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A Context for Response : Some Initial Thoughts








Introduction and Background





The Report “Education for the 21st Century” is not only the most extensive review of post-primary education but also, in the series of proposals/recommendations contained therein, it is the most radical in relation to its impact on current arrangements.  Even though only  a small percentage of interested bodies choose to attend the public meetings, the approach of the Review Group in the conduct of its task, which entailed a consultation phase, a detailed analysis of the current arrangements and context and the development a set of guiding principles, is to be commended.   





The Report makes a series of specific proposals/recommendations, 26 in total, on matters as diverse as:


The abolition of Selection


Review of the statutory curriculum at Key Stages 2&3 and the development of a Pupil Profile


Transfer arrangements, Admissions Criteria, Transport Policy and School Funding


Establishment of Collegiates empowered with a range of strategic and operational responsibilities (which among other things effectively introduces a new tier of administration)


Development of enhanced careers guidance and advice to support informed choice


Improved links with other 14/19 providers and business/industry.





Outwith the specific recommendations the Report also makes a number of assumptions, namely; a re-designation of the existing categories of schools, changes in the Terms and Conditions of Service of teachers, the transgression of existing administrative and Diocesan boundaries, and the establishment of a new regional authority.    The report appears to assume that each of the above will be accepted without consultation, negotiation and review and that they will not require changes in legislation?  





The Council notes that in its analysis of the context and recommendations, the Review Group has been silent on the impact of the demographic downturn which, on the basis of the NISRA statistics, will extend to a reduction of 52,000 students over a period of 10 years.  When taken with the number of existing surplus places, it is significant that this issue and the opportunities/threats it creates for any future provision, has been ignored. 





Whilst recognising the constraints of the Review Body’s remit, the Council considers that in light of the import which these proposals will undoubtedly have for tertiary education,  it is unfortunate that it did not attempt to develop a vision for the FE and HE Sectors.





Most unfortunate of all has been the understanding created within the Report and articulated by Members of the Review Body, that the proposals come as a complete package.  To create an all or nothing scenario has not only skewed  the reactions of some of the key constituencies but perhaps more critically, it has curtailed the debate on the fundamental issue of a selective/non-selective system of post-primary education.  In creating this scenario the Report effectively assumes a greater import than a consultation document.  Latterly however, the Council welcomes the clarification given by the Minister on the 17th January 2002 to the Assembly that the key issue for debate was that of Selection.





To recommend that grant aid will be conditional on compliance with a proposed structure is grossly insensitive and demonstrates a lack of understanding of the extent to which particular schools/sectors cherish their ethos and the price they are prepared to pay to retain it.   Such recommendations only serve to diminish or skew reactions to an issue which is so critical to the future of our Education Service.





Notwithstanding, the Council recognises the significance of the Report and believes that it is a genuine attempt to move the debate forward and truly develop a system of post-primary education which promotes inclusion, equality of opportunity and excellence for all. The Council recognises that members of the Review Group, in undertaking study visits in the UK and Europe, and in taking cognisance of current structures within Northern Ireland, embarked upon their task with an openness of mind and without any pre-determined outcome.





Accordingly, the Council welcomes the publication of the report and in its response will reflect on each of the three main innovations and the range of recommendations designed to support their implementation. 





In addition the Council, as a regional body, serving the largest school sector in Northern Ireland, will attempt in responding, to assess the impact of the proposals both on a regional basis and more specifically on the Catholic Maintained Sector.





Context for Response





Critical to its evaluation of the Report and the range of recommendations contained therein, the Council will be cognisant of its :





policies and submissions in respect of Selection and post-primary education


raison d’etre for and the promotion of  a vision for Catholic education and raising school standards


statutory remit for the co-ordination of school provision and the employment of teachers


commitment to the promotion of a culture of tolerance and its contribution to the process of peace and reconciliation.  	


experience in seeking to develop access to post-primary education which provides equality of opportunity access and excellence for all.





An examination of the above will provide the basis to the development of the Council’s response to the Review Body’s Report.





A.	Council Policies and Statements on Selection and Post-Primary Education





The Council, since its inception in 1989, has involved itself in the Selection debate and during the period since then has revisited this issue on a number of occasions, namely in 1993 when it, uniquely, identified Selection as a structural impediment to the raising of standards.  This was followed up in 1998 through the preparation of  two papers “Selection - A Considered Perspective” and “Selection - A Position Statement”.  Among other issues raised in these papers the Council recognised that, it would be impossible for one sector to address the issue unilaterally, the matter should be addressed at a strategic level embracing all of the partners and a research programme to inform the debate should be carried out.  In addition, the Council committed itself to moving the matter forward by seeking to develop local solutions which would provide equality of opportunity, access and excellence for all.





As far back as 1992, the Council advocated the development of a vocational pathway and forwarded proposals in respect of alternative forms of post-primary education which would facilitate this.  In addition, the Council has repeatedly called for greater flexibility at Key Stage 4 in terms of vocational GCSEs and on numerous occasions has formally requested the Department of Education to review its “capacity driven” policy on Post-16 provision to ensure greater breadth, consistency, coherence and efficiency.





In the adoption of its submission to the Review Group as policy, the Council took a landmark decision and committed itself to ending  Selection.  In its analysis of the context, the Council took the view that the process of achieving this outcome should be addressed in two phases; namely that reflection on structures, interfaces and logistics should follow agreement on educational strategy.  As such, the Council, in its submission to the Review Group, concentrated its recommendations on the development of an education strategy 2-19 and, whilst offering a number of structural possibilities, largely refrained from entering into this aspect of the debate.





In making recommendations in respect of the strategy the Council adopted a holistic approach focusing on pre-school, primary, post-primary, FE and HE provision, addressing issues such as the impact of social deprivation particularly in early years, curricular breadth and flexibility, the promotion of serendipity and creativity, the development of academic and vocational pathways which enjoyed parity of esteem through election rather than selection for the introduction of sampler courses, enhanced careers guidance and advisory service to support informed choice, the facilitation of movement between courses/ pathways and a review of assessment and accreditation process particularly at Post-16.   Content that many of it’s proposals vis a vis strategy have been incorporated and developed within the Review Body’s Report, Council will nevertheless wish to be assured that they, particularly the vocational/academic pathways, have been fully addressed and capable of being delivered. 


Refraining from making specific recommendations in relation to structure should not be construed as a lack of willingness to enter into discussions to develop proposals on alternative school structures.    By agreeing to a policy that Selection should end and in developing a range of proposals in respect of strategy the Council by implication has determined that the status quo in relation to structures is not an option.  The Council, in its response to the Report, will reflect again on its education strategy and also comment on proposed structures and develop alternatives consistent with the guiding principles.





B.	Catholic Education/Ethos





As can be seen from the Council’s Corporate Plan, the pursuit of excellence for all and the promotion of Catholic education in pursuit of the “common good” lies at the heart of the Council’s mission.  In discharging these responsibilities the Council shares, particularly in relation to ethos, responsibilities with the Church Trustees.





The role of Trustees and the centrality of ethos must not be understated.  The document “Life to the Full” published jointly by the Northern Bishops and CCMS in 1996, clearly articulated a vision for Catholic education and the unique partnership required to give it full expression, namely a partnership that transcends the school to embrace the home and the parish.  In articulating the centrality of ethos, “Life to the Full” echoes the documents of Vatican II and reflects the commitment of the Trustees to Catholic education.  That commitment is manifest in their work and role in respect of school provision, development of Religious Education programmes and the provision within Church funding of a cadre of Diocesan Advisers.  The responsibilities of Trusteeship go beyond the present cohort of students and embraces those future generations for whom our schools are held in trust.  In essence, the moral responsibility that binds Trustees cannot be set aside and must be recognised and respected in any administrative arrangements that emerge from, or underpin, the Burns Proposals.





In light of the above, the Council will wish to be assured that any proposals, inadvertently or otherwise, will neither dilute the distinctive ethos of Catholic schools nor diminish or undermine the role of Trustees.





C. 	Raising of Standards





As has been noted, the raising of standards lies at the heart of the Council’s work.  This task is both multifaceted and complex; it engages teachers, governors, principals and strategic managers in a complex dynamic that is both challenging and yet mutually supportive.  The Council’s commitment to the function and its understanding of the dynamic are clearly exemplified in the plethora of reports, publications and submissions that CCMS has produced -





e.g. 	Raising School Standards [1993]


	Nursery Education - The Key to the Future [1995]


	Partnership for Quality [2000]


	Quality: a Constant Pursuit [2001]





Perhaps more telling, however, is the Council’s involvement at local level in areas such as SSP/SIP, the inspection processes and school development work.  It is in the fusion of policy, philosophy and practice that intervention strategies prosper - issues are identified, strategies drawn up and programmes implemented.  The Council will wish to be assured that any proposals arising from “Burns” would in no way interfere with the dynamic and partnership.  As our document “Partnership for Quality” illustrated, it is only in partnership that we can begin to address the structural issues underpinning low achievement, alienation and exclusion.  In essence, no proposals should inhibit management at all levels from seeking excellence in and for all.





D. 	School Provision and the Employment of Teachers





The planning of school provision, the development of parish schools and the management of enrolment and admissions numbers are central tenets to the development of the network of Catholic schools.   The Trustees and the Council, acting on their behalf, have demonstrated repeatedly their capacity to be proactive, innovative and courageous in ensuring that the network of Catholic schools is not only sufficient in number but more importantly, capable of meeting the needs of the Catholic Community and the range of parishes which make up this community.  Its recent proposals in Strabane along with previous developments in Armagh, Ballycastle and Maghera, clearly demonstrate the capacity of the Trustees and Council to be proactive in planning for development and re-organisation.   In bringing forward a series of proposals including rationalisations, re-organisation programmes, the development of school federation and community nursery schools, the Council, acting as the executive arm of the Northern Bishops, has not only exercised a strategic approach to school provision, but also it has demonstrated its capacity to be innovative and inclusive.   This key strategic function, exercised by the Council on behalf of the Trustees on a regional basis, has introduced a high degree of consistency, coherence and rigour across the five Dioceses.  The Trustees, who are the owners of Catholic schools, consider their role in the planning of all aspects of school provision as being absolutely critical for the future of Catholic education and could not countenance any form of  abatement to it and will examine the proposals from this perspective. 





Clearly the appointment and deployment of teachers, with their commitment to the aims of Catholic education, is central to the concept of ethos which is nourished within the context of the partnership between the home, school and parish.  The Northern Bishops, over a period of 80 years, have placed a great reliance on the commitment of Catholic teachers to act as the gatekeepers of Catholic education.  Their statutory role in the development of the RE Programme, their deployment of Diocesan Advisers who quality assure teaching and support the inset needs of teachers, demonstrates their commitment to the important role which teachers exercise in promoting the distinctive ethos of Catholic education.  The values and attitudes which teachers impart to the children and the way they teach is intrinsic to the promotion of the distinctive ethos of Catholic education - an ethos which is being increasingly sought after by greater numbers of parents not only nationally but also internationally.  





CCMS, which is the legal employer of all teachers in Catholic Maintained schools, is conscious of its legal responsibilities in respect of matters such as Terms and Conditions of Service, health and safety, industrial action, grievance and disciplinary matters. In reflecting on the proposals, the Council will wish to be satisfied that any changes in relation to the employment/deployment of teachers do not threaten the ethos of its schools or its role as the statutory employer.





The Council, in recent years, has also gained considerable experience in relation to child protection and the range of circumstances and environments in which children and teachers are vulnerable.  Any new arrangements particularly in relation to the movement of children and teachers between and across school sectors and other providers will have to demonstrate that the safety and welfare of both would be safe-guarded.   The Council is also acutely aware through the practice of exclusion, condoned absence and general absenteeism from school premises, how easy it is for some children to become casualties of the system.  In its examination of the proposals both the Trustees and the Council will wish to be assured that the welfare of children on these matters is sufficiently protected.





E.	Commitment to the Promotion of a Culture of Tolerance 








It is interesting to note the attention paid, within the body of the Report, to the issue of tolerance.  Having noted in Section 4.16 that the issue featured in many of the responses to the consultation, the authors appropriately included it as one of the “guiding principles” which should underpin our education system, (Section (5.7)) they noted :





“The promotion and demonstration of a culture of tolerance, reconciliation and respect for diversity of cultures should be a seminal purpose of education”.





These sentiments were wholly endorsed by the Council when the Culture of Tolerance report was being drawn up and indeed are included within Council’s own response to the original Burns Consultation (see Appendix B of CCMS Response).





It must, of course, be remembered that the Culture of Tolerance report also sought to affirm the notion of pluralism and respect for same.  Thus it was that the Council, in its articulation of principles (within its response to the initial Burns Review), noted that :





“…in seeking to address the imperatives of social justice, equality and respect society must ensure that:


Our education system reflects the dual concepts of pluralism and inclusivity”





The Council’s commitment to these dual concepts is obvious and the Trustees’ commitment is equally evident in the recent publication of “Building Peace: Shaping the Future” published in November 2001 by the Northern Bishops.





Pluralism, to prosper, must exist in an environment and administrative milieu that facilitates the on-going development of the diverse institutions and philosophies.  The role and promotion of ethos and the benchmarking of expectations in respect of a culture of inclusivity and tolerance, is a responsibility shared between those who manage, at whatever level, and those who articulate the philosophical underpinnings of schools.  Within the Catholic Education System, that responsibility lies with the Trustees of our schools and yet there is little, if any, understanding of that role within the Burns Report.





True tolerance and pluralism emerge not from structures or indeed discrete programmes, but from a pervasive manifestation of values and from the development of an ethos that values and respects diversity and seeks to promote brotherly love.  Any effort to “engineer” change via structures of school groupings simply denies these realities.





Indeed it may be said that the notion of tolerance is inadequate and that ultimately we must go beyond tolerance to empathy and acceptance.  This journey demands not structures or indeed discrete programmes, but rather calls for the development of an ethos and the pervasive manifestation of values in action that respects diversity, celebrates difference and promotes brotherly love.  Any effort to “engineer” change via structures or indeed school groupings simply denies these realities.





F.	Experience in Seeking to Develop Access to Post-Primary Education  which 


Provides Equality of Opportunity, Access and Excellence for All.





Even though the Council is a relatively new body it has, nevertheless, gained significant experience of school reorganisation and of the understanding  of the needs of local communities and parents.  Also, given that it is a regional body covering a wide span of education provision including urban & rural settings, all ability schools, bi-lateral schools and more commonly schools which offer local solutions to non-selective education, the Council is conscious of the complex range of management structures which effectively divides the post-primary sector into grammar/secondary thus limiting the potential for collaboration/co-ordination.  Equally, the Council is aware that the entirety of the Catholic school system is bound together by a common philosophy.





In bringing forward its proposals for structure which are perhaps the most radical for some considerable time, the Council took cognisance of the vision of the Trustees to promote inclusion, equality of opportunity, access and excellence for all, the needs of the local community and parents and the distinctive philosophy of Catholic education.  Indeed, it is interesting to note that these proposals which have won widespread support, accommodate or are capable of accommodating most of the education strategy recommended within the Report and articulated by Council.





Conclusion





The Council, in responding, to the Burns proposals will :


be guided by the principles set out in Section 8 of its initial submission to the Review Body


measure the Burns Report recommendations against those set out in its own document (Section 10)


reflect on those issues seen as impacting on future provision and resource requirements :


	- demographic patterns


	- curricular issues


consult widely within its constituency


seek to build consensus within Catholic education
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