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Executive Summary 

The Empowering Clusters model has proven to be a transformative approach in North 
Lanarkshire, enhancing the integration and delivery of services for children, young 
people, and families. Closely aligned with The Plan for North Lanarkshire and national 
priorities such as GIRFEC, Tackling Poverty, and Whole Family Support, the model 
supports a holistic, locality-based approach to wellbeing and education. Since its 
implementation in 2020, the model’s effectiveness has been validated through multiple 
external inspections, confirming its role in driving equity, inclusion, and improved 
outcomes. 
 
To further strengthen this integrated approach, the number of Empowering Clusters will 
reduce from 23 to 15, including an Empowered ASN Cluster. This realignment aims to 
deepen collaboration among schools, services, and localities, ensuring leadership and 
planning are more responsive to local needs. The revised model will enhance the use of 
data, promote equity, and enable more efficient resource allocation. It also reinforces the 
commitment to universal and targeted supports, ensuring timely and appropriate 
interventions for families requiring additional assistance. 
 
The new Empowered Cluster will maintain the operational function of the current cluster 
model, while aligning more closely with service and provision delivery and collaboration.  

Recommendations 

It is recommended that committee: 
(1) Acknowledge the contents of this paper. 
(2) Acknowledge the proposed operational planning for 15 Empowered Clusters. 

  

The Plan for North Lanarkshire 

Priority  Support all children and young people to realise their full potential 

Ambition statement 
(7) Enhance collaborative working to maximise support and 
ensure all our children and young people are included, supported, 
and safe 

Programme of Work Resilient People 

mailto:mcparlandjam@northlan.gov.uk


1. Background 
 
1.1 Education and Families recognises the significant positive impact of the Empowering 

Clusters model in enhancing and integrating services for children, young people, and 

families across North Lanarkshire. The model aligns closely with The Plan for North 

Lanarkshire and the Programmes of Work: Resilient People and Brighter Futures. 

1.2 To further strengthen this integrated approach, the Senior Management Team (SMT) 

has approved a plan to reduce the number of Empowering Clusters from 23 to 15. 

This review is designed to align more effectively with locality operating models, 

enhancing the service’s ability to integrate and respond collectively to localised and 

contextualised needs in partnership with internal and external stakeholders. 

1.3 The enhanced model will place greater emphasis on whole family support, building on 

the strong foundation of integrated service delivery. It will also align with the revised 

operating model within Education and Families, which increases the number of 

permanent Education and Families Managers (EFMs) from 9 to 14, in addition to two 

Senior EFMs (SEFM), and two new additional SEIMs (Senior Education and 

Improvement Managers). Under this model, each Empowered Cluster will be 

supported by a SEFM/EFM and one Cluster Improvement and Integration Lead 

(CIIL).  

 

 
2. Report 
 
Strategic Function of the Empowered Cluster Model 

2.1 All children and young people are expected to benefit from universal supports and 
curricular experiences that promote positive health, wellbeing, and academic 
achievement. However, it is recognised that, at times, additional or more intensive 
support is needed for some individuals and families. 

2.2 In North Lanarkshire, the Empowering Clusters model has been developed to 
facilitate timely and effective support through strong partnerships and integrated 
cluster working. This model places children and families at the centre of planning 
processes and ensures access to the right support, at the right time, within their local 
communities. The model has been endorsed through several external evaluations, 
including the Joint Inspection of Children’s Services, ADES collaborative 
improvement activity, and the HMIe National Thematic Inspection on Improvement. 

2.3 Key drivers of the Empowering Clusters model include: 

• Getting it Right for Every Child (GIRFEC) 
• Tackling Poverty 
• Whole Family Support 
• Equity and Inclusion 
• Improvement 
• Curriculum, Learning, Teaching and Assessment (CLTA) 

2.4 While the operational functions of the clusters will remain unchanged, the number of 
Empowered Clusters will reduce from 23 to 15. This change aims to better align 
mainstream clusters with locality-based operating models and strengthens 
collaboration across the ASN sector through the creation of an Empowered ASN 



cluster. The revised structure will enhance integration, enabling services to respond 
more effectively and collaboratively to local priorities and needs. 

Structure of the Empowered Cluster   

2.5 An Empowered Cluster will consist of approximately, 8 to 13 schools, and will be 

supported by one Senior/Education and Families Manager (S/EFM) and one Cluster 

Improvement and Integration Lead (CIIL) as outlined below in figure 1. 

Figure 1 

2.6 Almost all Empowered Clusters will be aligned to locality and catchment areas, 

strengthening connections with key services such as Community Learning and 

Development and Social Work. Airdrie Academy, Clyde Valley High School, 

Coatbridge High School, and St Margaret’s High School will retain their existing 

cluster arrangements due to the number of associated schools. 

2.7 In recognition of their unique provision and pan-North Lanarkshire catchment, ASN 
schools will form a dedicated Empowered ASN Cluster. This bespoke cluster will 
ensure that the distinct needs of learners are met through strategic collaboration and 
integrated support. It will also enable stronger integration with peripatetic services from 
We Aspire and Virtual School, aligned to a Cluster Lead (CIIL), fostering inclusive 
practice and continuous improvement across the authority. 

 
2.8  The integration of the Virtual School within the Empowered Cluster model aligns with 

the priorities of North Lanarkshire’s Children’s Services Plan by strengthening 
collaborative planning and targeted support for care experienced children and young 
people. By incorporating We Aspire and the Virtual School into cluster working builds 
on the strengths of both provisions in improving attendance and attainment through 
targeted interventions, while also expanding access to alternative and flexible learning 
pathways such as outdoor education, vocational programmes, and wider engagement 
activities. 

 
 2.9 Importantly, overall strategic and operational line management of the ASN schools will 

continue to remain with the two Senior EFMs. This arrangement allows ASN head 



teachers to meet collectively to address specific ASN priorities and needs, while also 
contributing to and engaging in cluster-level improvement work, as appropriate. 

  
2.10 The effectiveness of the integrated ASN and mainstream clusters will be monitored 

closely to ensure we maximise benefits for all involved. 
 
2.11 Early Learning and Childcare (ELC) establishments will be realigned to the revised 

Empowered Clusters model, based on catchment areas. This ensures that ELC 

settings in schools, family learning centres and partner providers are supported at 

periods of transition by their link CIIL. 

 
Empowered Cluster Meetings 
 
2.12 Empowered Cluster meetings will take place termly and have a renewed focus on 

data informed improvement, collaboration and quality assurance. The S/EFM will lead 

the Empowered Cluster meeting, supported by the CIIL. A sample agenda is included 

as a reference in appendix 1. Empowered Cluster meetings will be incorporated 

within the E&F Annual Calendar and will further strengthen opportunities for 

collaboration between S/EFMs, and other central officers.  

2.13 Individual school clusters including Early Years, will continue to arrange local level 
meetings which would focus on an agreed agenda which may include transitions and 
moderation. This approach allows school clusters that operate across local authorities 
to specifically target this work. 

 
2.14 EFM remits will be updated to include direct oversight of self-evaluation, data 

analysis, and the improvement cycle, with a focus on link visits and planning for 

Validated Self-Evaluation (VSE). 

 
The Role of the CIIL 
 
2.15 The Cluster Improvement and Integration Lead (CIIL) will continue to play a pivotal 

role in the realigned Empowering Clusters model. CIILs will be responsible for driving 

a strategic approach to Empowered Cluster improvement by coordinating planning 

and implementation across the system, aligned with both local and national priorities.  

2.16 CIILs will also continue to deploy and direct the work of Cluster resources including 

the Cluster Support Teachers (CSTs) and Family Engagement and Support 

Assistants (FESAs), in consultation with Heads of Establishment. This work will take 

place under the direction and oversight of the designated Education and Families 

Manager (EFM).  

2.17  The revised model retains the core remit of the CIIL while streamlining processes. 

The CIIL will continue to lead the strategic functions of the Empowered Cluster. 

2.18 To ensure effective delivery, S/EFMs will continue to meet CIILs regularly, throughout 

the academic session to monitor progress and address any emerging issues.  

 
The Role of the Cluster Chair 
 
2.19 During the early stages of the Empowering Clusters model, a rotational Cluster Chair 

role was introduced. This role was filled by volunteers from among the cluster Head 



Teachers. Two years ago, the position was formalised into a 23-month fixed term 

contract, with an associated salary increase. 

2.20 The service faced challenges during the first round of recruitment. It took over a year 
to fully staff the roles, and these initial appointments are now approaching the end of 
their contracts. Currently, there are Empowering Clusters without a Cluster Chair. The 
service recognises the risk of maintaining a consistent approach across the 
Empowering Clusters moving forward, should Cluster Chair roles remain vacant. In 
those clusters without Cluster Chairs, it has been noted that the operational function of 
the model has been unaffected with CIILs and S/EFMs collaborating across the cluster 
to support ongoing improvements.  

 
2.21 To address this, closer collaboration between the Education and Families Manager 

and CIIL, will help to ensure consistency and drive improvements across the 

Empowered Clusters. Recognising the risk noted above, and in line with the new 

operating model, the service proposes to end the Cluster Chair role and support 

greater empowerment of all Head Teachers equally within the cluster. This will ensure 

greater equity and consistency across clusters, further enhanced by additional 

support and challenge provided by the EFM. 

2.22 To ensure a smooth transition to the new Empowered Cluster model, notice has been 
given to the seven remaining Cluster Chairs (table 1), that their temporary contracts will 
end on the 30th September 2025. This will also yield a saving for the service as outlined 
below in table 1. Between August and September, the seven Cluster Chairs will form 
part of a working group to support the effective transition into the new Empowered 
Cluster model, allowing us to maximise colleagues’ experience and skill base, 
embedding this in the new model.  

 
Table 1 
 

Cluster Chair in Post Expected End Date 

Braidhurst HS 30th September 2025 

Calderhead HS 30th September 2025 

Caldervale HS 30th September 2025 

Chryston HS 30th September 2025 

Coatbridge HS 30th September 2025 

Kilsyth Academy 30th September 2025 

OLHS Cumbernauld 30th September 2025 

 
Costs  
 
2.23 Removing the role of the Cluster Chair from the Empowered Cluster model, will allow 

the service to realign approximately £96, 000 to support wider service improvement 
activity including raising attainment.  

 
2.24  Currently, Cluster Chairs are funded through the central school support budget. This 

will continue until the seven Cluster Chair contracts come to an end on the 30th 

September 2025. 

 
 
 



Cluster Improvement Planning 
 
2.25 For session 2025/26, Cluster Improvement Planning will not be required, with priorities 

integrated into school level improvement plans. A review will be undertaken by a 
working group, to establish a streamlined approach to ensure plans reflect local and 
national priorities in line with the school’s Empowered Cluster context. 

 
Cluster Level Planning for Children’s Wellbeing Meetings & GIRFEC 
  
2.26 Planning for Children’s Wellbeing meetings at cluster level, will continue to be 

coordinated by the CIIL in consultation with Heads of Establishments. The CIIL will 
continue to have responsibility for ensuring these meeting dates are planned annually 
and partner agencies are invited to all meetings. Establishment Heads will be invited to 
discuss any child for their establishment being taken forward. The CIIL will share the 
action notes and minutes, and the Head of the Establishment will take forward agreed 
actions.  

 
2.27  Within the revised model, all schools will continue to have access to Wellbeing Hubs 

within their locality.  
 

2.28 Within the ASN cluster, a review will be undertaken to consider the additional level of 
a specific Planning for Children’s Wellbeing, Core Group and the Complex Needs 
Panel.  

 
Empowered Cluster Resources  
 
2.29 The process for allocating and deploying cluster resources within the Empowered 

Cluster model will remain unchanged. The deployment of resources will continue to be 
overseen by the CIIL. Decisions will be informed by local data and aligned with the 
GIRFEC pathway, ensuring that support is targeted and responsive to the specific 
needs of children, young people, and families within each cluster. 

 
Quality Assurance 
 
2.30 The realigned Empowered Cluster model will enhance quality assurance by providing 

streamlined access to centralised data. Starting next session, the NLC Power BI 
Dashboard will equip S/EFMs, CIILs, and Heads of Establishment with the insights 
needed to make informed, data-driven decisions at the cluster level. Additionally, the 
dashboard will integrate data monitored by CIILs, CSTs, and FESAs, offering a more 
comprehensive view of cluster improvement. 

 
2.31 In addition, each primary school will participate in a Self-Evaluation for Continuous 

Improvement (SECI) trio or quad within their cluster. This collaborative model builds 

on recent Education Scotland training and promotes outward-looking, peer-supported 

self-improvement. Smaller clusters will also have the opportunity to collaborate with 

larger clusters on shared priorities, fostering a more cohesive and strategic approach 

to improvement planning. 

Implementation Timeline 
 
2.32 The new Empowered Cluster model will be implemented from 30th September 2025, 

with full implementation of the enhanced approached planned for August 2026. 
Consultation and collaboration with Heads of Establishments, CIILs and wider partners 
will take place to support the effective transition into the new Empowered Cluster 
model. A suggested timeline for full implementation has been set out in appendix 2.  



 
3. Measures of success 
 
3.1 Successful implementation of the revised Empowered Clusters model.  
 
3.2     Efficient allocation of resources through increased use of data-informed decision 

making.  
 
3.3    Rigorous self-evaluation and quality assurance resulting in improved outcomes for 

children and families. 
 
3.4 Streamlining of services and partnerships resulting in strengthened family support 

within localities.    

 
4. Supporting documentation 
 
Appendix 1  Empowered Cluster Agenda 
Appendix 2  Implementation Timeline 
 
 

 
James McParland 
Chief Officer (Education South) 

 
  



5. Impacts 
 

5.1 Public Sector Equality Duty and Fairer Scotland Duty 
 Does the report contain information that has an impact as a result of the Public Sector 

Equality Duty and/or Fairer Scotland Duty? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
 If Yes, has an assessment been carried out and published on the council’s website? 

https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-and-fairer-
scotland-duty-impact-assessments 

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

5.2 Financial impact 
 Does the report contain any financial impacts? 
 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 If Yes, have all relevant financial impacts been discussed and agreed with Finance? 
 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
As noted in the body of the report the proposal to cease the Cluster Chair role will result 
in the reallocation of funds.    

5.3 HR policy impact 
 Does the report contain any HR policy or procedure impacts? 

 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 
If Yes, have all relevant HR impacts been discussed and agreed with People 
Resources? 

 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
Cluster Chairs will be removed from the Empowered Cluster operating model. Current 
Cluster Chairs will remain in post until 30th September.  

5.4 Legal impact 
 Does the report contain any legal impacts (such as general legal matters, statutory 

considerations (including employment law considerations), or new legislation)? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, have all relevant legal impacts been discussed and agreed with Legal and 
Democratic? 

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
 

5.5 Data protection impact 
 Does the report / project / practice contain or involve the processing of personal data?  
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, is the processing of this personal data likely to result in a high risk to the data 
subject? 

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

 If Yes, has a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) been carried out and e-mailed 
to dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk  

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

5.6 Technology / Digital impact 

 
Does the report contain information that has an impact on either technology, digital 
transformation, service redesign / business change processes, data management, or 
connectivity / broadband / Wi-Fi? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 
 

https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-and-fairer-scotland-duty-impact-assessments
https://www.northlanarkshire.gov.uk/your-community/equalities/equality-and-fairer-scotland-duty-impact-assessments
mailto:dataprotection@northlan.gov.uk


 
Where the impact identifies a requirement for significant technology change, has an 
assessment been carried out (or is scheduled to be carried out) by the Enterprise 
Architecture Governance Group (EAGG)?  

 Yes ☐ No ☐ 

5.7 Environmental / Carbon impact 
 Does the report / project / practice contain information that has an impact on any 

environmental or carbon matters? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

5.8 Communications impact 
 Does the report contain any information that has an impact on the council’s 

communications activities? 
 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact? 

5.9 Risk impact 
 Is there a risk impact? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 
If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the key risks and potential impacts, 
highlighting where the risk(s) are assessed and recorded (e.g. Corporate or Service or 
Project Risk Registers), and how they are managed? 

5.10 Armed Forces Covenant Duty 

 
Does the report require to take due regard of the Armed Forces Covenant Duty (i.e. 
does it relate to healthcare, housing, or education services for in-Service or ex-Service 
personnel, or their families, or widow(er)s)? 

 Yes ☐ No ☒ 

 

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the provision which has been made to ensure 
there has been appropriate consideration of the particular needs of the Armed Forces 
community to make sure that they do not face disadvantage compared to other citizens 
in the provision of public services. 

5.11 Children’s rights and wellbeing impact 

 
Does the report contain any information regarding any council activity, service delivery, 
policy, or plan that has an impact on children and young people up to the age of 18, or 
on a specific group of these? 

 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 

If Yes, please provide a brief summary of the impact and the provision that has been 
made to ensure there has been appropriate consideration of the relevant Articles from 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 
 
The Empowered Clusters model in North Lanarkshire is a universal, rights-based 
approach designed to benefit all children and young people by improving access to 
coordinated, inclusive support. It upholds the UNCRC by promoting participation, equity, 
and protection, and contributes to wellbeing through early intervention and integrated 
services. 

 
If Yes, has a Children’s Rights and Wellbeing Impact Assessment (CRWIA) been 
carried out?  

 Yes ☒ No ☐ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 1 Example of Empowered Cluster Meeting Agenda 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Empowered Cluster Meeting 

Standard Agenda Items 
 
 

1. EFM Link Update    EFM 
 

2. Empowered Cluster Data   EFM, CIIL & Head Teachers 
 

3. Empowered Cluster Resources  EFM, CIIL & Head Teachers 
 

4. Collaborative Working   EFM, CIIL & Head Teachers 
 

5. Planning for Children’s Wellbeing EFM, CIIL & Head Teachers 
 

6. AOCB 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 2  Implementation Timeline  
 
 
 

Phase Dates Activity 
Phase 1 May - August 2025 • Update Heads of Establishment and wider partners on the implementation of the 

new operational model. 

• Development planning with CIILs. 

• Audit Empowered Cluster Toolkit (page tiger). 

• Include Empowered Cluster meetings within E&F Annual Calendar.  

Phase 2 September - December 2025 • Confirm alignment of SEFM/EFMs and CIILs. 

• Establish working group including Cluster Chairs, CIILs and wider partners (including 
TU) to support terms of reference and implementation of new operating model.  

• Embed use of Power BI Cluster Dashboard to support improvement across the 
Empowered Cluster with a focus on attainment and attendance.  

• Update of progress to Heads of Establishment and partners 

Phase 3 January – April 2026 • Implementation of leadership framework for CIILs. 

• Review Cluster resource allocation in line with new operating model. 

Phase 4 May – June 2026 • Finalise Empowered Cluster policy and update Empowered Cluster Toolkit (page 
tiger). 

• Review planning and reporting. 

• Implement terms of reference. 

• Full implementation of new model in August 2026. 

 
*subject to change 


