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Education 

More than any other department in the Executive, Education has been the one which 

has been in an almost permanent condition of paralysis. There has been tortuous 

progress on fundamental areas of policy which on the surface of it ought to be 

capable of gaining all Party support, if the public pronouncements of the Parties in 

the Assembly are to be believed of course. Like so many things in life the Assembly 

Parties are committed to all things bright and beautiful. So to with education. All say 

they want an education system that delivers in terms of educational qualifications for 

school leavers, improves standards, rationalises the schools estate, making the best 

use of scarce resources and reshaping our education system to meet our current 

and future needs. Straight forward enough it would seem but the reality has proven 

to be so different. 

Take the example of the proposed Education and Skills Authority. The proposal was 

to create a single body in Northern Ireland for the management and delivery of 

education, replacing the plethora of education and library boards and other sectional 

bodies thus reducing bureaucracy and duplication of financial and physical 

resources. Common sense you might think and something which could make a real 

difference. Yet we are only now getting the legislation introduced to the Assembly 

and it is expected that the body will come into being next April. 

What has delayed this eminently sensible proposal and what possible grounds of 

objection could there be to it? 

The answer is depressingly familiar. 

Sectarian vested interests continue to exercise much influence and control. 

The composition of the new body reflects not a new, fresh and innovative body that 

will shake the cobwebs off our education system but instead will preserve the status 

quo and protect the very divisive interests whom are the cause of much of what is 

wrong with our education system. 



The game was given away by Joanne Dobson, pin up lady and supposed 

embodiment of the new, fashionable and modern Ulster Unionist Party. During the 

debates, long and protracted debates about the establishment of the ESA, she made 

it clear and I quote,  

“the influence of political and religious stakeholders must be protected throughout 

the rationalisation of the school system. “ 

So much for new and forward thinking ideas. 

More a case of old wine in new bottles. 

Sectarianism and sectarian division will be embodied in the new ESA. 

The ESA board will be composed of, 

8 Church representatives, i.e. 4 Catholic Trustees and 4 transferors and Yes 

transferors are representatives of the Protestant Churches not kids going between 

schools. 

8 political representatives from the parties represented in the Assembly selected 

using the D’Hondt mechanism. Not much change there then. 

4 representatives appointed by the Education Minister. 

A Chairperson appointed by the Education Minister. 

Clearly this is a missed opportunity. 

All too often Parties in the Assembly offer by way of excuse for inaction and refusal 

to do something which is new, bold and imaginative, the mantra we have to deal with 

what we have got. Education Minister John O Dowd is on the public record as saying 

that if we were starting with a blank sheet of paper we would not have the education 

system we have at present. 

Well here was the chance of a blank sheet of paper and he has flunked it. 

What we are being offered is a revamping of the old system. 

Whilst the new ESA will undoubtedly bring about much needed financial savings and 

reduced bureaucracy it will leave intact the old management structures which have 

delivered a segregated school system in the past.  

The same entrenched vested interests have also prevented progress on ending 

academic selection in our schools. 

The case against selection has been well established and documented. 

That we have not yet resolved his matter is a further indication of the lack of political 

will and executive authority. 



Well meaning sound bites are no substitute for firm action. 

Unless the management and control of schools is placed firmly under democratic 

control we will continue with this state of affairs. 

An opportunity to do this by establishing the ESA has been missed. 

It is also worth noting here the stance adopted by the Education Minister and his 

Party Sinn Fein. In the Republic SF Education spokesperson Sean Crowe TD has 

supported moves by the education Minister there to remove Church control, 

particularly Catholic Church control, from schools. When asked about this O Dowd 

has replied stating and I quote, 

“the North has a different history and its education system has evolved differently 

particularly since partition. “ 

An interesting but questionable assertion I am sure you will agree. 

There are 2 other important areas of education policy of concern to us in The 

Workers Party. 

The first is the persistence of educational disadvantage and its correlation to areas of 

social and economic disadvantage and the other is the issue of integrated education. 

It is worth looking at educational outcomes in deprived areas and those described as 

least deprived. 

According to the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2010, the most 

deprived area, in terms of educational score, in NI was the Shankill and the least 

deprived area Malone. 

The 4th most deprived area was the Falls and the 4th least deprived area was 

Stormont. 

I think these figures speak for themselves. 

Dawn Purvis had published a report in 2011 on educational disadvantage in 

Protestant areas of NI. The recommendations are applicable in my view across all 

areas. Among them 1 in particular stands out. That is the question of funding levels 

at different stages of the education system. It has been said on many occasions 

before that early intervention and the importance of preschool and primary levels are 

critical in terms of the educational development of children in deprived areas. 

2009/2010 figures indicate that average expenditure per pupil varied at each level of 

education. 

£3,698 was spent at primary level and £5,287 at post primary. 



The “Call to Action “report recommended the equalisation of expenditure across the 

cycle of the educational life of a pupil. Investing in the early years of education can 

make a huge difference and is something we would support. 

Yet the decision of the Assembly to scrap the Education Maintenance Allowance 

flies in the face of all commitments to tackle educational disadvantage. Young 

people from deprived areas must be given every opportunity to continue education or 

training after the age of 16. Removing EMA puts yet another barrier to young people 

from working class backgrounds continuing with education or training. 

I want also to draw attention to what is increasingly referred to as Shared Education. 

The phrase is now in common usage and in fact is more than that, it is a very 

particular policy but one which in the popular mind is mistaken for Integrated 

education. The two are very different things and it requires in the year ahead The 

Workers Party to develop our policy in these areas.  

Shared Education refers to in essence addressing the duplication of resources and 

buildings and promotes co operation and interdependent relationships, a developed 

form of what was known in the past as Education for Mutual Understanding. It leaves 

in place different school sectors based on religion. Integrated Education involves the 

removal of sectoral schools in favour of unitary common schools. There is a danger 

that Shared Education may be offered up as an alternative to Integrated Education. 

We cannot allow the demand for Integrated Education to be diluted. The case for 

Integrated education is as relevant as ever perhaps more so now than ever. It has 

been put very well by Marie Cowan, Chair of the Integrate Education Fund who has 

stated, 

“this means working towards a Northern Ireland in which there is a sense of 

belonging and equal recognition of all citizens. Despite huge political progress the 

shadow of the past continues to haunt the future here.” 

The Integrated Education Fund have produced a very comprehensive set of 

proposals up to 2019 which set out clear timetables and measures towards moving 

towards an Integrated System. Perhaps not as quickly as The Workers Party would 

wish but they are to be commended for their proposals. Of particular interest are 2 

issues which the WP have championed over the years and to us are a litmus test of 

just how serious the Assembly Parties are in saying they want to build a new and 

different Northern Ireland. 

These are,  

The removal of the exemption in the Fair Employment Treatment Order regarding 

the recruitment of new teachers and 

A unified system of teacher education. 



In the coming year Comrades we in The Workers Party must expand and develop 

the issues we have raised here today. The management and control of schools, 

promoting integration and tackling disadvantage. That requires vision, ambition and 

leadership something our current Education Minister doesn’t seem to have.  

 

  

  


