EARLSTON HIGH SCHOOL

PARENT COUNCIL CORE GROUP

MEETING HELD ON THURSDAY 4TH. FEBRUARY, 2010 

Present
Siobhan McDermott – Angie Henney – Darren Todd – Avril Tobin



Michelle Strong – Ruth Magowan – Fiona McQueen – Mary Bell



Susan Sutherland – George Runciman – Sarah Leslie  - Jo Conington



Charlotte Chambers – Louise Ogilvie – John Paton Day (Councillor)



Nicholas Watson (Councillor) - David Parker (Councillor)

Apologies
Justine Archenhold – Catherine Fletcher – Dean Sewell - 


Scott Renwick

Welcome
Siobhan welcomed everybody present especially the three Councillors John Paton Day, Nicholas Watson and David Parker.

Minutes of Previous Meeting



Previous minutes were agreed and proposed by Sarah Leslie and seconded by 
Susan Sutherland.

Matters Arising  

· Evening Lets – Siobhan summarised some of the anxieties that some evening lets were causing, particularly relating to  people arriving too early which meant that children and adults were using the same changing facilities.   Miss Strong informed the meeting that following a meeting with SBC, Amey and the school; new guidance had been issued to community users, the Physical Education classes are now finishing very sharp so that the children are finished using the changing facilities before the evening let adults arrived and gradually the issues are resolving themselves.

·  A brief discussion took place again on future topics the group would like to consider  - Tree of Knowledge, SQA results and a further session on Restorative Practices.   Miss Strong is meeting with Gillian Simmons SBC’s parent liaison officer, who is keen to engage with Parent Councils, and suggested to the group that we might invite her along to a future meeting – this was agreed.

· Siobhan asked Miss Strong if there had been any progress on implementation of Transforming Children’s Services (TCS) Middle Management Structure at Earlston, to which Miss Strong replied that the offer of early retirement packages by SBC had resulted in the projected programme of appointments being delayed. As part of the TCS recommendations Earlston High School will lose one depute head teacher and a faculty structure will be created with several departments amalgamated each under a single faculty head.   The new appointments have not been made yet in any Border High Schools. Miss Strong is concerned by the delay as the new structure has to be in place by the start of the new timetable in May, to allow this to happen she hopes this would all be settled by Mid March.

Head Teacher’s Report


Miss Strong informed the meeting that as we had only had a meeting on the
13th. January there was a limited amount to report.

· Tree of Knowledge has been back in the school, doing some valuable work with the 2nd years on course choice decisions and setting goals, including a presentation involving parents at S2 Parents Night. 

· Burns Supper had been an extremely successful and enjoyable evening which raised £500 for the school.

· Pupil Council - A constructive meeting had been held last week where the Pupil Council had been strongly supportive of keeping up ‘the smart image’ of the school.  Other feedback from Pupil Council included :
1st years need more social space 
Seniors require more study areas.

Pupils had also been disappointed that the official opening had been postponed due to the bad weather.

Seniors had also noticed a slight decline in wearing of school attire.  As a result a letter is being sent to parents asking for their continued support on helping to achieve this.

The fact that recycling was not happening in the new school yet was mentioned and the litter problem on the pedestrian route into school from the town was not helped by there being no bins available. Amey had been contacted about this on numerous occasions.
· 5th/6th Year Prelims started yesterday (3rd Feb).  GLOW and Scholar was being used by pupils and staff were working hard to help make up for lost time over the bad weather.

· Despite the fact that Earlston lost Mrs Bryden to Oban High School, the Debating Group recently did really well in a debate on the European Union and are still taking part in National Debates.

· At the forthcoming Staff In-Service Day on 12th February Curriculum for Excellence is the topic.

· The February holidays are 15-19th February and following that senior pupils are straight into making subjects choices.  Miss Strong informed the meeting that due to the budget pressure resulting in the possible loss of staff, she is forewarning parents that the choice of subjects may be limited with some subjects almost certainly not being available and other subjects split levels of teaching could be taking place in some classes.
A short discussion followed on availability of course choices and the effects this could have on the pupils now and indeed for their chosen career paths.   Miss Strong said that over the years David McLean had achieved an superb choice of course for EHS pupils and it is sad that in future this choice will be restricted.   She expressed concern that next year may be even worse.   Everyone on the Parent Council Core Group were dismayed at this prospect and the ‘knock on’ effect it could have on all pupils especially as Earlston had build up such a good reputation for good course choices and indeed as a good school.   Miss Strong was anxious that despite the past prudent management of the Devolved School Management (DSM) budget which had been used to meet last year’s budget cuts, further budget pressures next and subsequent years would mean a reduction in staff which will only make matters worse.

Several parents asked Miss Strong for clarification on choice cuts and staff cuts and a lengthy discussion ensued.   Susan pointed out that as part of the TCS consultation it had been suggested that the alignment of timetables across high schools and the use of distant learning programmes would be investigated as a way of allowing a greater range of courses to be available across the Borders and these proposals had not been followed through and she asked if alternatives to teachers such as using SCHOLAR would affect pupils and Miss Strong stated it was definitely better to have a teacher in front of the pupils.  Whilst SCHOLAR is a useful extra teaching tool, it is not a substitute for teachers in the classroom.

Another parent raised the fact that all pupils don’t have access to the internet or it was difficult sharing a computer with all the family at home.  It was mentioned that the amount of time in the curriculum allowed for certain courses such as Physical Education and Religious Education is set by government guidelines, with Maths and English subjects that also can’t be reduced so looking at courses that universities didn’t specify for entry would be considered as short falls must be met.

Another parent asked Miss Strong for clarification on the reduction in staff which she had mentioned as likely.
(At this point Siobhan suggested that as this discussion overlapped with Item 6 - Finance, on the agenda this discussion should include school finances. Siobhan and Fiona  had attended a meeting on last Tuesday 2nd February for Parent Council Chairpersons, including a presentation of the Draft Council Budget for 2010 -2011.  The Director of Education had stressed at that meeting the DSM budgets are not being cut this coming year).

However reassuring this might be, Siobhan asked Miss Strong if the money she will get to run the school will be the same as last year or will there be other elements affecting her budget?
A parent raised the issue of the lack of backfill for the pastoral posts (Guidance Teachers), a TCS recommendation to move to full time pastoral posts.   Earlston has six part time posts at present, and will require four full time pastoral posts to meet the schools needs (1 pastoral post /250 pupils) and the existing guidance (pastoral) teachers having a high proportion of teaching means that the school has to find the equivalent of 3 full time teaching posts out of the DSM budget without any additional financial support to backfill these posts.  Susan asked if all the high schools were in the same position and Miss Strong said that Earlston was unique in that historically our guidance staff has greater teaching commitments compared to those at other schools.  

David Parker asked if it was TCS that caused the problem or the historic anomaly with guidance staff at EHS and Miss Strong agreed that the anomaly was where this difficulty arose from.
From the discussion it was clear that Miss Strong has to fill three posts from the DSM budget with no extra financial support.
Miss Strong concluded by pointing out that a positive from all this was that at least Earlston’s pupil numbers are rising with the predicted number for next year being 940, included 37 placing requests.   DSM budget monies received reflects pupil numbers and the school reaching 1000 pupils would trigger the need for additional staff.
Action: Having listened to these facts David Parker said he would look into the issue of the backfilling anomaly as it applied to Earlston in and arrange a meeting with Jackie Swanson.
Nicholas Watson understood that Miss Strong had had to make lots of decisions herself and wondered if she felt that having no Board of Governors made it more difficult to make decisions.   Miss Strong replied that she had marvellous support from the Parent Council Core and Sub Group.   However she admitted she had lost many hours sleep over the budget cuts and the huge dilemmas resulting from them.   She reiterated that cuts to budgets are not temporary, and if we are struggling now, how do we manage if further cuts keep occurring!!

Mary commented that with all the talk of raising attainment levels in schools, how would this now be possible with teaching staff and subject choice cuts?
Siobhan reaffirmed that although the decision on budget cuts was made by the Government and the Council, parents were all extremely concerned how we manage to cope if further cuts are implemented.

A parent raised the issue of the Borders Deprivation Index (BDI) in relation to schools.  David Parker stated that the Councillors are concerned about using the BDI to calculate schools’ additional needs budget allocations. ( A TCS recommendation which was not approved by Council)  He said that Councillors had done a pilot exercise with Lauder Primary to see what the result of using the BDI would be.   Indicators and statistics concerning BDI were extremely complex and this exercise had thrown up bizarre results.   He stated that deciding allocations based on the BDI would not be implemented for the year 2010 -2011.
If Earlston’s allocation of the additional needs budget is reduced, there will be a further pressure on staffing.
David Parker said that Miss Strong had done a great job managing the last two years’ budgets at Earlston High School and that the school was really well managed indeed, nobody at Scottish Borders Council could say otherwise.   He again stated that he would look at the backfill problem to see if something could be done but he couldn’t do anything about the £67,000 budget reduction.

Susan asked if he could do anything about the course choices and Mr. Parker said he would look into it.
Action: Cllr Parker to look into options for maintaining course choices and advise Miss Strong/Parent Council.
Mary asked Mr. Parker about the rumours that Peebles High School had declared itself bankrupt to which Mr. Parker replied that there had been Human Resources problems (local management difficulties).   Financial reviews had been done and Peebles were now in the process of sorting the problems.

Siobhan thanked Mr. Parker for his comments and speaking for everybody present, she agreed that Miss Strong had done an impeccable job of managing Earlston High School.

John Paton Day said that while he was disillusioned about the Councils ability to address the crisis in the education budget, the money just isn’t there.   He suggested that increasing Council Tax could make more money available.
Siobhan concluded the discussion by thanking everybody for their input.
New School

For the benefit of all those present Siobhan gave a concise history of the new school, its progress from start to completion and suggested that although the last five years had been extremely hard work for all involved, especially for Mr. McLean, the new school was a total inspiration.  David McLean worked tirelessly throughout the five years and is still sorting out all the snagging and teething problems.   Staff and pupils settled in quickly despite some early glitches. The PPP model is a new experience for the three schools involved, with the management of the school estate under Amey’s control as opposed to schools’ senior managements’ as elsewhere, which has been a steep learning curve for all involved.
Siobhan concluded by thanking the Councillors for their part in achieving our lovely new school.

Miss Strong echoed Siobhan’s comments and is thankful for the new school and the beautiful building of which the staff and pupils are very proud.
A parent asked what would happen to the old school and David Parker said

 that once house prices pick up most of the old school will be sold off for housing although some parts are being utilised by the Primary School and a Community Centre will be established in another part.

A question was raised about the technical block that Mr. Roxburgh, past Headteacher at Earlston, had purchased with a mortgage.  Miss Strong informed the meeting that there was still an outstanding mortgage of £30,000 on it which she was still paying off each year from her school budget.   Susan asked Mr. Parker if this would be paid off when the old school was sold.   Mr Parker replied that he was unaware that Earlston High School was still paying this and he would look into the matter.

Action:Cllr Parker to look into position regarding mortgage and to advise Miss Strong/Parent Council.

Sub Group Report
Nobody from the Sub Group was in attendance tonight but Miss Strong had been at their last meeting, the same night as the last Core Group meeting.   The main event had been the recent Burns Supper which had been a resounding success.   Louise Ogilvie said it had been a great night and the attention to detail was incredible.  Siobhan suggested that we write to the Sub Group and thanked them for such a great night and suggested that we should also try to have a bit more contact with Sub Group which is an important part of the Parent Council.

Action: Siobhan to write to PC Sub group to thank them for arranging Burns Supper.

Correspondence


Siobhan had written to our Councillors to invite them to tonight’s meeting.

· A reminder had come in of the meeting in Edinburgh on Saturday 20th. March

on ‘Involving Parents in Childrens Learning’.

· The latest Parent Council Forum Newsletter for January 2010 was available

for anyone who wished a copy.

· Gillian Simmons, parent liaison officer from Scottish Borders Council had sent around a form to allow Parent Councils apply for funding to support their work..   Out of a list of three projects to promote better parent involvement within Earlston high school Mary, liaising with Miss Strong, had  prioritised a project and had submitted an application on the Parent Council’s behalf.   Miss Strong had suggested producing a leaflet to help parents become more aware about different support that is available for children such as Glow, Scholar and Internet Access.   The closing date for the bids for funding is 12th. February 2010.

Any Other Business


Scott Renwick had been unable to make tonight’s meeting so he would like to 
update the Core Group about Ski Trips at the next meeting.


SBC Parent Council Chairs meeting on 2nd Feb 2010 

· Siobhan suggested emailing the Draft Budget presentation to all Parent Council members.
Steven Whalley of West Linton Promary School is the Borders 
Representative for National Parent Councils Forum, which has recently been set up to allow discussion of issues that affect Education and he updated the meeting on the last meeting he attended. 
Another issue discussed at PC Chairs meeting was the school closures due to snow and if the Council had managed the closures well. It was evident that there had been problems, with the groupcall system not able to cope with the level of use.  While the Council had done an incredible job of clearing school grounds some schools had experienced problems with approaches to school still being hazardous when the schools reopened.

It was noted that SBC and Land Engineering had worked exceedingly hard over the weekend to ensure that the School would open on the Monday after the children had all had extra days off school due to the bad weather.

Miss Strong agreed and said that the school website was a useful tool of communication during such occasions.   Angie Henney also felt that our local radio station, Radio Borders, had done a great job keeping everybody in the know and we are lucky to have them.

Siobhan asked if anyone had any business to raise.

Louise Ogilvie asked if Tree of Knowledge had a careers service but Miss Strong explained that the school provides a careers service through Careers Scotland.

Louise asked if the children had use of the library at lunchtimes.   It was pointed out that lunchtime might be the only time for children to have informal access and Miss Strong agreed to look into whether the librarians lunchtime could be moved to allow pupils access at lunchtime, but this would have to take into account that the library is also a community facility and needs to be open at certain times for that purpose.
Action: Miss Strong to look into possibility of altering librarian’s lunchtime to improve pupil access to library over the lunchtime.

Avril Tobin informed the meeting that she thought the use of double decker buses with no seatbelts fitted to transport children to and from school was appalling.

She felt that children on double deckers are less safe than those on single decker buses and there had been a recent incident of food fights on buses following home economics classes.  Miss Strong said she had been made aware of an issue of food on this bus route at the beginning of this week.

Nicholas Watson said he would look out past communication on the issue of seat belts.

John Paton Day said there were huge problems with fitting seat belts in double decker buses and that the Borders bus contractors had the monopoly on the service but not the finances to fit seat belts
David Parker stated that there were still two routes using double decker buses and on some buses it was not possible to fit seat belts because of age of the vehicles.   It would take a new fleet of vehicles which would be extremely costly to contracts (at a time when the Councils budget is under extreme pressure) and added that due to the fact that there are not many operators in the Borders the Council were experiencing great difficulty at present.

lAvril Tobin replied that in Ireland it had taken the loss of fourteen young people in a school bus accident before legislation was amended and hoped that this would not be the case in the Borders.

Siobhan suggested that the Core Group should revisit and take action on this issue at a future meeting.

There being no other business, Siobhan thanked everybody for attending and closed the meeting at 9-05p.m.

MINUTES APPROVED__________________________________CHAIRPERSON

