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The Alliance Party welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation. As a party that has had its main priority as advocating the principles of a Shared Future, we are pleased that there has been action from the Northern Ireland Executive this year following the publication of the draft programme on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI). The fact that the Department of Education has published its own paper on Community Relations further shows the importance of this issue.
We welcome the review of current policy, although we are disappointed by the delay in bringing this document forward for consultation and the impact that this delay has had on supporting the delivery of community relations in schools in a sustained manner.  

The development of this policy is an opportunity to ensure that our children and young people are provided with an opportunity to interact and learn within an environment that reflects a wider normalised society.  The mainstreaming of community relations policy is crucial, it is vital that every pupil receives the opportunity to interact and learn with others.   The promotion of shared education is the best way to achieve this, but in the absence of improved sharing and integration between schools it is vital that community relations issues are embedded in the curriculum as far as possible.  

It is also vital that this policy reflects the ethos of CSI strategy and vice versa.  We would however have liked to have seen more on education in the draft CSI document rather than this separate document that the Department of Education has published. Education should have been at the core of the CSI document. The Community Relations, Equality and Diversity in Education (CRED) draft policy paper should have tied in to the Executive’s strategy. Yet there does not seem to be any mention of how these two separate documents will work together, this should be rectified. We have included at the end of our response the Education section of the submission we made on CSI.
The legacy of the past still has a large bearing on today’s society, and particularly on our young people. With tensions still high around contentious parades in the summer, it is often young people who get caught up in it. There are still areas in our community in which children will not go into as it is deemed out of bounds for their group. School buses from visiting schools have been stoned if caught passing through another area. This behaviour must end and it is only by the education sector fully promoting community relations and the encouragement of young people to actively get involved in it, will we be able to realise this.
Referring to CRED, we agree with the statement in Section 1.4 that Northern Ireland has changed in the 20 years since the original Community Relations policy was developed with the increase in families from different ethnic groups. Northern Ireland is now a multi cultured and diverse society but this has often not been recognised by the authorities before. So we are pleased that the original policy is being updated.
The shortcomings in the current community relations provision in that it was viewed as an add on, rather than an integral part of education shows that there was room for improvement. The fact that not every school availed of the community relations programmes and schemes is also problematic. While we were very supportive of the groups that delivered the previous community relations schemes and programmes, we acknowledge that there was no joined up approach between them, particularly across the different educational sectors.
There was no formal role for community relations in terms of teachers either. Community relations should form part of teacher training which would allow it to be in the actual curriculum rather than an after school activity. And provision for early years should also not be forgotten given the extensive research that demonstrating the ability of children in their pre-school years to develop negative opinions.  
We are concerned that the budget to deliver CRED has been significantly reduced. If this policy is to have any significant impact then it should have similar funding, although we acknowledge that with reduced budgets many services will have less money, but a cut by two thirds is too much and could mean that there could be little impact from this document. Also the way in which funding was ended for all the community relations groups who work with schools was not fair and could have been handled better. The knowledge and expertise that these groups have built up over the years has just been abandoned by the Department, when in fact the Department should have utilised these groups to deliver the aims of CRED.
The previous schemes and programmes in place created opportunities for contact between children from different religions, something that this draft policy paper acknowledges in 1.12. But yet most of the actions that CRED outlines as to how it will improve community relations seem to revolve around teaching respect rather than increasing contact. If young people grow up without knowingly coming into contact with others from different religions then this document will not be able to achieve many of its goals.
There does not appear to be much in recognition of the benefits of shared education in this policy paper apart from a passing comment. Shared Education was recently highlighted by an Oxford Economics report as part of the solution to both the financial cuts that the Department of Education faces as well as the educational and social problems of our society. Shared Education could have been used in the CRED document as a way of increasing contact between young people from different religions, but this was overlooked. We would like Shared Education to be a core part of the final CRED document.

In Summary we welcome that acknowledgement of the importance of community relations that the Department of Education is making in publishing of CRED. But there should be more work done as to how it delivers community relations provisions for young people and ties in with the programme for CSI. The budget for it should also be re-examined. 

Education Section of Alliance Response to Programme on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.

Education

The section on education is rather sparse in the draft CSI programme. There is no reference to, or acknowledgement, of the reality of and problems associated with segregation within the education system.

Alliance proposals in relation to education are developed in detail in Annex 2 of this consultation response. We believe that there is a golden opportunity at present to reform the education system, including in particular the encouragement and facilitation of a range of options for sharing.
The integrated school movement has demonstrated, through its short history, that children can mix through schooling and that the benefit of that experience stays with them in later life. The demand for integrated places far exceeds places available. Polls suggest an overwhelming willingness in the population for shared education. Not only will shared education benefit young people and society as a whole through better integration, understanding and acceptance but there are also financial benefits and educational improvements.

Every expert and sector acknowledges the deficiencies of the current system but decisions continue to be made without consideration of the overall common good.
Sharing in education allows schools to come together and provide a wider breadth of subjects for pupils than they may have been able to study without sharing resources. For example, maintaining two technology or science departments is extremely expensive and sharing facilities will ensure a higher standard.  Sharing could also allow a wider variety of sports and activities to be provided for children, from GAA to rugby and football. 
Progress on shared education would also mean more standardisation of education here which would make it easier to identify and address inequalities and underachievement.  A system of shared education would create a modern education system for the 21st Century. Crucially a system of shared education allows children and young people to experience a wider mix of relationships and friendships, to define their own identity rather than being defined by the education system and addresses the issues associated with a divided society in Northern Ireland in a sustainable way.  Increased sharing and integration in education is fundamental to creating a cohesive and integrated society.  

Annex 2: Shared Education
Education issues are pretty marginal within the draft CSI Programme. There are little specific policy proposals on education as a whole, and nothing on integrated education or shared education other than a restatement of current policy.

A Shared Future contained a very positive acknowledgement of the costs of maintaining a divided education system, but it is unclear if there is any meaningful strategy to follow-up upon its implications.

‘The exercise of potential choice is central and both integrated and denominational schools have important roles to play in preparing children for their role as adults in a shared society.’
‘There is a balance to be struck…between the exercise of this choice and the significant additional costs and potential diseconomies that this diversity of provision generates, particularly in a period of demographic downturn and the falling rolls…

‘It is recognised that major investment is required across much of the school stock and in rural areas, especially where pupil numbers are falling. In this regard, the work ongoing to review educational estate delivery mechanisms which it is proposed should be across all sectors is extremely important.’
‘Greater sharing in education means exploring new and innovative ways of sharing these scarce resources responsibly into the future.’
Across the education sector, there is a slow awakening of the problems of over provision of facilities and massive surplus of school places, especially with falling rolls.  Current issues include:

· There are currently almost 70,000 empty school places. 

· Falling school enrolment, notwithstanding the short term demographic blip.

· Inefficiencies in school estate leading to excessive maintenance and running costs. 

· Inefficiencies in school support services e.g., school transport, catering and cleaning.  

As a result of these problems and a failure to move toward a shared system, Northern Ireland has the highest level of spending on education per capita of any part of the UK. However, less is actually spent per pupil than anywhere else.  Too much money is being eaten up through over-administration, and the over provision of partially empty buildings. Budgets are becoming skewed, and with too much money locked up in capital, the pressure for cuts falls on teachers, pupils, transport, support and special needs.

There are gradual pressures towards mergers/closures, but these are likely to be fought on the ground.  It is unacceptable that school buses pass each other going in different directions because two schools have been kept open, where there are only enough pupils for one and that decisions are still being made along party political lines rather than what is best for the education and development of our young people. 

There needs to be a very clear commitment to shared education. The opportunity to move in this direction is provided by the emerging policy framework around Area Planning and Sustainable Schools.

For the foreseeable future, there will remain a number of different education sectors. Alliance is not proposing that these are abolished. 

Rather, Alliance sees a menu of options for developing shared education. Integrated Education in the pure sense is only one aspect of a range of options including shared schools and shared campuses.

The benefits of shared education are twofold; it can deliver both economic/financial benefits and social/moral benefits. 

Financial/economic benefits include:

· Addressing the cost of maintaining around 70,000 empty school places.  

· Enables funding to be directed toward pupils rather than sustaining a divided estate.  

· Makes schools more sustainable and makes it easier to justify capital in modernising the school estate. 

· Savings from the mainstreaming of community relations work in schools. 

· In the medium to long term reduces the wider costs of division and managing a divided society.  

· Creates a modern education system fit for the 21st century. 

· An Education and Skills Authority would be part of shared education. This creates substantial savings in term of administration and management. 

Social/moral benefits include:

· Better opportunities for local interaction with the community and business.  

· Reflects our society: 

· more and more people are defining themselves differently 

· growing number of ethnic minority families in Northern Ireland 

· growing number of mixed marriages and mixed relationships and children thereof 

· strong evidence of support for change/mixed education from opinion surveys – both parents and young people 

· Allows for children and young people to experience a wider mix of relationships and friendships to develop both inside and outside school that benefits society as a whole. 

· Allows children to develop their own identity as opposed to developing an identity as a result of their schooling.  

· Wider benefits to society, through maximising contact between children from different backgrounds.  This helps to address the wider pressures of a divided society e.g., rioting.  

· Makes it easier to standardise the quality of education and therefore to address inequalities.  

· Would create an incentive to consolidate teaching training and make teacher training shared. 

Shared education would also result in a modern education system fit for the 21st century.  Benefits to education include:

· Protects local provision, especially where separate schools are under pressure. 

· Allows for stabilisation of enrolment numbers. 

· Makes it easier for a wider choice of subjects to be sustained / makes it easier for the delivery of the entitlement framework. 

· Wider choice for pupils in terms of leisure, cultural and sporting activities.  

With reference to integrated education, Alliance is concerned that the Department of Education treats integrated education as part of the problem rather than part of the solution. Rather integrated schools can be considered as the most sustainable form of education, economically, financially, socially and in terms of education.

Feeling the pressure to draw in the wagons to protect schools with falling enrolments, the introduction of integrated schools is seen as a further threat or at best a distraction. 

Every year, many children are turned away from over subscribed integrated schools and forced to attend segregated schools.

The provision of integrated education is linked to efforts to develop and maintain shared space. The building of new integrated schools to service new housing developments can help to anchor a mixed local population.

Alliance would recommend the adoption of the following plan to expand the provision of integrated education in Northern Ireland, in line with demand:

1. Government should continue to support the creation and maintenance of new-build integrated schools.
2. Government should set a minimum target of 20% of children being educated in integrated schools by 2020.
3. The duty on the DENI to encourage, not merely to facilitate, the development of integrated education should be extended to Education and Library Boards (and eventually the Education and Skills Authority).
4. Where new schools are being built in Northern Ireland, for example to service new housing developments, the Department should survey local residents regarding a presumption that they will be integrated or inter-church; as far as possible, new schools should be sited to service mixed catchment areas.
5. Government should encourage the transformation of existing schools to integrated status and review the current procedures to make this easier.
6. Government must reform and relax the criteria for the creation and maintenance of integrated schools, giving recognition to those children of mixed, other or no religious background.
7. Government should give formal recognition to the contribution being made to the process of reconciliation by ‘mixed’ schools, those with a mixed enrolment but no formal integrated status.
8. Government should advocate the de-segregation of teacher training courses and facilities, and the familiarisation of integrated education policies and practices in such institutions

