A SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS FROM:

EDUCATION AND A SHARED FUTURE
Options for sharing and collaboration in 
Northern Ireland Schools.

INTRODUCTION.
This document, “ EDUCATION AND A SHARED FUTURE - Options for sharing and collaboration in 

Northern Ireland Schools”, seeks to challenge some commonly held  assumptions, namely that a good education ought to be premised on a principled concern for deeper levels of social integration or , put very simply, “ if Protestant and Catholic children ceased to be segregated throughout their school days, the troubles would largely disappear” (p.9). The aim of the report was to generate data which would assess attitudes to increased cross-community sharing  and initiate discussion on the subject of shared education.
However, one crucial point is made in the initial considerations and that is “ if contact or sharing in schools is to promote the cause of reconciliation, then it will need to be supported by a range of social initiatives beyond the school.” (p.10) e.g. integrated residential areas, addressing duplication of public service provision. The data collected reinforced this point, “....building a shared future that is inclusive of everyone in Northern Ireland would involve more than reforming the education system.” (p.18)
In reality, the principle of sharing is a crucial component of the transition from violent conflict to peaceful democracy and this principle was reflected in the Belfast(Good Friday) Agreement and subsequently in the strategic framework of “ A Shared Future”.

In an educational context, some of the questions this raises are:

· What if anything are people willing to accept in terms of shared education?

· What might a pluralist Northern Ireland education system look like in practice?

DATA ANALYSIS.

The data collected, in Omagh and Coleraine ( criteria listed p.12), through discussions with parents, representatives of local schools, other education providers and regional key stakeholders produced a number of interesting outcomes.
Attitudes to sharing.

· None of the interviewees were openly opposed to shared education.

· There was a recognition and acceptance of the economic case for greater sharing in education.

· “Ordinary people” (p.18) should be involved in decisions about any changes to the education system.

· For parents, “ the single most important factor is whether their children will receive the best possible education” (p.19)

Types of Schools

· Interviewees appeared to be generally in favour of schools (post-primary) collaborating with each other.

· A majority of parents were supportive of having a system of all-ability schools, all providing the same wide curriculum.

Relations between schools.

· There is a significant level of flexibility and a willingness to at least consider new ways of doing things  (my italics) that will strengthen the relations between schools. (p. 22)

· Collaboration should not be just about “exploiting accommodation”.

· The focus needs to be on providing “high quality pupil-centred education” (P.22)

Denominational Collaboration.

· There is only minority support for maintaining the status quo, i.e. all types of schools in a given area  should be retained (P.23)
· A large percentage of parents, 69%, favour increasing the number of formally Integrated schools.

· Parents do not, perhaps, have the same vested interests as some of the representatives have in retaining control of individual schools.

Cross-Community Sharing

· “ A majority of parents (56.9%) agreed with the statement that ‘schools that are not mixed should be required to partner with a school with children of a different religion’. An even greater majority (71.5%) agreed with the statement that ‘ schools that need to partner to deliver the curriculum should be required to partner with their closest neighbouring school, even if it is not of the same religious composition’, while an even greater majority still (79.7%) agreed with the statement that ‘if schools of different religious composition enter partnerships, the children from both schools should at least sometimes be taught in the same classroom.’ (P. 26)
· The views of the representative’s group are somewhat divergent to those expressed above.

Age Grouping for schools.

· In general, views on age groupings – 11-16, 11-18, sixth form colleges, 7-14 were mixed and inconclusive. 

· “ ....Until decisions are made about academic selection and post-primary transfer it will be difficult for people who are actually looking at the structures to plan with certainty”. (P.28)

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS.

The report looked at three examples of shared/mixed/integrated school systems.
Shared Campus Schools In Scotland. 

· There are two sectors of education in Scotland, denominational (largely Catholic) and non-denominational.

· There are 10 shared campus arrangements in place, both at primary and post-primary level, created as part of North Lanarkshire’s strategic education plan and school building programme ‘ Education 2010’.
· The campus operates in line with clearly defined principles (P.33) one of which clearly states that “in educational terms, each school operates independently and develops its own ethos, educational principles and curriculum”

· The shared campus schools were viewed as pragmatic arrangements.

· The Church view was that participation was preferable to losing Catholic provision in the area altogether, that a shared campus would not be acceptable in an urban setting and that “ whilst...shared campus schools are progressing at this early stage, it is not going to change (the Church’s) perspective which is, quite simply, free standing Catholic schools are the best way to develop communities”. (p.39)
Lessons learned.

· Shared campus schools can work.

· They are a pragmatic solution to a local problem

· Catholic ethos can be protected and maintained.

· Pupils from each school do mix.

· There is no evidence of “denominational bullying”.

· Parents and local community must be consulted.

· New build was vital, providing a “fresh start”.

· Effective School leadership is vital.

· Support from local clergy and Church hierarchy is essential.

Jointly managed Church schools in England & Ireland

· There are 16 jointly managed Anglican/Catholic schools in England and 1 in Ireland.
· They are independent initiatives created in response to local circumstances.

· Children are educated together in an environment where Anglicanism and Catholicism are clearly presented as separate traditions within one faith.

· There are daily acts of worship which are Christian in nature. There are also occasions when there are specifically Catholic or Anglican services.

Lessons learned.

· Dual –denominational schools can be an appropriate, viable response to falling enrolments.

· The support of Church hierarchy is essential.

· It is possible to create an overarching Christian ethos respecting the different Christian traditions.

· Parental involvement and support is important.

· A clearly defined mission statement should encapsulate an agreed ethos.

Multi-denominational schools in Ireland

· There are 44 multi-denominational schools in Ireland with 9000 pupils.

· An additional 12 have been approved in order to meet demand

· The schools are managed by Educate Together, an organisation similar to NICIE .

· In multi-denominational schools the responsibility for religious instruction of children is assumed to be that of the family and religious organisations. “ When asked what happens if parents want faith formation for their children, for example, Catholic  sacramental preparation, (this) head teacher said ‘ it’s nothing to do with us, it’s after school’.”(P.59)
· The statutory half hour of religious studies every day is met through the Ethical Education Curriculum (ECC) which looks at, Moral & Spiritual Development, Justice & Equality, Belief Systems, Ethics and the Environment.

Lessons learned.

· Multi-denominational schools promote a genuinely inclusive ethos based on respect as opposed to toleration.

· A significant and direct comparison can be drawn with formally integrated schools in N.Ireland  , “ the one significant difference, however, is that integrated schools in Northern Ireland are ‘essentially Christian in character’, while Educate Together schools are based on equality of treatment in principle and practice of different belief systems.” (P.61)
CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS.

1. Sharing is heavily context dependent.
2. Sharing works best when equality encompasses religious tradition, cultural background and diversity of tradition within the management structure of the school.

3. Snaring works best when parents are involved in the process.

4. When ethos, culture, tradition or values are not threatened, sharing is more possible.

5. In the best practice of sharing, ethos was strengthened and developed.

6. Sharing does result in bringing together children from different communities.
7. Clear agreements on protocols and procedures are required.

Northern Ireland is not Scotland, England or the Republic of Ireland. However, while some might argue that “Northern Ireland is unique”, we can and indeed must learn from experiences elsewhere. There is no evidence to suggest that the models of sharing examined in this report could or indeed could not work in Northern Ireland.  Neither does the report conclude that while increased levels of sharing may be the preferred long term option, there is no reason to think that “separate schools cannot play their part in promoting reconciliation” (P. 11)“ But to do nothing is to contribute nothing to the building of a shared and better future for everyone in Northern Ireland.” (P.65)

......................................................................................................................................................

ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION: ECC November 18th 2008.
1. Within the Catholic (Maintained) sector, is it necessary  to recognise and accept in principle the concept of  a “ shared education system”?

2. Can the Catholic (Maintained) sector justify “intra-sectoral “ sharing alone?

3. In light of on-going and historical conflict, are specific parts of Northern Ireland ready or mature enough for a shared education system if the context and conditions are right?

4. If so, how can that be taken forward? If not, what are the alternatives?

5. Could  any of the models examined in the report be practical/possible in a Northern Ireland context?

6. What additional contribution can the Catholic (Maintained) sector make to building a shared  and better future for everyone in Northern Ireland?
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