Summary of CSSC’s response to Department of Education consultation: Establishment of a new organisation to support controlled schools
(subject to Council approval) 

To what extent do you agree that current support arrangements for controlled schools are satisfactory?
☐ Strongly Agree ☐ Agree ☐ Neither Agree nor Disagree ☐ Disagree ☒ Strongly Disagree
To what extent do you agree that there is a need to improve support for Controlled schools?
☒ Strongly Agree ☐ Agree ☐ Neither Agree nor Disagree ☐ Disagree ☐ Strongly Disagree
To what extent do you agree with the proposal to establish a new dedicated organisation to support Controlled schools? 
☒ Strongly Agree ☐ Agree ☐ Neither Agree nor Disagree ☐ Disagree ☐ Strongly Disagree
To what extent do you agree with the proposed phased approach to implementation, with immediate establishment of a Controlled Schools’ Unit in EA followed by the new organisation?
☒ Strongly Agree ☐ Agree ☐ Neither Agree nor Disagree ☐ Disagree ☐ Strongly Disagree

Summary of CSSC’s position
· As the support body for almost half of the schools in Northern Ireland, the Controlled Schools' Support Council (CSSC) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department of Education's consultation on the establishment of a new organisation to support controlled schools.
· The controlled sector is the largest education sector in Northern Ireland, representing 49% of all schools. CSSC supports controlled schools in Northern Ireland which include nursery, special, primary, post-primary, grammar, integrated and Irish-medium schools. The sector has a non-denominational Christian ethos and welcomes children of all faiths and none. There are 148,431 pupils attending controlled schools, with 57.6% Protestant, 10.6% Catholic, and 31.66% of other faiths or none. Additionally, 28% of children and young people who attend controlled schools are entitled to Free School Meals.
· CSSC does not consider current support arrangements for controlled schools to be satisfactory. The Independent Review of Education (IRE): Investing in a Better Future (2023) identified support arrangements for the controlled sector as "suboptimal," noting that the Education Authority's (EA) broad statutory remit across all sectors creates competing priorities that limit its capacity to provide focused, equitable and effective support for controlled schools. This conclusion is reinforced by the Taskforce Report, Development of a Proposed Model for Support for Controlled Schools (2024), and the lived experience of school leaders across Northern Ireland's largest education sector.
· The consequences of inadequate support are evidenced by persistent performance gaps. Key Stage 4 (GCSE) data since 2012 shows that Catholic maintained schools have consistently outperformed controlled schools by between 8 and 12.6 percentage points, despite having higher levels of Free School Meal Entitlement (FSME). 
· Controlled schools are also historically more likely to enter the formal intervention process and to require external support to improve education provision than Catholic maintained schools.
· These outcomes are not inevitable. They reflect, in part, the difference between having a dedicated managing authority with a singular focus, as Catholic maintained schools have through the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS) and having a managing authority with competing priorities across multiple sectors. 
· The IRE attributed differences in performance to "a positive ethos within the maintained sector fostered by strong leadership and school support from CCMS," while noting that "principals in the controlled sector have suggested that the Education Authority is stretched too thin and is conflicted by servicing all school types."
· CSSC endorses the Minister's two-phase approach to addressing these longstanding challenges:
· Phase 1: The establishment of a Controlled Schools Unit (CSU) within the EA, working in close partnership with CSSC, to deliver immediate tangible improvements and provide a transitional pathway towards longer-term transformation. CSSC is supportive of the CSU as an interim measure and is committed to collaborating effectively with EA.  Whilst this interim model is envisaged to provide immediate improvement, the CSU sits within EA's broader governance structures which have competing priorities and therefore cannot achieve full independence or a primary focus on the controlled sector.
· Phase 2: The establishment of a dedicated statutory organisation with focused governance, independent accountability structures, and the power to act as an equal partner across the education system. This represents the most significant opportunity in a generation to secure more coherent and equitable support for controlled schools and to achieve sustainable improvement.
· CSSC believes that reform is required to establish a body with a primary focus on controlled schools, supported by independent governance and clear accountability. 
· CSSC supports the establishment of a new organisation with statutory responsibilities that strengthen strategic leadership, deliver focused support for the controlled sector, and ensure equitable provision for controlled schools.
· CSSC believes the new body should have a statutory responsibility to provide formal advice on controlled schools and a statutory role in advocating for the sector, giving the sector a clear statutory voice so that policy, guidance, and services reflect the specific needs of controlled schools.
· CSSC is of the view that the organisation should also have a statutory duty to develop and promote the vision and ethos of the controlled sector, embedding a unifying ethos for controlled schools that promotes the sector’s diversity, inclusivity, and connection to the communities they serve. 
· CSSC believes the new body should have a statutory responsibility to coordinate and plan provision for controlled schools within Area Planning, bringing forward evidence-based proposals in collaboration with the EA and other sectors. This will ensure that controlled schools are effectively and equitably represented in planning decisions and enable the organisation to develop a strategic vision for the sector within a sustainable network of schools.
· CSSC supports the Department’s proposal that the new body should have a statutory responsibility to promote effective management and governance by Boards of Governors and to prepare a scheme of management for controlled schools in consultation with Boards, with a focus on school improvement. CSSC is of the view that the organisation should also have a contributing role in the appointment of governors to ensure that the right leaders, with the necessary skills and local community context, are in place to support improvement. 
· CSSC believes that alongside these statutory responsibilities, the new organisation should deliver a range of key functions focused on leadership and improvement. It should lead on sector-specific leadership development and building capacity through mentoring, coaching, targeted professional development, and strong collaborative networks. It should also have a defined role in leadership appointments, working with the EA as the employing authority to ensure the right leaders are appointed and equipped to drive improvement across the sector.
· CSSC is of the view that the organisation should deliver sector-specific school improvement support, including early, evidence-based intervention, challenge and support, with the authority to act quickly where need is identified through multidisciplinary review and inspection. These functions would support timely and proportionate interventions and promote improved outcomes. The new body should also provide sector-specific guidance and strategic support for Boards of Governors that complements the EA’s universal governor training, maintaining a clear sector-specific focus on school improvement.
· The new organisation should be formed primarily from existing staff and budgets within CSSC and the CSU, along with specific focused roles from EA that currently support the controlled sector, such as those in school governance, school improvement, and area planning. CSSC currently has 18 staff and a budget of £1.1 million, while the CSU receives around £1.2 million in funding. These resources will form the starting point for the new body. For comparison, CCMS supports fewer schools but operates with a budget of about £4 million and 46 staff, however has broader legal responsibilities. Once staff and budgets are transferred, CSSC and CSU will no longer be needed, allowing responsibilities to be brought together under one focused organisation. There is also potential to share business support services with other education bodies, which would help improve efficiency and consistency across the system.
· This approach will direct resources strategically to maximise impact for the 150,000 children attending controlled schools.
· In developing the new organisation, there are important lessons to be drawn from CSSC's experience since its establishment in 2016. CSSC's approach has been relational rather than transactional. It has built trust with schools and governors, enabling open dialogue and effective support. CSSC's ethos and values, its responsiveness to the needs of schools, commitment to engagement, and its recognised role as the voice of the controlled sector are key strengths that should be carried forward. Embedding these principles in the design and operation of the new organisation will be central to its success.
· This consultation represents the most significant opportunity in decades to secure dedicated, equitable support for controlled schools. The proposed model provides a pragmatic, deliverable pathway to transforming support for the sector whilst maintaining flexibility for future system-wide reform.
· CSSC strongly supports the Minister's commitment to strengthening support arrangements for controlled schools as an important step toward achieving the greater equity of support envisioned by the Independent Review of Education.
· CSSC looks forward to working with the Department of Education, the Education Authority, and all stakeholders to make this vision a reality.

