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Chapter One – Where we’ve been 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to outline three key points; 

• How/why this research piece came to fruition 

• The methodology used in conducting the research 

• A brief synopsis of the recent literature in context with the current political situation 

within not only East Belfast but the wider community of working-class people in 

Northern Ireland  

How did we get here? 

Sadly, the topic of protestant working class underachievement in Northern Ireland is 

nothing new, there have been a plethora of reports that try to identify the problems and 

offer solutions. Dawn Purvis commissioned a report in 2011 (Purvis et al, “A Call to Action: 

Educational disadvantage and the Protestant working class”) with a call to action on four 

key points; Investment in early years; Getting parental involvement; Creating a culture of 

learning and; Effective Leadership. More recently Sonia Blandford has written “Born to fail? 

social mobility: a working-class view” (2017). In that book she argues that the route to 

upward social mobility does not necessarily mean University for everyone and discusses the 

concept of what she terms ‘mutuality’. What Blandford outlines as mutuality is that 

everyone should be able to read, write and engage in math’s so that they have choices in 

later life, not pushing for everyone to go to University. The link between educational 

attainment and poverty is well established (ref some research to that effect here) but one 

thing it is important to note is that the factors used to determine whether a school or an 

area fits into a “deprived areas” can be skewed by a number of factors. One of these is that, 

there can be pockets of deprivation that are clustered inside an area of relative prosperity. 

Examples of this can be seen in East Belfast where there are areas of deprivation on the 

Newtownards Road and then five minutes up the road you can be at Stormont, or in North 

Down where some of the wealthiest people in Northern Ireland live (‘the Gold Coast’), but 

where there are also significant areas of socio-economic deprivation (hence the other name 
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for this area as ‘The haves and the have yachts’). Regardless of the research that has been 

done to date, something has been missing. That is the voice of the young people themselves 

who are affected by the current educational system. Here the question this research project 

begins from are:  

• How do young people feel about higher and further education?  

• What are their opinions and views of the educational system and their future life 

prospects?   

Methodology 

Having decided that a survey would be the easiest and most effective way to gather the 

information, what had to be considered next was what information should be captured, 

what were the objectives of the research and what outcomes were desired. After some 

reflection I simplified the aim of the project towards contributing to implementing 

meaningful reform and change to the Northern Ireland education system. In my opinion 

the current system is inefficient, unresponsive and too focused on examination results and 

league tables. Educating our young people is one of the most if not the most important task 

for any society. This education must stretch beyond math’s and traditional subjects, it must 

adapt to the needs of the economy and a changing dynamic society and have the flexibility 

to achieve this.  

Knowing what I wanted to achieve I decided that in order to make this has straightforward 

as possible the survey should be short and direct questions, while I would have liked to 

further develop the questionnaire I had to balance that with realistic expectations, for me 

to get the approval of schools to administer this it had to not eat into their teaching time. 

Focusing on the questionnaire I wanted to include some demographic information such as 

if their parent(s) were working or if anyone in their family had a disability. Given that much 

of the literature suggested that working-class parents did not support their children’s 

education or were uninterested in it, one of the questions in the questionnaire asked 

whether the pupils parent(s)/legal guardian were supportive of their school experience – I 

inserted a note to outline what was meant by ‘supportive’ and defined this as encouraging 
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completion of homework, attending parent/teacher meetings and encouraging attendance 

at school.  

Having drafted twenty questions (see appendix 1) I circulated these to my QUB supervisor 

and business contact to ensure that I was asking the right types of questions that they would 

be interested in knowing the results of, and was there anything that I had not considered. 

Once the questionnaire was agreed I then had the challenge of getting access to the young 

people via the schools. I approached six post-primary schools in East Belfast asking them to 

take part in the survey; Ashfield Boys, Ashfield Girls, Bloomfield Collegiate, Grosvenor 

Grammar, Lagan College and Breda Academy. These schools were selected based on my 

knowledge of the area and where young people from my community attended. Of the six 

schools, three agreed to facilitate the survey; Bloomfield Collegiate, Lagan College and 

Breda Academy. All three schools asked that I meet with the Principals to discuss what the 

purpose of the research and the perimeters were, which I was happy to facilitate. It was 

during these discussions with the heads of schools that I came to realise that there was a 

demand for this piece of research and the schools themselves were interested in the 

opinions of the young people but simply did not have the resources to undertake such a 

wide ranging project.  

Current literature 

Within the context current literature including Purvis et al (2011) and Blandford (2017) there 

is an accusation that it is the lack of educational aspirations within working class 

communities that are to blame for their underachievement, Mulvenna (2012) refreshingly 

counters this in his article “The Protestant working class in Belfast: education and civic 

erosion – an alternative analysis”. Mulvenna argues that there is indeed educational 

aspirations in the Greater Belfast area and uses several case studies of people who identify 

with the working-class loyalist community, such as Baroness May Blood. He also moves past 

the simplistic explanations offered by authors such as Blandford to underscore the impact 

that the structural issue of the legacy of the “Troubles” and deindustrialization which has 

disproportionately impacted on communities in East Belfast and offers his opinion that the 

sectarian violence eroded the networks of families, churches, trade unions, schools and 

youth groups within the community. Given that there has been a ceasefire since the Good 
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Friday Agreement in 1998 one might have expected that this situation would remedy itself, 

however, while there has been investment in the area it could be argued that it has not lifted 

everyone out of poverty. It could be argued that it is these structural issues that are the 

greatest obstacles to working class protestant education and not due to a lack of ambition 

on their part. The legacy of the “Troubles” has left a greater physical and emotional impact 

on working class areas where many residents have personal accounts of how they were 

affected. Interface areas at Newtownards Road and The Mount are some of the most socio-

economically deprived areas in East Belfast and it is these areas who have suffered from 

some of the worst ongoing violence. It could be contended that the young men in these 

areas who feel a constant threat of violence, whether perceived or real, coupled with an 

education system that is not flexible enough to encompass the needs of the individual, are 

let down by the system. Instead of attempting to shame the community by blaming 

individuals or groups, politicians and policy makers should engage with them to ascertain 

what the needs are and work to create with them a research driven and evidence-based 

solution.   

In Purvis et al (2011) four key points were outlined earlier along with what Blandford coined 

as mutuality but two other key points to be highlighted here are the Northern Ireland 

Department of Education’s lack of ambition and desire for any type of meaningful change. 

This argument is put forward due to their lack of producing a robust and practical path to 

move forward, instead producing a plethora of policies such as “Every School A Good 

School” (Ruane need ref) without obliging change. Secondly, the lack of funding that 

schools, in particular, post-primary schools, receive. Schools in deprived areas are already 

facing issues of budget cuts while attempting to build new and innovative ways to attract 

new pupils to the school. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy, when a school has declining 

numbers, they receive less funding, meaning they are again having to manage on a smaller 

budget, and while arguably smaller schools should receive less funding than larger schools 

it should be based on the schools maximum pupil level as opposed to enrolment, this will 

be highlighted later in the Recommendation chapter. Given that the Northern Ireland 

Assembly has been shut down since 26th January 2017, it is highly unlikely that there will be 

strong political leadership anytime soon. However, the absence of political leadership in 

Stormont does not mean the lack of any leadership on educational matters in that arguably 
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such leadership must come from within the community itself. Individuals from within the 

working class loyalist community are those who understand its complexities and it is 

therefore the responsibility of these people to take ownership as one of the key stakeholders 

and to hold government departments and local politicians to account, “Tackling 

educational advantage requires long-term, strategic and sustainable focus” (Committee for 

Education, NI Assembly, 2011).  

How did this situation of educational disadvantage come about in East Belfast? The impact 

of de-industrialisation has been overstated. Traditional roles at the shipyard, manufacturing 

and engineering declined as the economy changed to more service driven industries but 

this was not unique to East Belfast, but given more people in the East were employed in 

Shots, Mackies, Harland & Wolf it has naturally impacted on it hardest. In this respect East 

Belfast is similar to what we see in Glasgow, Newcastle, Sunderland and other 

deindustrialized areas of the UK. Children continue to be taught in much the same way and 

in many of the same areas as they have for decades, there may be a few new buzzwords like 

action-based learning but mostly our schooling system has remained the same for 

generations. There is a multitude of research regarding pedagogy methodology and how to 

make learning more fun and relevant to the lived experiences of young people in the 

classrooms, but they all remain focused on the classroom as the learning space. While there 

is no argument for schools to be made redundant, it is time that they were used for the 

benefit of the whole community beyond the typical 9 – 3pm or beyond benefitting the 

economy. In some areas, schools are becoming what is termed as ‘full-service extended’ 

schools. This means that the school itself is offering things like breakfast clubs, afterschool 

clubs, study skills workshops. The issue here is that while many of these services while they 

are heavily subsidised, they still incur a cost. You cannot expect to reach out to the most 

impoverished sections of society and put on or offer extra events at school, without asking 

what they as a community feel that they need. There is certainly an issue with getting the 

opinions of those within the community but that it why it is key that the person conducting 

the research has strong links into the community. Communities are wary of outsiders, many 

schools are being overwhelmed by researchers from across the globe wanting to survey their 

young people on their opinions of education and other topics but none of this is ever 

presented as something that belongs to the community and this is what this piece of 
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research aims to do. A piece of actionable research that can give the young people of East 

Belfast a chance to have their say on the higher and further education system within 

Northern Ireland and what any future actions should look like.  
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Chapter Two – Where we are 

 

This chapter will discuss the survey responses that were collected from the three schools 

that many young people from East Belfast attend. It will consider three focal issues that are 

contained within the policy discourse about working-class communities and education;  

1. lack of ambition or aspirations 

2. lack of parental engagement; 

3. the re-occurring statement that working-class protestant communities do not 

appreciate the value and importance of education. 

A few points to note before considering the data is the demographic makeup of the 

responses. It should be observed that of the 546 responses, 73.4% were female while 24.7% 

were male and 1.8% chose not to respond to the question. This imbalance could be 

attributed to the fact that of the three schools that took part in the survey, two were co-

educational whilst one was an all-girl school. It is also important to mention that the three 

schools can be identified as one grammar, one secondary and one all ability. In terms of the 

Education Authority and its remit, both Bloomfield and Breda are controlled schools while 

Lagan is a grant maintained integrated school. The age groups of who provided survey 

responses were fairly evenly distributed though there was a slightly higher number of 

responses from year groups 10 and 11, however this has little impact on the reliability of the 

data; 

Year Group % response Number 

8 20.9 114 

9 24.9 136 

10 17.0 93 

11 17.2 94 

12 19.4 106 

Did not answer 0.5 3 

Table 1 Survey responses by year group 
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These survey responses will be used to suggest policy recommendations in chapter 3 of this 

report and as mentioned earlier in this article the main points will focus on the accusations 

that working-class protestant communities like that of East Belfast, lack ambition; lack of 

parental engagement and: underappreciate the value of education. To tackle these three 

areas a few of the survey responses are of significance; which category of career the 

respondent chose is one of them. The top three career fields chosen by the respondents 

were; education (28.6%); medicine (24.2%) and; media/creative arts (24%) – these can 

hardly be said to be lacking in ambition.  

According to the English Cambridge dictionary, aspiration means “something you hope to 

achieve” while ambition is defined as “a strong wish to achieve something”. The accusation 

that working-class communities lack either levied by the likes of Ofsted Chief, Amanda 

Spielman in 2018 or Damian Hinds the Education Secretary also in 2018 or in the Northern 

Ireland context by the authors of the Purvis report (2011) that relied on mostly academic 

sources as well as some qualitative input from education practitioners, stated “education 

remains both under-valued and under-appreciated” (Purvis, 2011, p11) are not supported by 

the data gathered by this research, however it is not clear from their report how they came 

to this conclusion. Contrary to Purvis (2011) it could be argued that aiming for careers within 

education, medicine and media or creative arts shows a desire to succeed. A provocative 

point to consider is the breakdown of career choices if split by school. The top career areas 

selected by Bloomfield pupils were Education, Medicine and Media/Creative arts indicating 

a pull towards more typical academic careers. At Breda the pupil’s top choices were tied 

with Travel and Hospitality as first and Mechanical and Engineering drew in second place 

implying a preference for more vocational roles. Whilst at Lagan there is a mix of academic 

and vocational career choices with Media/Creative arts topping first place followed by 

Engineering in second and Medicine in third. It could therefore be argued that there may 

be a correlation between the type of school a pupil attends and the career pathway they 

choose. If that is a consideration, then serious thought must be put into the impact this 

systemic issue has on young people and the disadvantage it places pupils in who attend non-

grammar schools. It should be argued that no career is superior to another but from a socio-

economic perspective there is a huge bias towards jobs such as teachers or medical 

professions that they are more valued but also their earning capacity is greater than that of 
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a mechanic or chef for example. This continuous perpetuating cycle means that those who 

transfer into non-grammar schools are more likely to have vocational career with low paid 

employment. 

When asked if they thought University was beneficial, 65.8% responded yes, with only 13% 

saying no and 21.1% saying unsure. In the no and unsure category, the main reasons for the 

responses were 1) cost (20.5%) and 2) do not feel smart enough (13.9%). It could be 

contended that by maintaining academic selection at age 11, society is doing more to harm 

young people’s self-confidence than many of the societal structures they face such as 

poverty. The three wards with the highest levels of enrolments are the more affluent wards 

of Ballyhackamore, Stormont and Gilnahirk with each of these wards ranging between 5.5% 

- 11.8% of their population attending higher education institutions. While the wards with 

the lowest are those in more socio-economically deprived working-class areas; 

Ballymacarrett, Island, The Mount, Sydenham, Lisnasharragh, Cregagh, Enler, Graham’s 

Bridge and Tullycarnet.  

Indicator 
Worst impacted 

Wards 

Unemployment 

related benefits 

Mount, Ballymacarett 

& Tullycarnet 

At least 1 benefit 

Grahamsbridge, 

Ballymacarrett & 

Tullycarnet 

Employment & 

Support Allowance 

Ballymacarrett, Mount 

& Cregagh 

Housing Benefit 
Ballymacarrett, Mount 

& Island 

Low Income 
Ballymacarrett, Mount 

& Cregagh 
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In conjunction with these figures of enrolment and to better understand the deprivation of 

the area, the table below shows data from the most recent East Belfast Constituency file that 

was produced prior to the collapse of the Assembly (2017). 

Next, if we consider low income as a factor then the three wards in East Belfast that have 

the highest proportion of children aged 0-15 living in low income families are 

Ballymacarrett, the Mount and Cregagh. As can be seen table information, the wards of 

Ballymacarrett, the Mount, Cregagh and Tullycarnet are persistently some of the most 

deprived areas of East Belfast. Contrary to the statements that working-class young people 

lack ambition or aspirations it could be argued that even in the face of social disparity the 

young people that responded to the survey have the desire to do well for themselves and 

although they see the value of University education they face barriers, whether perceived or 

real such as cost and not feeling smart enough.  

A final point that should be discussed is parental involvement. When asked if they thought 

their home environment was supportive of their education, meaning encouraged to 

regularly attend school, hand in homework’s on time, parents/guardians attending teacher 

meetings, 98.2% of respondents said yes indicating they felt supported in their education. 

However, as shown in the below pie chart; when they were asked what would encourage 

them to attend University or Further Education, 54.2% of respondents answered yes to 

increased family support, while 41.9% indicated better financial support and more 

information would encourage them to pursue further studies. As this study focused on 

working class areas we are unable to provide any comparison for this, perhaps this could be 

further research that could be carried out, a comparison of young people’s opinions in 

different areas of both Northern Ireland and the UK – this would allow for an increased 

reliability of the data. 
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Comparison is widely accepted that increased involvement from parents and support has 

positive correlation with student success (Durisic & Bunijevac, 2017) but it should also be 

mentioned that there are aspects outside of the control of parents that can limit their 

engagement with schools such as; low self-esteem (Davis, 1996); insufficient financial 

resources and cultural norms (Lee & Bowden, 2006); feeling intimidated by the language, 

curriculum and staff (Flynn, 2007), they themselves having had a negative experience of 

school, and not least time poverty (Williams & Sanchez, 2011). In the survey 69.6% of pupils 

indicated that their parent(s) worked, whilst almost one fifth (19.4%) of the 546 respondents 

stated that someone in their immediate family had a disability. Due to the previously 

outlined statistics coupled with the reasons shown by other academic research, it would be 

accurate to say that parents from typically working-class backgrounds face increased 

barriers in becoming engaged with the school. There is a gap in research as to what has the 

greatest impact on the learning experience, parental engagement with school or parental 

encouragement. Future research could look at these two separate aspects in a attempt to 

decisively conclude which is more beneficial.  Clarke (2007) claims that schools function 

best when both the parents and the community are active participants, so the challenge is 

how do schools and parents work together as partners in their children’s education.  

By working together schools and parents can identify areas that require attention for 

example mental health and then utilise key strengths of each partner. However, the previous 

statement is overly simplistic for example it is impossible to gain more time and parents 

often have little control over their working schedule. Alongside these, if parents have had 



PAGE 14 

negative experiences of school themselves, they are less likely to engage. None of these are 

an indicator of a parent’s desire to see their child do well in life regardless of occupation. 

Anecdotal evidence implies that parents want their children to do well in life though that 

does not necessarily mean that success is measured through achievement academically at 

school.  

Today’s modern schools are overly concerned with academic performance as an indicator 

of success. Unfortunately, school budgets are linked to pupil count at the school regardless 

of academic performance. This means that if there is a drop in enrolment at the school, the 

school budget also decreases while many of their overheads remain the same, for example 

utility bills. Given the already steep financial cuts schools have endured over the past 

decade, the focus of many schools is to maintain or increase enrolment and often academic 

performance is a tool used by schools to advertise themselves and increase pupil enrolment. 

In his recent article Gallagher (2019) discusses school finances and argues that the “current 

funding crisis in schools derives from the way in which the AWPU (age weighted pupil unit) 

is calculated” (Gallagher, 2019, p21). If schools are to be able to adapt to the needs of their 

local community and parents then they need to be adequately funded and have a degree of 

autonomy, especially around the curriculum. A good example of school autonomy can be 

seen in the Finnish school model, where whilst there is a national curriculum, schools can 

interpret that as they see fit. In the Finnish model there is also less bureaucracy around 

school inspections and examinations. The Northern Ireland school system is too 

bureaucratic and segregated along religious, social and academic divisions and it is time to 

change this. However, a more positive development is the move from a contents-based 

curriculum to a skills-based one.  

To increase parental engagement and therefore the outcomes of pupils from socially 

deprived backgrounds, a school must work as a hub for the community. By providing a hub 

for the community the school is providing a convenient and local place for external 

agencies, parents and stakeholders to come together and plan what services are needed in 

the area. There are initiatives developed over previous years referred to as extended school’s 

program. Within these, the school offers additional benefits to the community outside of 

simply academic ones, for example breakfast clubs, affordable afterschool care and 
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counselling. To be able to offer such initiatives must be resourced properly and sustainable, 

this means receiving adequate funding. By receiving additional funding, it would enable 

schools to implement a more robust plan to engage with parents, such as employing a 

parent involvement coordinator that could “conduct workshops for parents to inform them 

on school curriculum” (Durisic and Bunijevac, 2017, p147). If we are committed to 

dismantling barriers faced by parents and children in education, then it is necessary to 

provide schools with enough resources. 

This chapter has discussed three of the main arguments for educational underachievement 

for working-class pupils; lack of ambition; lack of appreciation in the benefit of university 

education and; lack of parental engagement. It has shown according to the survey responses 

collected, pupils cannot be accused of lacking ambition regarding their choices of potential 

career pathways, with the top choices being careers in education, medicine and media or 

creative arts. It has also shown that most pupils see the benefit of university education, but 

they face barriers around cost and confidence in their abilities. The final section discussed 

parental engagement with 98.2% of pupils feeling supported in their education by parents, 

it was also highlighted that the current Northern Ireland school system is burdened by 

divisions within society, a vastly bureaucratic system and financial resources.  
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Chapter Three – Where we could go 

 

For the final chapter of this report there will be policy recommendations outlined. Some 

would be straightforward to implement and some there is simply not enough political 

willpower.... yet!  

The first section will discuss the recommendations that are easily achievable as well as 

outlining any potential benefits or challenges associated with them. The second section will 

then go on to suggest recommendations that would see a fundamental shift in Education 

policy with the context of Northern Ireland. The second set of recommendation are not 

particularly radical and have been pulled together from different global education models 

or inspired by global initiatives.  

Many of the recommendations within this section are already being carried out albeit on 

smaller scales but based on the dataset of 546 responses collected by this research they need 

to be scaled up if there is to be any change. The five recommendations in this section are; 

• Increased scholarships for students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

• Equal access to student funding for students choosing the further education route 

instead of higher education 

• University outreach programs to primary and post-primary schools 

• Build partnerships between home and school 

• Placing schools at the centre of the community as a hub 

Let us now discuss each of these recommendations in turn. 
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1. Increased scholarships  

If universities are serious about their desire to attract students from a diverse group of the 

population they must also be serious in listening to their concerns but it is not the sole 

responsibility of Universities to ensure those from working class backgrounds progress to 

Universities (this will be touched on later in this chapter). When survey respondents were 

asked what was most appealing1 when thinking about leaving school or education, 50.4% 

said “earning money”, see below graphic; 

 

In the same survey pupils also voiced their concern over the cost of university (20.5%). As 

outlined earlier in chapter 1, one of the key things that would encourage pupils to attend 

university was better financial support (41.9%). What is shown in these three key points is 

that pupils from traditionally working-class areas are concerned about taking on the burden 

of debt associated with a university degree. To alleviate this universities should consider 

offering home students from disadvantaged backgrounds a scholarship that covers not only 

their university tuition fees but also provides them with a monthly stipend that will enable 

them to focus on their education. These scholarships should be available to all routes into 

the university and not limited to the typical A-level route entry. Some might argue for the 

abolishment of tuition fees completely, however paying for education may improve 

standards and ensure student commitment.  

 
1 Pupils were asked what was most appealing when thinking about leaving education and given the following options; Work; 

Apprenticeship; Earning Money; College/Tech or; University. 
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2. Equal access to student funding 

Currently within Northern Ireland students are unable to access the same level of funding 

in further education than they can in higher education2. This is a challenge for carer’s and 

parents who when attending higher education, can qualify for additional financial 

assistance through elements like parent’s allowance, dependents grant and childcare grant. 

At present these are not available to further education students. By not having access to the 

same funding it creates a barrier and suggests that higher education is more desirable than 

further education qualifications. Many further education colleges run classes at night-time 

and provide affordable childcare, therefore being more adaptable to the needs of student 

parents and working students. Given the different types of programmes available at further 

education colleges in comparison with higher education, sometimes what best suits the 

student is not what is financially viable.  

 

3. University Outreach 

Currently at Queen’s University there is a Widening Participation Unit, which according to 

their Widening Access and Participation Plan 2019/20 – 2021/22 has the following two 

thematic priorities; 

 
2 H.E funding via Student Finance NI offers the following; Tuition fee loan (up to £4275); Maintenance Loan (between 

£3750-£5770); Maintenance Grant (up to £3475); Special Support Grant (up to £3475); Childcare Grant (between £148.75-£255 
per week depending on number of children); Adult Dependent Grant (up to £2695) and Parent’s Learning Allowance 
(between £50-£1538 dependent on income) of which the latter five are non-repayable. 
F.E funding via Belfast Met offers; Full-time Education Grant (up to £2092) dependent on residency and income; Part-time 
Education Grant (up to £465) dependent on income and; Childcare £40-£188 per week for full-time students and up to £95 
per week for part-time students. 
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• Pre-entry outreach and flexible access to Higher Education 

• Supporting Transition, Retention, Attainment and Employability 

 To accomplish these priorities the department reaches out to schools both primary and 

post-primary within Northern Ireland. An example if their Professor Fluffy program where 

primary age children (age 10/11) are brought to the main campus and carry out activities as 

well as having a tour of the library. By introducing young children to Universities and to be 

physically able to experience it, such programmes help demystify university to some extent 

and at least opens minds to the possibility of attending university. In the research conducted 

by this report 13.37% did not know anyone from their family or their community who had 

attended University and when asked what would encourage them to attend University 

nearly 1 in 5 pupils’ response was if they knew someone who had been. By helping to break 

down some of the misconceptions about University at an earlier age, pupils may think of 

university as a possible option for them. A challenge faced by this department however is 

their constraints both budgetary and time, they typically reach out to the same schools that 

have taken part before and due to limited resources cannot actively go out and meet new 

head teachers to encourage them to have their school take part. Another example is the 

Homework Clubs that Queen’s students help to facilitate within communities. These types 

of programmes must be adequately funded and resourced. A stronger message, especially 

in the case of homework clubs, would be university students from the area itself assisting in 

the homework clubs. By making this small change, young pupils will have positive role 

models from their own areas that can foster collaborative projects between the community, 

the schools and the university.  

                                                                  

4. Build partnerships between home and school 

Parental involvement is a key indicator of a pupil’s success at school but as was discussed 

previously there are barriers to parental involvement that can lie outside of their control. 

Such examples are time poverty, language barriers and lack of financial resources (Durisic 



PAGE 20 

& Bunijevac, 2017). For a child to receive the best education experience, school and home 

must work together as partners in the child’s education. Given the current financial climate 

regarding school budgets, it would unfair to expect schools to be capable of implementing 

the likes of a Parental Involvement Co-ordinator (P.I.C) who could carry out tasks like 

conducting parent workshops on school curriculum. However, it would also be unfair to 

add this to a teacher’s role. Th P.I.C should be a liaison between home and school 

environments but also be independent of both, this will enable trust and good rapport from 

all parties. The P.I.C could also be involved in any parent/teacher associations at the school 

and really be a champion for partnership, advocating for the pupil or child’s best interests. 

Both parents and teachers will already feel any action they take is in the pupil’s interest but 

the P.I.C would ensure that all parties feel heard and respected, ensuring positive outcomes. 

 

5. Schools as community hubs 

Schools should act as a hub for their local community. Instead of closing their gates at 3pm, 

schools should actively engage with the community to ask what their needs are. Whether it 

is along the lines of an extended school programme offering breakfast or homework clubs, 

it is important that schools are active and engaged in their local communities. They could 

be a place for local women’s groups to hold educational classes or arts and crafts. They could 

be a place for young and old to come together and play board games or generational cooking 

classes. By facilitating space for the community, schools can help break down barriers with 

parents and offer resources that are needed within the community. This would help to build 

relationships and trust between school and home changing the “them” and “us” mentality 

that can occur when both parties think they know what is best for the pupils. 

In this next section, there will be four recommendations that will require more political 

willpower and vision than what is currently on offer. They will be listed here before going 

on to outline each one; 
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• Restructure of schooling system 

• School budget Pupil premium 

• Reduced bureaucracy 

• Work based learning program for school leavers 

All of these recommendations are achievable and would enable the Northern Ireland 

education system to be flexible and adaptable to the changing needs of not only the 

economy but also of an increasing dynamic, multicultural, mobile, networked and 

globalised society. 

 

6. Deconstructing Grammar Schools 

While there is a case to be made for pushing gifted pupils to achieve their best, society must 

be careful about pigeon holing children at a young age. This research showed that 13.9% of 

those surveyed responded that they did not feel smart enough to attend university. Self-

esteem and mental health are so fundamental in how a person feels about themselves. 

Instead of academic selection at age 11, pupils should transition to their closest post-primary 

school and all of these post-primary schools should be based on a model similar to Lagan 

College, whereby there are two streams, one academic and one all-ability. The schooling 

system in Northern Ireland is highly segregated along both religious and academic ability 

line, with a recent report estimating that £2 million a year is wasted (link report). Grammar 

schools attract and retain the highest caliber of teachers as well as being able to offer a wider 

variety of extra-curricular activities. By streamlining our education system, Northern 

Ireland would be able to provide top class schooling to all children. The money saved by 

this process would be able to go directly into the new schooling system to create a robust 

and all-encompassing offering. 
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Pupils who are more academically orientated could be provided additional classes, akin to 

Advanced Placement (AP) classes in the US. This recommendation does not call for the 

closure of schools; it calls for a smarter way of working. 

 

7. School Budget 

Currently the school budget is comprised of the General Schools Budget (GSB) and the 

Aggregated Schools Budget (ASB). The GSB refers to the funds that are spent by the 

Education Authority, while the ASB is the funds delegated to the schools (Gallagher, 2019). 

The system is complex, and it will not be examined in great detail here however attention 

will be drawn to the unit of the ASB referred to as the Age Weighted Pupil Unit (AWPU). 

This unit of funding is paid to the school based on their enrolment figures, but this report 

argues it should be based on the school’s capacity figures. In the academic year 2019/20 the 

AWPU was £2172.2050 for a weighting of 1.0, however year groups are weighted differently. 

Years 8-12 are weighted 1.68 and Years 13 and 14 are weighted 2.18. In real cash terms this 

means for each pupil in Years 8-12 the school receives £3649.3044 while pupils in Years 13 

and 14 mean a £4735.4069 payment to the school. This system of funding means that if a 

school’s enrolment figure drops, they face a shortfall in funding. By changing to a system 

where the school is paid at its capacity, perhaps on a rolling five-year basis, it provides the 

school with a more stable financial position. It also allows a degree of flexibility for school 

initiatives to attract pupils. 

 

8. Reduced Bureaucracy 

There has been much written about the Finnish school model (insert ex), the challenges for 

Northern Ireland is that we still live in a very segregated society which is heavily influenced 
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by your socio-economic background. While the Finnish model works for the largely 

heterogeneous society for a post-conflict society like Northern Ireland is problematic. 

However, an element of the Finnish system that could work is the autonomy the school has. 

While this report does not exclude innovative learning or education strategies from post-

conflict societies, it would put forward that post-conflict societies can be hindered by 

political stalemates preventing any meaningful change, hence the argument for school 

autonomy. Each school is led by a manager who is responsible for the school, while teachers 

are responsible for the curriculum and learning. Although there is a national curriculum, 

teachers are empowered to create their lesson plans based on the premise that they know 

their group of children best. There are also fewer formal examinations, instead relying on 

the teacher’s ability to use summative assessments. Although the Northern Ireland system 

has previously been streamlined by merging the Education and Library Boards into one 

regional Education Authority (EA) in 2015, the EA remains highly bureaucratic. While the 

schooling system of Northern Ireland is based on a free market basis and parents can choose 

to send their children to any school, the EA is based on a controlling a regulatory system 

drawing parallels to the civil service.  

In his recent report Tony Gallagher of Queen’s University Belfast discussed some of the 

challenges levied by the Catholic Bishops along with both the Presbyterian Church and 

Church of Ireland at the change process when amalgamating the various Education and 

Library Boards into one Education Authority. Like this report, Gallagher highlights the issue 

of bureaucracy with the education system by stating “consolidation of the five education 

and library boards into a single authority, but one without the strategic authority or 

responsibility that had been intended” (Gallagher, 2019, p27). By transferring autonomy to 

local levels at schools with a school manager involved on regional boards or committees 

without the interference of Church leaders, the education system of Northern Ireland could 

take a step forward instead of its constant domination by these religious institutions.  
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9. Work-based Learning Programme 

This recommendation is based on a partnership between the young person, the government 

and an employer, which could be from any sector of the economy or perhaps linked to a job 

guarantee system. Upon leaving school the young person would enter a two-year 

programme that would see them matched with an employer. The young person would be 

paid the living wage from the employer who would be 100% subsidized by the government. 

Pupils surveyed during this research showed that 50.4% of pupils were interested in earning 

money when they left school. This programme would be a beneficial option for those who 

do not want to proceed into further or higher education. This programme would provide 

young people with an opportunity to learn on the job skills and gain the experience they 

need to compete in the job market. It is a perpetuating cycle for some young people coming 

out of education with no work experience so unable to get a job, but unable to get work 

experience because they cannot get a job. This often leads to the young people without 

formal qualifications having to take low paid, unstable or seasonal work. This programme 

would also benefit small and start-up businesses who are unable to compete with other 

larger businesses to attract young talent. This final chapter has suggested nine policy 

recommendations that would facilitate the transition of Northern Ireland’s education 

system into one of the most forward thinking globally. Many of them need further explored 

to ascertain the financial impact and costings and a few of them would face fierce resistance 

from institutions within the community but that should not mean that we shy away from 

championing the benefits that they could have for our young people and therefore wider 

society.  
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Appendix 1 – Copy of Questionnaire 

        

 School            

        

        

 Year Group     Age      

        

Q1. Gender Female   Male     

        

Q2. Family Background (please tick all that apply)    

        

 Single parent family    2 parent family   

        

 Working parent(s)    parent(s) with disability   

        

 Foster parent(s)   adoptive parent(s)   

        

 Other family unit (please specify)         

        

        

Q3. Would you or anyone in your immediate family consider themselves to have a disability? 

        

 Yes     No    

        

Q4. Would you say your home/family environment is supportive of your education?  

 For example are you encouraged to attend school on a daily basis,  

  hand in homeworks on time, parent/guardians attend teacher meetings  

         

 Yes     No    

        

Q5. Have your parent(s)/guardians or anyone in your immediate family obtained a degree  

  whether at University or College?     

        

 Yes     No    

        

Q5a. If yes do you know what their motivation was?    

        

 Yes     No    

        

 Details :             
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Q6. Do you know anyone from your community who has attended University?  

        

 Yes     No    

        

Q7. Do you think it is beneficial for you to attend University?   

        

 Yes   No   Unsure    

        

Q7a. if no or unsure, why? Tick all that apply    

        

 Cost   No jobs anyway     

        

 Location   Degree is useless     

        

 Subject choice   Too intimidating     

        

 I don't feel smart enough       

        

 Getting a job is more important      

        

 Other:             

        

               

        

Q8. Have you thought about what you would like to have as a career? Which of  

  the following categories would it fall into? Tick all that are relevant  

        

 Mechanical    Education     

        

 Administrative    Medicine     

        

 Logistics    Trade     

        

 Travel    Transport     

        

 Emergency services   HR     
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 IT    Legal     

        

 Engineering    Hospitality     

        

 Accountancy/banking   Beauty     

        

 Media/Creative Arts   Construction    

        

 Architecture    Marketing     

        

 Hospitality    Production     

        

 Manufacturing       

        

Q9. What would encourage you to attend Higher/Further Education? Tick all that apply 

        

 Scholarships to cover costs   Family Support    

        

 Better financial support   If you knew someone else going   

        

 Better choice of degree programmes      

        

 More information about University/College     

        

 If you knew someone who had been      

        

 If someone from your family attended     

        

 Increased information available via Career's Advisor around    

  awareness/career guidance      

        

 Other forms of support (give example)     

        

               

        

               

        

Q10. What is most appealing to you when thinking about leaving school/education? 

        

 Straight into work   Apprenticeship    
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 Earning Money   College/Tech    

        

 University        

        

Q11. Thinking about the answer to the previous question do you know what you  

  need to do to achieve this?     

        

 Yes    No     

        

Q12. If you would like to make some further comments about the reason(s) why you  

  would/wouldn't decide to attend University or Further Education, please  

  leave them here;      
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