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Consultation on guidance to primary school principals, post-primary school Boards of Governors and principals, and Education and Library Boards/Education and Skills Authority on post-primary school admissions for 2010/11 school year. 

Introduction

NICIE exists to support parents and schools develop all inclusive integrated education which aspires to the provision of high quality education for everyone, regardless of religious, cultural or social background.  The Council is on record as an organisation which does not support academic selection as the basis for school choice at any age.  The integrated school movement incorporates a number of guiding principles, including developing all ability schools and it is NICIE’s view that this is a proven effective form of education provision.
In responding to this consultation NICIE wishes to record its concern and disappointment at the apparent lack of political will in reaching a consensus on the way forward within this critical area of education policy.  The opportunity to make bold and daring decisions which will improve the life chances for every young person in Northern Ireland across all communities still presents itself but demands the putting aside of current political differences.  It is NICIE’s view that some of the bigger issues within this debate, for example, the purpose of education in Northern Ireland, its role in building social capital and its contribution to the country’s economic well-being have been overshadowed by a lesser debate, one which has focussed on the preservation of a selective system which serves only a proportion of our young people and actively excludes the rest.  NICIE is also concerned that the voices heard loudest within the debate, those which have instilled fear into parents about the quality (present and future) of our schools have not been countered within the media with more temperate voices offering a more balanced argument.  It is NICIE’s view that the Department of Education should have previously made greater efforts to engage all parents in the selection debate in an informed and meaningful way.  The consistent lack of information of any kind going into people’s homes has undoubtedly contributed to the present fear and confusion which is rife amongst parents and this can only increase as we embark on an unregulated ‘transfer’ process. Again NICIE would urge politicians to address these issues as a matter of priority and to model the behaviours of respect, trust and fairness that schools are endeavouring to cultivate in our young people.

Changes: What aspects of transfer 2010 will change?
NICIE welcomes in particular the removal of the ‘prohibition on the use of schools of criteria giving priority according to the preference given to an application by a candidate’.  For many years now integrated schools have been concerned that some young people who identified an integrated school as a first choice where ‘pushed’ out by later candidates who had been rejected from other more preferred schools.  The preference of integrated schools is to take all of those young people who genuinely seek an integrated education above any other type of school. 

Recommendations on Admissions Criteria
Before commenting on the proposed menu NICIE wishes to point out that integrated schools are obliged by the Department of Education to maintain religious balance within their intakes.  In the case of over-subscription, integrated schools must regularly use religious/community background as a means to admit pupils.  NICIE’s assumption is that integrated schools will continue to sort applications on the basis of religious background but asks that this is made clear and apparent to all parties involved in the transfer process.
Paragraph 16

NICIE agrees with the aims and objectives of the admissions process as laid out in paragraph 16.

Paragraph 17 Menu of recommended admissions criteria 
NICIE notes that the majority of the recommended criteria have been used very successfully in non-selective schools in previous years.  It is unfortunate that since the Department is not in a position to legally oblige schools to implement the menu of criteria it is likely that a wide range of criteria will in fact be used over the coming year.  This is likely to further confuse parents.

FSME

The Council understands the policy objective behind the recommended first criterion for all schools and acknowledges the endeavours being made to overcome social disadvantage.  Integrated schools have a history of attracting pupils from a range of socio-economic backgrounds and indeed see this mix as integral to being a successful integrated school.  It is appreciated that significant problems within schools can arise when a school intake becomes socially skewed; therefore NICIE welcomes this recommendation in principle but would raise concerns about its possible impact on religious balance within an integrated setting.  For example, in a predominantly Protestant area, if the FSM criterion drew in additional children over whom no balance criterion could be used this could cause the school to fall outside the Department’s requirements on the percentile for the acceptable minority minimums.   
Sibling
NICIE welcomes the inclusion of family focussed criteria as this has always been key to the development of the integrated movement.  We would ask for the inclusion of children whose brother or sister previously attended the school as its exclusion is seen to disadvantage ‘second’ families whose parents may wish them to attend the same school as their older brothers or sisters. 
Eldest child
NICIE would ask that consideration be given to elevating subsequent siblings in a family to ‘eldest child’ status if the true eldest child did not attend an integrated school due to the fact that no integrated choice existed at that time.   

NB
Many integrated schools make use of a criterion which gives consideration to those children whose parent is an ‘employee or governor of the school’.  NICIE feels that this criterion should also be included for consideration as it acknowledges the contribution that individuals make to the school community itself.  Integrated schools are unique in that their Boards of Governors contain greater numbers of places for parents than in any other sector thus making this criterion particularly relevant in respect of 
supporting the ‘family unit’.

Feeder/named primary school
An essential role of NICIE is to promote the development of 3-18 integrated provision for those parents who wish to avail of this form of education for their children throughout their school lives.  NICIE welcomes this criterion therefore as it protects the systemic integrity within the integrated sector and allows young people currently experiencing a shared education to continue within that environment.  It should be noted however that use of designated feeder schools within other sectors will reduce the potential for young people to attend schools which are traditionally outside of their immediate ‘community’ and this will further consolidate sectoral based schooling.
Parish

NICIE acknowledges the strong community ties that many post primary schools have to Parish areas.  
Catchment area & nearest suitable school

NICIE appreciates the desire of the Department of Education to promote local schools whilst retaining choice.  It is essential however to recognise that a narrow definition of catchment could impact significantly upon integrated post- primary schools.  There are approximately 40 integrated primary schools and  20 integrated post-primary schools which are, by their nature, geographically dispersed and which draw pupils from large catchment areas.  Indeed this is often essential if integrated schools are to retain religious balance. When an integrated school is over-subscribed it is not simply a matter of going a mile or two to the next available suitable school and there needs to be recognition in this criterion by allowing the nearest integrated school to have a flexibility in its intake to allow for parental choice or to create a new integrated choice in the area.  This would be possible if the proposed area-based planning approach projected need through community based audits and then planned provision on the basis of real parental choice.
Random Selection
NICIE has previously recommended the use of randomised alphabet for the tie-break.

Academic Admissions Criteria

Like its educational partners NICIE is disappointed that progression down a selective but unregulated path to transfer appears more inevitable by the day.  This is neither a child-centred, nor a child-friendly approach and is a poor reflection on our political leadership.  Particularly distressing for NICIE is the development of a different system of unregulated tests for ‘Catholic’ grammar schools and ‘Protestant’ grammar schools which throws the inherent segregation in our society into stark relief.

The Council notes the warnings within the guidance document which is offered to those schools considering applying academic criteria and in particular NICIE recognises the potential for increased litigation within an unregulated process.  The complexity which is developing around unregulated tests and the ‘opportunities’ for litigation that this will present will further contribute to the social inequalities which the selection system in Northern Ireland has consolidated over recent years.

Conclusion

Across Northern Ireland there are numerous examples of all ability non-selective schools which operate to high academic standards and afford a wide range of opportunities to their pupils.  NICIE is proud that many integrated schools can be included in this category and the Council will continue to promote this inclusive approach to education as a successful model for the entire community of Northern Ireland.  What is required at this point however is for politicians to place the child firmly at the heart of education policy and to review the issue of transfer within that context and that alone.    
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