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INTO RESPONSE TO ‘CATHOLIC EDUCATION FOR ALL’

INTO welcomes the opportunity to respond to the proposals and options contained in the Commission for Catholic Education documentation.

1   Job Security for teachers in Catholic Post-Primary Schools

There is no agreed written School Closures’ Agreement in the NI Teachers’ Negotiating Committee. As such teachers are vulnerable in any school rationalisation proposals. INTO welcomes the efforts by NICCE to have the Collective Agreement for School Amalgamations applied to all its Northern Ireland project proposals.  Teachers and support staff in Catholic schools are vitally important and NICCE must take responsibility for their future job security.  This would guarantee some minimal protections for teachers in school rationalisation. Currently these minimal protections do not exist. Until these minimal protections do exist INTO must oppose all rationalisation that is not agreed locally with recognised teachers’ unions.

2   Post Primary Parental Esteem issues largely unaddressed by NICCE options

The most immediate impact of the proposals has been to destabilise many post-primary secondary schools-many of which on objective criteria are successful schools in unfair competition with grammar schools in an informal selective system. This has accelerated blight on many secondary schools as no measures have been taken to address misplaced parental perceptions with regard to how they perceive esteem for secondary and grammar schools. A more imaginative utilisation of existing school accommodation is required.

3   The Derry City Foundation

This Derry City project proposal illustrates local NICCE intelligence at work. Essentially a holding proposal, it offers a template for moving to an agreed collaborative arrangement. A particular blind spot is the Waterside. It unfairly highlights the ‘particular challenges of securing long term sustainable and viable education in ...Immaculate Conception College...’ This fails to recognise the leadership of the current principal and teaching staff of ICC and the transformation of that college. There is also a tendency throughout the 

NICCE options to apply criteria selectively to discriminate against secondary schools and colleges in working class communities; a strategic failure by CCMS to address the worst features of open enrolment with taxpayers picking up the home to school transport bill or irregular bussing practices perpetrated by competitive Catholic post primary schools.

4  Lack of coherence

Why can the concept of a Derry City Foundation not be applied across Northern Ireland in all dioceses? Why is there so little integration in terms of options across all Dioceses? It’s not a question of one-size fits all. It is allowing schools to develop organically in terms of their strengths and skills. This is a long-term project. Longer now, with the election of a Con-Dem government in Britain and its drastic proposals for cuts to the education and other budgets within the Northern Ireland Block.

5   Parity of Esteem between Secondary and Grammar Schools

It is more than disappointing that the NICCE options contain no cross-cutting proposals to address this parity of esteem gap caused by long-term Government, Catholic and other Churches public support for grammar schools and, until the appointment of Caitriona Ruane MLA as Education Minister, unashamed bias by the Department of Education [and senior civil servants throughout local government departments] in favour of grammar schools - in terms of school funding, both historic and recurrent and, until very recently,  the academic bias within the Northern Ireland Curriculum.  The recent St Killian’s amalgamation in East Antrim along with the proposal for Lurgan goes someway to addressing this disparity.  However more affirmative action proposals should be contained within future options to ensure this disparity is addressed.

6  Up with Grammar Schools

Most of the NICCE options are centred on the current Catholic grammar school schools’ network. Is this justifiable or even moral? INTO is opposed to the reduction of the professionalism of generations of secondary school teaching to the role of bit player in the aggrandisement and enhancement of local Catholic grammar schools. The teaching and added value that takes place in most secondary schools is little short of heroic against the backdrop of the adverse Government policy framework. This is particularly evident in North Belfast [and indeed throughout the NICCE proposed options] where the continuation of single sex education is recommended for pupils attending St Malachy’s College and Dominican College, Fortwilliam. Yet in the same area coeducation is proposed for Edmund Rice College, Glengormley. 

At the same time is quite incongruous that two large secondary schools, St Patrick’s High School and Little Flower High School are being requested to amalgamate, even though 

they are on the same general site as Dominican College, Fortwilliam.  A further incongruity is evident in West Belfast involving St Roses High School and St Dominic's High School.  Since these NICCE proposals were published, a higher fence has been erected between the two schools!

It would be coherent in a place as small as Northern Ireland that one policy for the education of post-primary children in post-primary schools would pertain. The lack of such coherence in these options at this stage reflects the undue influence of Catholic grammar schools in a perpetuation of the existing status quo and unwelcome evidence of the power of class as a determining factor in the current options. A particularly shameless example of this would appear to be the proposal to have two Catholic 11-19 schools on the same site as advocated in South Belfast for St Joseph’s College and Thomas Aquinas Grammar School

7   Up with Secondary Schools and Colleges

Much of the exciting added value to pupils’ education currently takes place in our secondary schools. Previous discriminatory policy by our Establishment of all religions has ensured disproportionate expenditure on capital expenditure and building projects centred on grammar schools. The options in the NICCE proposals largely reflect this. Only secondary schools face challenges. Only secondary schools face closure by direct or indirect means. After decades of neglect, secondary schools need to be treated with affirmative action. It’s unfair to single out individual schools but a strong case can be made for more secondary schools of the kind that have benefited from capital funding including St Paul’s High School, Bessbrook; St Patrick’s High School, Keady and Holy Cross College in Strabane. Until we have such meaningful proposals, there is a strong need to protect and enhance the quality of education currently provided to pupils in the likes of Corpus Christi College, West Belfast; St Mary’s and St Joseph’s Colleges, Newry and many of our schools in rural towns and countryside.

8   Small is beautiful

NICCE thinking is informed by ‘educational experts’ who advocate post-primary schools of 800 to 900 pupils. Fortunately for NICCE this chimes resonantly with the Department of Education’s cost cutting agenda. INTO remains unconvinced of the trumpeted benefits of the factory school. There are more than the Protestant communities along the Border who 

can benefit from their children being educated in smaller post-primary schools. Regretfully the rationalisation agenda prevails in these NICCE proposals for largely trumped up 

excuses such as the delivery of the so-called Entitlement Framework. No real explanation is given for the jacking up of Bain’s 500-pupil post-primary school to the ‘experts’ 800-pupil ideal size. This has particular significance for post-primary education in Fermanagh.

9   Whither ‘A Shared Future’?

No man is an island. NICCE deserve much credit in taking the Department of Education’s money to develop its three plus years’ project built around the concept to reduce the number of Catholic Post-Primary Schools and at the same time to create a modern Catholic Schools’ estate for the next two generations. However the proposals sit uneasily with the Education Minister’s Area and Central Planning Boards. In addition there has been a generic growth in post-primary school collaboration within the area Learning communities. Much of this growth has been unplanned and lacking in formal structures but has had the benefit of DE seed corn funding-although this takes place against a background of LMS funding of individually competing schools.  In the divided community of Northern Ireland, much more needs to be done to ensure collaboration between pupils, teachers and schools in the different sectors. Notwithstanding this important caveat, praise must be given to the NICCE for its attention to strategic planning. But on building A Shared Future, there is really very little here which highlights the need for a more crosscutting Post-primary Review process involving all sectors.

10  Lisanelly, Omagh

INTO regards this as an exciting, once in a lifetime opportunity to develop a major educational village for all schools from different sectors. Apart from ticking all the boxes identified elsewhere in this short response, it has the potential to effect serious savings for the public purse. The Education Minister, Department of Education and Employing Authorities must continue to do all in their power to exploit this and other similar education opportunities,

12  Public Expenditure

The Con-Dem Government’s proposed savage cuts to the capital and recurrent budgets of the Department of Education completely transforms the policy template against which the viability of the NICCE proposals must be judged. The outrageous proposal to cut Departmental budgets by 25% strikes savagely at the Northern Ireland wide NICCE proposals. This totally different policy environment needs more careful reflection with regard to the sweep of these proposals.
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