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RE: Review of Irish Medium Education
The Community Relations Council’s (CRC) strategic aim is to “promote a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations.”  We do this by 

· Identifying and developing new and effective approaches to peace-building and reconciliation in partnership with people, organisations and government

· Promoting the adoption of good relations policies and practice at local, community and institutional level

· Assisting communities and institutions in working through and beyond the legacies of the Troubles

In a changing environment, CRC works by promoting constructive and relevant dialogue, by actively supporting those taking real risks for relationship building, by acting as a practical bridge between groups in society and between the public, private, voluntary and community sectors, and by promoting wider learning through developing better practice.  

Education Vision

CRC welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the discussion on the Review of Irish Medium Education and we hope that our comments contribute to the final recommendations on how to develop the Irish Medium Sector.  CRC’s vision of education is one where the opportunities for meeting, sharing and collaboration are maximized.  There are many types of models that promote sharing and subsequently CRC has a keen interest in how education and culture (language in this specific instance) can contribute to reconciliation.   CRC has previously responded to a number of government strategies concerning educational and language development and strongly believes these policy areas have a central and a critical role to play in conflict transformation.  They are core components of a process that can help our society move forward and we will therefore focus our comments on issues that could facilitate engagement and sharing.     
What role does education have in reconciling our communities? Within Government’s A Shared Future policy (whilst we await the publication of Cohesion Sharing and Integration, this is still the current enforceable government strategy which we will refer to) the objectives set out are: 

· Demonstrably promoting sharing in all levels of education.
· Developing opportunities for shared and intercultural education at all levels - nursery, primary, secondary and tertiary.
· Whilst the exercise of parental choice remains central: however, all schools should ensure through their policies, structures and curriculum that pupils are consciously prepared for life in a diverse and inter-cultural society and world.
· Preparing and training teachers to educate our children and young people to be effective and responsible citizens of a shared society.
· Providing further, higher and adult education on an open and integrated basis.

Furthermore DENI committed itself to ‘promote and prioritise sharing in all levels of education, develop sustained opportunities for shared and intercultural education at all levels’, and ‘continue to ensure that all schools through policies, structures and curriculum, prepare pupils for a life in a diverse and intercultural society and world.’
  

What is the purpose of education? Is it to sustain the different sectors or to educate children to live in a diverse world, particularly within the context of our sectarian conflict?  Education should contribute to the process of reconciliation and cannot happen in isolation from the fact that NI is a living peace process that has not reached its final destination.  Furthermore statistics from the recent Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey reveal that over 51% of people would be in favour of much more mixing in primary schools.
 (See Annex A for further statistics)
In CRC’s submission to DCAL on proposed Irish Language legislation for NI, it stated that ‘language presents an opportunity to promote a new beginning in cultural diversity and inter-cultural engagement’ and pressed for efforts to ensure real opportunities to engage in language activities.  Education is an important tool for opening up this engagement and at the same time developing and protecting the language. CRC is committed to upholding the human rights of all as a fundamental basis for good community relations
 and we support a Rights based approach to protect and promote the Irish language via the educational system. This should be taken forward within the context of the Assembly’s obligations under the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages. This means paying due regard to the need for equity and fairness, the need to respect and celebrate diversity and difference and the overarching need to ensure that fairness and difference work to the benefit of the whole society.   
Schools have played an important role in looking at issues relating to the legacy of the past and examine difficult subjects such as sectarianism, racism and cultural diversity.  The TACOTIE (Towards a Culture of Tolerance: Integrating Education) initiative placed responsibility on all schools to promote the culture of tolerance; and DENI is currently reviewing the Schools Community Relations Programme which the Review team should take into consideration.  Examining issues within individual schools is one way of raising awareness; however engaging and learning together has a much more powerful impact.  The majority of our young people attend schools along the traditional segregated lines and whilst CRC does not promote any one particular system of education – maintained, controlled, integrated or Irish, it aspires to the development of closer collaboration and sharing in and between the sectors on a cross-community basis, regardless of their particular ethos.   It is worth noting a study on intergroup contact which found that ‘intergroup contact typically reduces intergroup prejudice……these contact effects typically generalize to the entire outgroup’
   It is therefore essential that current educational structures look to maximising opportunities for sharing and collaboration.  The interaction of pupils is crucial.    

What does this mean for the Irish Medium (IM) sector – does it and should it have a part to play? CRC believes it should and more importantly, that it can be done without diminishing its particular philosophy and principles.  Sharing and collaboration is not an exercise to destroy the gifts of the sector or school ethos, rather it should be viewed as an opportunity to deliver a sustainable education system serving our local communities.  CRC advocates balancing this desired separateness within the context of interdependency and shared educational space.  CRC recognizes the various levels of Irish language engagement e.g. those who live it fully and those who want to speak the language. However we are of the opinion that this should not result in a detachment from society because of the choice of language interaction.  CRC acknowledges it is not an easy concept for those who advocate full immersion but a recent report which involved debate among educational stakeholders stated that representatives of IM schools believed that ‘children are most likely to learn the language if they are able to ‘immerse’ themselves in it, and that this would require separate schools, they also argued that those schools should be open to all comers, irrespective of the religious or communal background.  In this sense, sharing could be achieved and is, indeed, seen as a desirable objective for Irish-medium education’.
   CRC advocates examining how IM schools balance independence with interdependency?  The onus should be on ensuring children are properly integrated into society and ensure the various sectors do not contribute to cultural division.  
There are a number of recommendations in the Report which CRC feels should be examined from a reconciliation perspective.  
SHARING 

CRC is aware of the benefits of the early total immersion model in terms of developing language skills and bilingualism and for Irish language advocates this is the ideal strategy to enable children who do not have Irish to engage in Irish-medium education.  In the past CRC has advocated making the Irish language more accessible and acceptable to both traditional and non-traditional users and recognises immersion as a mechanism for the acquisition of these language skills.  
CRC would like to re-iterate its support for IM education and agree its ethos should be supported and protected, as with the other sectors, but it is crucial all sectors prepare children for life in a diverse world and recognise how this should be done within the context of conflict transformation.  IM supporters should be able to pursue the aspirational model of full immersion and free standing schools but also with the realism that many IM schools will survive and develop through the structures of streams and units.  The development of IM must be taken forward within the current climate of surplus school places, The Review of the Schools Estate in 2006 predicted that the number of surplus school places, which stood at 50,000 in 2006, would rise to an estimated 80,000 by 2015.  It is therefore important that the Review team examine the role of Irish Medium in this changing landscape. It is also essential that the Review team considers area-based planning, reduced resources and the recently published Sustainable Schools Policy (SSP), which examines criteria and indicators for sustainable schools.  It also states that collaboration and sharing may help sustain provision in an area without a diminution of a school’s ethos. Indeed, such sharing could provide an enhanced learning experience
.  The entitlement framework (curriculum) requires the delivery of 24/ 27 subjects in post-primary
and SSP also states that ‘At the heart of this policy is the aim of providing all children with a quality education, with access to the full curriculum in fit for purpose facilities. This is irrespective of the sector within which they are educated and in the context of falling rolls at primary and post-primary level across many areas. Children in schools which may no longer be viable are unlikely to have access to the same quality and range of provision as those in other schools’.  The ability to provide access to the entire curriculum must be considered by the IM sector.  Sharing needs to be a real option.

CRC, whilst having the above opinion, does not feel it is adequately involved to make an outright judgement on the exact models which should be pursued and urges the review team to listen to those who are actively engaged and involved in both IM education and language development and take advice on the correct course of action.

However, CRC believes this should and can be done whilst also pursuing a pathway that promotes sharing and collaboration, particularly when all sectors are currently considering the economic and social viability of education and devising partnership models, which will ultimately sustain educational provision and enable children equal access to the curriculum. This is particularly relevant when considering the implications of delivering the extended curriculum, guaranteeing equal access to the curriculum and surplus places. CRC therefore views the development of units and streams as a practical way forward in the development process for free standing institutions  
Other options include sharing facilities; a language project which examines the diverse languages in use in Northern Ireland, widening this out to look at wider cultural issues etc.  There are a number of ways forward and CRC recommends the Review Team, along with DENI officials, collate current models of good practice and look at how they could mainstream these across the system.    

Language represents an opportunity to promote a new beginning in cultural diversity and inter-cultural engagement and the IM schools can bring added benefit to English Medium (EM) schools to whom they are co-joined; whilst ensuring their pupils are educated via the medium of Irish they should be using these partnerships to extend knowledge and understanding of the Irish language to non-traditional users of the language.  It is important to balance the responsibility of meeting the rights of those who choose IM provision whilst also exploring how engagement happens between IM and EM schools and wider society.  
CRC would like to comment on a few other issues contained within the report.   

Protocols
CRC agrees that these should be developed between the providers of English Medium and Irish Medium.  It is important to ensure that IM education is not viewed as an add on, or as a way to allow another school to survive. They are an integral part of the educational provision in that area with their own needs and requirements and it will be clear to agree a set of standards by which the IM and EM operate.  The future development of IM provision should be given careful consideration at the protocol stage to prevent restrictions of future growth.  Whilst protocols will guard the distinctiveness of IM provision, the affiliation of the educational partners on a particular school site should increase opportunities for sharing.  CRC realises the necessity for a level of separates for the learning and development of a language but there must also be a collective effort to represent a vision of unity between IM and EM.     
Training and Support for Educators
As with any other sector it is important that all those responsible for educating children are trained to the highest standard.  It is therefore crucial that resources relevant to the curriculum are available in the Irish language. All those involved in the administration and management of schools, Board of Governors in this instance, which are federations/units or streams should undergo training and induction to consider the specifics of IM, the ethos, principles and vision.  Issues relating to school management should be considered on a collective basis and ensure each proposal is IM impact assessed.  It will be important for this training to examine ways in which IM and EM operate distinctively but also collectively.  
Trainee Teachers and Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
It is important engagement occurs at initial teacher training level and CRC notes the Review have recommended a period of learning in a Gaeltacht area.   At the moment NI has five teacher training institutions, although a merger is currently under way between Stranmillis and QUB.  CRC urges the Review Team to consider a recommendation that facilitates practical work experience on a cross sectoral level – it is important that all new teachers gain an understanding of the entire educational system and learn good practice from outside their own particular sector.  Transferable skills and knowledge are critical and could also assist in the sharing of resources between schools e.g. teachers working across a number of schools to provide Irish language lessons.  

CPD

Teachers constantly need opportunities to update their language skills, in order to access new resources and research into new and innovative ways of teaching.  Teachers should also have the opportunity to engage with each other on a regular basis to examine new teaching methods/resources; this should be offered on an IM basis but it would also be good practice to avail of this on a cross-sectoral level – thus raising awareness of the challenges and opportunities in the different sectors.  This could be delivered with the principle of sharing and collaboration at its core i.e. develop and enhance support systems via regular meetings on a rotational basis between the sectors and also use online support systems.  
Curriculum and Teaching Resources

CRC agrees with the recommendation to ensure IM should be considered from the outset when developing curriculum and other teaching resources.  It is important every school has equal access to resources.  Good Relations material should be available to all schools – and at all levels to ensure all children have the opportunity to discuss cultural diversity and difficult issues, this is of particular importance when considering Paul Connolly’s research ‘Too Young to Notice? The Cultural and Political Awareness of 3-6 Year Olds in Northern Ireland’.   This research counteracts the widely held belief that young children have no sense of cultural differences and showed for the first time the significant affect that cultural and political influence has on the awareness and behaviour of 3-6 year-olds in Northern Ireland. The report also demonstrates the increased likelihood of children to identify with a particular community as they grow older and significantly, to make sectarian statements or take actions accordingly.  This links in with initiatives such as the Media Initiatives for Children – introduced to children from the age of 3, and currently in all voluntary pre-school clubs.  This program is helping to develop positive attitudes towards diversity from an early age, and it is essential that this good work is mainstreamed throughout the educational system.  
Educational Policy Development.

IM policy development should be given due consideration from the outset of the policy process.  It must be considered on an equal basis.  It is not appropriate for this sector’s needs to be examined at the end of the process as a bolt on, as this could have implications for resources/logistics/training.  
Outreach    

The critical task is to seek to accommodate cultural diversity within the public sphere.    It is important that frameworks and policies that support individual cultural traditions and identities do so taking particular account of the need to engage the whole society, including those who feel threatened.   A significant challenge to the IM sector and Irish language community is engagement; and this should occur at a number of levels - between pupils of different backgrounds and also between non-traditional users.  CRC is aware of the cultural sensitivities of language in Northern Ireland and we are hopeful that the leadership of the Irish language community, which includes educationalists, community and civic leaders, will continue to advocate the language as one which is open to everyone regardless of their community or linguistic background. In the case of this review this will require the development of an outreach programme that would alleviate people’s perceptions of exclusivity and community ownership.  There is a need to make the language more visible and thus less alien to individuals and communities in Northern Ireland.  It is important to promote a shared heritage and increase access to the various strands of that heritage, including languages.   It would be helpful to include some practical steps to ensure that Irish is available to all, and in particular engage with political and cultural traditions who have previously felt threatened.  There should be real opportunities to participate in language activities and promote engagement for non-speakers.  

Conclusion

Council is pleased to contribute to the Review of Irish Medium education.  CRC urges the review team to consider our comments within a rights-based framework as well as recognising the responsibility to promote sharing and collaboration. 

CRC hope these comments serve useful in bringing forward a community relations perspective to this discussion and we would be willing to discuss any aspect of these comments in further detail.  

ANNEX A

GOOD RELATIONS INDICATORS – OFMDFM.  PUBLISHED 2007.

SECTARIANISM

· 1,470 sectarian crimes and 1,701 sectarian incidents in NI in 2005/06.

· Attacks on churches/chapels/schools/orange halls was greater in 2005 than 2004. (PSNI)

· Almost 2/3 of criminal damage offences with a hate motivation in 2005/06 have sectarian motivations (61%). (PSNI)

· Over 1/3 of Census Output Areas in NI are segregated (that is, 90% or more people are from one community background).  30% of Protestants live in mainly Protestant areas and 44% of Catholics live in mainly Catholic areas. (Census 2001).

· 36% of P’s would avoid work in a mainly catholic area and 37% of C’s would avoid work in a mainly protestant area (NILTS 2005).

· The majority of people believe that schools are not yet fully effective at preparing pupils for life in a diverse society or at encouraging understanding of the complexity of our history (NILTS 2005)

RACISM

· More than 2/3 of people believe there is more racial prejudice than there was 5 years ago (NILTS 2005)

· 1% of people are very prejudiced and 24% of people say they are a little prejudiced against people from minority ethnic communities (NILTS 2005).

· Racial offences increased from 322 in 2004/05 to 351 in 2005/06 (PSNI 2005/06).

· Only 17% of people agree they know quite a bit about the culture of some minority ethnic communities in NI (NILTS 2005).

· Half of the population believes minority ethnic communities are less respected than they once were (NILTS 2005).

· Need to dispel myths such as the responsibility of ethnic minorities to integrate into the Northern Ireland culture; migrant workers had had a negative effect on both the economy of the area and social activities. 

· Fifty-four percent of students had witnessed some form of racism.  This had mainly taken the form of verbal abuse (50%) or rudeness and hostility (33%), while 21% had witnessed property being damaged and a further 21% had witnessed physical violence.  Of the 54% who had witnessed the acts of racism, the majority, 38% had ignored the incident, while 13% reported that they had challenged the behaviour. Only 2% had reported the incident to the PSNI and 1% had reported it to someone else. New Migrant Communities in East Tyrone, a Report for East Tyrone College, July 2005.
· Exploitation of the growing number of migrant workers in Northern Ireland was confirmed yesterday in a study by the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU).  It also highlighted widespread racism and sectarianism experienced by those who have travelled to the province in search of work – suffered both in the work place and outside.  It concluded that trade unions had both a duty and the capacity to organise and represent migrant workers.

� A Shared Future, First Triennial Action Plan 2006-2009, p26.


� NILTS 2007, Community Relations Module.


� Community Relations Council; Interim Strategic Plan, 2007-10, P 5.


� Interpersonal Relations and Group processes; A Meta-Analytic Test of Intergroup Contact Theory; Pettigrew T. & Tropp L; 2006. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology. P 751.


� Education & a shared future: Options for sharing and collaboration in NI Schools; O’Sullivan, O’Flynn, Russell, 2007, P20 & 21.


� Schools for the Future:A Policy for Sustainable Schools; DENI, Page 38/39





DENI: � HYPERLINK "http://www.deni.gov.uk" ��www.deni.gov.uk� Entitlement Framework - The Education (NI) Order 2006 places a mandatory requirement on Boards of Governors to provide all pupils at grant-aided schools with access to the Entitlement Framework (EF). The EF will guarantee all post primary pupils aged 14 and above greater choice and flexibility by providing them with access to a wide range of learning opportunities suited to their needs, aptitudes and interests, irrespective of where they live or the school they attend, including a minimum range of vocational courses. The target date for the full implementation of the EF is September 2009. From that date, schools will be required to provide pupils with access to a minimum number of courses at Key Stage 4 (current target 24) and minimum number of  courses at post-16 (current target 27). In both cases at least one-third of the courses must be general (academic) and at least one-third applied (vocational/professional/technical). The remaining one-third of courses is at the discretion of each school and provides schools with an opportunity to develop a unique and distinctive curricular offer. Of equal importance to the range of courses is the coherence of the offer which should enable young people to choose from a package of courses that leads to progression to further education, higher education, training and employment.
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