Committee Inquiry into Child Poverty

Evidence Provided by the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools

SUMMARY:
The Council in responding to the Committee’s call for evidence, considered that its response should focus on the potential of the draft Programme for Government and its associated draft proposals to impact on child poverty.  Council believes that high level strategic decisions and supporting policies are the best way of addressing any major structural issue such as child poverty.

The evidence is derived from an educational perspective reflecting Council policy and the extensive experience of Council officers.  It also emphasises the importance of partnership working to achieve outcomes which cannot be adequately delivered by any department or sector working on its own.  Council believes that there is a significant demand for capacity building in policies, processes and infrastructure generally, and specifically in addressing child poverty.  Council would want to ensure that Government supports connected and coherent policies and removes any political, structural or policy based blockages, to achieving the desired outcomes.

Officers are at the disposal of the Committee if it wishes further information or advice.
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1.0
Introduction

1.1 The Council for Catholic Maintained Schools believes strongly that education is not an end in itself.  The benefits of education, especially for those living in social disadvantage are more likely to be achieved when it interacts with other public, voluntary, community and private services to effect real, positive and enduring change which improves the lives of individuals and thereby society as a whole.
1.2 The Council believes that education and all public services should be imbued with the ethos of social justice which requires policies which ameliorate disadvantage and encourage capacity building for individual and communities.  This should apply especially to the development of our young people living in relative poverty.
1.3 The Council is disappointed that despite the raising of standards in education the extent of poverty in Northern Ireland is at its current level and that the differentials within society continue to increase rather that narrow.  It believes that many useful processes and strategies have been developed, often on the basis of short-term projects, but that few of these have been mainstreamed and that many emerging cross-departmental and cross-sectoral partnerships have been stifled by ‘red tape’ and an over zealous and risk averse system of accountability.
1.4 The Council considers that there is a sufficient body of information on the nature and extent of child poverty and this is not a priority for this submission.  It believes that consideration of impact should take account of the family and community history of young people to determine the extent to which structural conditions arising from Government policies have impacted positively or negatively on the levels of child poverty.  Similarly research should be conducted into the benefits derived from partnership working at both Departmental and sectoral level, the reasons for the failure of some attempted partnership working and the degree to which narrow Departmental processes, culture and accountability practices contributed to such failures.
2.0
Educational Perspective

2.1
There is a clear and unambiguous relationships between poor educational achievement and social disadvantage.  These difficulties are exacerbated when there is a generational dimension.  Evidence based on an analysis of performance data suggests that the gap in achievement between communities which exhibit high levels of social deprivation and those which do not is increasing.  This factor is reinforced when levels of income, unemployment, economic inactivity, incidence of chronic illness and life-expectancy are taken into account.  Government needs to objectively assess the extent to which the comparative failure of previous policies and approaches is related to the appropriateness of those policies, the processes and procedures used to implement them and their connectedness to other policies to create a coherent strategy.
2.2
If Government is serious about creating ‘A Peaceful, Fair and Prosperous Society’ as the Programme for Government claims, then one might expect  to find a series of connected strategies which are underpinned by policies which first build capacity and then sustain it.  At the heart of such policies one would expect to find education.  Every study of successful re-generation has education as a pivitol area working alongside other key departments of Government and other partners.  It is disappointing that the draft PSA targets neither indicate a significant, joined up approach to helping young people or their families build capacity nor adequately or consistently show how education can work effectively with other services to address the broader issues around poverty.
2.3
In the Draft Budget – 2008-11, under the section dealing with the proposed budget allocation to the Department of Education, one of the key challenges is ‘to raise overall educational achievement while reducing the gap in achievement between the highest and lowest attainers, and ensure that all young people leave school with basic skills in literacy, numeracy and Information and Communication Technology’.  The Council welcomes the sentiment of the first part of this statement but has some reservations as to how it might be addressed.  It has some concerns about the lack of ambition in the second part.

2.4
In relation to the first, the Council would pose the question as to how this growing gap can be reversed when one of the main reasons for it, the continuation of academic selection, is not addressed in the Programme for Government.  It would appear that political considerations, rather than the promotion of a rational, social and economic imperative, is a major obstacle to addressing this key issue.  Council would also suggest that the level of funding to schools and the funding formula with respect to the Social Deprivation factor should be reconsidered.
2.5
The Council believes that the current system of education permits failure and then spends significant resources in trying to deal with it.  Council would prefer a strategy which has at its core the prevention of failure with the emphasis and resources focussed on where the greatest long-term impact might be.  Council would prefer to see a cross-departmental multi-disciplinary strategy aimed at the 0-7 age group to include family and community support as part of this, and a process which for some children, including many from socially deprived backgrounds, might extend to the end of primary education.  Progress through the school should be based on the child achieving a series of ‘learning thresholds’ to ensure the appropriate mastery of key literacy and numeracy concepts, knowledge and skills.  For some pupils this may mean that they will repeat all or part of a school year or that they may be identified for and provided with special needs support on the judgement of a teacher using a range of agreed standardised, diagnostic assessments, rather than the long and expensive administrative statementing process.  A mechanism would have to be found for accessing the additional resources and managing these to ensure that progress is made and the child returned to the mainstream.  The critical factor here is that the child is ready to learn appropriately and is supported with fit for purpose interventions which are remedial in nature and intended to be time bound.  Council believes that the prevention of failure should deliver the vast majority of children into post-primary education with the skills of numeracy and, particularly, literacy which will allow them to fully engage with the key stage three curriculum.  The development of the Pupil Profile, the Entitlement Framework, and the new assessment arrangements in the Revised Northern Ireland Curriculum should support such an approach.
2.6
Council is of the view that a system of ‘value added’ needs to be developed to determine the performance of schools rather than the use of achievements at GCSE and other qualifications which take no account of the intake profile of the school and the influence of the school on achievement.
2.7
The Council regards these changes of approach as essential to giving young people the opportunity to benefit more fully from the education system, become more socially competent and more work-ready through a motivating engagement with education.  This approach will require an additional resource over a six to ten year period in the early years of education, mainly the 0-7 range, but for some extending to the end of primary education.  The approach will become increasingly self-financing as each cohort moves through the system with less need for remedial intervention.
2.8
Approximately one third of all schools are now part of the ‘Extended Schools’ initiative but there is little preparation for teachers to be prepared for the environment in which these schools operate.  Council considers that initial teaching training should do more to prepare emerging teachers for the circumstances in which many of them will teach.  This should also be an area of focus in Continuing Professional Development (CPD).  Finally, Council would like to see the Professional Qualification for Headship (PQH) develop bespoke modules to encourage aspiring leaders to develop many of the very specific skills required to work in socially disadvantaged areas.  

2.9
Council accepts that the impacts of social disadvantage leading to poverty are deep rooted in many communities in Northern Ireland and that the culture of education is not embraced by many parents, particularly those who have not had a positive experience of education or who have not benefitted from it in career terms.  It is with this group in particular that other agencies including community and voluntary organisations, have a role to play in a partnership approach to dealing with poverty generally and child poverty specifically.  Initiatives such as ‘Extended Schools’ which have the capacity to involve other providers and community groups are of significant value.
3.0 A Partnership Approach

3.1
The Council is disappointed that the Programme for Government, its draft 
PSA Framework and the draft budget did not promote in any significant way the achievement of a number of key outcomes on a cross-departmental basis.  The ‘Delivering on Priorities’ section of the Programme for Government refers to the PSA’s as ‘addressing key cross-cutting issues and challenges.  The PSA’s therefore cut across departmental boundaries and many of the outcomes are interdependent’.  In principle, this is to be welcomed but when the PSA’s are examined in detail there is only minimal evidence of this approach, particularly with respect to reducing poverty.

3.2
The Council will, in due course, make a formal response to the PSA Framework but it is useful to refer here to some to illustrate the potential while it might still be possible to influence final decisions.  The examples below focus on the PSA’s as they are, not as they might be, and refer in the main to those areas where better outcomes might be achieved with more connected approaches or where aspect of co-operation have not been exploited.
3.2.1 In PSA 6 ‘Children and Family’ there is a useful involvement between OFMDFM and DE but no mention of DHSSPS or DSD in objective 1 ‘Improve the Outcomes and Life Chances of Children and Young People’.  Council considers that effective working of education through Neighbourhood Renewal and in a range of health and social services areas is critical to creating the best opportunity for young children to have their needs met in a complementary rather than a piece-meal manner.  There is a very clear link to PSA 10 ‘Helping our Children and Young People to Achieve Through Education’ particularly in objective 1 which deals with early intervention and PSA 7 ‘Making Peoples’ Lives Better’.  Council believes that the objectives from these PSA’s should be combined into a single high level PSA.                                        
3.2.2 PSA 10 objectives 2 and 3 are probably intended to address elements of a general raising of standards which may have an incidental impact on poverty.  Council believes that the relationship to reducing poverty needs to be much more overt.  These objectives need to be directly linked to an 0-7 strategy involving local health professionals, those responsible for neighbourhood renewal, the communities, the private sector and the Strategic Investment Board in designing and building community focussed facilities which exploit the connectivity between all relevant services to achieve better outcomes in a more efficient manner.  These objectives need to be redrafted alongside PSA 6 objective 1, and all of PSA’s 7 and 19 to create a super PSA owned jointly by at least DE, DSD, DSSPPS, DEL, DETI and OFMDFM.
3.2.3 PSA’s 1 and 2 refer to economic development through ‘Productivity Growth and Skills for Prosperity’ but neither provide any indication of ‘social economy’ type approaches or direct action to address the exclusion, real or imagined, of those with poor educational attainment, limited work skills or a family history of work and employment aversion.  The targets outlined at PSA 2 objectives 2 and 3 are too general to be meaningful to the specific task of addressing poverty.

3.2.4
The Council considers that for economic drivers to be the key to closing the gap, there must be a strategy to build capacity at the lower end of the market as well as at the PhD level.  The workforce skills deficit is not confined to urban communities but it is most apparent there.  Steps need to be taken to improve access to work at both a physical and psychological level.  There is a genuine fear in some disadvantaged communities familiar with the influence of paramilitarism of going beyond ‘safe’ boundaries to access work or other services.  This must be challenged but also managed.  It is unlikely that much private sector investment will be drawn to ‘interface’ areas so physical access through the transport system will need to be considered.  However DETI must also recognise that much local employment is at best Small Medium Enterprise  (SME). PSA 3 does make some reference to support these at objective 2 but this is not sufficiently focussed on the most socially disadvantaged.  Government needs to consider how meaningful work experience for young people can be encouraged, possibly through grants or tax breaks to these SME’s.
3.2.5 The most obviously connected PSA’s are PSA 12 objective 1, which recognises the interactivity of departments to achieve outcomes based on reducing differentials, and PSA 7 ‘Making Peoples’ Lives Better’.  This is welcomed by Council largely because they link to PSAs 3 and 9.  However, there is also a need to link to PSAs 10 and 19 in order that the capacity to achieve ‘measurable reductions in health, education and employment difficulties’ can be realised.  The concept of a ‘sustainable community’ requires the retention of capacity in the area by choice and most current indicators suggest that when individuals are advantaged, even marginally, in terms of employment or educational qualifications, they leave that community thereby rendering it even more disadvantaged and further extending the social and economic gap.  Council, having been associated with many attempts at community regeneration or renewal, is concerned that there now needs to be learning from these failures.  Only a high level commitment to a multi-disciplinary, integrated and funded programme will achieve sustainability.  Such a programme needs to have shared outcomes which are entirely owned by each Department and other interests, against which each will be held accountable for the whole not the part.  Council therefore welcomes the proposal under PSA 6 objective 1 to re-establish the ministerial sub-group on Children.
3.3 The Council commends organisations such as the Belfast Health Action Zone for its attempts to forge effective cross-sectoral working around key aspects of disadvantage.  These approaches need to be mainstreamed and supported at a policy level, if Government is serious about addressing poverty.
3.4 The Council, the South Eastern Education and Library Board and the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust have been working together over recent months to explore opportunities for effective collaboration.  Agreement has been reached to consider the development and joint planning of a new type of educational provision which would be more closely linked to the community and other statutory providers aimed at creating ‘centres of excellence’.  These would be designed to raise educational attainment and promote social inclusion by focussing on the 0-7 age range to:

· raise educational achievement and maximise educational outcomes;
· improve the health and well being of children and their families within the wider community;
· raise the level of engagement of parents/carers, families and the wider community with education and health promotion to improve the lifestyle choices and life prospects of children and young people. 
This proposal, which will go shortly to the Minister in DSD, DE and DHSSPS, is indicative of an approach which will need to be taken in many areas.
4.0 Conclusion

4.1 The Council for Catholic Maintained Schools has a strong commitment to equality and social justice as drivers towards a peaceful, fair and prosperous society.  It therefore fully supports the eradication of child poverty.  It welcomed the ten year strategy for children and young people in Northern Ireland 2006-2016 ‘Our Children and Young People – Our Pledge’ but expressed concern that it did not have an implementation strategy.  It is hoped that the working through of PSA 7 will in time create that plan.

4.2

Chapter 7 of the Draft Budget 2008-11 comments on Equality, Good Relations and Anti-Poverty Initiatives.  What becomes obvious is that Statutory Equality Obligations exemplified in Section 25 and Schedule 9 do not deal with social disadvantage.  In effect there is no imperative in screening any of the Programmes for Government and associated proposals to ensure that the issue of child poverty or anything else to do with social deprivation is covered.  This is a matter which needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency.
4.3
Council is concerned that the current implementation mechanisms, resources and monitoring arrangements in place for a range of policies which impact on child poverty, including Lifetime Opportunities, are too narrowly focussed on single Department activities and a risk averse accountability procedures.  It is clear from the experience of officers that a more integrated, multi-disciplinary approach is required with shared outcomes and combined accountability for the whole enterprise.
4.4
The Council had hoped that the Programme for Government, its draft budget, draft PSA targets and the draft Investment Strategy would provide a coherent set of proposals to build capacity across the public sector to create the conditions to address social and economic weaknesses in Northern Ireland.  It is disappointed that the draft strategies appear to be highly aspirational with traditional (but not always relevant or appropriate) targets and on absence of policies to build capacity, to instigate significant change or to break cycles of deprivation which impact on such areas as child poverty.  All the documents avoid providing a process to achieve the aspirational outcomes.  Council hopes that the consultation process will lead to all or at least some of these deficiencies being addressed.  If not then the risk is that Northern Ireland’s dependency culture will continue and the competitive edge will be further blunted with the greatest impact being experienced by the weakest in society.
4.5
The Council would prefer to see a smaller number of high level PSA’s with fewer objectives and targets but with implementation strategies and delivery processes identified.  These should be aimed at all relevant departments with a requirement that the outcomes or objectives of the PSA’s are jointly owned and that all relevant departments are accountable for full delivery.  This would over time create a more connected public service which might lead to more meaningful and accountable partnerships with other service providers.  This would appear to Council to be the best means of achieving more efficient and effective service delivery and better outcomes for children and others.
4.6
The Executive has set itself a clear target with respect to reducing and ultimately eliminating child poverty.  This cannot be done with the policies of the past or with any further reliance on a benefits culture.  It is clear that Northern Ireland has a limited capacity at its social and economic foundations.  These must be strengthened by policies which build capacity in individuals, families and communities.  Government’s greatest challenge is to confront its own prejudices for the greater good.  It is clear to this Council, for example, that the continuation of academic selection both further distorts the connectivity between the education service and the needs of our economy and continues to advantage the already advantaged and a few in disadvantaged communities while further disadvantaging those who are left behind.  This reinforces the sense of an ‘underclass’ and makes more difficult the problem of removing child poverty.  This issue cannot be ignored, if Government is serious about creating that peaceful, fair and prosperous society.
