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DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION CONSULTATION: 
COMMUNITY RELATIONS, EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY IN EDUCATION 

Background:
The opportunity to respond to the Department of Education (DE) consultation: ‘Community Relations, Equality and Diversity in Education’ is greatly welcomed by NICIE.  While this consultation response will aim to provide answers to the questions outlined in the Consultation Response Questionnaire, a purely narrative response has been favoured in place of the rather restricting agree/disagree format.
NICIE’s views on community relations, equality and diversity in education in Northern Ireland are clearly outlined in the ‘NICIE Statement of Principles’ in which equality is defined and elaborated as one of the core principles of integrated education and the ‘Declaration of Ethos’ states: ‘The promotion of equality and good relations extends to everyone in the school and to their families regardless of their religious, cultural or social background‘. Moreover, the promotion of equality, good relations and anti-discrimination is the sole focus of NICIE’s anti-bias practice guidance document ‘ABC: Promoting an Anti-bias approach to Education in Northern Ireland.’  Through such documentation and Integrated Education’s history, development and purpose NICIE acknowledges that schools and their teachers have a crucially important and extremely challenging role to play in the promotion of good relations, equality and respect for diversity in Northern Ireland.
Consultation Questions

(1)
Aims

While NICIE strongly agrees with the proposed aim of the CRED policy it is difficult to see how the development of ‘respect for others’ and the promotion of ‘equality’ and elimination of ‘discrimination’ can be achieved, to any long-term, sustainable degree, within an education system which is largely segregated along the lines of religious affiliation.  
It is our contention that a segregated system of education perpetuates fear of the ‘other, perpetuates stereotypes and prevents the meaningful dialogue which builds the understanding and respect which are the bedrock of good community relations. The stated aim of the CRED policy cannot be meaningfully achieved in a system based on division. A policy which takes as its starting point the status quo can only provide partial and unsatisfactory solutions to building community relations and promoting diversity. NICIE’s response should be read in the context of this fundamental concern with the policy.

The CRED policy does little to challenge a reality in which 90% of our children and young people, from the ages of 3 to 18, are educated separately.  The Catholic sector (maintained and voluntary grammar) is attended by 45% of children in Northern Ireland but only 1.6% of these children are other than Catholic.  In the State Controlled sector only 4.5% of pupils are Catholic.  Indeed, only 106 schools (out of a total of 1068) in Northern Ireland are recorded as having 10% or more of the minority tradition and 60 of these are formally integrated schools.  
This divided education system is a direct legacy of our divided history.  If we aim to genuinely achieve ‘respect for others’, the promotion of ‘equality’ and the elimination of ‘discrimination’ we need to examine how the education system can be changed to move beyond segregation.  We must ensure that the long-term process of building a peaceful, diverse, inclusive society is served, rather than hindered, by our educational system.  Those involved in Integrated Education (including our 61 schools) have developed a model of education which is based on sharing rather than replicating division.  This model presents good practice in developing ‘self-respect’, ‘respect for others’ and the promotion of ‘equality’ and elimination of ‘discrimination’.  This model of a shared education in a divided society has been recognised and applauded internationally. Integrated school levels of oversubscription and record of academic achievement are a testament to their success as well as the considerable body of research which signifies the long-term influence of Integrated Education in shaping young people who are open, tolerant and optimistic about a shared future.  
In recent years other means of promoting shared learning have been developed such as Shared Education Partnerships and Area Learning Communities.  These alternatives have the scope to significantly extend the limited (or non-existent) contact between our young people but must be engaged with and developed fully by the Department of Education rather than responsibility for their effectiveness residing with external funders such as IFI and Atlantic Philanthropies.    
(2)
Objectives

NICIE strongly agrees with all the stated objectives in 6.3.  However, the remainder of this policy document indicates that there may be an underestimation, by the policy authors, of the deep-rooted challenges associated with combating prejudice, discrimination and sectarianism.   Deeper levels of self-awareness need to be created (and attitudinal change to occur) if schools / teachers are to be prevented from reinforcing (often unconsciously) those stereotypes / prejudices that have proliferated within our deeply divided society.  This is difficult to achieve for those teachers who have  had limited opportunity to engage with difference themselves because they received their initial teacher training in segregated institutions and spent their teaching career in largely single identity school environments. 
Therefore, to educate children and young people along the lines of the stated objectives teachers must first, themselves, be guided through a process of examining their own attitudes to difference and be facilitated to discover their own biases.  This is the focus of NICIE’s OCN Level 3 accredited professional development course ‘Anti-Bias in Education’ (which goes alongside the document ‘ABC: Promoting an Anti-bias approach to Education in Northern Ireland.’  This course provides the necessary training for teachers (who have received no initial training of CPD in this area) to work meaningfully and consciously in integrated schools.  The type of personal learning provided by this course is necessary in readiness for working with young people around their attitudes, skills and behaviours.  
Ultimately, teachers and the wider community may be deterred from engaging in this work as a consequence of a genuine lack of confidence / fear in tackling such issues.  Considerable responsibility must, therefore, be taken by the Department of Education in order to prepare teachers and schools for meeting the challenges set out in this policy.
NICIE recommends that a strategic approach be taken to the development of community relations training for teachers, involving all educational stakeholders and that such training is structured to ensure that it takes place with mixed not single identity groups of teachers building on expertise in this area developed by NICIE and other groups.
(3)
Intended Outcomes

As indicated above, the intended outcomes, with their emphasis on skills, attitudes and behaviour are fully embraced and endorsed by NICIE. However, a serious question is raised about how such outcomes will be measured meaningfully and the challenges that may present.   
On a technical point, NICIE would also like to point out that the phrase ‘including linguistic diversity’ is a totally unnecessary addition.  The use of the word ‘diversity’ implies the inclusion of all forms of diversity while the addition of this phrase places unnecessary emphasis on ‘linguistic diversity’.  NICIE proposes the removal of this phrase not only from this sentence but also from the several other places where it has been inserted.  

(4)
Core Principles

Such principles reflect those of NICIE and its ‘Statement of Principles for Integrated Education’.  Therefore, NICIE is in agreement with these principles and totally aware of how they can be lived out within a school (as demonstrated by the best practice of some integrated schools).  It is worth noting that on Page 11, 3.10 under the title ‘Other Education Policies’ Integrated Education is mentioned as another DE Policy to be considered in drawing up the CRED policy. This is not an accurate representation of DE’s responsibility towards Integrated Education. The Education Reform Order, 1989, places an obligation on DE to’ encourage and facilitate Integrated Education’. This statutory obligation recognises that Integrated Education is a model of schooling through which community relations can effectively be built. The practice developed in integrated schools provides a model of best practice for other schools and NICIE is willing to share this model with schools committed to developing community relations, inclusion and diversity.  
On a separate point, the only way to ensure that this is not ‘….perceived to be, burdensome or another initiative’ is if hearts rather than minds are engaged with as a means of positively affecting school / teacher attitudes as opposed to being administered as yet another ‘add on’. 

(5)
Intended Recipients

NICIE is in agreement with the importance of a whole school approach (an approach adopted by NICIE, as much as possible).  The desire to strongly encourage adoption by early years settings is to be commended (as Paul Connolly’s body of research identifies influence during the early years as crucial in counteracting the development of sectarian and racist attitudes and behaviours).  Therefore, there should be some cross-fertilisation between the 0-6 Strategy (which is currently out for consultation) and CRED.   
However, there is a significant oversight in this policy not applying to Further Education settings.  The development of Area Learning Communities has led to a significant and growing number of GCSE and A level age students accessing classes on FE campuses.  A link should, therefore, be created with DEL as lecturers in these environments should also be ‘encouraged’ to adopt the principles of CRED.  Professional development should also be made available to such lecturers.   
Delivery mechanisms:   6.9 refers to the movement away from ‘the dependency on external organisations in delivering community relations’.  While a longer term desire to move away from reliance on external organisations is a positive, the expertise of these organisations needs to be harnessed during the early process of providing professional development training for teachers.   To completely disregard their input seems ill-conceived as the necessary skills for training teachers do not widely exist amongst initial teacher educators and staff working in ELBs (as they have traditionally had a different focus).
(6)
Issue 1:  Integration and Cohesion

Policy implementation should be seen within the wider framework of existing education policies and practices.  Those policies currently out for consultation should have a synergy with CRED (ie. 0-6 Strategy and Teacher Education in a Climate of Change).  NICIE is in agreement that the strategy must not be seen as another ‘add on’ strategy but must be integrated with all areas of education policy.  This will present the best means of educators giving it value and credibility.  

Moreover, it should be congruent with an overarching community relations strategy for Northern Ireland.  Currently, this is not the case in relation to the Cohesion, Sharing & Integration’ policy document with its minimal reference to education.  

(7)  NICIE strongly agrees that ‘the revised policy should address the issue that fear and intolerance are potential barriers to learning and that over coming these prejudices is linked to DE’s vision of every learner fulfilling his or her potential’. Learning is only possible in an environment where the learner feels accepted and valued.  Educational settings should be free from intolerance of difference (whether it takes the form of sectarianism, racism, disabilism, homophobia or any other form of prejudice.)  

(8) & (9)  NICIE is broadly in favour of the ETI being the body which assures the quality of schools practice in the area of community relations, equality and diversity in education.  However, schools should primarily be provided with an audit / self-evaluation tool and best practice guidance.  (NICIE has recently developed an audit tool to enable integrated schools to audit their practice and work towards and Excellence in Integrated Education Award).  Great care must be taken to ensure that the indicators/targets are meaningful and realistic.  However, indicators must also be carefully developed to ensure that schools do not end up in the position where they can ‘cherry pick’ equality / diversity issues, choosing to engage with issues which do not impact in a very great way on their school at the expense of those which they perceive to be particularly sensitive or controversial.   Schools should not become driven by the need to tick boxes at the expense of engaging with complex and meaningful processes.  Realistic timeframes should be set to enable staff to primarily engage in professional development (to lay a foundation for this work) before they are expected to hit targets.  It is essential that acknowledgment is given to the complexity of this work and the importance of it receiving careful handling.     
(10) NICIE fully supports DE’s intention to issue guidance to all education settings to identify links to formal and non-formal curricula (recognising that the non-formal sector has much to offer in terms of practice and methodologies to fulfil the requirements of this work).     
(11)
Issue 2:   Strategic Planning and Connections across formal and non-formal Education settings

NICIE is in full agreement that ‘the new policy should broaden the scope of community relations work without losing focus on promoting equality and building relations between the two main traditions’.  Clearly the wider good relations agenda should be embraced as prejudice and discrimination are not confined to one ‘ism’ within any particular school environment but relate to all forms of perceived difference.  This is the approach that NICIE has taken through providing training and guidance on the anti-bias approach to education.  However, this broader focus has the potential to result in the cherry picking of issues (as elaborated in the previous answer).  Care must be taken to ensure that this does not occur and result in an avoidance of dealing with sectarianism.   It is essential that the latter is given focus if we are to have any success in building a shared society, fit for the future.  
Key action 2 Support for Effective CRED Planning:  There is mention of DE working with relevant education bodies in effective planning for CRED.  NICIE requests  that its name be  added to the list of stated bodies as NICIE has developed considerable relevant expertise in this area.  

(12) & (13)
As stated previously, improvement of strategic planning and connections between formal and non-formal settings would be a positive step.  Thoughts on monitoring, evaluation and quality are noted in response of questions 8 & 9.   

Access to Work and Programmes
(14) & (15)  It is essential that support is provided to schools to ensure that their ethos and planning reflect CRED.  As stated previously, schools and teachers have a hugely influential and very challenging role to play in this area. Time needs to be provided for ethos development and the necessary resources and support put into place to engage in the proposed process. Once again, the complexities involved should not be overlooked or underestimated.  Developing young people’s ‘skills’, ‘attitudes’ and ‘behaviours’ cannot occur before teachers have been supported to engage in a process of examining their own attitudes to difference (as outlined earlier in this response).  Guidance on outcomes for young people will only be truly meaningful once this process has occurred.  
Training for the Education Workforce 

(16)  NICIE has particularly strong views on the importance of overhauling initial teacher education and CPD in order to meet the needs of such strategic changes in delivering community relations, equality and diversity in education.  It is hoped CRED will be in sync with the outcome of the consultation on ‘Teacher Education in a Climate of Change’.  
Deeper levels of self-awareness need to be created (and attitudinal change to occur) if schools / teachers are to be prevented from reinforcing (often unconsciously) those stereotypes / prejudices that have proliferated within our deeply divided society.  This is difficult to achieve for those teachers who have  had limited opportunity to engage with difference themselves because they received their initial teacher training in segregated institutions and spent their teaching career in largely single identity school environments. It is essential, therefore, that teachers are given the opportunity to experience community relations professional development with a mixed group of colleagues to personally explore and challenge their own beliefs, traditions and perceptions. This is the focus of NICIE’s OCN Level 3 accredited professional development course ‘Anti-Bias in Education’ (which goes alongside the document ‘ABC: Promoting an Anti-bias approach to Education in Northern Ireland.’  
Ultimately, teachers and the wider community may be deterred from engaging in this work as a consequence of a genuine lack of confidence / fear in tackling such issues.  Considerable responsibility must, therefore, be taken by the Department of Education in order to prepare teachers and schools for meeting the challenges set out in this policy.  Until teachers have the necessary knowledge, understanding and skills then community relations will not be taught effectively in schools.  DE needs to draw on a broad range of CR expertise to provide professional development in this area.   NICIE is also in support of the development of ancillary and learning support staff (as well as governors) as a whole-school buy in will be essential to ensure success.    Considerable resources must, therefore, be devoted to making this a success.
As stated previously, NICIE recommends that a strategic approach be taken to the development of community relations training for teachers and the educational workforce involving all educational stakeholders and that such training is structured to ensure that it takes place with mixed not single identity groups of teachers building on expertise in this area developed by NICIE and other groups.

(17) & (18) Accreditation, Progression and Interaction

Progression and accreditation need to be meaningful and can be a real incentive to engagement and learning.  NICIE has developed accreditation for its ‘Diversity in Action Programme’ for young people and ‘Anti-bias in Education’ training.  The potential should definitely be explored.  

Involving parents and the wider community will be important if this policy is to have the broadest possible impact and have synergy with an overarching community relations strategy for Northern Ireland.
(19) NICIE is in total agreement that the revised policy should provide opportunities for put learning into practice by engaging in meaningful interaction.  It is unclear, however, from this policy as to how this will occur in a sustained way when young people are largely educated separately (as outlined earlier) when there is no attempt to challenge the largely segregated nature of our school system.  
(10) Resources

NICIE is particularly concerned that the cost implications of this far-reaching policy have not been adequately considered and need to assessed realistically against the main areas for implementation.  

