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BRIEFING ON SUSTAINABLE SCHOOLS POLICY
To aid schools in formulating their response Council would highlight some key areas.

· Parental Choice - Council would emphasise the importance of the central principle expressed in 2.1 of the consultation document that “pupils shall be educated in accordance with the wishes of their parents”. As a consequence of this it would emphasise the rights of parents and children to have access to faith based education including Catholic Education from pre-school to 19+.
· Catholic Education - The Trustees can develop an efficient network of sustainable catholic schools. 
· Shared Future - Catholic Education as described by the Trustees in “Building Peace Shaping the Future” is committed to reconciliation and to building good community relations. Such relationships must be built on a genuine respect for diversity which allows equal regard for faith based education. A cross sectoral approach to the issues of sustainability is not the only viable option and that Shared Future options, even where available, are not always deliverable in certain locations.
· Deprivation - Planning must promote social cohesion including targeting deprivation and avoiding high concentrations of deprivation in any one school.
· Area Planning - The development of appropriate indicators and accurate trend analysis will help identify key priorities. Implementation must be planned and timed carefully least it neither provides appropriately for future generations nor for current pupils.  Effective and based planning cannot develop within the current Open Enrolment Policy and this needs to be reviewed.
· Equity with other sectors - The Council acknowledges the Department’s statutory duty to Integrated and Irish Medium education but there is a need to ensure that those duties are balanced by an equitable implementation of any criteria on viability.  Parents who choose to send their children to a catholic school should be confident that the Department will treat those schools on a footing with any other sector whether that is in terms of capital investment or recurrent funding.
· Role of ESA - The Council and the Trustees of Catholic Schools have made clear to the Department of Education that it can only support a role for the Education and Skills Authority in school planning if it does not have a vested interest through ownership of the Controlled Sector.
· Role of Trustees - The Trustees must retain the right to plan for Catholic Education provision in an area. While Council is happy to work with the Education and Skills Authority to assess the implications of any developments, development proposals should be allowed to proceed in the normal way without a veto for the ESA.
Sustainability Criteria and Indicators
· Common Criteria - Council welcomes the development of a common framework for all providers in discussing the viability of a school. It will be clearly helpful in area planning for all school owners to have an agreed set of criteria to consider when analyzing the situation of particular schools. However, the application of these criteria is not a simple formula. Some indicators may be contradictory.  For instance, a school, because of its size, would not be viable in some areas but may be deemed viable in a particular case because of the isolated nature of the community that it serves or through specific management arrangements.
· Unsuitable Criteria - In analysing the criteria and indicators suggested, there was wide spread agreement that there was one set of criteria which, though related, did not directly assess viability. These were largely to do with the standards within a school. (D) Leadership and Management, (F) Links with the Community and should be addressed through appropriate structures and systems. (C)  Financial Position is, under the current LMS scheme, closely linked to Enrolment Trends.  Mismanagement of a budget is a performance issue linked to effective leadership and management.  While deficiencies in any of these areas might cause authorities to consider the school situation they are not in themselves factors that determine viability.
· Relevant Criteria - Three criteria do impact on school viability: A, Quality Educational Experience, B, Stable Enrolment Trends and E, Accessibility. Although even within these not all indicators are relevant. Council has identified the following criteria and indicators as worthy of consideration development.
· Minimum Primary Size - In relation to 1.2 and 1.3 the majority of feedback indicates that most favour no more than two composite year groups in a single classroom.  This was because many experienced practitioners recognized the difficulties and strains of dealing with the wide range of needs present in composite classes. The classroom teacher while dealing with the spread of ability from the bright older child to the young child with special needs could find that range extended by too much in a composite of more than two years. The three teacher school recognized the differences in the curriculum with Foundation, Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2 but three teachers does not avoid a composite of only two classes in a composite in many cases.
· Review Threshold - The Bain review suggested that primary schools under 105 (rural) or 140 (urban) should be reviewed but that undertaking a review did not mean automatic closure. CCMS believes that there is a clear need to retain and support schools under these thresholds if other factors militate against closure or other means of making provision can be agreed.
· Post Primary - The delivery of the curriculum from 11-14 may be satisfactorily achieved with less than an average intake of 100 per year. It is sensible to identify target annual average intakes for both 14-16 and 16-19 provision provided the majority of students can study the majority of their subjects under the Entitlement Framework within the host school.  This would suggest that the cohert size for Key Stage 4 and Post 16 needs to be greater than those for Key Stage 3.
· Accessibility - Accessibility is a key impact on pupils and communities. The suggested travel times of 30 minutes for primary and 1 hour for post-primary pupils must be calculated on actual travel time for a student from point of pickup by the bus/taxi to and from the school via any intermediary points. Council believes accessibility criteria are important safeguards to vulnerable isolated often rural communities. 
· Relationship between Criteria - The interplay of these three sets of criteria provide the basis for any discussion of the viability and continued existence of a school or the planning of new schools. At the centre of this must be a sensitivity to the needs of the community.
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· Rural Impact and Equality - Council would recommend that the Department carry out a full equality impact assessment of the rural dimension on its Sustainable Schools Policy and engage proactively with the communities involved.  Indeed, the complete set of government policies in this area should be screened to ensure that they do not discriminate against those who would wish to avail of a catholic education or other sectoral provision.
· Finance - When a school has been deemed viable it is important that the school is properly resourced and the children deserve the same access to capital expenditure as any other school. Similarly, the review of the common formula should address the needs of the majority of schools. However, schools which are outside the norm must have their budgets supplemented to meet their special requirements. Council recognizes that this may have to take place outside of the normal LMS budget.
COUNCIL FOR CATHOLIC MAINTAINED SCHOOLS


160 HIGH STREET


HOLYWOOD


BT18 9HT





TELEPHONE: 028 9042 6972


FAX: 028 9042 4255





Website: www.onlineccms.com











CCMS Circular 2007 / 15








30 March 2007








Briefing on Sustainable Schools Policy








Quality


Educational


Experience





Stable 


Enrolment 


Trends











Accessibility





Sensitivity








PAGE  
4

