Integrated Education Welcomes the Polish Community to Northern Ireland
The History of Integrated Education
One of the most significant social developments within Northern Ireland over the last 20 years has been the development of integrated schools. This development has been even more marked given the sharp political division and violence that has characterised the region.
95% of children in Northern Ireland attend segregated schools, ie either predominantly Catholic or Protestant.  Catholic maintained schools and state schools (which are predominantly Protestant) were almost the only educational choices for generations of school children in Northern Ireland until in 1981 a group of courageous parents opened the first integrated school, Lagan College in Belfast.  These parents believed that by educating their children together, Protestant and Catholic, they would learn to trust, respect and understand each other’s cultures and backgrounds.  
Another milestone in the integrated movement was the establishment of The Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE) in 1987 to co-ordinate efforts to develop the provision of integrated education in Northern Ireland and to assist parent groups in opening new integrated schools.  
In September 2006 there will be over 60 integrated schools which will bring the number of pupils in Integrated Education to around 18,500.  The growth of Integrated Education is a testimony to the thousands of parents who, by choosing an integrated school for their children, are making valuable contributions to peace and reconciliation in Northern Ireland.

What is Integrated Education?

Integrated Education brings together in one school, children, parents, teachers and governors from Catholic and Protestant traditions and those of other faiths or none.  Pupils experience an education that gives them the opportunity to understand, respect and celebrate all cultural and religious traditions.  Parental involvement is a central value of Integrated Education, with a high level of parental representation on Boards of Governors.

 “At an integrated school you discover that even though we have different faiths, opinions and backgrounds, we can live in peace.  We don’t have to change what we are, but we need to learn to understand and respect the culture and traditions of others” 
– Sixth form student at an Integrated College

All integrated schools are co-educational, meaning that both boys and girls attend.  Integrated schools are also open to all levels of academic ability and make every effort to be inclusive of all children, including those with special needs.  

All schools deliver the statutory Northern Ireland curriculum.  In keeping with the integrated ethos, pupils also have the opportunity to participate in a wide variety of sports, drama and music.  Extra curricular activities are also encouraged.  
Integrated colleges deliver a high standard of education.  They prove that all-ability education does not mean a lowering of academic achievement, with the majority achieving above the Northern Ireland average in the non-grammar sector at GCSE and A Level.
Although integrated schools are essentially Christian in character, children of all faiths and none are equally welcome.  Every attempt is made to nurture a child in the values of their own religious background.  For example, children from a Catholic background are prepared for sacraments by specialist teachers in cooperation with local Catholic churches.  NICIE has also helped to develop a “Delving Deeper” curriculum aimed specifically at the teaching of religion to Protestant pupils in an Integrated primary school setting.
Integrating Pupils and Parents new to Northern Ireland
Over the last 5-10 years Northern Ireland has witnessed another major social development in the shape of increased immigration from people from the expanded European Union and other countries throughout the world.  NICIE recognises that these people have come to work, live and contribute to the society generally and that they have legislative protection to ensure that they access educational services for their children which do not discriminate on grounds of race and cultural background.  

NICIE is in receipt of funding from the Department of Education for its core work of integrating Protestants and Catholics in our schools, however, as a registered charity NICIE has had to draw money from other donors such as the International Fund for Ireland to help face this newer challenge of integrating pupils and parents from all over the world who have come to settle in Northern Ireland.    

Some of the more recent work which NICIE has been involved with in this area includes ongoing consultation with the Department of Education to improve services for pupils who have English as an additional language.  NICIE has also developed an Intercultural Focus Group as a place for schools to come together to share experiences and build good practice on delivering racial equality in education.  

In this Focus group we have learned about some emerging good practice from individual integrated schools on the ground that have significant numbers of students from emerging communities such as Portuguese or Polish.  These schools have independently embarked upon initiatives to ensure that the specific needs of new pupils from countries such as Poland are met.  
Windmill Primary School in Dungannon for example last year helped to develop one of a series of information booklets called “Poland - A Cultural Glimpse” which provides basic information to teachers and students alike on Poland and all things Polish in an attempt to increase awareness and understanding of the growing Polish population in the school and local community.
Hazelwood Integrated College in Newtownabbey for the first time this year has offered Polish as a GCSE option for the growing number of Polish speaking students in its own and neighbouring schools.

Another very practical example of providing for Polish and other newer overseas students/parents would be the increased use of multilingual signs and notices which are evident in the buildings and facilities of integrated colleges in Craigavon (Brownlow) and Dungannon.    

These are just a few examples of attempts made by integrated schools to welcome in particular Polish students and parents to their schools. NICIE has plans in the next academic year with its Intercultural Focus group to identify solutions to a much wider range of educational issues and needs of the Polish and other emerging communities.  Our long term goal is to provide the guidance and resources to ensure that ALL integrated schools can with increased confidence promote themselves in the future as being places where the full range of ethnic diversity that currently exists in Northern Ireland is understood, catered for and embraced.

Applying to an Integrated School
There are currently 58 Integrated Schools comprising 19 Integrated Second Level Colleges, and 39 Integrated Primary Schools. In addition there are over 19 Integrated Nursery Schools, most of which are linked to Primary schools.  There is a good spread of Integrated provision throughout Northern Ireland, and all schools organise transport to and from school (see map). 

Around 500 pupils a year are turned away from Integrated Schools because of over subscription.  This can sometimes be very difficult for parents and children.

Where there is no integrated provision, NICIE can assist you to make contact with other interested parents or individuals in your area in order to form a Parent Steering Group. A Parent Steering Group is a group of individuals who come together to push for Integrated Education in their community. 
Schools can also opt to transform to Integrated Education status. The transformation process can either be started by the Board of Governors or by a written request from at least 20% of parents. If you are interested in your school transforming please contact NICIE.

We hope one day Integrated Education can be provided for everyone who wants it.  Regardless of whether or not you avail of integrated education currently or in the future, NICIE welcomes the Polish community to Northern Ireland and thanks you for your valuable contribution to the cultural diversity of this society.
For more information and statistics please visit www.nicie.org
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