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Cymdeithas yr laith recognises that the complete network of Village Schools
— established more than a century ago — is not sustainable in its current form.
These schools are under pressure from many directions, and we have no
desire to see a gradual deterioration. It is true that many of the village schools
are indeed viable institutions that perform well and as such should be allowed
to flourish. In many other cases however the status quo cannot be
maintained. We agree that rationalisation is required — the issue is whether it
is the negative rationalisation offering the easy bureaucratic solution of
closing schools and centralising education or a new positive rationalisation
working with parents, governors and communities to establish new structures
and functions making better use of the assets.

In this document, we argue the case for POSITIVE RATIONALISATION as
we recognise the key importance of Village Schools to their communities, to
the language, and as potentially progressive models of educational
excellence.

We argue that the Assembly Government has a special responsibility in this
Issue for a number of reasons —

a) The Assembly Government creates the Guidelines for the closure of
schools, and it is their responsibility to ensure that these guidelines
are implemented correctly. We believe that this is definitely not
happening at present.

b) The Assembly Government’s management of School Building
Improvement Grants —cited often by LEA'’s as a reason for drawing
up closure plans.

c) The concept of making village schools viable through the use of their
premises and resources for a range of community services. i.e. their
consideration as essential community development resources, the
provision of primary education being part of their function — The
creation of an administrative and financial framework to do this is
broader than a purely educational matter and therefore we are
referring the notes to the Ministers for both Education and Rural
Affairs. Such a radical change could only be implemented at a
national level.
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1. OUR PRESUMPTION IN FAVOUR OF WELSH-MEDIUM VILLAGE
SCHOOLS

Cymdeithas yr laith freely acknowledges that it has a presumption in favour of Welsh-
medium Village Schools because of their success and their importance on many counts —

a)

EDUCATIONALLY - There is a prima facie case for claiming that village schools
are very successful educationally since those counties, which have the highest
proportion of such schools, are among those that attain the best academic results.
In part this could be as a result of the level of family and community support to be
found in village schools, the sense of security felt by the young children, the
potential for mentoring and the requirement for everyone to participate in activities.
It is certainly not problems of an educational nature that have motivated Local
Authorities to threaten the future of village schools. Rather than trying to undermine
them, research should be carried out to discover why these schools are so
successful educationally and an attempt made to learn lessons for urban schools
e.g. it might be better educationally to have urban primary schools with sites in
every community rather than large units.

IN TERMS OF WELSH-MEDIUM EDUCATION — Welsh Village Schools are
particularly effective in assimilating the children of in-migrants to Welsh-speaking
village communities, as they are able to offer the language as a key to accessing
the community rather than as just a skill for individual pupils. Where there is a
Welsh Village School, Welsh Education is acknowledged by everyone as the norm
rather than an individual choice that is opted into by choosing to send children to a
Welsh school. Where a Welsh village schools is lost, in-migrants then have to make
a conscious choice concerning where to send their children and there is a risk that
many children will be lost from receiving Welsh-medium education.

IN TERMS OF MAINTAINING COMMUNITIES — The factors that make a collection
of dwellings a community are the opportunities for social communication, both
formal and informal. This might include a village hall, shop, pub, place of worship,
opportunity for children to play together, but the most important of these is the local
school. The building and its resources can be used for formal meetings and
activities, but of even greater importance are the opportunities for informal
community communication. Young parents see each other at the school and in
meetings involving the school and the children foster a sense of belonging to the
village group. It has become fashionable for bureaucrats to try to justify centralised
Area Schools as “community schools”. This is the middle aged and professional
classes’ perspective of what constitutes a community — those people who get in
their cars to travel to organised activities. From the children’s point of view,
community is going out to play with friends from neighbouring houses for an hour
before supper. From the point of view of the majority of young parents, community
is informal communication with others who share the same aspirations for their
children. The concept of community and of community schools is in fact a set of
concentric circles. It is true that there are community events whose scale dictates
that they can only be held in large centralised schools e.g. leisure centres. Such
settings are for community events that can best be organised in large villages that
serve a number of smaller villages e.g. community services and health and more
specialised classes. But there is also a sense of a more organic community, which
can only be fostered in the specific vilage community, and activities which are best
organised at an organic community level e.g. learning Welsh together and family



learning. A village community has a sense of ownership of its school supports it and
sees it as a symbol of hope and continuity for the future. On the other hand, young
parents are far less likely to buy houses in villages without a school; with no young
blood a village without a school will age. This is a particularly serious consideration
with regard to the Welsh language. Welsh is in essence a language of community.
Its role needs to be extended into every area of life, but its fundamental roots and
its unique strength lies in the local community that uses it as an everyday medium
of communication. The present trend involving the closure of up to 200 Welsh
village schools, could result in the loss of the majority of our Welsh-speaking village
communities within the next decade — not so much losing them overnight, but
denying them a future.

Cymdeithas yr laith, therefore, has a presumption in favour of Welsh-medium village
schools — as did the Education Department in England - although their definition of “a
small school” was very different from ours. In the year 2000, the former Education
Minister, Jane Davidson, stated that there was no need for any presumption in favour of
village schools in Wales, since they were not under the same threat as in England. She
stated that only one or two village schools per year were closed in Wales throughout the
nineties.

This situation has been transformed with current trends threatening the future of some 200
village schools in Wales within the next decade. In face of the impending disaster, we see
an exercise in passing responsibility between the Local Authorities and the Assembly
Government. In the following section, therefore, we will be focusing on those issues that
are unequivocally the responsibilities of the Assembly Government.



2. THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE ASSEMBLY GOVERNMENT
a) IMPLEMENTATION OF THE GUIDELINES FOR THE CLOSURE OF SCHOOLS

With regard to the actual guidelines which the Assembly Government are setting for
Local Authorities in relation to closing small schools, we, of course, would like to see an
additional basic guideline — namely a presumption in favour of village schools for the
reasons given above. This would not mean that no village school would ever be closed,
but there would be a requirement for the Local Authority to establish an exceptional
case for doing so. Even if such a guideline is not added, we draw attention to 4
guidelines that are, to our mind, not being correctly implemented at present. It is the
responsibility of the Assembly Government to ensure that there is no means of
misinterpreting the guidelines, and the decisions of the Assembly Government
establishes “case law” in relation to how the guidelines are interpreted. Here are the 4
guidelines to which we draw your attention in relation to the manner in which they are
being ignored at present.

1) Any recommendation to close a school must be based on educational arguments —
It is true that local Authorities employ pseudo-educational arguments in an
endeavour to justify decisions to close schools, but they can hardly claim that their
case is based on educational reasons i.e. it is not educational failure that drives the
agenda to close village schools. In fact, the Assembly Government has weakened
this guideline in one appeal decision whereby they now state ‘that the alternative
education provision (following the closure of a school) must be at least as good for
less cost’. That was a very unfortunate decision since it sent a signal to the LEAs
that educational considerations do not take precedence. It is generally recognised
that village schools, provide good education. Larger centralised schools can offer
no improvements in relation to the provision of a broad curriculum or increased
social communication that cannot be achieved by neighbouring village schools
working in co-operation. We also believe that the Assembly Government has
underestimated the educational value of the support given by parents and the
community in a village school and also the sense of security given to young children
who receive education in their own neighbourhood. A much higher proportion of
parents and members of the local community actively participate in village school
life than in a centralised school. Indeed, in our experience, village schools — at odds
with the views of every bureaucratic rationale — find it easier to fill their quota of
parent-governors than area schools. When adjacent village schools co-operate, or
form one integrated multi-site school, the children get the best of both worlds in
educational terms. We believe there is a need to strengthen this guideline.

2) That there is a requirement to assess the impact of a school closure on the Welsh
language — Usually, the LEA only provides a sentence or two to meet this guideline.
They simply state that Welsh medium education is available within reach, either in
the centralised school to which it is intended to send the children or within a
reasonable distance. This is an urban perspective, which is totally inappropriate to
the Welsh language in the context of rural villages. In many village communities
Welsh education is the NORM as the village school is Welsh-medium.
Consequently, the majority of children, including the children of in-migrants attend
the village Welsh-medium school as the NORM. When a village school is closed,
parents then have to make a conscious choice about the school to which they send
their children. There is evidence — based on statements we have collected — that
many English-speaking in-migrants would send their children by choice or because



of convenience of work to an English-medium urban school if there were no school
in their village. LEAs never undertake professional Impact Studies with regard to the
effects of school closure on the language. The only thorough research undertaken
in this field has been by Cymdeithas yr laith. The research document Moderneiddio
laith Sir Gar (the Modernisation of the language of Carmarthenshire) shows that up
to 500 children in the county could be lost from Welsh-medium education following
the recommendations of the MEP to close dozens of village schools
cymdeithas.org/pdf/mai 2005 moderneiddio iaith sir gar.pdf Cymdeithas yr laith
insist that this is not just a deficiency in terms of the Welsh language, but is in fact a
fundamental educational deficiency since fostering the ability to communicate
effectively in Welsh is an educational skill in a county such as Carmarthenshire.
Even where a pupil goes from a village school to an area school, which is also a
Welsh-medium school, s/he will learn the language as an individual but will link it
purely with her/his educational experience. In their own village school, with their
friends and siblings around them, they will start to use the language more naturally
as a language of social communication. The closing of a Welsh-medium village
school often undermines a Welsh-speaking community by depriving it of a focus for
communal life through the medium of the language as described in Section 1.
Finally, maintaining a Welsh-medium village school provides a far greater boost for
in-migrants to learn the language since they identify with the school. We believe it is
totally unacceptable that the Assembly Government is prepared to accept a couple
of “cut-and-paste” sentences from the LEA as satisfying the guideline that the
impact of school closure on the Welsh language has been considered. There must
be a high-quality Impact Study. Action that could impair children’s education and
undermine a Welsh-speaking community should not be permitted without a
thorough, professional study.

That the impact of the school closure must be considered — Usually, a couple of
sentences in the LEA report are accepted as showing “that they have considered
the impact on the community, but that educational considerations should take
precedence.” This reflects a box-ticking mentality and, once again, a study whose
poor quality would not warrant a C grade at GCSE. The impact of closing schools
on a community is complicated and varies from community to community. It
deserves a professional Impact Study or the hypocrisy of imposing this guideline on
LEAs should be quashed. We also totally oppose the insinuation that there is an
essential difference between educational needs and community needs. On the
contrary, we believe that community and family support is an educational
consideration of paramount importance for children at KS1. Bureaucrats find it very
easy to evaluate the importance of a good building and material resources to a
child’s education, but are very poor when it comes to evaluating the contribution of
community and family support. Once again, we insist that jeopardising community
and family support to a child’s education is an educational issue. This will vary from
community to community and there needs to be a quality Impact Study with a
prominent contribution from the villages themselves — in every case.

That every alternative has to be examined thoroughly before recommending the
closure of a school. There has been a great deal of correspondence between
Cymdeithas yr laith and the Assembly Government Education Office concerning the
way in which this guideline is being ignored to the point where it is meaningless in
practical terms. There can be a number of different “alternative” answers to school
closure. There can be a proposal to keep the status quo or to make comparatively
minor changes to the plan (in terms of timing or an alternative school). See Section



2(c) with regard as to how an alternative might be secured in the future in terms of
“positive rationalisation” — making full community use of schools’ premises and
resources resulting in funds from additional sources which could be employed to
upgrade the buildings and resources. Until now, however, the alternative to school
closure has usually revolved around promoting co-operation between schools
leading to the creation of a federalised or multi-site school. This alternative is
presented as a means of maintaining an educational site in every village community
whilst still gaining the benefits of broader educational and social experiences for the
pupils by the pooling of material resources and teachers and bringing children
together for activities. A federation is misrepresented by a number of central and
local government officials as being a system that is dependent on particular
conditions. The truth of the matter is that federation is a very flexible concept; there
can be as many different models as there are federations. There can be a
federation where pupils move between sites or one where teachers do the moving.
Capital developments can be concentrated on one site, or each site can specialise
in a particular aspect. Sites can be relatively equal in size, or there can be a central
site with smaller satellites. There is no reason why any option should be rejected
out of hand without a proper evaluation but, almost invariably, LEA’s state that a
federation is a non-starter. The exact model depends on the comparative size of the
various sites, the distance between them, the specific facilities and so on.
Everything is possible and there needs to be a detailed examination of each case
as a viable alternative to closing a school as demanded by the Assembly
Government guideline. Carmarthenshire Education Authority consistently ignored
this guideline in its endeavours to push through a mass policy of village school
closures. As a matter of dogma, they want to see the closure of schools and the
establishment of centralised area schools and do not give serious consideration to a
federal alternative. They show the greatest contempt towards the guideline by using
cut and paste methods in order to place exactly the same paragraph of opposition
to the federal alternative in each and every case, thus failing to make any effort to
carry out a serious study of the alternatives in each individual case. By opposing a
federal alternative in the case of Ysgol Mynyddcerrig (January 9" 2007), the
Authority stated that

“This included the option of federation.

The Authority was however also mindful of the need for the document to
encourage and engage stakeholders in a genuine process of dialogue and
debate. Accordingly it sought to assist stakeholders by identifying as many
options as possible as well as giving them some idea of the issues any
alternative options forward would need to address.

Officers also met with Governors, Staff and Parents to discuss the document
and the implications of the proposal. Furthermore the usual consultation
period was extended by a period of one month, at the request of the
Governing Body.

Whilst therefore the LEA was prepared to consider any alternative option put
forward by stakeholders there would need to be a credible basis for
determining whether or not such a proposal could be realistically
implemented. In making a case for federation then clearly having a willing
partner would make such a proposal much more worthy of consideration.



The advice given was therefore an attempt to assist stakeholders in putting
forward a case.

With regard to the advice given by Welsh Assembly Government (WAG)
officials relating to the "leading" role that the LEA should provide in any
discussion regarding federation then this would have been the case where
the LEA had identified federation as a preferred option. In such a case then
the Authority would indeed play a leading role in discussion relating to
federation even if all, or indeed any, of the schools involved were not willing
partners.

In this instance federation was not considered to be the preferred option by
the LEA and no credible alternative option was provided.”

Six months later, the same Authority gave its assessment as to why they did not
believe that federation was a viable option asking the Executive Board to close
Ysgol Llansadwrn_(23/7/07) :

“This included the option of federation.

The Authority was however also mindful of the need for the document to
encourage and engage stakeholders in a genuine process of dialogue and
debate. Accordingly it sought to assist stakeholders by identifying as many
options as possible as well as giving them some idea of the issues any
alternative options forward would need to address.

Officers also met with Governors, Staff and Parents to discuss the document
and the implications of the proposal. Furthermore the usual consultation
period was extended by a period of one month, at the request of the
Governing Body.

Whilst therefore the LEA was prepared to consider any alternative option put
forward by stakeholders there would need to be a credible basis for
determining whether or not such a proposal could be realistically
implemented. In making a case for federation then clearly having a willing
partner would make such a proposal much more worthy of consideration.
The advice given was therefore an attempt to assist stakeholders in putting
forward a case.

With regard to the advice given by Welsh Assembly Government (WAG)
officials relating to the "leading" role that the LEA should provide in any
discussion regarding federation then this would have been the case where
the LEA had identified federation as a preferred option. In such a case then
the Authority would indeed play a leading role in discussion relating to
federation even if all, or indeed any, of the schools involved were not willing
partners.

In this instance federation was not considered to be the preferred option by
the LEA and no credible alternative option was provided.”

As can be seen, exactly the same wording is used, including the standard
“generous offer” of an additional month of consultation. There is no attempt at



making a specific assessment of the alternative in the context of the school under
threat. Instead, standard paragraphs are cut and pasted. This makes a mockery of
the Assembly Government guideline that every other option is supposed to be
examined. The fact that the Assembly Government allows the Authority to ignore
the guideline in practice in such a derisory manner sends a signal to the Local
Authorities that the guidelines are not to be taken seriously.

It is true to say that WAG has pulled up Carmarthenshire Education Authority on
several specific points with regard to misleading governors in relation to the
mechanism for creating a federalised school as an alternative to closure e.g. 1- the
Authority was criticised for misinforming that “church” schools and “county” schools
could not consider creating a federation together (in fact the school would have
closed and reopened as federated schools and it would have been a matter for the
governors to decide on the status of the new federated school) e.g. 2 — the
Authority was criticised for misinforming that schools had to find willing partners (in
fact, the role of the Authority is to examine the possibilities). But there is a Catch-22.
The LEA does not have to make a thorough examination of an option such as
federation if it is obvious from the outset that it will not solve the “problems”.
Carmarthenshire Education Committee interpret this as being no need to examine
the federal option if that is not their “preferred option”, and it never is their “preferred
option” in any case and therefore they never have to examine it. The Assembly
Government does not challenge them on this and thus they allow the LEA to make
a nonsense of the guideline. It is obvious that federation is an option to solve any
perceived problem regarding resources to provide a broad curriculum, perceived
problems concerning social communication for the children and as a means of
cutting back on running costs (by having a single head teacher, the non-duplication
of resources etc). By definition, however, a multi-site school cannot dispose of the
capital costs of premises since its whole purpose is to maintain these sites. Since
the driving factor for Carmarthenshire’s MEP is to raise income by selling off
premises and sites, a federation can never be the answer to this basic requirement,
and, in their view, there is never any need for them to examine the option properly,
and so the guideline in terms of having to examine alternatives to closure is
worthless. The whole exercise is thus capital or real estate driven and, as such,
undermines the basic guideline also that educational considerations should come
first.

It is very iniquitous that WAG allows the LEA to treat such a guideline with
contempt. This throws WAG circulars into disrepute. Far more importantly, this
throws the democratic consultation process into disrepute. By now, parents and
governors understand that Carmarthenshire Education Authority is determined to
sell off village schools and the consultation process is a token exercise which is
never going to change anything and there is never a meaningful examination of any
alternative to closure or study into the impact of closure. This alienates parents and
governors alike from both the education process and local democracy. At the exact
time when parents and others are manifesting concern for the education of their
children and when schools should have good reason to be delighted that apathy
does not reign, the LEA is allowed to conspire against them rather than working
with them. The WAG guidelines have become completely meaningless and the
responsibility for WAG to rectify the situation is of high priority.

As a result parents and governors in the village areas have lost all trust in the
education authorities and the democratic processes and they have become totally



disillusioned. Everyone knows before they embark on the consultation process what
the outcome will be and the LEA sees defeating parents and governors and pushing
through their policies as a victory. The formula is so successful that there is now a
template available for going through the motions. Not only is this situation bad in
terms of participation in democracy, it is also bad educationally since the
enthusiastic support of parent and voluntary governors is essential to the success of
education. There is a real need to transform the current method o interpreting WAG
guidelines.

b) Assembly Government Management of School Building Improvement Grant

The Local Authorities claim that they are responding to pressure from the Assembly
Government in their preparation of negative plans for rationalisation resulting in the
closure of a large numbers of village schools.

1.

WAG figures show that there could be as many as 113,300 vacant places in
primary schools by the year 2010. We believe that some 200 Welsh-medium village
schools are under threat each containing an average of 50 pupils (i.e. schools
varying from less than 20 pupils to over 70). If all these schools were to be closed, it
would save some 10,000 places (assuming that there is a means, which is
sometimes expensive, of placing them in other settings). This is 10,000 places out
of a total of 113,300. In other words, if 200 Welsh-medium village schools were to
be closed, undermining these Welsh-speaking communities as a whole, 92% of the
problem of surplus places would remain. In the next section we refer to our
alternative solution, namely to take a large number of these places out of
commission within the school premises by using some of the rooms for wider
community purposes.

On 15™ March 2007, the Minister for Education sent a Circular to the LEAs warning
them that the School Building Improvement Grant (SBIG) in its new guise from 2010
onwards will favour Authorities which prove they are effective in terms of asset
management. We accept that that the circular was sent for a simple administrative
motive rather than being an indirect attempt to influence local policies. But this
allows Local Authorities to interpret the circular as meaning that funds will not be
given to them for building improvements unless they have plans in hand for
negative rationalisation or the closure of schools e.g. Carmarthenshire County
Council education officials quote extensively from the circular in their report to the
Executive Board (April 2007) on the MEP (A Strategy for Modernising Education
Provision) which included the intention to close dozens of Welsh-medium village
schools. There is constant reference to the Assembly Government’s demand to
ensure that school buildings should be of a particular standard, as being a reason
for closure since there are no funds available to improve them.

Local Authorities often follow what they perceive as guidance from the Assembly
Government. Carmarthenshire Education Authority is in the process of creating a
new school funding formula. The new formula removes the “allowance” for small
schools and means that Welsh-medium schools lose a total of £460,000 a year. A
total of 50 Welsh-medium village schools will lose out and only 13 will benefit. Once
again we see that education officials are claiming that they are following WAG
guidance in preparing a new funding formula that attacks Welsh-medium village
schools. According to the officials proposing the new funding formula in the
consultation document: “The review in Carmarthenshire anticipated the directive



from the Minister for Education and Lifelong Learning that every Council should
consider reviewing their formulas for financing schools.”

c) WAG regulations that are unsuitable for village schools.

Perhaps unintentionally, the Welsh Assembly Government has set regulations for
accepting teachers into courses for training head teachers, which are totally unsuitable
for village or small schools which in turn puts further pressure on these schools by not
ensuring a supply of potential head teachers. Applicants for the National Professional
Qualification for Headship (NPQH) must satisfy a criteria which is more appropriate to
teachers in large schools. The Welsh Assembly Government must make the criteria
more flexible in order to allow Local Education Authorities the ability to encourage
applicants whom they feel appropriate to their educational, geographical needs and for
the needs of their communities.

The criteria and role of a Head Teacher in a small school is substantially different from
that at a large school but this is not reflected in the NPQH courses. Also, potential
applicants are denied access to training courses because of the constraints of time and
location. The Government must adopt a more flexible approach to access to training
courses for head teachers or otherwise it will be viewed as an attempt to close village
schools by the back door. There is clear evidence that successful applicants on the
NPQH are not confident to apply for headships as Local Education Authorities
throughout Wales encounter difficulties in filling vacancies for head teacher posts. The
challenge before the Assembly is to restructure the arrangements for training head
teachers in order to prepare teachers to undertake a leadership role in our small
schools.

ch) The creation of Village and Community Resources, the provision of primary
education being part of their function

This is where we ask for a completely new approach, and we direct these comments
both to the Rural Affair Minister and the Education Minister. At present, it is building
considerations rather than educational considerations, which control future schools
policy. It is thought that the use of funds from the statutory education budget cannot be
justified for the improvement of Welsh-medium village school buildings. Basically, this
is the end of the story under the present system. Although the schools provide good
education and there are positive means (by working together) of improving the
provision, and despite the significant support given by families and the community and
the fact their closure will be a devastating blow to the language and Welsh-speaking
communities, there is no serious consideration of any path other than closure. In each
and every case, Carmarthenshire County Council has never provided a solution, and
will never provide a solution, other than closing schools and the creation of centralised
Area Schools that then enable them to acquire capital receipts by selling off the school
premises. The consultation processes are merely a matter of going through the
motions and this is beginning to set a precedent for other counties. Carmarthenshire
County Council is endeavouring to speed up the process even further by reforming its
school funding formula in order to starve small schools of funds, and it has also
changed its rules regarding the offering of “redundant” school buildings” (their derisive
description — in keeping with their attitude to the village communities themselves — of
school premises which have been closed). Local communities now only have a year
instead of three years in which to draw up a business plan to get the premises
operational for community purposes and have to establish “exceptional circumstances”.



In essence, it has become an argument of real estate rather than one about education
or communities or any honest attempt to discover any other solutions through the
consultation process.

In this section, we offer a different method of dealing with the problem of maintaining
the premises of village schools. If the problem of school buildings can be removed from
the equation, then the consultation processes concerning the future of schools can
return to proper educational and community issues. If judgments are made according
to educational and community criteria, there will certainly be a broad range of different
solutions which are best suited to different communities. In some communities, village
schools will be able to continue — with support — as independent entities in loose co-
operation with neighbouring schools as a cluster. In other communities, schools will
combine to create multi-site or federated schools. In other communities, it might be the
parents’ choice that the current pattern of education has expired and that the schools
are closed. But every option could be a valid option involving genuine discussion on an
educational and community basis and respect for the views of parents and governors.
This is very different from the present procedure of deciding on a school’s future
according to issues of “real estate” and imposing a single solution on every community.
How then do we deal with the matter of the upkeep of buildings?

The former Education Minister, Carwyn Jones, has made reference to the answer to
this by stating that the use of school buildings and resources by the community could
be a means of saving some of them. But, despite paying lip service to joined-up
strategies, the truth of the matter is that administration and funding are organised on a
departmental basis in both local and central government and this militates against a
holistic approach towards the use of village schools. When Ysgol Llanfihangel-ar-arth
was closed by the Carmarthenshire County Council Education Department, officials
from the Council’'s Regeneration Department came to discuss grants for converting the
school into a community centre i.e. to regenerate something that had been destroyed
by another department! When it was asked why such grants had not been offered while
the school was open - the whole essence of the reason behind their closure being the
difficulties involved in maintaining the building - we were told that these were different
grants for community centres not available for schools! The blinkered approach of the
Authorities and narrow funding rules work against positive rationalisation — namely that
a building is more likely to be viable if it is used for a statutory educational purpose and
for other purposes thereby sharing the overheads between the departments/authorities.

WAG and Local Councils have touched on the solution with reference to “Community
Focused Schools”. Bu this is a limited reform involving the organisation of community
fringe activities in institutions which are essentially schools.

Cymdeithas yr laith calls for a much more radical change which could secure many
Welsh-medium village schools, as well as giving them an educational boost. We call for
the present village schools to be recognised, not as schools of which some community
use can be made, but as key community assets with the provision of statutory primary
education being just part of their function. This would not be just an empty statement.

Our demand is a totally new management and funding structure to support such a
radical change. The new system is set out below -



A process of identifying and designating certain village school buildings as Key
Community Assets (KCA). One would need to discuss the mechanics of this
process.

The transfer of the management of the KCAs away from the Education
Departments to a department such as Regeneration in the Local Government
context or a Department such as Rural Affairs in the context of the Assembly
Government.

The WAG Rural Affairs Department would produce guidelines for Local Authorities
on how to develop the KCAs and would distribute the building improvements
budget.

The County Council Regeneration Departments would undertake an audit of all the
County Council services and those of public and voluntary agencies in the rural
areas examining how they might be better provided by using the spare capacity of
village school premises and resources. This would include the location of some
posts by the Council (Area Officers) and posts of agencies such as the Mentrau
laith within schools where appropriate.

The Education Department would have an agreement with the Regeneration
Department on a par with the BBC’s agreement with S4C. The Education
Department would organise the primary school in the KCA and would meet all the
running costs of statutory education. In addition, the Education Department would
pay a reasonable allowance TOWARDS the maintenance costs of the premises.
The Education Department could of course maintain a multi-site primary school by
utilising the facilities of several KCAs.

The Regeneration Department would review the situation of every individual KCA,
identifying the excess capacity available. In some KCAs, the maintenance of the
primary school would mean that there was no excess capacity during the
daytime/term, and the Education Department would simply place contracts with
other organisations, (or rent a room) during the evenings/holidays. In other KCAs,
the primary school could be held just in part of the building, freeing capacity for
contracts with other council departments, public agencies or educational institutions
for other areas of the building during the day. This would immediately
decommission a number of vacant places in schools These tenants would also
contribute to the maintenance cost of the premises, heating etc. There would also
be saving in the current account since different organisations would share
administrative costs.

The WAG Rural Affairs Department would investigate as a matter of urgency the
use of European funding to further such an innovative regeneration venture, as the
KCAs could attract Community Development grants not available for schools.

The WAG Rural Affairs Department would set out detailed guidelines on matters of
child protection in KCAs bearing in mind their use by individuals other than
educational staff. On the positive side, breaking down the barrier between the
schools as an academic institution and the community would also be of definite
educational value.

There is a danger in contemporary Wales that Welsh will be perceived simply as the
language of the education system. Through the implementation of such a
revolutionary change, the language of the education system would better influence
the language of the local community.

By implementing such a new system, the discussion concerning the future of village
schools could return from issues concerning real estate, to proper educational and
cultural matters. The Assembly Government would also be able to show that they offer
a new future to Welsh-speaking village communities. The KCAs could become engines



for the regeneration of our Village Communities as well as being means of sustaining
an excellent educational provision based in the experience of the young pupil’s
immediate environment.

It will also be an opportunity for the Assembly Government to make a real difference to
the prospects of our village communities by offering a uniquely Welsh solution for an
issue of importance to many in Wales.

Cymdeithas yr laith — September 2007



