, has the Accounts Commission decided there is currently a serious problem here?  Fourth, on what basis, was the level of 61% chosen to mark “proper” levels of occupancy, why not, for example, 50% or 80%, and indeed how is level of occupancy to be measured?  Fifth, if the Accounts Commission does have grounds for its assertions that there is a serious problem here (whether in general or for specific councils) why has it apparently not shared these grounds with the council(s)?      
One way of going some way of reconciling these two sets of statements would be if the latter set was based on hard evidence that low levels of occupancy constituted a problem, both in general and in particular cases.   However, there is no indication of any actual evidence being drawn on here, on the contrary there appears to be an element of automaticity in terms of how the crude figures in total and at council level are interpreted, with low levels of occupancy being seen as a “problem”, increases in occupancy an “improvement”, and perhaps, the most damning of all, the measure of degree of occupancy is taken to indicate the extent to which schools are “properly occupied” (this does invite the question as to what would constitute being “improperly occupied”). 

To put it another way, if you have acknowledged  that you are not in a position  to say whether and when a particular indicator would represent a “problem” at individual level, how can you assert that it represents a serious problem at aggregate level purely based (it would appear) on observation of aggregate figures and movements in these figures?

The 1995 Accounts Commission study
  did argue that significant under-occupation could affect the school environment and lead to increased unit costs.  We discuss these claims below.  In any case, if this decade-old report is still influencing Accounts Commission argument here, this should be made explicit and Accounts Commission advice revisited in the light of new evidence and changes in teaching and technological practices and opportunities that have taken place over the past ten years.   

While the second set of statements above does not mention school closures, they do not really have to.  If pupil numbers are taken as given for a council, school closures may be Hobson’s Choice for a council if it is to “improve” its occupancy levels in the Commission’s eyes. The second set of statements above are implicitly and effectively directing councils to close schools, indicating the existence of what is essentially a school closure programme in all but name.   
If one makes assertions about the need for schools to be “properly occupied”, it is also incumbent on you to assert what constitutes “proper occupation” and how it can be measured.  But the Accounts Commission does not give clear guidance on this, and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that some of the notional capacity figures produced by councils during closure consultations go back to the days when children sat passively in tightly packed rows and when IBM was forecasting that world demand for computers would level off at a few hundred.  The measure “capacity” should not be a parameter set in stone, whether physically or metaphorically, but should instead be a variable responsive to changing teaching methods and modern technological opportunities. The Accounts Commission’s argument that one-third of Scottish primary schools are “seriously under-occupied” is weakened by the absence of clear evidence and guidelines how capacity figures could and should be measured and updated.  Indeed, it recognizes this in another context:   
“In summary, the experience to date is that there is no established consensus on what constitutes a minimum acceptable standard of classroom space Consequently there is significant variation in the area of accommodation provided in PFI schools.”
          
If there can be “significant variation” in what is thought to be reasonable classroom space and associated occupancy levels here, then it raises the legitimate question as to whether there is “significant variation” in how councils measure capacity in schools in general, and how reliable these figures are.  In their separate discussion of the role of the occupancy indicator in their regular audits of council’s educations services, Audit Scotland notes: 

Councils have some discretion in the way they measure occupancy levels and there may, therefore be some minor differences between them”

It is not immediately clear why there should be “no established consensus” and “significant variation” in measuring factors relevant to occupancy levels in PFI schools but only “some discretion” and “minor differences” in the case of established schools.  Clearly this is an issue worthy of further investigation.   

However, assuming that we have somehow arrived at a reliable measure of surplus capacity for specific cases, in what circumstances might surplus capacity be an effective indicator of wasteful use of resources?  The airline industry may be taken as exemplar.  In this sector, moving in the direction of full capacity utilisation can be seen as a reasonable efficiency indicator.  Indeed, in the airline industry, maximising percentage of seats occupied (the load factor) is a fundamental objective and competitive tool. But the airline sector has demand and supply side advantages compared to state-funded school provision. The airline may price discriminate to push up capacity utilisation and, at the end of the day, if capacity utilisation (load factors) are disappointing, the airline may simply redeploy the aircraft to a new route.

However, users and physical capacity are relatively immobile in the case of rural schools.  Unlike airlines, the council cannot use the price mechanism to increase uptake in its schools, it simply has to provide places according to entitlement.  And unlike aircraft, schools do not have wheels and wings that facilitate their redeployment to areas of potentially higher demand.

What this means is that the capacity utilisation in schools may be determined by factors partly or largely outwith the control of the council (such as demographic, geographic and historical factors) and may have no direct implications as to whether a council is performing well or poorly (as indeed the Accounts Commission acknowledges above).  The next question is, whether and to what extent such spare capacity may be regarded as inefficient and represents a genuine waste of resources.

3. Sunk Costs and Capacity Utilisation 

One way to approach the question as to whether or not spare capacity represents a genuine waste of resources is to imagine two rural schools similar in just about every respect, including the local environment, communities, economy, and transport opportunities.  They both enrol 50 pupils.  
The only major difference between the schools is that one (Alpha) has a school built for 50 pupils while the other (Beta) has a school that was built for 100 pupils, perhaps reflecting some local economic activity that has now ceased or declined. The excess capacity in the second school is represented by a couple of extra rooms which are kept locked and unused, unlit and unheated.  Both schools have the same size of classes, teacher costs and similar inspectors’ reports, etc. 
Beta with its physically larger building might have extra repairs and maintenance costs compared to Alpha, though these may be moderated to the extent that the environmental impact of small children depends on their numbers rather than the size of building housing them. Apart from that minor cost, there would be no real difference between Alpha and Beta in economic and educational terms – except that Beta is assessed as at running at 50% capacity, while Alpha is at 100% capacity.   

. 
Consultation documents for school closures frequently carry estimates of savings that could be made in these categories from outright closure (not just spare capacity), but typically even for outright closure the savings are relatively minor. In reality, excess capacity does not impose significant resource costs in this context, not just in our hypothetical example, but in practice. Indeed, the public and private costs of transporting the pupils to their new school or schools may offset or even swamp these resource savings.  For example, in 2000 the closure proposal documents
 for Glassary Primary School produced by Argyll and Bute Council estimated that closure would save about £7,000 in property and “miscellaneous” costs, and about £14,000 in cleaning, janitorial (and catering) costs, but would incur an extra £23,000 in transport costs annually.  
In the case of our 50% occupied school, were the council constructing the school from scratch, they might now be expected to build a much smaller school.  But these considerations are irrelevant here, the building is a sunk cost and the resource costs from carrying such excess capacity ranges from trivial to minor.  Indeed, spare capacity is a natural feature of many public and private facilities, from trains and buses, waiting rooms and public parks, to football grounds and cafeterias.  Surplus capacity only becomes an efficiency issue if the extra capacity soaks up resource costs and/or there are significant opportunity costs from its deployment in its present usage   There is little evidence that these are serious issues for rural schools.
4. School Closure and Labour Productivity  

If we now introduce the possibility that the school with excess capacity could be closed and its pupils and teachers relocated to elsewhere in the area, then further considerations are introduced.  The schoolhouse might be sold, a one-off gain to the council, its value depending on how the local property market values a disused schoolhouse prior to conversion to any alternative use.  Capacity utilisation in the schools to which the pupils are moved will increase, but from what we have said previously the capacity utilisation resource effects are not likely to be significant. 
But there may also be other economic effects following from the reorganisation of schools and the impact on such variables as pupil-teacher ratios and class sizes, with implications for such variables as labour productivity.      

At first sight, there is no reason to suppose there would be necessarily any direct impact on labour productivity. A comparison could be drawn with hairdressing.  If two hairdressing salons that had both been running at 50% capacity decide to merge, close down one salon, move the hairdressers to the remaining salon, and keep all their customers, the latter may now be running at 100% capacity, but labour productivity (hourly haircuts per hairdresser) is unlikely to be seriously affected. If a hairdresser took half an hour to do a cut before the merger, he or she would still be likely to take as long post-merger.          

We have already established that schools are not like aircraft so it should be no surprise that teaching is not like hairdressing.  Unlike hairdressers, teachers can deal with more than one customer at once.  Class sizes can be varied. 
We can use our Alpha and Beta example to show the implications of this. If there is one school nearby (Omega) which could absorb Beta’s pupils, then there could be a reduction in unit costs per pupil (increased average class size and reduced need for teachers) as a consequence of absorption of Beta’s pupils in the other school. These are in fact the source of the major projected cost savings that show up time and again in school closure proposals.

But suppose that Omega is as close to Alpha as it is to Beta and the same resource savings could be made by closing Alpha and transferring its pupils to Omega.  It will be remembered that there was no real economic or educational difference between Alpha and Beta, the only real difference was that Beta had a couple of empty rooms. 

In that case, any economic or educational case that could be made for closure of Beta could apply equally to Alpha, despite the fact that the latter has 100% capacity; such closure would have a similar impact on unit costs and other major cost categories.  It is the existence of spare capacity at Omega that creates the opportunity for resource switching here, the existence or the absence of any spare capacity at Alpha or Beta is strictly speaking irrelevant in these regards. As long there is no school with spare capacity nearby to absorb one of the other schools pupils through its closure, spare capacity at Beta is irrelevant, the pupils would still have to be educated. And if Omega exists nearby and could absorb one or other of the two schools pupils, any economic and educational gains that could accrue from closing 50%-capacity Beta would in principle apply with equal force to a case for closing 100%-capacity Alpha instead.                
But following the 1995 Accounts Commission report
 where the Commission identified a 60% occupancy level of "as being a realistic focus on the potential for rationalisation" many councils have taken the existence of spare capacity at the school targeted for closure that offers the potential for economic and educational gains.  As the Alpha/Beta example shows, this can be absurd in economic and education terms, it is the existence or absence of spare capacity in the school to which the pupils will be switched that is crucial if we are to realistically measure the supposed economic and educational effects of closure, to the extent they actually exist.  Not unsurprisingly, this misplaced emphasis on the significance of an almost totally irrelevant variable (occupancy level of the school threatened with closure) has led to much tortuous - and potentially fallacious - reasoning by councils defending their closure programmes in recent years.               

Interestingly the Accounts Commission has indeed used a potential indicator of labour productivity – class size – in the past, and we deal with this in the next section 

5. School Closures and Class Sizes 
The Accounts Commission used five basic indicator types to assess and compare council performance 1999-2000, these included primary school occupancy and class size indicators respectively
. So in economic terms they were using measures which could be used as indicators of capacity utilisation and labour productivity respectively.   
But the interesting aspect of the class size variable was that it was set in the context of government attempts to get class sizes down; as the Accounts Commission notes, one policy driver here was that the government was encouraging councils to keep class sizes to no more than 30 pupils, P1 to P3. 

However, if we are using class sizes indicators in the context that small (or smaller) is better, this leads to some curious effects. For one thing, in the Accounts Commission’s book Eilean Siar (Western Isles) came out “worst” in 1999-2000 in terms of primary school occupancy levels with 77% of schools falling below the 60% occupancy level (Accounts Commission Indicator 3 here), but it also came out “best” in 1999-2000 on another indicator in terms of having the smallest average primary class sizes in Scotland (Accounts Commission Indicator 2 here)
.
Of course the reality is that Eilean Siar cannot be assessed in terms of performing well or badly in terms of either indicator because, short of bussing and ferrying pupils the length and breadth of the islands, both indicators are a reflection of factors largely outwith the control of the council, at least in the educational context. Indeed, they are simply the other side of the same coin; declining and aging populations can lead to falling occupancy levels and falling class sizes. These indicators tell us nothing directly about how well or badly the council is running its business.
The Accounts Commission implicitly acknowledge this in the caveats (referred to above) that they place on the interpretation of their own indicators. But then they appear to ignore their own caveats in their own interpretation of the “serious” problems of “under-occupancy” apparently shown up by their data.  At the very least, there are mixed signals here.    

The reality was that school closures typically have two sets of impacts on these Accounts Commission indicators, they would tend to increase occupancy levels (by shedding capacity) and they would tend to increase class sizes (by combining cohorts of pupils and reducing need for teachers). This has been confirmed time and again in school closures proposals where the major projected source of savings is in terms of staff costs, especially teacher-related costs.       

As I noted previously
, this means that if we are to be consistent in using the Accounts Commission indicators in interpreting the effects of school closures, then the “beneficial” effect of increased capacity utilisation would be at least partly offset by the adverse effect on class sizes.  How the effects would net out would depend on how you measured the effect of these consequences and the weighting you gave to both.   

In fact, the class size indicator may carry information about labour productivity (though not necessarily council performance) but the effects are complex and can work in different directions.  Decreasing class sizes may have adverse effects on quantity measures of productivity (less volume of pupil output for a given unit of teaching input), but it may have a beneficial (and measurable) effect on the quality of the output from a given unit of teaching input.  There is now a growing body of evidence on these effects, and this is discussed in the next section.              

However, it is worth noting that there is regular churning of Accounts Commission indicators and its latest audit
 of educational services retained the occupancy indicator but dropped the class size indicator.  So the variable which, however flawed it was, did at least signpost productivity effects has been omitted, while the retained indicator (on capacity utilisation) is not (as we argued above) of itself directly indicative of significant economic effects.  It is hard to regard such churning as an improvement.  All it has served to do is harden the case for schools closures on a single indicator, around which have been built policy implications that are questionable at best, and spurious at worst.
In the next section we consider some issues which of potential relevance to the economics of school closures and note some of the emerging evidence in these areas.    
6. The Economic Effects of Closure: Class Size, School Size and Wider Economic and Social Effects 
There are a variety of economic, social and educational implications of school closures, not just following from the class size issue discussed above, but also the questions of school size and the wider impact on the affected communities.   

The school size issue is inter-related with the class size issue since smaller schools tend to have smaller class sizes, though the smaller schools are also more likely to have composite classes with teachers teaching more than one age group in the same class.  We shall briefly consider each of these issues in turn. This should not be seen as an attempt to systematically review evidence here, a task which would require another paper or papers, merely an attempt to put on the agenda relevant points of view and evidence which has tended to be overlooked or misinterpreted in this context.  
(a) School size effects   
Pressure from the Accounts Commission to increase occupancy levels often translates into pressure on Directors of Education to close schools, and it is natural that to help expedite this process Directors should emphasise the advantages (real or supposed) of larger schools over smaller schools.  In the absence of hard evidence, these advantages tend to remain unproven.
However, such claims (of supposed superiority of larger schools over smaller schools in educational terms), have been repeated sufficiently to have attained the status of received wisdom in some quarters.  For example, commenting on one possible school closure programme, Ms Judith Gillespie who is both a Development Manager at the Scottish Parent Teacher Council and a member of the Scottish Qualifications Authority recently stated: 
"Keeping empty schools open is not a sensible use of resources. Children would get a much better education if they were taught in a larger primary with better resources than a much smaller one."

Clearly it would be best if such statements by potentially influential participant observers were backed up by actual evidence.  Gillespie’s first sentence would be disputed by no-one, it would be absurd to keep empty schools open, but the second sentence requires justification. In fact, there is now a growing body of evidence from south of the border on the comparative performance of small schools.  An OFSTED review
 recently found small schools (less than 100 pupils) actually outperforming larger schools on test results and inspections, though the observed advantages tended to disappear once socioeconomic measures (eligibility for free school meals) were taken into account.  However, Professor Colin Richards of Lancaster University has commented that: 

“for OfSTED to use free school meals figures as a way to temper small school attainment scores was unreliable in view of low levels of take up of entitlement in many rural areas. The system considerably under-estimated the extent of rural deprivation, concentrating too narrowly on the few counties around the capital where significant socio-economic advantage might accrue, though not exclusively to small schools. He argued that if OfSTED argued quality of teaching to be central to outcomes then their judgement that this was superior in smaller schools had to be the significant explanation for the better attainments the raw data always showed.”

The point is that while there is a debate going on as regards the supposed educational merits or demerits of small schools, any bald claims that pupils in small schools are educationally disadvantaged should not be allowed to go unchallenged.  As OFSTED has acknowledged:      
“In terms of the overall quality of education, inspections show that pupils in small schools are not disadvantaged in comparison with those in larger schools because of the size of school. Small schools are equally capable of providing an effective education and many are among the most effective in the country.”

(b) Class size effects
On the class size issue, closure of a school can increase the class size for the pupils being transferred and the pupils in schools to which the pupils are transferring.  Directors of education have in the past argued in this context that there is no evidence in favour of small class sizes in this context, or, where there was evidence, that the evidence was mixed.  However, there is now a consensus emerging
 that that there tend to be significant gains in pupil achievement in the first three years of schooling if class sizes are reduced to around 18. The gains tend to be most significant for pupils from areas of economic and social deprivation, and the gains from small class size in these first few years can persist right through later schooling
.  This has especially significant implications for the economic, social and educational arguments regarding many rural schools facing closure, and which often have small class sizes.   Taking this evidence into account can greatly strengthen the argument for keeping small rural schools open.  Ignoring the evidence can unfairly bias the arguments against small rural schools. 
The gains from reducing class size tend to be attributed to size effects (such as ability to spend time with individual pupils) rather than any culture-specific features.  New UK research tends to be broadly consistent with international findings
.  Further, the Scottish Executive has recently noted that “some research … suggests that within primary schools (especially P1 to P3) a class size of between 20 and 25 pupils produces the best learning environment”
.

In a major recent analysis, two Princeton University economists publishing in the leading UK economic journal calculate an internal rate of return of 5.5% from reducing class size from 22 to 15 in the first three years of schooling in the STAR project.  The estimate of costs was restricted to the direct costs of class size reduction, and the estimate of benefits was restricted to effect on earnings once the pupils entered the labour force.  Consequently, this is likely an underestimate of the broader social and economic gains, such as reduced need and cost for subsequent remedial intervention, increased teacher satisfaction and retention, and wider social benefits from improved education
. 

In short, school closures may have adverse educational, economic and social implications, especially if the closures result in cohorts P1 to P3 being taught in larger classes, which is itself a frequent consequence of closure.    
(c) Community effects

The closure of a small rural school can be a major event for the surrounding communities and certainly can be a distressing experience for many of those affected, both directly and indirectly. The wider question of the economic and social impact of a school closure will obviously depend on the specific circumstances of the school and its dependent communities.  They may also be difficult to measure, but that does not make the effects any less real.  In fact, there well established techniques from economics (including cost-benefit analysis) that can assist in making a better informed decision here than if the issue is left to opinion and conjecture.  School closures can have a major impact on rural communities and such effects should be recognised and accounted for as far as possible.
Highland Council has been recognised by some as one authority that has tried to integrate those issues in consideration of possible school closures, and at the very least this may represent recognition at council level that such analysis is both desirable and practicable.                 
To summarise this section: assertions that pupils can suffer educationally from being in a small school are not supported by evidence, and indeed small schools may have certain educational advantages over larger schools, most obviously through effects contingent on small class size. The closure of a rural school can also have adverse economic and social consequences in addition to the educational effects.  

7. Conclusions 

There appear to be several problems with the Accounts Commission’s work in this area.

First, the Accounts Commissions interpretations of its own school occupancy figures may be open to charges of potential inconsistency and does at the very least appear to send out mixed signals.

Second, the Accounts Commission’s statements regarding what it identifies as a serious “problem” of under-occupancy is not supported by evidence in a context where surplus capacity must be counted as sunk costs in many cases and the extra resource costs of extra capacity (e.g. heating, lighting, repairs and maintenance) typically tend to be minor considerations.          

Third, the Accounts Commission did use one indicator (class size) which could have captured some of the major economic and educational consequences contingent on the effects of school closure on labour productivity.  However, the effects here are complex and include quality as well as quantity effects.  The Accounts Commission appear to have ceased to actively use any indicators which could signpost productivity effects here.      
If you are making what appear to be conflicting messages on matters influencing school closures, if your preferred indicator (on capacity utilisation) does not directly measure important economic effects which you are implying are there, and if there are other major indirect effects from efforts to increase capacity utilisation (on labour productivity) whose net effects are unclear, but which you are not even trying to measure, then at the very least there should be pause for thought and consideration.

There have been in some quarters for a “presumption against closure” for schools in some quarters recently.  One consequence of the Accounts Commission’s pressures on councils in this context is that some have argued that there is in fact a counter-presumption in favour of closure in some cases, with councils under pressure to make the case for closure in order to get occupancy levels up.  Whether this is a real or imagined consequence, there is no doubt that closures programme have in many occasions helped generate much conflict and distrust between affected parties and councils in recent years.    

The Accounts Commission here is using financial and operational indicators to measure economic performance and the efficiency with which resources are allocated.  But if you are going to measure economic performance, accountancy and financial analysis are too limited perspectives.  It would seem reasonable to argue that the Accounts Commission should cease to identify and call for action on “problems” without clear evidence that there are indeed serious problems here, especially where “solutions” may have serious economic, educational and social consequences.  
This also does raise the question of who audits the auditors?  If the arguments above are worthy of consideration then it is not clear how they could be debated, and if necessary, acted on.  If academics were publishing such analysis and coming to the conclusions that the Accounts Commission has, they could expect their work to be subject to peer review and scrutiny, but there are no obvious peers for review purposes here.  Since the Accounts Commission may take into account current policy (e.g. the period in which Executive class size targets influenced choice of Accounts Commission education indicators), it might seem reasonable that policy makers and politicians should review and possibly intervene in how the Accounts Commission goes about its work.  But to do that compromise the Accounts Commission’s independence and could encourage political tinkering.  Clearly there are further issues here that are worthy of discussion      

What can be said is that policy should create indicators, indicators should not create policy.  This should especially be the case if these indicators are not soundly based.  There is no explicit policy as regards school closures at national or local level, but what the Accounts Commission has done by their selection of indicators has created a de facto accounts-driven policy of school closures.  There is a case that this should be recognised as a problem in itself, and that the Accounts Commission should suspend its practice of pressuring councils to deal with the “problem” of under-occupancy given that legitimate questions can be raised regarding both the indicators used and their interpretation.     
Finally, the current procedures adopted by the Executive for drawing up guidelines on school closures are flawed, and indeed there is no strong evidence that the present guidelines are being honoured by councils.  The guidelines will lack general acceptability as long as important sets of interested parties are excluded from the framing of the guidelines.

There is no reason why this should be the case. A good benchmark for the framing of guidelines in another context recognised by the Executive is given by SIGN (the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network)
 set up to develop and disseminate national clinical guidelines for effective health practice in Scotland.  SIGN uses peer-based, multi-disciplinary (and indeed multi-agency) involvement in consulting on the framing of new guidelines and has mechanisms for patient involvement in guideline development. The development of its guidelines is evidence-based with careful and systematic review and evaluation of international evidence.

Clearly there would be differences with how guidelines could be framed in school closures, but the process by which SIGN endeavours to achieve a fair and balanced set of guidelines in the health field contrasts with the way that past governments have attempted to set guidelines for school closures.  Just as health guidelines are seen as primarily medically-based but with the involvement of a wide range of disciplines and a recognition of legal and resource constraints, so guidelines for school closures should be seen as primarily educationally-based but with the involvement of a wide range of disciplines and a corresponding recognition of legal and resource constraints.  Educators, educational professional and researchers, teachers and parents should be central to the framing of guidelines, but these groups have been generally sidelined and excluded from this process, alienating the core groups which should be at the heart of it.
If the Executive had attempted to draw up health guidelines by asking COSLA to do this, we would not be surprised if COSLA failed to do this properly and the default set of guidelines failed to achieve universals acceptance.  So we should not be surprised that when the Executive asked COSLA in 2000 to do the same with guidelines on school closures, it failed to do this. No-one would accept that the Accounts Commission should be a dominant force behind health guidelines. Similarly, it is not surprising that its dominant role in school closures should be so unacceptable to so many.  There is a need to urgently rethink the process and substance of these guidelines before matters get even worse than they have already, with the very real damage this will continue to cause to dependent communities, parents, teachers and children.                   

� These arguments were first stimulated a decade ago by an Accounts Commission report: Room for learning: managing surplus capacity in school buildings, 1995.  


� For information, my personal interest in this area stems from having been a participant observer in 2000 when my child’s school was subject to a closure proposal and the Accounts Commission’s audits were presented by the council as a critical factor underlying the proposal to close my child’s school and several others in the area.  These proposals are currently suspended. 
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