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SDLP Core Values - Pupil Transfer
· The SDLP is committed to achieving social equity in education through excellence

· Academic selection at age eleven is educationally unsound and socially unjust 

· A reassessment of patterns of investment in education is required to remove the high levels of inequality within the education system 
· The SDLP is committed to parental choice through the provision of appropriate access for pupils to integrated, Irish medium, state or faith based education

· There is a compelling need for a one-year interim measure to enable a long-term compromise to be found

· Education experts, those with greatest experience of the issue, must be enabled to lead the way in producing a solution

· In line with new curriculum, 14 is a better age to exercise pupil and parental choice
1.
Our Education System is in Crisis
Like you we are deeply concerned that eight years after the announcement that the 11 Plus would be abolished, pupils, parents and teachers are now weeks away from chaos and deepening confusion. 
The unregulated system established by Caitríona Ruane has created the opportunity for at least 58 grammar schools including 28 Catholic grammar schools to retain testing for transfer. 
The chaos is having a profound impact on primary schools who are facing pressures from parents to ‘coach’ or ‘prepare’ children for the transfer test. 

This is all largely down to the failure of Sinn Féin and the DUP to agree a way forward. It is now well beyond the time for all parties to admit we are in a crisis situation and that the debate surrounding the future of education must be moved beyond the narrow issue of selection and the current Sinn Féin/DUP logjam that is so damaging to our children’s future.
In order to ensure an interim measure and agreed solution can be legislated for and implemented in time to protect children transferring in 2011 work must begin immediately.

Without immediate action it will not be possible to put the necessary processes in place to ensure legislation is passed in time for transfer 2011 children, who could be sitting unregulated exams in November 2010. 
2. The Consequences of Failure
Alongside the economy there is currently no bigger issue than the future of our children’s education. Yet on this major issue there has been a massive Sinn Féin/DUP leadership failure.

Minister Ruane, some Executive Ministers and parties in Northern Ireland have failed our children. 

The origins of this chaos and the resultant failure to deal with the crisis has led to a ‘plague on all our houses.’ Leadership and political maturity are required to solve this crisis and prevent worse to come. 

But before leadership can be contemplated, politicians, especially Sinn Féin and the DUP, need to accept they are complicit in creating the chaos.
The SDLP has taken the lead in this regard by recognizing that while we are totally opposed to academic selection a period of transition is needed if we are to protect our children from the chaos of unregulation. We will continue to work hard to persuade Sinn Féin and the DUP that this chaos is not acceptable.
Devolution should deliver a better outcome not an ongoing mess. 

3.
Necessary Emergency Measures

Politicians have already failed this year group of transferring children, who will move to post-primary schools in an unregulated system. To ensure this does not happen to a second group of children it is essential that emergency measures are implemented immediately. 

In the Assembly in March this year, the SDLP attempted to avert the chaos which will stem from the Minister’s latest proposals by putting forward a short-term solution to the 11 Plus crisis for Transfer 2011.
Sinn Féin and the DUP combined to vote down these fair and sensible transition proposals. As the crisis looms closer we are asking them to reconsider.
The interim solution proposed by the SDLP would provide for a transfer test to be available next year. It would mean schools that choose to use a test for now would all use the same CCEA test, based on agreed aspects of the revised Northern Ireland curriculum, as previously proposed and then retracted by Minister Ruane.  
Under this interim proposal no schools would be permitted to use their own independent tests. 
These tests would take place in primary schools, preventing any extra stress and disruption for children by having to sit tests in unfamiliar surroundings and no primary school or child would have to undertake extra tuition for the test, as the test is solely curriculum based. 
Additionally no secondary school would be able to admit its full year 8 pupil quota using the outcomes of that test alone or using any other test and every school must admit a fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds. 
In order to ensure a fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds are admitted to all schools the SDLP proposes the use of the first criterion outlined in the Minister’s document “Transfer 2010”, that of free school meals entitlement, be utilized by all schools. While we are aware that this criterion has flaws, we view it as the most suitable short term option to ensure equity in these interim proposals. 

The introduction of this interim arrangement would provide a uniform solution for all children, parents, schools and teachers, causing minimal disruption in the short-term and most importantly providing the best possible available protection for children in these fraught circumstances. 
However, such an interim solution cannot be allowed to become the long-term response. It must only be utilized to provide a halt to the chaos and to provide the necessary time to find an agreed solution.

4.
An Educator Led Solution
In order to find a compromise agreement to be put in place in the borrowed time made available by an interim emergency solution the SDLP proposes that educators – those with greatest experience of the issue – be enabled to lead the way in producing a solution.
To do this we recommend the establishment of an educator-led expert panel tasked with building a sustainable consensus on non-selective transfer whose recommendations the Executive and the Assembly would use as the basis for legally binding regulations from 2011 at the latest.
The establishment of an educator-led expert panel would allow politicians to take a step back and help create the breathing space for a compromise to be developed.
It is essential that any solution the educator-led expert panel proposes accounts for the often divergent needs of schools.
Therefore the proposed educator-led expert panel should be made up of specialists whose collective experience accounts for the broad range of needs faced by all education sectors, drawing from international best practice and a wide consultation process, to allow, parents, teachers and schools to put forward proposals as to their vision for the education future in Northern Ireland.
The educator led expert panel will not simply be tasked with a short-term solution to the crisis, rather they will be asked to assess all available solutions to achieve compromise in the context of the long-term development of our education system.
This expert panel must begin with a vision of how we want our future education system to look and then develop the roadmap to get there. It is within this context that a short-term interim measure for post-primary transfer must be assessed.
5.
Vision for the Future
The SDLP has campaigned since its inception for the abolition of the 11 Plus as it is educationally unsound and socially unjust. 

The debate on the future of education must be extended beyond the current Sinn Féin/DUP stalemate that has been damaging to our children’s future.

But much more importantly than the narrow debate around the 11 Plus is the necessity to have a vision for the future of Education in Northern Ireland that will enable us to find a long-term solution to the crisis and a future where all our children receive the best quality education to serve their needs and the needs of our economy and society.
The SDLP has the required vision. 

The SDLP envisage a system focused not just on exams but on a rounded education for our children and parental choice of integrated, Irish medium, state or faith based education through the provision of appropriate access for all pupils.
Many of the problems in the current education system do not stem from the 11 Plus alone but rather from the inequalities produced at the earliest stages of the education system. Children who fall behind in early years rarely recover the lost ground. 
 
The SDLP believes further money and resources must be spent on early years, primary and nursery education to counter this injustice. The fact that spending per primary school child is less than half that of grammar school children must be addressed. 
It is our view that investing in educational excellence is key to achieving both social justice and long-term economic growth for our shared society.

As part of this drive for educational excellence there is a great need for a more robust focus on attainment in STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering and maths) at all levels of ability in order to provide our children and, as a consequence, our economy with the necessary skills base to excel in this era of global competition.
The SDLP are also dedicated to the continuation of high quality academic standards within our education system and changes to the education system must be undertaken in a way that not only protects but enhances these high standards.
However this must not be at the detriment of the majority of the school population as was the case under academic selection. Every child must have equal access to a high-quality pathway which suits their abilities, be that an academic or vocational pathway.

There is a pressing need for a reassessment of patterns of investment in education and suitable investment must be made to support raising standards through education reform, as progress will only be made if we strive for excellence.

By agreeing to tackle the high levels of inequality within the education system through committing this investment and placing a focus on international best practice we can achieve high standards across the education spectrum, which will lead to the development of a more high-achieving system.
The SDLP believes that this would be best achieved through the development of strong area based planning and a restructuring of the education system to allow, where suitable, for transfer at 14, a more informed age to allow for pupil and parental choice regarding the best educational route.
This restructuring will require time and equitable financial investment across the education sector and the delivery model may differ from one area to another to meet local conditions. A similar project in Finland took more than a decade, but has allowed Finnish students’ performance to become amongst the best in the world.

This restructuring will not mean the dismantling of our high-achieving schools but the extension of such provision alongside real choice in courses and subjects to meet the needs of a fast changing world.
Our vision is to remove the high levels of inequality within the education system and the prioritisation of social equity through excellence.
Appendix 1: Transfer 2011 timeline

As illustrated by the indicative timeline below, in order to ensure an agreed solution can be legislated for and implemented in time to protect 2011’s transferring children, who could be sitting unregulated exams in November 2010, work must begin now.
	Indicative timeline
	Necessary Actions

	Wednesday 14th October 2009
	All-party talks begin

	Friday 30th October 2009
	All party talks conclude –

agreement on membership of educator-led expert panel

	Monday 2nd November 2009
	Educator-led expert panel constituted

	Monday 16th November 2009
	Educator-led expert panel begin six week consultation process

	Monday 4th January 2010
	Educator-led expert panel begin drafting report

	Monday 1st March 2010
	Educator-led expert panel present initial report to Education Minister

	Monday 8th March 2010
	Department of Education begin six week public consultation process on educator-led expert panel report

	Monday 19th April 2010
	Department of Education and Minster in conjunction with educator-led expert panel begin consideration of consultation findings and preparation of legislation

	Week of Monday 24th May 2010
	First stage of Bill

	Week of Monday 31st May 2010
	Second stage of Bill

	Week of Monday 7th June 2010
	Six week Committee Stage of Bill begins – this time period could be reduced if the bill was advanced by accelerated passage

	Summer recess 2010
	If sufficient progress has not been made towards a solution by summer recess the SDLP will call for the Assembly to be reconvened in order to work on a solution to protect transfer 2011 children

	Week of Monday 20th September 2010
	Committee stage concludes

	Week of Monday 27th September 2010
	Consideration stage of Bill

	Week of Monday 4th October 2010
	Further consideration stage of Bill

	Week of Monday 11th October 2010
	Final Stage of Bill

	Week of Monday 18th October 2010
	Bill becomes law – Legislation in place, including interim measure to protect Transfer 2011 Children


Appendix 2: Membership of the Educator-led Expert Panel
The educator-led expert panel must command all-party support within the Northern Ireland Assembly and importantly also command the confidence of parents, teachers and the wider public.

In order to achieve such support the SDLP proposes that all-party talks be undertaken to agree an independent chairperson who has a wide knowledge of international best practice in education and the Northern Ireland education system. 
The all-party talks would also define the size of the educator-led expert panel and its membership. The SDLP envisages that membership of the panel could include representatives from some of the following bodies:
Alliance of Sector Skills Councils

Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL)

Association for Quality Education (AQE)

Business Representatives, for example the CBI, FSB and the NI Economic Council

Catholic Heads Association (CHA)
Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta (CnaG)
Commission for Catholic Education (NICCE)

The four main Churches 

Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS)
Council for the Curriculum Examinations & Assessment (CCEA) and the Education and Library Boards or the upcoming Education and Skills Authority (ESA)

Governing Bodies Association (GBA)

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) 

National Confederation of Parent Teacher Associations (NCPTA)

Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY)

Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE)

Schools of Education; Queens University Belfast (QUB) University of Ulster (UU)
STEM Working Group

Ulster Teachers’ Union (UTU) 
Appendix 3: SDLP Policy – Frequently Asked Questions

Would this mean an end to the 11 Plus?

Yes. The SDLP has campaigned since its inception for the abolition of the 11 Plus as it is educationally unsound and socially unjust.

Doesn’t an interim solution mean the SDLP support academic selection?

No, The SDLP has campaigned since its inception for the abolition of the 11 Plus as it is educationally unsound and socially unjust. The interim arrangement proposed by the SDLP would provide for a CCEA test, the same test as previously proposed and then retracted by Minister Ruane. It would be put in place to provide a halt to the chaos and to provide the necessary time to put in place an agreed solution, but would not be allowed to become the long-term response. 
Would this mean an end to academic selection?

Yes. Selection would end following a one year interim arrangement during which time a CCEA test would be put in place to provide a halt to the chaos.

The interim arrangement would not be allowed to become the long-term response, but will provide the necessary time to apply the educator-led expert panel’s recommendations on non-selective transfer.
In this interim period no school would be allowed to admit all children by testing in order to ensure a fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds are admitted to all schools. 
Would this mean the end for grammar schools?

No, while we envisage changes to the education system this will not mean the end to grammar schools.
What about the needs of rural schools?

The SDLP recognise the status of many rural schools as the heart of the local community. It is our intention to help such schools remain viable and have encouraged the Minister to pilot federation schemes, which involves two or more primary schools working together under a single board of governors and principal.  Our proposals to end academic selection will not impact on the viability of rural schools.
What about my local all-ability post-primary school?
Where a local all-ability post-primary school is meeting the needs of pupils and the wider community we would support that arrangement remaining in place.

How would this affect children transferring this year?

Unfortunately due to the Minister’s actions children transferring this year will have to do so through an unregulated system. We are working to ensure children transferring in future years will not suffer such uncertainty.
How would this affect children transferring next year?
Our interim solution would mean schools that choose to use a test for now would all use the same curriculum based CCEA test not their own tests. This would provide certainty for children transferring in 2011. Tests would take place in primary schools and no primary school or child would have to undertake extra tuition for the test.

Would I still be able to send my child to the school best suited to their abilities?

Yes, the SDLP believes every child must have equal access to high-quality pathway which suits their abilities, be that an academic or vocational pathway. 
Would I still be able to choose to send my child to an integrated, state, faith based or Irish medium school?

Yes, the SDLP is committed parental choice through providing appropriate access to integrated, Irish medium, state or faith based education.

What about inequalities in the education system?

The SDLP believes there is a pressing need for a reassessment of patterns of spending in education and we are committed to suitable investment where needed in support of education reform. 
Would the SDLP’s proposed changes improve standards?

Yes. Progress will only be made in raising standards in all schools if we invest for excellence and tackle the high levels of inequality within the education system. The SDLP believes there is a pressing need for a reassessment of patterns of spending in education and the SDLP is committed to suitable investment where needed in support of eduation reform.
Who would set and mark the proposed interim test?

The SDLP proposes that schools choosing to use an interim test for now would all use the same test based on agreed aspects of the revised Northern Ireland curriculum and set and marked by CCEA, as previously proposed and then retracted by Minister Ruane. 

 

The SDLP proposes "no secondary school would be able to admit all children by testing" – what does this mean and is it the intention for this to apply solely in the interim?

In order to ensure a fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds are admitted to all schools during the interim period when the CCEA test would be in operation the SDLP proposes the use of the first criterion outlined in the Minister’s document “Transfer 2010”, that of free school meals entitlement (FSME), be utilized by all schools. 
What criteria do you propose for the admission of "socially deprived children"?

In order to ensure a fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds are admitted to all schools the SDLP proposes the use of the first criterion outlined in the Minister’s document “Transfer 2010”, that of free school meals entitlement, be utilized by all schools. While we are aware that this criterion has flaws, we view it as the most suitable option to ensure equity in these interim proposals.

 

What is the arbiter for a "fair proportion of children from socially deprived backgrounds"?

The SDLP propose the use of the first criterion outlined in the Minister’s document “Transfer 2010”, the free school meals entitlement (FSME), be utilized by all schools, so for example if 20% of the total number of first preference applications are from FSME applicants, then at least 20% of the school’s places should be allocated to FSME applicants.

What do you mean by an educator led expert panel?

An educator-led expert panel would be made up of specialists whose collective experience accounts for the broad range of needs faced by children, all education sectors and the economy in Northern Ireland.
Why do we need an educator led expert panel?

Because Minister Ruane, Sinn Féin and the DUP have utterly failed our children through their inability to find a compromise solution.

What would the educator led expert panel do?

The educator led expert panel will not simply be tasked with a short-term solution to the crisis, rather they will be asked to assess all available solutions to achieve compromise in the context of the long-term development of our education system taking into account the future social and economic needs and demands that will be placed on our schools.
How would an educator led expert panel work?

The expert panel would draw on their own experience, international best practice and undertake a wide consultation process, to allow, parents, teachers, schools and political parties to put forward proposals as to their vision for the education and economic future in Northern Ireland before producing their findings.
How will the educator led expert panel’s proposals end the crisis?

The SDLP proposes that the Executive and the Assembly agree to use the recommendations, based upon international best practice and wide consultation, as the basis for legally binding regulations to put in place after a one-year interim period during which time a CCEA test would be put in place to provide a halt to the chaos.

Are the Minister's guidelines capable of working?

No, the Minister has washed her hands of her duty to find an agreed solution and walked away from the problem without resolving it. Non-selective schools already use admissions criteria similar to those published by the Minister and selective schools will note them and continue to admit by test outcomes – the result being that the guidelines will have little or no effect on the transfer situation.  

Is agreement on transfer achievable, and if so, how will it be found?

Agreement is still possible if parties take a broader view of our educational social and economic needs and compromise to achieve a solution which will benefit all children rather than working for narrowly-conceived political positions.
Are there things all parties can agree upon?

Yes, the SDLP believes all parties should be able to agree that we must restructure the discussion to begin with a vision of how we want our future education system to look and then develop the roadmap to get there. Post-primary transfer must only be assessed in the context of how it fits in the vision for a thriving education future for all.

Can you see an end to the crisis?

Yes, through strong leadership and political accommodation a solution can be found. The SDLP will continue to work tirelessly to persuade Sinn Féin and the DUP that this chaos is not acceptable. Devolution should deliver a better outcome not an ongoing mess.

What is the SDLP’s long term vision for education?

We want to work towards a system focused not just on exams but on a rounded education for our children.
By tackling the high levels of inequality within the education system through committing suitable levels of investment and placing a focus on international best practice we believe high standards can be attained across the education system which will lead to the development of a high-achieving system capable of serving Northern Ireland in a competitive global economy.
The SDLP believes that this would be best achieved through the development of strong area based planning and a restructuring of the education system to allow where suitable for transfer at 14, which is a more informed age to allow for pupil and parental choice regarding the best educational route. 
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11 Plus – Nordic Myth and Legend





Caitríona Ruane is right to highlight Finland, where selection was abolished over 30 years ago as an example of how the removal of academic selection can improve an education system; Finland is currently the top performing country in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) tables.





What Caitríona Ruane fails to illustrate is that the changes in Finland did not happen overnight – as the Minister is demanding here – in fact the changes stretched over nearly 30 years.





1963 – Finnish Parliament decided to reform the education system


1968 – Act based on Education reform was passed


1970 – a new curriculum had been developed


1972 – structural reforms begin


1980 – the new school system is permanent for all pupils


1990s – structural reforms continue throughout the 80s and 90s


Today – Finland leads education league tables


The SDLP believes that reform in Northern Ireland can be achieved within a much shorter timeframe than that of Finnish reform, but only if there is the political will.








The Academic Selection Crisis, Consequences of Failure:





Academic selection at 11 remains





Children, parents and teachers have been forced to endure months of uncertainty





Testing has been privatised


parents now have to pay £35 to have their child sit the AQE exam


those who can (and sometimes cannot) afford it are having their children ‘coached’





This cost puts an additional barrier in front of children from socially deprived backgrounds





Testing has become segregated, there is now a Catholic test and a Protestant test





Many children will now have to sit two or more tests not one comprising up to five papers over four weekends





Some parents are moving children to primary schools known to be tutoring for tests 





Children are no longer able to sit the tests in the relative comfort and familiarity of their primary school





Teachers have been placed under contradictory pressures


from the education department and unions who don’t want them teaching to a test and from some parents who want their children to be prepared for and to pass tests because the ‘old’ system is all they know





Many children face the prospect of receiving letters of failure from more than one source





The number of legal disputes around the tests, the results and admission criteria will rise enormously





Following an Assembly election a new Education Minister may propose radically different guidelines for post-primary transfer involving a complete policy reversal, with the prospect of further upheaval and more distress for our children 
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