
 

 

AN ALTERNATIVE AREA PLAN FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 

NICIE, the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education, is pleased to submit 

alternative proposals in relation to area based planning. These proposals are based on an 

area planning approach, not a sectoral approach; they are based on the principles of 

equality and human rights. 

We believe that these proposals have the capacity to deliver a planned network of viable 

and sustainable schools, capable of delivering high quality education to meet the needs of 

all the children and young people in each area. Such proposals are fully compatible with 

the full suite of DE policies and meet the minister’s demand for innovative and creative 

solutions to promote good relations and equality of educational opportunity. They allow 

for the practical implementation of the statutory obligation to ‘encourage and facilitate 

integrated education’ imposed on government by the Education Reform Order 1989 and 

the Belfast Agreement. 

We believe the outcomes of such planning will be transformative: the provision of high 

quality education in a network of sustainable schools; a reduction of wastage at all levels; 

cost effective use of resources. More importantly, an equality of educational opportunity 

will be guaranteed in a system of schools that are modeling the tolerant, respectful and 

shared future we hope to build. 



In drawing up this alternative set of proposals, NICIE:  

• acknowledges the necessity to reduce surplus capacity in the schools’ estate and 

recognizes that area based planning must take account of demographic trends and 

a reduction in overall public expenditure; 

• reiterates its deep concern about the ‘needs model’, based on a crude sectarian 

head count, which predicates current consultative plans, thereby perpetuating a 

system which educates children and young people in a segregated system; 

• welcomes the establishment of ESA which will expedite rationalized planning on 

an area basis; 

• acknowledges the rationale of the entitlement framework in terms of enhancing 

curricular provision, but rejects the notion that a rigid application of the 24/27 

subject requirement should exclusively determine the future of any particular 

school; 

• acknowledges the Bain thresholds of 500 + 100 enrolments but rejects the notion 

that a rigid application of such a principle should exclusively determine the future 

of any particular school, especially in a rural-proofing context; 

• acknowledges the deep respect felt by local communities for their schools and is 

anxious to ensure that any change is accomplished through meaningful 

consultation and agreement. 



The key principles underpinning NICIE’s alternative submission are as follows: 

• where a designated area/community can sustain only one post primary school, that 

school should be integrated in ethos and should be all-ability; 

• in order to preserve mixed communities and to promote community cohesion, 

some form of integration will be required; we need to move beyond single 

identity schools; this is particularly true of areas where the minority community 

benefits from having an anchor school in the form of an integrated school; 

• in order to accommodate parental choice, there should be integrated provision 

available in each area; 

• oversubscribed integrated schools should be allowed to grow to meet parental 

demand; 

• integrated schools which were established with an enrolment number below 600 

should be allowed to grow to ensure they meet the sustainability criteria 

NICIE anticipates that ESA will see the need to employ a variety of solutions to 

ensure that all our young people’s educational needs are fully met, irrespective of 

geographical location.  



NICIE would like to put forward the following examples of innovative solutions: 

Example One 

A rural community containing three post primary schools from three different sectors. 

Each school experiences one or more ‘stressors’, as defined by the ELB’s Viability 

Audit. Stressors may include financial viability, enrolment shortfall or breadth of 

curricular provision. 

Solution 

Establish one new school: a genuinely all ability, post primary school with an integrated 

ethos, educating all local children together, meeting all the requirements of the 

entitlement framework and Bain thresholds. Such a solution contrasts with current 

proposals which invariably are sectorally framed under the ‘needs model’, and which 

perpetuate segregation and duplication.  Solutions based on amalgamations within sectors 

do not advance equality of educational opportunity, school improvement or community 

cohesion. 

Example Two 

An urban area characterized by schools from all sectors, including selective and non-

selective schools, co-educational and single sex schools, educating pupils from a range of 

religious, social and ethnic backgrounds. While there may be some degree of religious, 

social and ethnic mixing within most of these schools, they remain, and are perceived to 

be, largely single identity schools. Entry to the majority of these schools is determined by 

academic selection at the age of eleven. 



This situation, which can be found across Northern Ireland, is at variance with the 

following principles: 

• that in order to preserve mixed communities and to develop social cohesion, 

some form of integration will be required; 

• the need to move beyond single identity schools to ‘post segregation, post 

selection’ solutions; 

• the legal obligation for equality of opportunity which is denied through a 

selective system; 

• those principles contained in the Education Reform Order 1989, the Belfast 

Agreement and the Shared Future strategy. 

Solution 

A system of similar and equal schools should be created through an agreed modification 

to admissions criteria and ethos. These schools would become all-ability, but would 

specifically cater for an academic intake through admission criteria which allowed each 

school to select a third of its intake on the basis of ability either through selection by 

examination at eleven or by other fair and credible criteria, such as ‘fair banding’ based 

on standardized test results. Such schools might wish to be designated as bi-lateral; 

schools would be integrated in religious balance and be co-educational; the schools’ ethos 

would reflect a parity of esteem for all traditions. 

Such a solution is particularly attractive to schools from all sectors that already welcome 

a diversity of children and who wish to make this explicit, and also to schools who want 

to move beyond selection to a fairer system of education. This solution recognizes the 



history and ownership of the individual school, and allows the history and tradition of the 

school to be preserved as the school adapts to the demands of the twenty-first century 

century. 

This solution allows schools to move forward together to a new system in a collaborative 

manner. Such collaboration allows for exciting innovations to ensure the different 

abilities and talents of individual pupils in each school are nurtured in an innovative and 

creative way. 

Example Three 

An area is characterized by an over-subscribed, successful second level, integrated 

college where the admissions number and the long term enrolment figure has been 

‘capped’. Other schools have been unwilling to look at cross-sectoral or shared solutions. 

Consequently, integrated provision is denied to significant numbers of young people and 

their parents. NICIE contends that this denies parental preference, is an infringement of 

human rights and represents a further example of ignoring the requirements of the 

Education Reform Order 1989, the Good Friday Agreement and the principles 

underpinning A Shared Future. 

Solution 

Respond to the minister’s direction that popular schools should grow in line with the 

minister’s policy to provide a network of sustainable schools, clearly receiving 

community support. In doing so, the department’s aim to establish a school estate which 

offers economies of scale and enhanced curricular provision will be achieved in a way 

which accords with current educational policy. NICIE argues that it is imperative, as a 



matter of urgency, to revise the limiting LTE and admissions cap which applies to some 

integrated schools.  

There may also be opportunities to examine innovative solutions involving the federation 

of a number of schools to provide shared, all-ability education for the area. 

In those areas where parental choice is limited to schools representing one tradition only 

along with an integrated choice; it is imperative that the integrated school be allowed to 

grow in response to parental demand.  

Example Four 

There are a number of areas in Northern Ireland where there is no current integrated 

provision. In these areas there are a number of single identity schools with a small 

‘minority’ component. NICIE recognizes that many such schools contain diversity, but 

argues that such diversity remains unacknowledged and therefore dilutes identity and 

lowers levels of self-esteem.  In this scenario, young people are expected to assimilate to 

the dominant tradition and their right to parity of esteem for their tradition is denied. 

Parents have a right to choose an integrated education for their children. In some areas 

this choice is denied, the presumption being in favour of segregated education. 

NICIE argues that over a period of thirty years integrated provision has made a 

significant contribution to educational and social development in Northern Ireland. 

However, NICIE believes that such growth and development needs to be further 

enhanced — with the statutory support of the Education Reform Order 1989 and with the 

vision underpinning the Belfast Agreement and A Shared Future. NICIE proposes that an 



integrated option be available to every young person and parent within Northern Ireland, 

irrespective of geographical location. 

Solution 

As a priority, area based planning should examine the feasibility of establishing further 

integrated provision, either through the ‘transformation’ process, or through other 

innovative federations of existing schools which will accord with financial value for 

money, and best educational practice in terms of cohesion, sharing and integration.  

NICIE proposes a change in policy which will allow schools to transform through an 

alternative route to ‘transformation’, one which is non threatening and does not involve 

loss of ownership of the school. NICIE will be submitting a paper on such a policy 

change to DE in the coming months. 

Example Five 

A rural area containing a large country town reflects all the historic divisions in our 

society. It contains schools from all sectors: boys’ schools and girls’ schools, grammar 

schools and secondary schools. It has an integrated post primary school that was capped 

historically with a long term enrolment of under five hundred and an admission number 

of seventy. The school, which contains a sixth form, is full to capacity, as are the 

grammar schools. There is significant overprovision. 

Solution 

The solution offered of a system of equal, bi-lateral, integrated schools, area-based, is 

unlikely to be acceptable in such a divided context in the short term. The solution offered 



through current area based planning proposals is a sectoral one that reflects and 

perpetuates division. 

NICIE proposes that other solutions should be sought. The creation of an educational 

campus such as proposed in Omagh, the Lisanelly campus, is one such solution.  The 

creation of a shared sixth form is another. Formalized collaboration is another. The 

promotion of integrated choice through an increase in enrolment numbers with the 

creation of a 3—18 inclusive, integrated campus providing seamless education for 

children is another. The opportunity for close links with local FE and HE further 

enhances such a concept.  

There are many steps that can be taken to move Northern Ireland beyond a segregated 

and selective educational system. All changes to our schools system should be tested 

against the level of sharing it supports and the capacity for promoting social cohesion. 

The time has come to engage in serious discussion about a range of possibilities; we have 

offered a few of these possibilities for consideration. 


