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The movement for integrated schools began three decades ago in the passionate dreams of some very courageous people who believed that "To accomplish great things, we must dream as well as act, as it is by acts and not by ideas that people live".

Their dream - to have Catholic and Protestant children educated side by side, by teachers from both major traditions, in schools managed jointly by dedicated governors reflective of the Northern Ireland community - was realised in 1981 when Lagan College was established with 28 children in a scout hut on the outskirts of Belfast. 

It would be my view that our “Shared Future”
 needs to create space for dreams and dreamers such as those who have spawned and continue to drive the movement for integration in education.

The wider historical context

For almost a century before partition a National School system had been in operation throughout the island. Although this began as an attempt to “afford combined literary and moral and separate religious instruction to children of all persuasions, as far as possible within the same school “
, by 1922, as a direct result of the main churches’ struggle to deliver a educational provision acceptable to both the main faith traditions, the system had by default become segregated, with the main providers being denominational schools.

The inter-war period saw an further increase in church control over educational provision, a situation which served to further segregation in school provision; and although in the post war era successive Ministers of Education tackled the differentiated funding situation in schools as well as the curriculum, none attempted to address the increasing segregation.

Since the early 1970’s “some educational research has voiced concerns about the potentially harmful effects of segregation of the Northern Ireland education system (Abbott, 1998; Darby, Batts, Dunn, Harris and Farren, 1977). Gallagher (1998) defines these in two categories: a cultural hypothesis that the differing curricula might reinforce difference; and a social hypothesis that the very existence of separate systems might encourage division. “

The long-standing disquiet with what had become a default of segregation in education was finally given a popular voice with the founding of All Children Together (ACT) in 1974 by a group of concerned parents.

The entrance of integrated schools

The establishment in 1981 of the first integrated school, Lagan College, by ACT, came about because, despite driving through a private members bill which provided the facility for existing schools to change status to Integrated status 
, All Children Together were facing the fact that during the previous decade there had been only one attempt by a school to use the new facility (the school was subsequently closed and did not transform).

Their dream took hold and Lagan grew in pupil numbers eventually obtaining government funding in 1985; the year in which two more integrated schools, Hazelwood Primary and Hazelwood College, were established in inner city Belfast, enrolling pupils from the North of the city.

By 1989, the year in which the Department of Education was required to "encourage and facilitate Integrated Education "
, there were 10 schools - two of which were Colleges - with a little over 2,000 pupils in total.

In the next five years this was to grow to 23 schools, with approximately 5,000 pupils.  Alongside new primary and post-primary schools, pre-school provision was also developing, with seven units in 1995 all supported by private donations.

Due mainly to changes in enrolment criteria, the late 1990's saw the need to obtain private support for four independent schools, all of which continued to grow until they received full government approval and funding. 

In 2003, despite the drop in the overall pupil number in Northern Ireland, almost two out of every three of the 50 integrated schools had increased student applications. But despite increased overall intake, over 800 failed to secure a place. Current enrolment is almost 16,600 pupils a figure including over 400 in the fifteen pre-school units. In addition, at the time of writing this piece, there are five new projects and two transforming schools all hoping to offer integrated provision by September 2004. 
As can be seen from the past five-year enrolment pattern in the table below, the integrated school population has increased by 28% over the past five years. 

Integrated Schools enrolment patterns 2000-2003

Sept 1999
Sept 2000
Sept 2001
Sept 2002
Sept 2003



12,951
13,857
15,097
15,773
16,575



The current situation

Given the vision that ACT had for a more integrated society, it seems to be somewhat ironic that despite 50 integrated schools, the post “Good Friday” Northern Ireland of 2003 is more divided than the Northern Ireland of 1981 when Lagan College was established.  As one recent survey has pointed out, the number of people who live in what are termed “majority communities” in Belfast has increased from 63% a decade ago to 66% in 2002.

As long as segregation remains the default position in housing and education in Northern Ireland, difference continues to be accentuated and perpetuated.  Such division can lead to avoidance and silence which can be as indicative of deep seated feelings as confrontation. 
When difference is not opened up and discussed, it can easily become misunderstood and denied. In such a context, "living with difference" becomes "coping with difference" and any attempt to open up discussion on diversity is dealt with through skilfully crafted methods of avoidance or denial.

In the Northern Ireland context, where to be "different" can so often be viewed as a threat or challenge, we have often avoided discussing our uniqueness through the creation of a "culture of silence", which denies any meaningful opportunity to explore difference. This can be as influential as silence in maintaining our benign apartheid.

The role for integrated schools

In the Statement of Principles to which all Grant Maintained schools adhere, Integrated Education in addition to providing a balanced religious intake, teacher pool and governing body, is premised upon the key themes of an educational methodology which is "child-centred, all ability, co-educational", offering education which is "essentially Christian in character"

In choosing the title “Schools of Reconciliation” for her book in 1994
, Pricilla Chadwick introduced a new way of considering integrated schools that recognised the importance of a managed, safe and shared space, where diversity can be celebrated and difference discussed. In providing this context, integrated schools offer an opportunity for a movement towards reconciliation to take place, to allow pupils and indeed teachers alike to move beyond sectarianism. 
 

That education has a valuable role to play in this journey is internationally acknowledged: "A principal pillar for co-existence is the education system…we need to invest heavily in our children… [for] investments in the education of the child are a solid investment in ensuring a world safe for difference"

So, while accepting the fact that schools may not be the main determinant of all social inter-relations, it cannot be denied that they could and, I would argue, should create a safe space wherein pupils can try and understand not only their own tradition but those of the "other", and increasingly "the others”.

It is sometimes argued that there is no need to provide for a separate sector of integrated schooling. Proponents of such a view argue either that organic integration has been taking place in the school system since the foundation of the State of Northern Ireland or that mono-cultural schools are equally able to challenge sectarianism and promote tolerance.

In responding to the first point, on integration by osmosis, it remains a fact that, apart from just over 5% of the school going population who attend integrated schools, religious or cultural mixing in schools is still abnormal, something evidenced in the figures for 2001/2 year in which Controlled schools attracted 5% of their pupils from a Catholic tradition, while Catholic schools offered places to less than 1% of Protestant pupils. In fact, less than 40 of the 1,250 schools outside the integrated sector draw 10% or more of their student intake from what, in their geographic contexts, is the “minority tradition”. 

In looking at the second proposition, although we have a common curriculum incorporating cross curricular themes of EMU and Cultural Heritage, the fact remains that for the most part this is carried on in schools which are exclusively or majority single tradition enrolments and teaching staff. External cross-community contact often becomes the end product of such initiatives rather than being seen as a method of working across religious and cultural divisions. Cross-community contact, although extremely valuable in a divided society such as that in Northern Ireland, should be seen as a method of working for reconciliation and not as an end in itself

This is not to say segregation causes sectarian attitudes or that integration will be a panacea for such an endemic problem. It is rather to suggest that if parents, governors, teachers, ancillary staff and pupils from a variety of cultural and faith tradition backgrounds have the opportunity to meet together in a safe and managed space, such a regular contact, when facilitated meaningfully, has the potential to provide opportunities to develop and maintain an excellent working model of what the Belfast Agreement calls “A Culture of Tolerance”.
 This is not peaceful co-existence, but true integration where individuality is not denied in favour of some form of bland homogeneity.

It is singularly important to begin this process early in a child’s formation. Recent research from has shown that "by the time children reach the age of six, the conflict and community divisions that exist are having a significant impact upon their social worlds"; so much so that, "one in six made sectarian comments without prompting"

Although the report concludes that sectarian attitudes are traceable to three main areas, the family the community and the school, it asserts that: 

"As regards the role and influence of the school, the most significant finding from the study is the rapid rate of increase in the proportions of children beginning to identify themselves with one particular community and also to make sectarian comments at the ages of five and six. The fact that these represent the first few years of compulsory schooling is unlikely to be a coincidence. It certainly raises important questions about the indirect effects that our segregated school system is having on the development of young children's attitudes and awareness."

Reconciliation is a journey and not a destination, and equality between people should not be something to be negotiated but recognised.  True reconciliation should not deny difference, but is premised upon accepting that there is more than one way in which such differences between groups might be managed. That difference might be better understood as diversity.
“Genuine reconciliation does not take place between oppressor and oppressed, but it occurs between persons, persons who face each other in authentic, vulnerable and yet hopeful humanity”
.  It would be my premise that, in an integrated school, where diversity is welcomed and difference celebrated, such an opportunity for meaningful, open and honest dialogue can be provided.

Does it work?

This is a difficult question to answer in a way that satisfies advocates as well as opponents of Integrated Education. For one thing, integrated schools are a relatively new social phenomenon (until 1994 there were only 4 Colleges in existence), and consequently longitudinal research tracking pupils from pre-school to exit at post A-level is only now becoming feasible. In addition, it has often been difficult to obtain an agreed  set of measurements by which results can be determined, and so “Research attempting to examine the impact of integrated education faces considerable methodological, logistic and ethical problems and as a result the work to date has been sparse and fragmented” 

Notwithstanding Dr McGlynn’s previous comments above, she goes on to add that: 

“There is evidence that integrated education can impact on the personal and social identities of its students. It seems to offer young people the opportunity to explore their self-perceptions in a tolerant environment. It does not threaten identity, rather it appears to provide a wider and more complex choice of personal and group components than the traditionally restrictive and mutually exclusive categories. This supports an understanding of identity formation as an ongoing social process in continual flux.” 

Despite the anomalies which present themselves and although much study still remains to be commissioned, a substantial body of literature and research already exists, much of which in my view points to the effectiveness of integrated schools in dealing with difference.

It is not the purpose of this article to hold out all the evidence in favour of the movement for Integrated Education, but it is considered worthwhile to refer the reader to three reports issued in 2003 which came about as a result of work commissioned by the Nuffield Foundation between 1999 and 2001 and carried out through a project jointly co-ordinated by Dr Alan Smith (University of Ulster) and Dr Tony Gallagher (Queens University of Belfast). 

In the second report, following a survey of 40 schools, it was concluded that the schools “were well regarded in their areas, were heterogeneous in terms of religion and social background… [and] were successful in bringing together Protestants and Catholics”
. In addition, following a survey of 159 past pupils, the research concluded that “most of the pupils (93%) felt that attending an integrated school had had a significant impact on their lives...[and that] schools had facilitated opportunities for the exploration of issue related to difference in Northern Ireland”
. This translates into more than nine out of ten students surveyed indicating a strong sense of respect for diversity and a feeling of security in a plural environment. Perhaps, equally significantly, over half of all those surveyed had partners from a different community background to their own.

On a broader theme, I believe that we should not restrict the answer to this question to the area of academic research alone, but that we must in addition examine other evidence such as how the system itself holds up to scrutiny and how demand and popularity for integrated schools stands at present. 

The system considered

In an organisational sense, integrated schools claim to be able to exert a control over the nature of integration which takes place within the school space and so differentiate themselves from “mixed schools” in three ways. First, they are able to determine the enrolment patterns through their admissions criteria; second, they employ teachers from both main community backgrounds; and finally, they are governed by bodies which have a high level of parental involvement and which are drawn from across all Northern Ireland’s major traditions. 


To take the first point above, the schools were set up to draw pupils in roughly equal numbers together, to be educated together. The table below illustrates the religious enrolment balance and comparison over the past two years.  The ‘other’ has increased by 3.37%, Protestant enrolments have decreased by 3.27% and Catholic enrolments have remained constant.

Integrated schools balance figures 2001/2 and 2002/3

Religious Status
2000/1
2002/3



Catholic
40.9%
40.8%

Protestant
48.07%
44.8%

Other
11.03%
14.4%

There is a continuing healthy overall balance between the two major traditions in the system, but if the trend towards Controlled schools (essentially Protestant) transforming continues, we can expect to see the ratio of Protestant children increase. There is also the need to examine the reason for the increase in designations of “Other”, particularly, although not exclusively, emanating from those from a perceived Protestant background.

In an organic sense, integrated schools are essentially Christian in character, are all ability, co-educational and cross the social divide. In the latter case, it is often suggested that the movement for Integrated Education is a middle class experiment and that it does not deal, amongst other things, with the children of the interfaces or from marginalised backgrounds. 

The socio-economic status of pupils attending schools can be monitored by the number of pupils receiving free school meals (FSMs).  According to Department of Education statistics, the academic year of 2002-2003 revealed that the Northern Ireland average for pupils receiving FSMs was 23.7% compared to the integrated sector of 20%
.   In the past two years the Northern Ireland average for FSMs has increased by 1.2% whilst the integrated average has decreased by 1%.

Comparison by Free School Meals 2000/1 and 2002/3

School Sector
% Free School Meals 2000/1
Free School Meals

2002/3

Integrated primaries
19.4%
17.7%

Controlled primaries
17.3%
16.0%

Maintained Primaries
30.2%
27.4%

Integrated Colleges
22.5%
22.2%

Controlled Second Level
24.7%
22.4%

Maintained Second level
39.3%
37.0%

Northern Ireland Average
22.5%
23.7%

The demand considered

Birth rates in Northern Ireland continue to fall.  According to a press release issued by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency in August 2003, there were 21,385 births registered to Northern Ireland resident mothers in 2002.
 This is the lowest number of births recorded in Northern Ireland in a single year. In 2001 there was 21,962 births and the 2000 figure was 21,512, which was the previous lowest number of births recorded. This has a knock-on effect which is already impacting upon schools across Northern Ireland. Between 1998 and 2002, eleven schools were closed and 52 amalgamated.  Figures released by the Department in November 2003, show that the school population is expected to drop by 30,671 by 2009/10 academic year. It is estimated that that there will be 18,125 less primary pupils and 12,616 fewer secondary pupils over the next seven years. The table below illustrates the projected falling school numbers by school sector.

School enrolments projection to 2010

Current Pupil Numbers

2002 –2003
Projected Pupil Numbers

2009 –2010
% Difference

Pre-school
21,076
21,107
+ 0.14%

Primary sector
166,803
148,678
- 10.86%

Grammar
63,102
63,370
+ 0.42%

Other Secondary
91,806
78,922
- 14.03%

Special Education
6,714
6,754
+ 0.59%

All Sectors
349,501
318,830
- 8.77%

The decline in school age population will increase the competitiveness amongst Northern Ireland schools as all schools must compete for children in a reducing market place. Furthermore, the shrinkage will inevitably lead to teacher redundancies, school closures and increase the strain on the education budget. Such a planning context does not present a healthy environment in which to continue to propose new integrated schools.

Given this trend it might be expected that there would be at least a tailing off of demand for integrated schools and yet in September 2003, despite increasing the overall intake to over 16,600, integrated schools have turned away almost 900 pupils. Over the past three years the number of children denied places in an integrated school has increased annually by 1.66%.  

In September 2003, the turn-away percentage for integrated primaries was 6.8% and that of the integrated colleges was 31.27%, meaning that one applicant in four was denied a place in an integrated school.

This heavy demand is unlikely to decline for the foreseeable future. A recent public opinion survey confirms not only a growing awareness of the term "Integrated Education" (95% polled were aware if the concept, up 4% on the previous survey) but also a correct understanding of what it means (91% correctly understand it to mean educating Protestants and Catholics together, 19% up on the first survey in 2000). The survey also indicated that 82% of people polled personally support the concept with 55% saying that the only reason that their children do not attend an integrated school is that there are none in their area or that they are unable to obtain a place

The future for Integration

In December 1997, UNESCO's committee on Economic, Social and Cultural rights recommended "appropriate measures be considered in Northern Ireland to facilitate the establishment of additional integrated schools in areas where a significant number of parents have indicated their desire to have their children enrolled in such schools".
 

These sentiments were picked up again in a subsequent report in 2002 which stated, “The Committee reiterates its concern expressed in paragraph 18 of its 1997 concluding observations that the educational structure in Northern Ireland continues to be heavily segregated on the basis of religion despite the increased demand for integrated schools”.

This seems to be a point recognised by the co-signatories of the Belfast Agreement when they asserted that "an essential aspect of the reconciliation process is the promotion of a culture of tolerance at every level of society and includes initiatives to facilitate and encourage Integrated Education and mixed housing"

In the Department of Education’s most recent plan, reference was made to responding to anticipated parental demand which, it was suggested, would increase the provision by 10% per annum. This remains however without any clearly defined strategic direction devoid of adequate performance measures.

At present NICIE remains largely reactive to parental demand. This is extremely interesting given Frank Wright’s comments about the future of the movement, when he mused that “if integrated education depends heavily upon government promotion it will probably lead to big disappointment” 
. This comment is premised upon a number of things, not the least of which is his view that financial incentives to integrate might result in such schools “concealing conflicts in to their foundations" as they “leapfrog the growing experience that other integrated schools have been through”
 

I have no doubt that the next few years will present the movement for integrated schools with significant challenges, not the least of which is how to meet the parental expectations for places in integrated schools. In the academic year 2001/2, four out of the top five over-subscribed schools in Northern Ireland were found in the integrated sector.

Perhaps one of the most telling results in the Millward Brown survey is that 81% of those polled confirmed this belief by declaring that Integrated Education is important (21%) or very important (60%) to peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland.

So, given this belief and the obvious demand, how can we ensure that places are available in integrated schools for all who want them?

At one level the answer is simple, in that we must continue to balance dreaming with action. To dream alone is not enough, as we can remain in the realm of idealists and become relegated to the "what ifs" of history. To act without a sound vision is to risk fanaticism. A true vision needs legs like a spirit needs a body.

It is all too easy to remain at the level of dreams and inspired thought, but this alone only serves to support the status quo as we remain a spectator on the sidelines of history. We cannot be content to be a consumer, albeit a thoughtful one, and miss out on experiencing the liberation that becoming a creator brings.  This journey to action often begins with an uneasiness or frustration with the current situation. Perhaps, "to commit oneself to the journey beyond sectarianism is to find oneself along with the Magi in T S Eliot's poem "Journey of the Magi": "No longer at ease with this dispensation""

And it is at this “other” more practical level, that it becomes a complex question, as it is not simply a matter of providing more schools. For one reason, as time moves on and the student population contracts, the need for more new schools will be challenged. At present there are 45,000 spare places in the educational system and programmes of rationalisation are under way.

In practical terms, without a Government-led strategy or agreed targets, it will continue to be left to parents to drive the movement for integration with the assistance of NICIE. To this end it is likely that there will be four major growth areas as follows.

1. Natural growth within the existing integrated schools by increasing the number of places e.g. sixth forms, ‘double’ enrolments, etc.

2. Increasing the number of integrated pre-school units

3. Transformation of existing schools

4. Pro-actively raising the profile of Integrated Education in local areas identified in this plan, to start more parents groups to develop integrated schools either through GMIs or transformation
If we are to respond to what I believe to be the imperative which drove the parents to set up the first school two decades ago, then to accept a default of continued segregation in housing and education seems to me to fail to recognise our responsibilities in creating a shared future for our children. It suggests an understanding that the best way to share our future together is to provide for pluralist opportunities which allows the two traditions to run in parallel as the "norm" where to share space is abnormal. It seems to suggest a model of benign co-existence rather than to examine radical shared citizenship.

This is not to say that a pluralist form of education is flawed, it is rather to say that we need to challenge a situation where the onus still lies with parents to create a system of shared schools, without any clear government strategy.

We need to speak up on behalf of the thousands of children who have been unable to access places in integrated schools because schools do not exist or because they are over-subscribed.

Conclusion

In such a social context as here in Northern Ireland, where the default is "same-ness",  and the educational provision remains largely selective and segregative, it is all to easy to accept that discussing difference must be avoided, particularly if it has to do with religion, politics or cultural aspiration. Many people find such a situation hard to accept but difficult if not impossible to change.

People, however, can and do make a difference. "Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed it's the only thing that ever has"
. To put it another way, "Change comes from small initiatives which work, initiatives which, imitated become the fashion"

It is my view that those who took risks for peace in establishing the movement for integration can be justifiably proud of its achievements. Without people who dared to be different, children would not be able to experience shared education where diversity is celebrated and not feared. In the days of educational reform, we should remember that we need to have a view of the future where all things are possible and not that some things are inevitable. This was the vision that created integrated schools.

If we truly believe this then we are required to continue to dream on behalf of our children and with our children. It is my belief that dreams must inform action and that true peace and reconciliation develops and subsists in and through relationships.

If this dream is to become a reality we need those who continue to dream un-apologetically to work together with those who act compassionately.

"None of us is born intolerant of those who differ from us. Intolerance is taught and can be untaught -- though often with great difficulty. But in this area, as in others, prevention is far preferable to cure. We must work to prevent intolerance from taking hold in the next generation. We must build on the open-mindedness of young people, and ensure that their minds remain open " 
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