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Please Note
This analysis was written in 2006 before the St Andrew’s Agreement and relates to the un-amended version of the order in which academic selection would have been abolished. 
As a result of the St Andrews negotiations, which led to the restoration of devolved government, the sections of the order relating to the abolition of academic selection cannot come into effect without cross-community support in the Assembly. 

FOREWORD

In spite of valid criticism made during the earlier process of consultation, the threat to our well-tried education system represented by the draft Education (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 continues to hang over us.  Since the draft Order itself fails to take any meaningful account of the support for academic selection expressed so strongly in earlier consultation exercises, further comment may seem a waste of time.  But we will be prejudicing the future of our children if we do not take the opportunity to protest against the imposition of misguided policies.
These policies are, we believe, detrimental to our education system accompanied by meaningless and valueless assurances, and contemptuous of public and political opinion in Northern Ireland.

What is at risk is the ability to sustain a mixed economy of state, voluntary, religious and integrated schools.  The Order threatens to undermine the responsibilities of Governors, and to bring the entire system under a more centralised political and bureaucratic control.  It represents a threat to Northern Ireland’s exceptional record in preparing its sons and daughters for entry into third-level education.  It seeks to impose a universal mixed-ability system upon a community able to foster both academic and vocational excellence.  It threatens to confine children to specific neighbourhoods rather than allowing them the opportunity to mix with peers from different neighbourhoods and backgrounds.
Critics of these proposals have been fobbed off with assurances that they represent no threat to grammar schools, no imposition of comprehensive education in a ‘one size fits all’ solution.  These assurances are manifestly valueless.

Since 1920 education has been a ‘transferred’ or devolved matter.  Now, in the temporary absence of a devolved Assembly and Executive; the British Government seeks to impose upon us radical changes which would never suit the consensual requirements of the Belfast Agreement.  Once enacted, we could find ourselves powerless to restore a system which enjoys the confidence of a majority of our people and their elected representatives.

Our cause rests not upon educational arguments alone, but upon our democratic rights. 

Kenneth Bloomfield  KCB 
Sir Kenneth Bloomfield is a former head of the Northern Ireland Civil Service and Chairman of the Association for Quality Education.
INTRODUCTION
Unless the Government changes its position, within a few months, it will have sealed the fate of Northern Ireland’s education system by enacting legislation to introduce wide-ranging changes to admissions procedures to post-primary schools, to the curriculum, and to the way in which schools are run. 

In every test of public opinion in Northern Ireland, the Government’s proposals have been rejected, most recently in the consultation on admission arrangements for post-primary schools in 2005, when over 90% of respondents opposed the Government’s proposals to outlaw academic selection. Moreover, they have been rejected by a clear majority of parents, teachers and locally elected representatives.
In any other part of these islands government would accept the democratically expressed wishes of the people. In a manner reminiscent of a bygone era, however, the Secretary of State, Mr Peter Hain, and the Minister with responsibility for Education, Ms Maria Eagle, intend to use the Labour majority in the House of Commons to trample upon the rights of the people of Northern Ireland by forcing through an Order in Council to give effect to their plans.
This document has been produced by the Association for Quality Education. It sets out the democratic, educational and financial rationale for our opposition to the Government’s proposals. We call on all who are interested in democracy and in the education of our children to support our campaign by every legal means.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Our objections to the policy based on implementation of the recommendations in the Costello Report through the proposed Education Order are:

a) The proposals lack democratic approval

The will of the people of Northern Ireland, of parents, teachers and locally elected representatives, has been ignored by the government, an approach that would be considered unacceptable anywhere else in these islands.
b) The proposals would result in the imposition of a one-size-fits-all comprehensive system
All schools would be required to accommodate pupils of all abilities and interests and inevitably would be forced to become the type of one-size-fits-all comprehensive that has failed several generations of young people in Great Britain. 

c) Examination results would deteriorate
Pupils in Northern Ireland have outperformed their peers in Great Britain at GCSE (formerly Ordinary Level) and Advanced Level since the mid 1970s, following the introduction of comprehensive education in Great Britain, despite much higher levels of poverty in Northern Ireland and the legacy of conflict. Given the widely acknowledged flaws of the comprehensive system, the imposition of non-selective education in Northern Ireland would lead, inevitably, to a deterioration in our performance.  
d) The proposed pupil profile is flawed
It is intended that the proposed pupil profile be used to guide parents in selecting an appropriate school for their children. The scramble for places in the most prestigious schools suggests that parents would be highly unlikely to be able to exercise choice. Even if choice were possible the proposed profile fails to meet widely accepted international standards of reliability and validity and is therefore more likely to mislead, rather than guide, parents. 
e) The proposed curriculum is unworkable
The proposed curriculum in most cases can only be provided by collaboration between schools on a scale wasteful of resources, teaching and financial, and would be prejudicial to discipline, pastoral care and identity with a particular school.
f) Social integration, social mobility, and participation in higher education would be adversely affected
Our grammar schools are much more socially inclusive than the top comprehensive schools in England; our education system produces better results for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds than the comprehensive system in Great Britain and sends a greater proportion of young people from working class backgrounds to higher education than any other system in these islands.
g) The strengths of our current system would be lost
The success of our current system depends on: teaching pupils with others of similar abilities, the expertise contained within our secondary and grammar schools and the beneficial effects of smaller average school size, particularly in the secondary sector. This would all be lost if schools were compelled to accept pupils of all abilities.
h) The proposals lack any estimate of cost
The proposed Education Order would involve massive changes to admissions procedures, the curriculum, and the way in which schools are run, but nowhere does it offer any estimate of cost.

A POSITIVE ALTERNATIVE

There is a workable alternative which addresses these objections. We believe that, rather 
than rush ahead with the introduction of legislation to implement proposals which are not 
fit for purpose, the alternative should now be fully evaluated.

1. THE PROPOSALS LACK DEMOCRATIC APPROVAL

1.1    Following publication of the Burns Report in October 2001, the then Minister for Education in the devolved administration at Stormont, Mr Martin McGuinness, set in train a consultation process (cost £419,000) on its recommendations1. When just over half of the responses had been returned to the Department he declared, “I have 100,000 responses sitting in my Department and those are the people that count2.” The results were published in October 2002.

1.2    The responses from 200,551 households, including 162,000 parents and 21,000 teachers, showed that while 57% of households, 58% of parents, and 64% of teachers, were in favour of abolishing the 11+, 64% of households, 63% of parents, and 62% of teachers favoured the retention of academic selection3. Opinion on these issues was seen to cross both class and sectarian divides. 

1.3    It has been suggested that the Household Survey did not provide an accurate account of public opinion because of the campaigning work of grammar schools. This is analogous to suggesting that a political party should not take office if it got to power through a well-run election campaign. Even if we set this argument to one side, however, it is clear that the Household Survey was an accurate reflection of public opinion since it was confirmed by the results of an independent “Omnibus Survey” carried out contemporaneously with the Household Survey with a random sample of the population. Moreover, the BBC Newsline Survey of January 20044 and Belfast Telegraph Survey of September 20055, both with a random sample, all indicate remarkably consistent support for academic selection. 

1.4    The Costello Committee, established following the publication of the responses to the Burns Report, was not representative of opinion in Northern Ireland. Our groups made this point clear to the then Minister, Ms Kennedy, and predicted the inevitable outcome, but our objections were ignored. The Committee was used as a mechanism to subvert the will of the people. Out of 11 members only one representative was drawn from an organisation favouring academic selection, while a majority was drawn from organizations on record as opposed to academic selection and it soon transpired that the remainder held a similar view. 

1.5    It is sometimes argued that some educational interests support the Costello proposals. Included in these educational interests are the teacher unions. A more powerful argument, however, is that the number of teachers responding to the Household Survey roughly equates to the number of teachers in Northern Ireland’s schools and their opposition to the abolition of academic selection reflects the view of the general population and of parents.

1.7    On 6 December 2005 Ms Angela Smith, then Minister with responsibility for Education, published the Draft Order which, if passed, would implement the Costello proposals and simultaneously released the results of a consultation on admissions arrangements which was completed 6 months ago. While the figures do not appear in the document, the Minister admitted that at least 90% of the responses to the consultation supported academic selection6. The Minister, therefore, deliberately chose to ignore the outcome of every public consultation and test of opinion on the issue over a period of more than three years and instead impose a policy against the will of the people. 
1.8    At no time have the people of Northern Ireland had an opportunity to influence the pattern of education reform through their elected representatives. A majority of locally elected politicians opposes the Costello proposals which would not pass if our local assembly were functioning. However, once imposed by an Order in Council at Westminster, the nature of the Assembly’s voting would make reversal of the legislation impossible. 

1.9    It would be inconceivable for a government, having promised the people their say, to impose such huge changes in any part of Great Britain against both the will of the people and a majority of elected representatives in that area. Indeed, in England the issue is handled with great sensitivity as highlighted by a statement by the Department for Education and Skills: “Where selection exists, the government believes in local decision-making as to whether it should continue and has put in place mechanisms to allow this to happen7.” The government has yet to explain why it has accorded this right to people in England while denying it to the people of Northern Ireland.
2.    THE PROPOSALS WOULD RESULT IN THE IMPOSITION OF A ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL COMPREHENSIVE SYSTEM
2.1    The effect of the implementation of the Costello Proposals, and the proposals in the Review of Public Administration, would be to re-model schools as community comprehensives, under centralised control, with all schools being required to deliver a prescribed curriculum mix of vocational and academic subjects. This is contrary to the current direction of policy in England, where it is proposed that schools be given more freedom to manage their own affairs and buses be used to counter the situation in which the creation of community comprehensives has led to social segregation, with the children of working class or disadvantaged parents being condemned to the poorest performing schools.

2.2    Former Minister, Ms Smith, accepted that “grammar schools are currently seen as the preferred choice of many8.” She failed to explain, however, how, given their popularity and the lack of any barrier to application based on the suitability of a child to an academic education, grammar schools could avoid being transformed into one-size-fits-all comprehensives if the Costello proposals are implemented. While at present 88% of parents secure a place in their first choice of school 9 this figure would fall since schools which are highly regarded would be vastly oversubscribed and selection on merit would be replaced by selection by postcode or lottery.
2.3    Successive ministers and Department of Education officials have persisted in the claim that different types of school, including grammar schools, would remain if the government’s proposals were implemented and that to suggest otherwise is to misrepresent the government’s intentions. A casual glance at the letters pages of the Belfast Telegraph illustrates that, although there are very few proponents of their proposals (as set out in the Costello Report and, more recently, in the Proposal for a Draft Education Order) in comparison to opponents, all but the Minister and departmental officials accept that implementation of the Costello proposals would result in the creation of all-ability, or one-size-fits-all, comprehensive schools. It cannot be otherwise if every school must offer a mix of vocational and academic subjects and accept pupils irrespective of ability.

2.4    Ms Smith asserted that under current arrangements, falling pupil numbers is having the effect of widening the ability profile of grammar schools and that this would continue in the future10. We reject this suggestion since over 90% of grammar school entrants have an A or B grade in the 11 plus examination and less than 10% have grades C and D, many of whom are special cases. 55% of pupils receive a grade D in the 11 plus examination and 10% receive a grade C, giving a total for these grades of 65%11.
2.5    In association with the claim that the grammar school intake has widened significantly Ms    Smith asserted that this has required grammar schools to adjust their teaching and learning to make appropriate provision for pupils admitted12. While Ms Smith’s claim regarding the grammar school intake is contrary to the evidence, we agree with her contention that widening the ability range would require a very different teaching and learning style. Clearly the move to a system in which all schools must accommodate children of all abilities would require radical change. This view, however, contradicts earlier statements by officials in the Department of Education. In the first few months of 2005 Department officials responded to queries from the public with a standard letter that stated “Grammar schools can maintain their academic ethos through the curriculum they offer, the style of teaching and the pace and depth of learning13”.  Ms Smith conceded that this would not be the case.
3.     EXAMINATION RESULTS WOULD DETERIORATE
3.1    It is generally accepted that there is a link between social deprivation and examination results. One would expect, therefore, that results from Northern Ireland, which suffers higher levels of social deprivation than England and Wales, and is emerging from serious internal conflict, should have lower examination results. The reality is, however, contrary to this expectation. The average GCSE (formerly Ordinary Level) performance of pupils in Northern Ireland moved ahead of their peers in England in the 1970s and has remained ahead ever since14. In 2004 60% of pupils in Northern Ireland obtained 5 GCSEs or equivalent at grades A*-C while the figure for England was 54% and for Wales was 51%15. If we consider the figure for 5 GCSEs grades A*-C, including English and Mathematics, a similar difference exists (49% NI16, 42.6% England17). A greater proportion of our young people obtain 2 Advanced level passes at A-E grade or equivalent than their peers in England (38% NI18: 34.4% England19). Furthermore, a larger proportion of Northern Ireland’s pupils obtain A grades at both GCSE (7.1% in NI as opposed to 5.6% for the UK) and Advanced Level (30% in NI as opposed to 22.4% for England and Wales) 20.
3.2    It is often asserted by opponents of Northern Ireland’s education system that its excellent performance at the top end is at the cost of a poor performance at the bottom end and among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The “long tail of underachievement” is a myth since GCSE statistics show virtually identical results with England in terms of the proportion achieving 5+ A*-G grades (88% NI: 89% England) and the proportion leaving school with no GCSEs (4% NI: 5% England) of any grade21. Since receipt of Free School Meals is regarded as a proxy for social disadvantage it is significant that 33%22 of children in receipt of Free School Meals in Northern Ireland in 2004 obtained 5 GCSEs A*-C, and while the English figure was only 26.1%23. 

3.3    Opponents of our current education system have also attempted to portray the international comparisons contained in the PISA Report carried out by the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) as reflecting negatively on our achievements when this is not the case. We have a number of reservations about the PISA research. Its critics included Professor Sig Prais of the National Institute of Economic and Social Research who at the time the results of the 2000 survey were released had been leading the Institute's team which has been carrying out a detailed investigation of international comparisons of standards in mathematics for almost a decade24.

3.4    One concern noted by Prof. Pais about the English figures for 2000 was that more able pupils in better performing schools were much more likely to be included than pupils from schools with a poor performance. In contrast, a representative sample was used in 2000 and 2003 to produce Northern Ireland’s figures. We do not accept, therefore, the suggestion that the performance of English pupils was on a par with their peers in Northern Ireland in 2000.  In respect of the PISA 2003 results the English sample was again unrepresentative, but showed a very substantial decline from 2000. On this occasion it was decided to disregard the English figures.

3.5    Even if we set aside our concerns about the survey, it cannot be argued that it portrays Northern Ireland’s education system in a negative light. A summary of the PISA report published by the Office for National Statistics stated that, “the proficiency in mathematical, reading and scientific literacy of 15 year olds in Northern Ireland compares well with that of young people of the same age in other countries.”  Only two countries in the world performed significantly better in either reading or scientific literacy, while only six, in the list of 41 countries, performed significantly better in mathematical literacy25. 

3.6    With respect to Ms Smith’s comments about the wide variation of scores in Northern Ireland it is apposite to consider the comments on mathematical literacy in the Office for National Statistics Summary Report: “A small proportion of 15 year olds was not able to demonstrate the lowest level of proficiency: in Northern Ireland, 5% of students were in this category, below the proportion in the OECD as a whole (8%) and the same as the proportion in the Republic of Ireland26.”

3.7    Commenting on the “good news story” of Northern Ireland’s PISA 2003 results, Alan Lennon, Chairman of the Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum, Evaluation and Assessment stated:

        “What this means for educational policy makers in NI is that great care must be taken in considering and implementing changes to the current curriculum and examinations systems and the supporting school infrastructure. In the many changes currently under consideration, it is of vital importance to remember that the Province is starting from a position of relative strength, as confirmed by the PISA study.”

         He concluded by stating:

        “However, if NI society, as a whole, is not sufficiently well informed to appreciate the context in which change is taking place, society may be effectively handing over important decision making to a relatively small cadre of experts in CCEA [his own organisation] and beyond. That would not be good either for education or democracy27.”

         If after more than 30 years of “non-selective” education in Great Britain performance remains below the level achieved by Northern Ireland’s selective system, despite higher levels of poverty and the legacy of conflict, all the evidence suggests that removing academic selection will result in a falling performance, especially for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds.
4.     SOCIAL INTEGRATION, SOCIAL MOBILITY, AND PARTICIPATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION WOULD BE ADVERSELY AFFECTED

4.1    Since 1947 children in Northern Ireland, irrespective of their socio-economic category or residential location, have been able to avail themselves of an opportunity to maximise their achievements according to their abilities. Tens of thousands from socially deprived backgrounds have been the first in their family to benefit from a university education, having gained the entry requirements in grammar schools, secondary schools and further education colleges. At present 41.3% of students accepted into higher education in Northern Ireland are drawn from the four lowest socio-economic groups, compared to only 28.4% for the United Kingdom as a whole28.
4.2    The success of the system is also reflected in the fact that a higher percentage of young people in Northern Ireland enter higher education than in Great Britain and there is also a significant differential in the percentage of 16 and 17 year olds in education in Northern Ireland (78%) compared to England (66.6%)29.
4.3    If the Government’s current proposals were implemented, selection by ability would be replaced by selection on the basis of class and economic power. This is already well known to the Government. As current Under Secretary of State for Schools, Lord Adonis, wrote in relation to England, while serving as one of Mr Blair’s advisors, “Middle-class children now go to middle-class schools, whose catchment areas comprise middle-class neighbourhoods, while working-class children are mostly left to fester in inner city comprehensives their parents cannot afford to move away from30.”
4.4    Obviously this would not enhance social equity, but in educational terms would increase the gap between those who have and those who have not.  The effect would be worse in Northern Ireland than in Great Britain as there is a significantly higher proportion of pupils from working-class and disadvantaged backgrounds here than elsewhere in the United Kingdom. 

4.5    If the government’s proposals are implemented, schools which are highly regarded would be markedly over-subscribed, and the result would be selection by postcode.  The choice of school would be determined by where parents can afford to live rather than by their child’s ability. Already there are instances of parents, anticipating implementation of the proposals, moving house to gain advantage of proximity to “a good school.”  Thus, for a majority, rather than further the stated objective of affording parents greater choice, in practice their right to choose the most appropriate and suitable school for their child would be taken away. Children would have to attend the nearest school, regardless of its suitability. 

4.6    Advocates of so-called non-selective education fail to mention that we do not have the type of “selection by bank balance” that occurs in Great Britain and in the south of Ireland, with parents with the resources to do so, buying a place for their children in a private school, or moving to the catchment areas of the most prestigious comprehensive schools. While private education flourishes in Great Britain and the south of Ireland, particularly in urban areas (e.g. Edinburgh where 25% of pupils are privately educated31) it is almost non-existent in Northern Ireland, where there is only one small private school. 

4.7    As one might expect research suggests that a system such as is now being proposed for Northern Ireland would not remove the link between education and class but would strengthen it32. Bright children from poor families would suffer disproportionately. A recent report comparing social mobility in the United Kingdom and a range of other developed countries, supported by the Sutton Trust, and published in April 2005, confirms that social mobility has declined since the introduction of a comprehensive system in Great Britain, which has now one of the worst records in the developed world33. Commenting on the report one of Mr Blair’s advisors on education, Sir Peter Lampl, said, “The comprehensive system was brought in to try to improve social equality, the opposite has happened. We are supposed to have parental choice but it does not work for those at the lower end of the economic spectrum who do not have the income to move near the best schools or even pay the fares for their children to get there.34” Moreover, Prof Stephen Mackin, one of the report’s authors, stated with respect to grammar schools: "They were perceived as elitist and not good for social mobility but, actually, it has turned out that some kids from lower income families were helped. We probably had more people through from the bottom end to the top than we do have at the moment35." 
4.8    Highly regarded research by Richard Breen of the University of Oxford (see, for example, his chapter in the recently published Understanding Social Change) demonstrates conclusively that comprehensive education has been powerless to enhance social mobility36. When the progressivist nature of the new curricular arrangements is added to a Comprehensive model of schooling, the clear message of the international literature is that social disadvantage will worsen under the Costello proposals.
4.9    A Study of transfer in the Republic of Ireland by Maeve O’Brien, published in 2004, produced similar conclusions. She argued that the concept of equal choice was a myth since, “middle class parents possess a greater economic and cultural capital which affords them and their children a greater range of choice than those in more disadvantaged circumstances37.”

4.10  The problem of selection by postcode in comprehensive systems is explicitly admitted in the Burns Report which predates the Costello Report: “For example, when geography is used as the final criterion for admission purposes, comprehensive school systems can display a relatively high level of social differentiation, particularly in cities. In practice this can mean that socially advantaged parents are likely to live in areas served by the highest status schools and are better placed to take advantage of any flexibility in their admissions arrangements. Alongside this there is then the prospect that cities are likely to contain sufficient demand for private schools in circumstances where parents are dissatisfied with the admissions arrangements or other aspects of local schools38.” Ministers may claim that they are not imposing a comprehensive system but there is no mechanism in the Costello proposals to prevent the social differentiation described in the Burns Report. 
4.11 Successive education ministers have articulated a particular concern for the children of the Shankill ward although this has not, as yet, translated itself into significant additional resources for the area. Despite the obvious fact that educational underachievement is often well established by the age of 11, academic selection has been cited as being responsible for the poor academic performance of young people in the Shankill ward. Moreover, the level of underachievement has been exaggerated due to selective use of figures for particular years since the numbers of young people in each year group (around 50) is small e.g in 2001 only 5%, or 3 young people, obtained 5 GCSEs grades A*-C, while in the following year the figure was 26%, or 12 young people39.  Neighbouring areas with identical or higher Free School Meals statistics have much larger percentages of young people gaining 5 GCSEs grades A*-C e.g. New Lodge: 49% in 2001 and  40% in 200140. This suggests that there are a range of factors at work. Not only does the Shankill ward top the Northern Ireland list in terms of social deprivation41, but the legacy of the conflict and continued paramilitary activity, present particular difficulties for the education of young people in the area. 

4.12  It is important to note that pockets of under-achievement are found in all countries. A report published in 2005 by The UK Higher Education Funding Council found that: “Many cities and towns are educationally divided, containing neighbourhoods where almost no one goes to university and neighbourhoods where two out of three or more will enter higher education.” The Council report noted that young people living in the parliamentary constituency of Kensington and Chelsea were ten times more likely to go to university than those living in Sheffield, Brightside, who were eight times less likely to go than those living in Sheffield, Hallam. Those living in Bristol West were five times more likely to go to university than those living in Bristol South42.

4.13  Any lingering notions that a non-selective educational system would promote social inclusion are extinguished when we consider the level of social apartheid in English schools revealed by the Free School Meals statistics. In the top 200 state schools in England only 3% of pupils are in receipt of Free School Meals, a percentage which is less than half the figure of Northern Ireland’s grammar schools43. 

5.     THE PROPOSED PUPIL PROFILE IS FLAWED
5.1    While we do not seek to defend the current 11 plus examination, we dispute the simplistic suggestion of opponents of the current system that the 11 plus divides people into successes and failures. It may be the case that some pupils who do not receive the grade required to obtain a place in a grammar school experience feelings of failure, but this is not universal. It should be remembered also that a significant proportion of children does not take the transfer test and therefore does not experience these emotions. Our alternative would be a reliable and valid pupil profile, built up over a period of years for all pupils, which would be diagnostic and support learning. It would remove much of the anxiety and opportunities for coaching associated with the two-test 11plus model.

5.2    To suggest that pupils who do not achieve the 11 plus grade required for a place in a grammar school and who, therefore, are educated in a secondary school, have in some way “failed”, is to belittle the work of our secondary schools. 

5.3    If feelings of failure associated with the 11 plus were strong we would expect that those respondents to the Household Survey who had pupils at secondary schools would have been opposed to academic selection: in fact a majority support its retention. Likewise the Omnibus Survey of a random sample of the population showed a majority of respondents who had attended secondary schools also support its retention44.                       

5.4    The Costello Report states that, “the fundamental principle…should be informed choice by parents and pupils” and that this should be based on a “pupil profile” drawn up by the primary school45. If we accept this vision, the pupil profile becomes a critical document in helping parents decide between different types of school. 

5.5 One of the factors creating pressure to end the 11 plus was a paper by Prof Gardner and Dr Cowan that argued that the tests failed to meet international standards of reliability and validity that are commonly accepted throughout the developed world46. A recent paper by Dr Morrison, of Queen’s University Belfast School of Education, has shown that the profile being proposed is conceptually flawed, does not meet international standards and is incapable of being amended to make it an acceptable instrument47. Even if parents have the right to disregard the profile, as the Government proposes, is it not a reasonable request that they should have access to information that meets international standards of validity and reliability? 
5.6    It is possible to use the experience of the states of Vermont and Kentucky with mathematics “portfolio” assessment to anticipate some of the implications of pupil profiles. The USA’s RAND Corporation, lauded for the quality of its research, found that portfolio grades and comments couldn’t be standardised within and between schools. Further research identified portfolio assessment as very expensive (both financially and in terms of teacher workload) and inefficient, open to corruption, and damaging to the child’s development of basic skills.  The research concludes that portfolios should not be used to make serious decisions about pupils48.

5.7    CCEA has published on its website a trial, involving just 10 teachers, of part of the pupil profile.  Given the response to Gardner and Cowan’s work it is disappointing that the trial includes no reliability or validity data.  Section 7 of the evaluation questionnaire deals with the pupil profile.  The following quote (p.36) gives a flavour of the views of the teachers: “Doesn’t help parents to know how their child is working … Teachers likely to see through the vagueness of some of the comments … I think parents want concrete statistics about their children … Most parents like to see grades and marks.  To aid pupils’ learning, comments on the profile must be very specific … I felt parents want more clear information on progress with grades, levels etc., not a lot of flowery rhetoric49.” While they have not used the words, teachers are in effect, articulating the need for reliable and valid information.  

6.     THE PROPOSED CURRICULUM IS UNWORKABLE
6.1    Dr Morrison has demonstrated that there is a complete equivalence between the curriculum proposed by CCEA (The Northern Ireland Council for Curriculum and Assessment) and educational “progressivism” which American schools rejected in the 1960s50. The principal reason for the demise of progressivism was its negative impact on disadvantaged children in general, and the children of the working class black community in particular. There is therefore a total contradiction between a stated concern of the Costello Report to ameliorate social disadvantage in education and a proposed curricular model rejected four decades ago because of its negative effects on the poor.
6.2    The proposed Entitlement Framework requires pupils to have access to 24 subjects at GCSE and 27 subjects post GCSE, but only a handful of Northern Ireland’s schools are sufficiently large to offer this level of choice. The proposed solution is to require schools to co-ordinate provision and to share resources, with new bureaucratic structures created to co-ordinate the process at a number of levels51. In effect, pupils and teachers would need to be shuttled between schools and it has even been suggested that classes could be delivered via video link. While voluntary co-operation is desirable, where practical, the type of compulsory co-operation which would be required presents a huge variety of problems concerning issues such as co-ordination of timetables, transport and safety, time wasted in travel, pastoral care and discipline. Many of these problems have already been experienced in England, where secondary and grammar schools were amalgamated in the late 1960s and early 1970s to provide the school sizes required by comprehensive education. Problems encountered by the split-site model have led to its abandonment in many cases, with the rationalisation of schools on a single site. 
6.3    It has been argued that there has been a decline in the school population of Northern Ireland, that there will be a major decline in the future and that, if nothing is done, this process would result in a process of creeping comprehensivisation over time as grammar schools accepted greater numbers of less academically able pupils to fill their quotas. It has been shown above that any widening of the grammar intake has been extremely modest and the suggestion that grammar schools are becoming, or would become, all-ability comprehensive schools is incorrect. The extent of demographic change is also open to question. Responding, on behalf of the Government, to a question by Lord Maginnis, Lord Rooker indicated that the population estimate for 2005 printed in the Costello Report was incorrect. If the revised current estimate is correct, and we feel that it may still underestimate the reality, the actual figure for the decline of the 11-18 year old population would be 2% and not 6% as printed in the Costello Report52. If we add to this the fact that the birth rate in Northern Ireland has been rising since 2000, and it is estimated that around 40,000 young Eastern European and Portuguese workers have migrated to Northern Ireland in the two years since the enlargement of the European Union53, the long run population estimates appear increasingly suspect, yet it appears that they continue to be used, unamended, by the Department of Education. 

6.4    We do accept that there has been a decline in pupil numbers and that grammar schools should shoulder their share of the burden that this imposes on schools. It is important to remember, however, that while the school population has declined, new integrated schools have been opened and this has jeopardized the future of a number of otherwise viable schools.
7.     THE STRENGTHS OF OUR CURRENT SYSTEM WOULD BE LOST

7.1    The Costello Committee’s minutes record an admission that in all-ability schools “more able pupils may not be stretched fully” and that such a system “may impact on the achievements of high ability pupils54.” A similar impact would also be felt by weaker pupils. We attribute the success of our current system to the teaching of pupils with others of similar abilities and to the diversity of provision within our system. In particular we stress the expertise contained within our secondary and grammar schools and the beneficial effects of smaller average school size, particularly in the secondary sector. We also acknowledge the success of the relatively modest number of integrated schools, Irish medium schools and comprehensive schools and support their existence where they enjoy local support and are appropriate to local circumstances. Forcing all schools to accommodate the full ability range, in what would be, in effect, a split-site comprehensive system, would mean the loss of many of these strengths. 
7.2    Large schools would be necessary to accommodate the entire ability range and this presents many difficulties. Recent research from the US National Centre for Education Statistics concluded, “As school enrolment increased, so did the likelihood of schools reporting each (categorized) discipline problem … 26% of principals at schools with 1,000 or more students reported student verbal abuse of teachers, compared to 14% of schools with 500-999 students, 10% of schools with 300-499 students, and 7% of schools with less than 300 students55.” Further evidence is found in Malcolm Gladwell’s book, “The Tipping Point.”  He discusses how, “The figure of 150 seems to represent the maximum number of individuals with whom we can have a genuinely social relationship56.” He points out that this number, or one close to it, crops up as the size of tribes in different parts of the world, Hutterite communities, successful businesses and military units. He then goes on to suggest that, “If we want to develop schools in disadvantaged communities that can successfully counteract the poisonous atmosphere of their surrounding neighbourhoods, this tells us that we’re better off building lots of little schools than one or two big ones57.” 

7.3    We believe there is a role for a variety of school sizes to serve the differing needs of the population. Just as practical difficulties with the move to comprehensive education on split site campuses in England in the 1970s led to rationalisation on a single campus, the imposition of an all-ability intake and the Entitlement Framework would lead to the closure or amalgamation of small to medium sized schools here. The negative impact of such changes would be most keenly felt by children from the most disadvantaged backgrounds and those who live in rural areas.

7.4    We support the right of parents to send their children to integrated schools, where practical, while rejecting simplistic notions that integrated education is the panacea to resolve Northern Ireland’s divisions. We also support the right of parents to choose schools that reflect a particular religious ethos. The creation of a system in which only large schools are likely to survive, and in which teachers are employed by a central authority, would pose a huge threat to the continuation of faith schools, particularly outside large population centres. 

8.     THE PROPOSALS LACK ANY ESTIMATES OF COST

8.1    The HM Treasury Green Book advocates, as a matter of best practice, the introduction of an economic appraisal framework at an early stage of consideration of a new policy proposal58. 
8.2    We have already indicated our concerns about the advisability of introducing comprehensive education, a new progressive curriculum that reflects practice abandoned as unsuccessful in the USA 50 years ago, and changes to the administrative structure of the education system, some of which, by centralizing control, move in the opposite direction to policy in England. Even if we lay aside our concerns about the nature of these proposals and about their simultaneous implementation, there is growing alarm at the fact that there are no estimates of the financial implications associated with any of these changes. We believe that best practice requires that change be made on the basis of an in-depth analysis of the costs involved and, where possible, piloting of that change. To proceed otherwise is to ask the people of Northern Ireland, or indeed the British tax payer, to sign a blank cheque.

9.    A POSITIVE VISION
We are not opposed to change. We wish to retain all that is best in our current system of secondary and grammar schools, while allowing them to develop to better meet the needs, abilities and aspirations of all our young people. 
9.1  Our Proposals 
a) Recognise that underachievement and inequality do not begin at age 11.
b) Preserve opportunities for academically gifted pupils to develop their talents to the full.
c) Allow schools to develop or retain specialisms which could offer pupils genuine alternatives in terms of academic and vocational pathways.
d) Develop, in specialist schools of perceived status, technical and vocational qualifications that carry real weight and would have increased economic relevance for both pupils and prospective employers.
e) End the 11plus as soon as new admissions procedures have been developed and piloted.
f) Develop a Pupil Profile that would contain information on pupil attainment that would meet international standards of reliability and validity.
g) Allow parents to make an informed choice, taking into account the advice of both primary and post-primary schools, who would have an absolute right to see the profile in advance of any decision regarding admission. In the event of oversubscription, schools should be permitted to offer places to those pupils most likely to benefit from their provision, based on the information contained in the profile. 

h) Develop a coherent strategy to address the specific problems arising from a revised assessment of the scale of demographic change.
9.2    A more detailed description of our alternative vision for the future can be viewed or downloaded from www.concernedparentsforeducation.org.    

9.3    Finally, it would be our wish that the introduction of legislation intended to implement proposals, which are demonstrably not fit for purpose, should be deferred so that a more holistic appraisal can be undertaken of Northern Ireland’s real educational needs.
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