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Collaborative Arrangements and the Entitlement Framework

The Education (NI) Order 2006 requires that pupils in post-primary schools aged 14 and upwards must have access to the Entitlement Framework from September 2009. Ultimately all schools will be required to offer access to at least 24 courses at KS4 and 27 courses for post-16 pupils, at least one third of which should be applied and one third general as defined by the Department of Education. 

The Department has issued a number of circulars associated with the implementation of the Entitlement Framework. The most recent circulars focus on the two strands of support available to schools to help develop collaborative arrangements, namely the Vocational Education Programme and school/school collaboration. The majority of schools will need to enter into such arrangements in order to provide an appropriate range of courses to cater for the needs and interests of all their pupils. 

For 2007/8, recognising the current reality that schools are at different states of readiness with regard to delivery of the Entitlement Framework, the Department has identified two categories of collaborative work between schools, one aimed at providing increased access to courses for pupils in 2007/8 and the other aimed at developing the capacity of schools so that they can provide increased access in the following 2008/9 year. 

From 2008/9 the Department has indicated that support for any collaborative arrangements will be provided through a single programme co-ordinated on an area basis.

The Council regards collaboration as an essential aspect of ensuring that from September 2007 all pupils have access to as much of the Entitlement Framework as possible.  Collaboration is not just a mechanism for future arrangements – it is a means for meeting the needs of children currently in schools.

Collaboration is a means to an end not an end in itself. It is a means of offering students a wider choice of learning opportunities, optimising the use of expertise and resources and enabling different types of learning in a range of different settings. It can also provide access to a more diverse range of qualifications, enable more effective progression for students and drive more cost efficient provision.

Collaborative arrangements to enhance the curriculum are not new and most schools will have some experience of these. In creating new partnerships it makes sense to use that experience to ensure that new arrangements build on the best of past and current practice. 

Among the lessons emerging from such experiences are the following:

· The need to be clear on the purpose and value of the proposed curriculum changes;

· The need for the proposed courses to meet pupils’ known needs; 

· The need to have student focused careers advice and guidance;

· The need to base developments on such pupil needs and not existing staff expertise;

· The need for appropriate staff development programmes;

· The need for the support, involvement and commitment of senior school management;

· The need to ensure that pupils and parents are well informed;

· The need to start at a manageable level and build from there;

· The need to undertake careful planning and agree monitoring arrangements;

· The need to inform and educate partners on the ethos and practices of the school;

Collaboration can take many forms and the starting point will depend upon the extent to which relationships exist between prospective partners. Where such links are non-existent, the most appropriate starting point may be activities such as joint staff training or shared extra-curricular events through which the building of trust and relationships may occur. At the other end of the continuum, where well established arrangements already exist, schools may begin to consider developments such as shared appointments.

The Council believes that a Service Level Agreement (SLA) should be developed between partners to ensure that the expectations and obligations of the collaboration are clear to all parties.  There is advice on the drafting of SLA’s on the DE website.

A number of general principles have emerged regarding successful collaboration:  These include:

· The need to clearly define the purpose of the collaboration;

· The need to agree the arrangements for coordination and organisation;

· The need to agree on who leads on what;

· The need to clarify all financial arrangements;

· The need to define a timescale for the various courses or elements within the collaborative arrangements (Guarantee Course Completion);

· The need to define success criteria;

· The need to agree review dates;

· The need to agree on required resources and to ensure that these are available;

· The need to exchange relevant information;

· The need to have in place protocols on such matters as behaviour, dress, child protection, movement between sites etc.

It is essential therefore that all schools prioritise collaboration as an area for development within the current school year and that this is reflected within the school development plan; that they audit the current position with regard to the Entitlement Framework requirements and that they identify appropriate next steps towards implementation.

Schools should contact the CCMS support officers identified in the DE circulars for assistance.

The officers with responsibility for Entitlement Framework developments are:


Sean Rafferty

Clogher & Derry Diocese


Nuala O’Donnell

Armagh & Dromore Diocese


Herbie Artt

Down & Connor Diocese

These officers will seek to work closely with the relevant ELB officers who are also identified in the DE circulars.

The development of the Entitlement Framework takes place alongside many other changes – the revised NI curriculum; assessment arrangements; primary/secondary transfer and admissions procedures; proposed sustainable schools policy; review of post-primary provision, emerging 14-19 policy and new arrangements for the administration of education in N Ireland. Many of these developments are inter-related. 

Developments emerging as a result of the Bain Review have highlighted the impact of demographic downturn and the need for a coordinated area approach to planning the future schools’ estate. School/school collaboration is not a means of avoiding the impact of such factors but can play a significant role in the development of stepping stones to an appropriate future Catholic post-primary provision. The E2S officers and the other relevant CCMS officers will provide guidance and support to schools and should be consulted by schools requiring such support.

Council believes that operational impediments are not a sufficient reason to reject collaborative working.  All of the operational challenges matters have been successfully addressed by schools somewhere in Northern Ireland.  The needs of the young people are paramount.  The critical driver (or impediment) is the willingness of the school leadership to make the necessary arrangements.  In some cases this might involve challenging established practices.

It would be wrong for larger schools to believe that they can provide all or most of the curriculum without reference to other schools, particularly smaller schools.  Similarly, in the short term, smaller schools should not feel that they have nothing to contribute but only something to gain from collaborative arrangements.  There is a mutual benefit to all schools and the pupils that they serve from creating greater access to courses.  Catholic schools should take seriously their broader role in promoting education within a community.  This will include collaboration with schools in other sectors.
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