Briefing Paper

Post-primary Education Briefing
May 2008
0.1
This paper is a briefing to guide the development of party policy on post-primary transfer and, by extension, education generally.
0.2
Although in the ideal world the existing Alliance policy would be taken forward wholesale, in this less than ideal world we have to deal with the practical realities of proposals brought forward by the Executive and debates held in the Assembly. These have changed, fundamentally, our starting point. This paper is designed to take this into account.

1.
Position

1.1
Any debate on party policy has to take account of reform proposals now existing, and of other party positions which Alliance MLAs would have to work with. It is recognised that this is not the perfect starting point, but it is the reality with which we have to deal.
1.2
The Education Minister has confirmed her direct-rule predecessor’s acceptance of the decision to abolish the 11-plus. Further, she has stated a preference for transfer at 14 by means other than academic selection. However, Unionist intransigence has stopped the Minister bringing forward more comprehensive proposals. In principle, this was very close to the established Alliance Party position.
1.3
In practice, however, the Minister brought forward proposals which in fact maintain selection, although by declining proportion over a three-year period. It remains unclear precisely what would happen at the end of this period, what implications this has for the school estate, and where the budget is to come from. However, leaving open the possibility that parents may vote with their feet, and given that the ‘end’ may justify the ‘means’, the Alliance Party did not rule out the plans, but did request further detail.
1.4
It should be added, however, that there is concern that integrated (or, indeed, broadly ‘shared’ or ‘mixed’) education has not been mentioned at all as part of the process. The Alliance Party stated concern about this in the Programme for Government response.
1.5
The Minister has not absolutely clarified that she will bring her proposals to the floor of the Assembly. There, they would no doubt be, at best, heavily amended. However, as a democratic party acting in line with previous position on other issues, Alliance spokespeople have called for this to happen – both publicly and privately.
1.6
Some schools seemingly remain prepared to set their own entrance exams, in cooperation with each other. The Alliance Party has cautioned that the establishment of such ‘ad hoc’ exams may become semi-permanent.
1.7
There is some frustration that the Minister has stated her broad ideological thoughts, but has not clarified an actual ultimate vision for the education system. What, in fact, is her reform supposed to achieve? As her ideology is at direct odds to the vast majority of MLAs and the NI public, how can she gain support without clarifying the vision or the detail? The Alliance Party is introducing ‘vision’ issues into its economic policy development process, and education policy should be seen as part of this.
2.
Parties

2.1
The legislative reality is that the Alliance Party has to work with other parties to reach consensus on proposals. Clearly, the objective would be proposals which are as close as possible to those in the existing policy (see section 3 below). This does mean attention must be paid to other parties’ positions, so that the Alliance Party can have maximum impact on the debate.
2.2
The DUP has stated opposition to the Minister’s plans. However, at its own roadshow events, in recent committee contributions and media statements, it has not ruled out a system whereby only a limited number of schools or a limited intake could come by virtue of selection. Watch for a shift towards promotion of a system of 12-15 ‘elite schools’, with others in practice becoming comprehensive in all but name (literally).
2.3
The Ulster Unionists are divided. Spokesperson Basil McCrea has come out in defence of all 69 grammar schools, insisting (effectively) on their maintenance, thus hanging other schools out to dry completely (see 3.1). This is totally unsustainable, indisputably immoral, and therefore in theory the weakest of all positions. However, it may still draw sizeable ‘knee-jerk’ support from a certain segment of the population. For this reason, it has already been the target of most Alliance Party statements on the subject.
2.4
The SDLP’s position is unclear. Broadly, it opposes any kind of selection, and does not appear to rate the Minister’s current proposals. Politically, the SDLP has to be seen to oppose the Minister and will find a reason – even if not policy-related – to do so.
3.
Policy

3.1
The party’s current education policy can be traced back to 2000, last amended in 2004. Therefore, it has not been updated to take account of:
· declining budget and birth rate;

· rising immigration from non-English-speaking countries; and

· rising survey support for integrated education.

More obviously still, it does not take account of the Minister’s current proposals – again, leaving us starting from less than the ideal position.

3.2
More recent public actions by the Alliance Party on education include:

· support for prioritisation of extra resources for language teaching for those whose first language is not English;

· call for the Minister to consider merging controlled and maintained schools (this is interesting because such mergers would not necessarily create an ‘integrated’ school under current definitions); and
· support for or opposition to school closures on a case-by-case basis.
As a result, policy has been being developed, necessarily, on a somewhat ‘ad hoc’ basis.
3.3
The 2000 party policy includes pledges that:

· citizenship and anti-sectarian awareness should form part of curriculum;

· nursery school places should be guaranteed to all who need them;

· additional resources should be allocated for special needs;

· 11-plus exam should be abolished and use of academic ability to determine who is given a place should ‘not be allowed’;

· a common middle-school curriculum to age 14 should be developed, at which stage parents would choose between vocational, technical, and academic educational routes;

· a pupil profile should be implemented; and

· support should be given to access to integrated education for all (including more integrated places, but not necessarily more integrated schools).

Most of this remains entirely sound. Therefore, the current objective is not new policy development or any broad policy shift, but the establishment of a series of principles under which the party’s Education Spokesperson should seek to influence the post-primary transfer reform proposals towards existing policy as they come to Committee and the Assembly.
3.4
A party sub-committee has been established to assist this task.
3.5
By existing policies, this means not just education policy, but broad policy statements and established principles in other policy areas. It is recommended, therefore, that the principles be taken from the party’s most recent major policy document:

· tackling sectarianism/segregation: to be delivered by existing commitments to citizenship within the curriculum, more integrated places, and shared facilities;

· re-balancing the economy: to be delivered by implementation of a vocational, skills-focused system to replace ‘secondary’ (with potential for radical ideas broadly based on current policy assumptions, such as direct links to local business community from age 14);

· delivering sustainability: to be delivered through shared facilities between schools and amalgamations of existing schools where appropriate (included controlled and maintained working more closely together).

3.6
There is a need to ensure that commitments from recent policy statements are consistent with the 2000 policy, including:

· guaranteed nursery provision and extra special needs resources should remain an objective, but is there a clear evidence base that the provision is necessary and currently affordable?
· details of what constitutes a ‘pupil profile’ are for professionals to decide – should we clarify that ‘pupil profiles’ are an inappropriate guide for use to ‘select’ pupils, as they are simply not designed for that purpose?
· ‘academic selection’ can be opposed, but can the use of ‘academic ability’ be ‘disallowed’ outright in practice (if it is accepted that schools will advise parents on which route – academic or vocational – will be pursued)?
These comments are entirely consistent with much more recent party principles and commitments as stated in public, in the Assembly, and in literature (including those under which the most recent election was successfully fought).
3.7
We do need to be keenly aware, in practice, about how certain schools will continue to be perceived. Parents and teachers will continue to gravitate towards the ‘better-image’ schools regardless of actual policy. The party must consider its position, genuinely, on whether significant action can or should be taken to avoid a ‘postcode lottery’ in such cases – the penalty for which may be the ringfencing of children in poorer areas into schools with poor images. In short, it will be some time before ‘every school a good school’ can be a practical reality – even if that were delivered successfully, many children will go through their entire schooling in the intervening time.
3.8
It should be noted that the party can only develop and set out policy commitments in line with practical reality of the current Minister’s plans – again, if the party were going towards its ideal educational outcome, it would not start from here!
4.
Conclusion

4.1
This document sets out the basis under which the party’s post-primary transfer (and ultimately education) policy may be promoted in the current, less than ideal, context.
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