PRESENTATION : NEIGHBOURHOOD RENEWAL CONFERENCE

My brief this morning is to set out the contribution education can make to unlocking the potential of children and young people who live in disadvantaged areas and to explain what DE is attempting to do.  I understand that most of the Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plans have identified school standards as a key priority.  
I believe fundamentally that good educational outcomes are the key step on the economic ladder for all individuals.   I believe also that education goes further. It reinforces a positive sense of self-confidence and self-worth for the individual; it can contribute powerfully to a community feeling good about itself; and at regional/national level it is the central mark of both social progress and economic success.   I believe also that education at school for which my Department is responsible is ultimately a partnership between child, teacher, the parent or other significant adult in a child’s life and the community within which the school is set. It is the combination that makes for a successful education.
Education has been a hard won right.  Until the 19th century education was the preserve of the rich.  Universal secondary education did not come until the late 1940s. The 1947 Education Act opened up secondary education to people who had never before experienced it at first up to 14. The universities began to expand in the 1980s. Now everyone has a period of compulsory education from 4 to 16; over 80% stay on in education and training after the age of 16; and some 50% go on to university. 
Many people in Northern Ireland understand very well the importance of education and qualifications and know how to achieve them. Many people in Northern Ireland appreciate what the schools have done for them and benefit greatly from the experience.  However, while education is compulsory not everyone values it as they might.  Some people may have had a bad experience at school and pass this on to the next generation.  Some may not see the evidence or make the link between educational outcomes and employment.  There is in some areas a poverty of educational aspiration and low expectations of what children can and should achieve.  
At the top end of our system the children do very well. At grades A to E they have the best GCE A level results in the UK; at 5 GCSEs  Grades A* to C they have the best GCSE results in the UK. They also do reasonably well in the OECD PISA tables on language, numeracy and science at age 15.

However, these excellent outcomes at the top level mask a degree of under-achievement concentrated clearly in certain areas.  Some 4% of children leave school without any formal qualifications. Some 37% leave school without a Level 2 qualification, the level which is recognised across the UK as the first major step on the education and employment ladder. Some 4000 leave school, each year, without having gained the appropriate level of literacy and numeracy. Remember that this is after 12 years of compulsory education. It is clear that too many pupils are leaving school ill-prepared for adult and working life. Modern society and the modern economy are challenging places – people need to be adaptable. How much more challenging is it if you do not possess the essential skills.
There is a correlation between high socio-economic disadvantage and low educational achievement. Our statisticians tell me that when examining the variations in performance between our post-primary (non-selective) schools one third of the variation can be attributed to differences in relative social disadvantage. It is not, therefore, a perfect correlation. In other words there are many children from poor socio-economic backgrounds who do go on to achieve in education; there are schools that do very well for children in such circumstances. It is not a self-fulfilling prophecy.  

Why is there, however, a positive correlation? This is a complicated matter. It is argued, for example, that the school influences only 20% of a child’s development; the other 80% is influenced by parents, peers and outside influences. In other words negative peer pressure or poor parental support can be key determinants of outcomes. It can be argued that many children come to school having fallen behind in early childhood development and never catch up. It can be argued that many children bring with them to school powerful and sometimes multiple barriers to learning which they find difficult to overcome and which schools find hard to work around – a lack of self-confidence, health problems, special needs etc.  Some have ascribed it to poor teaching and learning or to bullying and other life changing events within the school setting.  What happens inside the school is clearly very important.  It is not possible, however, to isolate a single reason
However, from ETI, we can learn the factors that make for successful learning on the part of the school .  These include effective leadership at all levels including the Governors; strong parental and community support; good planning; a broad balanced and relevant curriculum; high quality teaching and learning; high aspirations; effective external support and challenge and celebration of success.  The challenge is to ensure that all schools have the combination in place.
It is to tackle the weaknesses and, in particular, the differences in outcomes within and between schools that the Department has the raising of standards as one of its significant strategic objectives.  There are a number of policy developments in this area.  At present we are operating on the school improvement policy set out in 1998.  Schools are responsible for the standards of teaching and learning of their pupils and their outcomes. The ELBs and CCMS have oversight of the schools and DE discusses with them concerns about the trends in performance in particular schools on an annual basis. DE is accountable for the performance of the system, as was made clear in the NIAO report on literacy and numeracy. ETI inspection activity monitors and reports on the performance in the widest sense of individual schools and the system as a whole.

 A revised School Improvement policy is to go before the Assembly Committee this week prior to consultation. It argues that all schools are capable of improvement and should be focused on improvement, not just those with identified weaknesses. It places self-evaluation and self-improvement at the centre of the policy with an external challenge to the school to be exercised by the ELBs and CCMS. It does not introduce any new tools but argues that much better use can be made of existing mechanisms, for example, there could be much more effective use of school development planning and of data. In respect of the latter that is why we are introducing INCAS into the primary sector. For those schools that have poor inspection outcomes there will be a specific programme focused much more tightly however on response to the criticisms in the ETI report and the improvement of outcomes and including re-inspection.
In addition the Department is revising its literacy and numeracy strategy seen by us as complementary to School Improvement.    Literacy and numeracy are essential skills to be developed through the curriculum and the Department wishes to see a much sharper focus on them in teaching and learning and in assessment. After 12 years of compulsory education children should be able to read, write and use number at the level appropriate to their abilities.  It is the basis for all future learning and for access to the wider world.  The priority is reinforced by very critical NIAO/PAC reports; some 4000 children not achieving at appropriate level.  It is in my view the single biggest blot on the education system.
Thirdly the Department is introducing a revised curriculum from 4 to 16 over the next three years. This is designed to improve children’s motivation, to introduce them more informally to learning especially in their first year and at secondary level to provide a much more relevant curriculum and to prepare young people more effectively for adult and working life.   It gives schools greater flexibility in matching the curriculum more closely to the needs of their pupils.
We are promoting change also in SEN including reducing bureaucracy, getting better outcomes from the huge investment; in AEP including considering the role of school, the nature of funding; the well-being of children/pastoral care/counselling/health; and Early Years provision.  I go back in conclusion to the theme of partnership.  The Department has in place the framework for learning but it does not directly teach children.  The support bodies support the schools.  The schools have professional, well-qualified teachers who teach the children but they must have the full support of the parents and the local community.  I hear too often from teachers of parentally-condoned absence from school, of a lack of respect for the authority of the teacher, of inexcusable and sometimes violent behaviour towards teachers, of a lack of aspiration for education within the community.  Parents and community have a responsibility to play a positive role in supporting the work of the school.   Good school leaders seek out opportunities to harness this support in the interests of the pupils.   More schools should follow this lead.   All the evidence suggests that parental involvement in children’s learning is related positively to achievement – it has a greater influence than social class. The more intensive parental involvement is the more beneficial the effects. We have been encouraging schools and the ELBs to work closely with Neighbourhood Renewal and I know that several are doing so.  But I accept also that we need to do more to break down the barriers between some schools and the community; some schools need to be more welcoming and transparent.
 Educational outcomes have always been the keys to social and economic progress.  Compulsory, free education to 16 took over a century to win and it cannot be treated lightly.  Without a level 2 qualification (5 GCSEs A*-C) you are more likely to be unemployed for a period of time, to be long-term unemployed, to lose your job when companies down-size, to have poor health and to have contact with the criminal justice system.  With an increasing level of educational attainment you are likely to earn more in your lifetime.  Education is one of the key means of breaking a cycle of deprivation.  A modern society like ours in a more competitive world cannot afford educational under-achievement.  The policy of the Department is directed at tackling this issue but, as I have argued, the schools as the deliverers of education need to recognise and embrace the community and families they serve and they, in turn, need to actively support the teachers in their most important endeavour – the teaching of the next generation.
