
 

  



Introduction 

The Shared Island Dialogue series was launched by An Taoiseach Micheál Martin TD on 22 October 

2020 as part of the Government’s Shared Island Initiative to foster constructive and inclusive civic 

dialogue on all aspects of a shared future on the island underpinned by the Good Friday Agreement. 

The Dialogue Series brings people together from across the island to discuss key concerns for the 

future, opportunities for cross learning and understanding and harnessing the full potential of 

cooperation through the framework of the Good Friday Agreement.  

To date there have been seven Dialogues in the series. The first, on the theme “New Generations 

and New Voices on the Good Friday Agreement” took place on 26 November 2020; the second on 

“Environment and Climate - addressing shared challenges on the island” on 5 February 2021; the 

third Dialogue of the Series on “Civil Society – catalyst for connection and understanding on a shared 

island” on 25 March 2021; the fourth Dialogue on “Equality on a Shared Island” took place on 10 

May 2021; the firth Dialogue on “Building back together: Economic recovery on a shared island” 

took place on 2 June 2021; and a Dialogue on “Working together for a healthier island” on 8 July 

2021. 

In addition, Roundtable Dialogues with women’s representatives and representatives of ethnic 

minorities and new communities took place in December 2020, reflecting the priority placed by the 

Taoiseach on engaging people traditionally under-represented in the Peace Process in discussions on 

the shared island. 

The seventh Shared Island Dialogue took place on 1 October on the theme “Learning from each 

other: The future of education on a shared island”.  

Delivered over two sessions, the Dialogue brought together over 130 education and civil society 

stakeholders, from North and South, to discuss opportunities, as well as challenges, for deeper 

cooperation on the island across a range of primary, post-primary, higher and further education, 

skills and research areas.  The Dialogue was moderated by academic, broadcaster and former 

teacher Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin. 

The morning session of the Dialogue focused on higher and further education on the island and was 

opened by Minister of State with responsibility for Skills and Further Education, Niall Collins, TD. 

The session considered education accessibility and mobility issues and matching skills needs with 

opportunities across the island. Attendees also heard from researchers and academics across the 

island who collaborate regularly on a North/South basis to share expertise and enhance research 

capability on the island across a range of research areas. 

Minister for Education, Norma Foley, TD opened the afternoon session of the Dialogue which 

focused on the primary and post-primary education sectors. 

Discussions in this session focused on innovative connections by young people on the island and on 

addressing educational underachievement. Participants were also shown examples of current all-

island cooperation on education, including at the Middletown Centre for Autism.  

The Dialogues are organised by the Shared Island unit in the Department of the Taoiseach working 

closely with the Department of Foreign Affairs, relevant Government Departments and Agencies and 

in consultation with civil society stakeholders on the island. 

Further information on the Shared Island Dialogue series including videos of the plenary sessions 

from these events is available on the gov.ie website. 
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https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#new-generations-and-new-voices-on-the-good-friday-agreement
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#environment-and-climate-addressing-shared-challenges-on-the-island
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https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#learning-from-each-other-the-future-of-education-on-a-shared-island
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https://youtu.be/M1eoFqUQ3Mw
https://youtu.be/M1eoFqUQ3Mw
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues


Report:  Learning from each other - the future of education on a shared island 

Summary: 

Over the course of the Dialogue a number of key themes emerged from the discussions that took 

place: 

 The importance of education and training systems that facilitate life-long learning and support 

development opportunities was highlighted throughout the Dialogue.  

 The potential for greater North/South cooperation and collaboration across education and 

training sectors, as well as the facilitation of engagement by people right across the island 

through education and training, was raised in both sessions of the Dialogue.  

 The scope for more cooperation was noted in the provision of higher education and training 

opportunities and on the skills agenda. In terms of Primary and Post-Primary education, 

potential for more collaboration was noted on the provision of specialist services and 

addressing shared challenges such as educational inequality. In both sessions, the potential for 

greater cross-border engagement by young people through school and student exchanges was 

noted. 

 The importance of collaboration for the future of education on the island was also emphasised. 

Cooperation between industry, education and training, research and community sectors can 

contribute to meeting education and training needs on the island, and help address social 

exclusion and facilitate holistic approaches to some of the more challenging issues for the 

sector. 

 Opportunities have arisen as a result of COVID-19 to facilitate greater interaction in education 

and training on the island and in developing all-island approaches to learning and skills 

development, in particular given greater use of distance and blended learning options. These 

and other more flexible models in education can also enable greater student mobility in 

institutions across the island. 

 There are existing models of cooperation that can be used to develop further North/South 

connections on the island. The North West Higher and Further Education cluster is viewed as an 

exemplar of institutions coming together across a border region to complement rather than 

compete with each other, thus delivering better for the broader community in the region. The 

links of the cluster with business and industry was also put forward as an example of how to 

develop education and training offerings in line with the skills need of the region. 

 The importance of sustainable funding for improving education outcomes for disadvantaged 

communities was raised in both sessions of the Dialogue. In the session on higher and further 

education it was raised in the context of supporting access programmes while in the session on 

education underachievement it was noted in the context of supporting communities address the 

entrenched challenges that they face. Funding was also seen as requisite for greater 

North/South cooperation and engagement across education, training and research sectors. 

  



 A final key theme was that the education and training sectors on the island have under-utilised 

potential to break down barriers and support reconciliation between different communities 

and traditions on the island. Through programmes that bring students from different identities 

and backgrounds together, there are opportunities to challenge pre-conceived ideas of others 

and to foster greater tolerance and understanding through shared endeavour and experience. 

This can be seen for instance through engagement between student unions at both post-primary 

and tertiary levels on the island and through the success of a range of North/South exchange 

programmes for young people. The development of more opportunities for young people to 

encounter and interact with each other from diverse communities across the island was 

recommended in both sessions. 

  



Session 1: Higher and Further Education 

 

Minister Contribution 

 In his address, Minister of State with responsibility for Skills and Further Education, Niall Collins 

TD, emphasised the important role of education and training systems at all stages in enabling 

children reach their full potential through their personal, educational and professional lives.  He 

also spoke of the opportunities for education and training systems, North and South to learn 

from each other and to share knowledge on how they respond to various policy demands. 

 The Minister also highlighted the existing strong cooperation and interaction between higher 

and further education institutions across the island and the Government’s commitment to 

supporting these relationships, including through the expansion of education and skills 

opportunities on a cross-border basis for people in the North West. 

 The Minister further spoke of the value of an all-island perspective in meeting skills needs on 

this island in the years ahead. He noted the opportunities for more cross-border cooperation on 

meeting the skills need and demands on the island, for instance given the common challenges 

being faced by the tourism and hospitality sectors in addressing globalisation and digitalisation.  

 Minister Collins also spoke of the value of approaching skills, training and the labour market on 

an all-island basis, in maximising capacity and productivity, for instance in construction and 

other sectors, which could deliver greater employment and business opportunities for people, 

North and South. In this context, he noted the work of the Advanced Manufacturing Training 

Centre of Excellence in Dundalk which has relationships with business and will enable the 

development of future skills for young people on both sides of the border.   

 He also highlighted the indicative funding of €50 million that will be made available through 

the PEACE PLUS programme to support programmes to respond to sub-regional skills gaps, 

including through upskilling and life-long learning; delivery of joint educational awards by cross-

border partnerships; addressing barriers to participation in skills programmes for marginalised 

groups; and developing an all-island skills research hub. 

 The Minister outlined the Government’s Action Plan for Apprenticeships which will include 

cross-border apprenticeship programmes that will build capacity to respond to skills needs, as an 

all-island economy. 

 In closing, Minister Collins emphasised the Government’s commitment to developing cross-

border research partnerships on the island noting the new North/South Research Programme 

that was launched by the Taoiseach and Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, 

Innovation and Science, Simon Harris, TD, in July with €40 million in funding from the Shared 

Island Fund over five years, to develop and deepen research links between higher education 

institutions, researchers and research communities on the island. 

 He also noted the ongoing engagement between the Government, the Northern Ireland 

Executive and the UK Government on the development of proposed all-island research centres. 

 

  



Panel Discussion 1 

Enhancing education accessibility on a shared island  

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin and had the following panellists: 

- Professor Ian Greer, Vice Chancellor, QUB and President, Universities Ireland 

- Paul Hannigan, President, Letterkenny IT  

- Clare Austick, USI President 

 

This panel is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 This panel featured a discussion on the opportunities and challenges for enhancing access to 

higher and further education, particularly in border regions and for students from minority 

backgrounds. The discussion also addressed student mobility on the island. 

 Panellists spoke of a changing mindset and expectations of education as a result of the COVID-19 

pandemic and that there is an opportunity to harness and enhance the development of flexible 

education models to deliver greater accessibility to further and higher education, North and 

South.  

 Flexible models were also viewed as a potential enabler for mobility of students on the island. 

All three panellists noted that the number of students studying cross-border is quite low in 

comparison to east/west figures and that there is significant potential to enhance this.  

 It was said by Professor Greer that if all tertiary education providers worked together on the 

island, a greater choice of courses could be provided and that there are opportunities through 

cooperation to facilitate students to better to develop their learning pathway as they discover 

more about what they want and need from higher education. The possibility of inter-institution 

transfers on an all-island basis was proposed in this context.  

 Paul Hannigan spoke of the development of the tertiary education cluster in the North West 

between Letterkenny IT, Ulster University, the North West Regional College and the Donegal 

Education and Training Board as a potential model that could be replicated in border areas. The 

cluster has developed with the support of local authorities and political support through the 

North West City Region initiative and the National Development Plan. The cluster focuses on the 

mobility of students across the board with the institutions working together and coordinating on 

course offerings to enable students in the region to plan their educational journey across the 

four institutions.   

 Clare Austick highlighted the need to build greater awareness among students sitting their 

Leaving Cert or A Levels of the opportunities for studying cross-border, which would promote a 

wider range of choices on what and where they might like to study. She noted that guidance 

counsellors can play an important role in achieving this. It was suggested through the chat that 

conversion tables which convert A Level Grades to Leaving Cert performance need to be 

revisited to improve accessibility for students wishing to study cross-border.  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fxa12jFZLIM


 Another enabler for mobility of students across the island that was raised in the discussion was 

the possibility of Erasmus style semester abroad study in institutions cross-border. This was 

initially raised by Clare Austick in her opening remarks and was also taken up by Professor Greer 

and participants online. Professor Greer noted that through the use of technology, students 

could study in other institutions without the need to move to or be on campus, while one 

attendee suggested that a model based on the JYA (Junior Year Abroad) and JSA (Junior 

Semester Abroad) programmes for US students could be introduced. The cultural and 

reconciliation benefits of such exchanges were also highlighted. 

 Accessibility to education was discussed across a broad range of indicators including ethnic 

minorities, travellers, socio-economic disadvantage and geography as well as people’s upskilling 

or retraining needs due to economic changes. 

 Clare Austick highlighted the barriers to education brought about by cost of living, student fees, 

access to accommodation and poor transport links to some of the higher and further education 

institutions on the island. She also spoke of the need to support different types of learners in 

further and higher education environments and the opportunities that are opened up by hybrid 

delivery of education in increasing accessibility for marginalised young people and lifelong 

learners. 

 Professor Greer also acknowledged the potential of flexible models and hybrid delivery in 

providing re-training and upskilling opportunities to people who may have lost their job due the 

pandemic or economic changes on the island. 

 Both Professor Greer and Paul Hannigan highlighted the access programmes in place in their 

respective institutions and the broader use of access programmes in higher and further 

education institutions across the island to attract people from disadvantaged backgrounds or 

who may have had negative experiences of education previously. Professor Greer highlighted 

the supports provided through the Pathway Opportunity Programme in Queen’s University. Paul 

Hannigan spoke of the importance of such programmes in supporting marginalised communities 

through to higher education, including those from the traveller community. 

 The potential to deploy public funding streams such as the Government’s Shared Island Fund, 

the EU PEACE PLUS programme and UK Government levelling up funds to promote cross-border 

initiatives and accessibility in tertiary education was also raised. Professor Greer also noted the 

support that philanthropic funds provide for the delivery of the Pathway Opportunity 

Programme. Gina McIntyre, CEO of the Special EU Programmes Body shared with panellists 

through the chat the opportunities for funding through PEACE PLUS to address accessibility and 

marginalisation issues for young people in border areas.  

 In closing out the session, the potential of creating common curricular programmes to enhance 

both mobility and accessibility for students was discussed. It was suggested that such 

programmes would allow students to choose a regular daytime experience, evening experience 

or indeed online experience throughout their education journey on the island, depending on 

their needs and location. Professor Greer spoke of the potential to develop shared modules for 

delivery online across institutions, in areas of common interest North and South, citing 

sustainable development issues as a prime example where this would be of benefit. He also 

noted that such a model could offer flexibility to students across the entire island and could 

enable people to upskill and to keep their skills relevant for the current labour market. 

  

https://www.seupb.eu/PEACEPLUS


Panel Discussion 2 

Matching skills needs with opportunities across the island  

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin and had the following panellists: 

- Gavin Kileen, Chair, NW Smart Industry Board & MD Nuprint Technologies Ltd  

- Hilary McPartland, North West Regional Skills Manager  

- Hugh MacConville, Chair, Léargas 

This discussion is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 This panel discussed the needs and opportunities for enhanced cross-border focus on skills 

planning and provision, with a focus on further education and training. 

 All panellists acknowledged that the experiences and responses of the education and training 

systems, North and South, should be shared so as to enhance cooperation, particularly along 

the border, as well to support wider connection and mutual understanding on the island. 

 The importance of collaboration between industry, education and training providers, and 

communities across the island to identify skills gaps and to provide necessary upskilling and re-

training opportunities to fill these was emphasised by all panellists in the discussion. Skillnet’s 

model as a public/private partnership that incentivises talent development and supports small 

firms on both sides of the border was discussed in this context.  

 The issue of talent retention was also raised throughout the discussion. It was raised by Gavin 

Kileen in the context of students leaving Northern Ireland to pursue further education in Britain 

and elsewhere, and it was raised from the floor in the context of young people in rural areas 

moving to the cities on the island to pursue education and employment opportunities. The 

importance of developing education and training opportunities closer to home was discussed 

in this context, as were the benefits of greater coordination between education providers, 

industry, and other relevant agencies to identify the skills necessary to create well-paying jobs 

on a regionally-balanced basis. The Smart Industry Board and the related MoU between higher 

and further education providers in the North West were cited as examples of how this can be 

pursued on a cross-border basis for the betterment of a border region.  

 The opportunities for change as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic were also raised. Flexible 

education models and changes in the delivery of education in response to the pandemic has 

made education more accessible. This includes more part-time and blended delivery options, 

which have resulted in increased opportunities to facilitate re-skilling and upskilling on an all-

island basis. The pandemic was also viewed as a possible game-changer with the development of 

remote working opportunities that could benefit rural communities. This could be facilitated 

through the wider roll-out and development of regional hubs, including digital hubs for people 

who do not wish / are unable to travel to urban centres. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8XNxTshkwaE


 The importance of community-based education and training models was discussed. The 

intersection between community education and social inclusion was raised with the negative 

impact felt within communities when workers in “ordinary” jobs become unemployed due to 

labour market changes highlighted. Dr. Niamh O’Reilly, CEO of AONTAS, the National Adult 

Learning Organisation referenced research undertaken by the agency which found that efforts 

are needed to tackle a predicted decline in lifelong education participation in Northern Ireland 

by 2030.  She further noted that community-based adult learning is an extremely effective 

model for reducing inequalities and improving social mobility by reaching learners across 

communities in areas of high deprivation. It was said that the challenge in each jurisdiction is to 

develop appropriate policy responses for vulnerable sectors, for instance where traditional 

service sectors are facing technological changes. 

 The role of trade unions in upskilling and retraining workers was also recognised in the 

discussion. The panel felt that a training scheme involving the trade union movement as a 

collaborative partner would be useful in a cross-border context given many unions’ all-island 

representation of workers.  Hilary McPartland discussed how regional skills agendas are best 

informed by collaboration and how the ideal blend for an individual looking to upskill is training 

that provides a combination of human skills, technical skills and digital skills. 

 Significant attention was given to the role of apprenticeships in addressing skills gaps on the 

island. Panellists spoke extensively on the evolution of new apprenticeship models in both 

jurisdictions, which have extended beyond the traditional trade/craft sectors into ICT and 

financial services. The revised models have the capacity to fill skills gaps for employers, and to 

provide excellent job opportunities to people who do not wish to pursue traditional academic 

routes. The importance of paid apprenticeships for those from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds was also raised by participants online as these create pathways into employment 

for members from these communities, including ethnic minorities and Travellers. 

 Hilary McPartland further noted the potential for cross-border apprenticeships under the 

Government’s new Action Plan for Apprenticeships. She also spoke of the need to promote 

apprenticeships to learners, guidance counsellors, teachers, and parents as a valued career path, 

with Germany and Switzerland both cited as exemplars of how take-up of apprenticeships can 

be encouraged both for school leavers and those looking to change their career paths. This last 

point was also emphasised by participants of the Dialogue online. 

 

  

https://www.aontas.com/knowledge/news/northern-ireland-faces-persistent-decline-in-lifelong-learning-participation


Session 2: Primary and Post-Primary Education 

 

Minister Contribution 

 Opening the second session of the Dialogue, Minister Foley noted the importance of including 

young people in discussions on a Shared Island, as emphasised by the Taoiseach in launching 

the Shared Island Dialogue series. The Minister also asked attendees to consider how the 

education systems on the island can be best shaped to enable young people to reach their full 

potential and to take their own steps towards deeper reconciliation on this island.  

 The Minister highlighted the long history of cross-border collaboration in the primary and post-

primary sectors, driven by school leaders and teachers, North and South. She spoke of the 

Government’s commitment to facilitate and support such cooperation including through the 

expansion of the North South Schools Exchange Programme out to 2025, to achieve 100 cross-

border engagements per year.  

 The Minister noted existing cooperation under the Good Friday Agreement in the sector 

through the North-South Ministerial Council and British Irish Council, including in the areas of 

teacher qualifications; cooperation between inspectorates; and more recently on managing the 

pressures of the pandemic. 

 Minister Foley emphasised the particular benefits realised through cooperation for specialist 

education services on the island, citing the Middletown Centre for Autism as one of the best 

examples of how by working together, people’s lived experience and political and wider societal 

relationships can be improved. She noted the Government’s commitment to finding other 

opportunities for sharing of experience and resources on a North/South basis. 

 Minister Foley highlighted the shared priority for both the Government and the Northern Ireland 

Executive of addressing educational underachievement and disadvantage. In this context, the 

Minister launched the Shared Island research partnership with the Standing Conference on 

Teacher Education North and South (SCoTENS) for action-oriented research on educational 

underachievement issues and on a range of teaching and learning themes. 

 The Minister further noted the research being undertaken by the Economic and Social Research 

Institute (ESRI) examining patterns of educational participation and attainment, North and 

South, which is due to be published in the coming months as part of the Shared Island research 

programme. She noted the impact that research can have on teacher education practice and 

exchange, and how it can contribute to the scope for deeper cooperation at a policy level on the 

island. 

  

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/645ff-shared-island-research/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/research#standing-conference-on-teacher-education-north-and-south
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/645ff-shared-island-research/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/research#standing-conference-on-teacher-education-north-and-south


In-Depth View 

Innovative connections on a shared island  

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin and had the following panellists: 

- Emer Neville, President Irish Second Level Students’ Union (ISSU) 

- Joe McBride, Teacher, Loreto Community School, Milford, Donegal  

- Morgan Shuttleworth, President of Secondary Schools Union of Northern Ireland (SSUNI) 

This panel is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 This panel was a discussion with younger representatives from across the island on their 

expectations of education and other opportunities for connection with each other on an all-

island basis. 

 Both Morgan Shuttleworth and Emer Neville spoke of the close collaboration between the ISSU 

and SSUNI. The SSUNI was formed in 2020 as a result of a cross-border friendship between the 

founding president of the SSUNI (Cormac Savage) and the former president of the ISSU (Ciara 

Fanning). Cormac was in contact with Ciara about the changes that were being introduced to 

grading models in response to the COVID-19 pandemic and she had suggested he bring it up with 

his students’ union. It was at this point that he realised that there was no similar body in the 

North and the SSUNI was founded, becoming the first post-primary students’ union in the UK. 

The ISSU has continued to interact with the SSUNI, sharing knowledge, resources and guidance 

and introducing the organisation to broader students’ union fora. 

 The ISSU and SSUNI have also agreed to work together on a cross-border basis to develop a 

shared island report on education to highlight common challenges being faced by students 

North and South and to feed this in to the Shared Island initiative. 

 Joe McBride spoke of his school’s experience of taking part in the North South Post-Primary 

Schools Civic Action Programme run by the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation in the 

South and Politics in Action in Northern Ireland, funded through the Department of Foreign 

Affairs’ Reconciliation Fund and supported by the Department of Education. The aim of the joint 

initiative is to facilitate engagement between students on the island of Ireland through a series 

of activities including inter-school dialogues and student/politician dialogues.  

 He praised the programme and the opportunities it gave to students to engage with other 

students of different identities and from different backgrounds on the island. He spoke of the 

breaking down of pre-conceived perceptions among students and the ease with which students 

found common ground on which to engage. He further suggested that a roll-out of the 

programme to include schools beyond border regions is an opportunity worth exploring. The 

value of these programmes was also echoed by a participant whose school had also engaged in a 

similar North/South exchange programme. 

 The importance of joint North/South leadership and parity of esteem in developing such 

programmes was emphasised by one of the organisers of the North South Post-Primary Schools 

Civic Action Programme. He also spoke of the importance of including all viewpoints in 

discussions as part of the programme, once delivered in a mutually respectful way.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5riqBN1wvOY


 All panellists spoke of an ease among students and young people in coming together to discuss 

issues that are common such as mental health, COVID-19 and representation. By focusing on 

such issues, interaction and exchange is easier, between people from different backgrounds and 

identities. 

 The possibility of building North/South engagement into the school curriculum was also raised. 

The potential to include a module as part of the Transition Year Programme or as a short course 

module during the junior cycle were both proposed as options for doing this in the South. 

 The importance of inclusion of all traditions and communities was raised by all panellists as 

being important to their work and the development of relationships on the island. Morgan 

Shuttleworth outlined how the SSUNI is setting up an education diversity unit and an equality 

unit to ensure representation and inclusion of minority voices/perspectives on the union’s 

executive.  

 In response to a question on developing connections across Irish-language speaking 

communities on the island to ensure greater opportunities for learners of the language, 

including Irish medium education, Emer Neville spoke of the role of the Oifigeach na Gaeilge 

(Irish language officer) in the ISSU and a project that the union runs with Conradh na Gaeilge to 

provide Irish language training for young students. She suggested that this project could be 

extended on an all-island basis working in cooperation with SSUNI and with Irish language 

schools in Northern Ireland. 

 The benefits of North/South exchange for teachers was also raised in the discussion in terms of 

the professional development and knowledge-sharing opportunities that such engagements 

provide. The announcement of the SCoTENS research was welcomed in this context as an 

opportunity for teachers North and South to work together on professional development, and 

explore new ways of teaching and learning in pursuit of better outcomes for students. 

  



Panel Discussion 2 

Addressing educational underachievement on the island   

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Aoibhinn Ní Shúilleabháin and had the following panellists: 

- Dr Noel Purdy, Director of the Centre for Research in Educational Underachievement, 

Stranmillis University College and Chair, NI expert panel on educational underachievement  

- Mary Jackson, Principal of Ardee Community School  

- Emma Shaw, Community Education Advocate 

 This panel is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 The focus of this panel was on shared challenges on educational underachievement on the island 

and the potential for more interaction including on knowledge-sharing of practices to support 

participation, completion and better outcomes. The panel also examined the role of education in 

building confidence and capacity of the next generation.   

 All panellists felt very strongly that an individual’s socio-economic background should not 

define their educational opportunities.  Both Emma Shaw and Dr Purdy spoke of their own 

backgrounds and of the challenges they had to overcome to pursue higher education. It was 

affirmed that where a person starts in life should not determine their future and that potential, 

merit and choices should determine someone’s educational outcome.  

 Expanding on this point, Dr Purdy, in his capacity as Chair of the expert group on educational 

underachievement, noted that an examination of educational inequality between different 

cohorts in Northern Ireland showed that biggest indicator of educational outcome is a student’s 

socio-economic background rather than other demographical indicators such as gender or 

religion. 

 The potential for sharing experience and knowledge in addressing educational inequality and 

underachievement was highlighted during the discussion.  Dr Purdy welcomed contributions 

from colleagues in the Department of Education in Dublin on Ireland’s DEIS (Delivering Equality 

of opportunity in Schools) programme in the panel’s preparation for the Northern Ireland  

Executive of “A Fair Start”: Final Report and Action Plan. The value of sharing of best practices 

and experiences on a cross-border basis was recognised throughout the discussion. The work of 

SCoTENS in facilitating knowledge-sharing was also recognised. 

 Mary Jackson provided an insight into the workings of the DEIS Programme including the 

qualification criteria for the programme; the guiding ‘pillars’ of DEIS, including literacy, numeracy 

transitions etc.; and, the key goals of the programme, including interactions with families and 

actions undertaken to support positive outcomes for the most vulnerable and at risk in the 

community. She also highlighted the flexibility within the programme, noting that each DEIS 

school is responding to unique circumstances, and as such, Principals are afforded discretion in 

approach and development of responses.  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wr5L80IOaC8
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/education/A%20Fair%20Start%20-%20Final%20Report%20and%20Action%20Plan.pdf


 The importance of not stigmatising children in receipt of supports was emphasised throughout 

the discussion as was the importance of ensuring that that all students are treated equally 

within the classroom. This was viewed as essential in encouraging students to avail of the 

supports open to them. Mary Jackson outlined her experience of ensuring supports such as book 

grant schemes, breakfast clubs and after-school study are managed in a professional and 

discrete manner that does not identify those who qualify for resource interventions. 

 The valuable role of home-school community liaisons officers in engaging with disadvantaged 

students and their families was recognised by the panel. Mary Jackson outlined the crucial role 

these officers play in the South in encouraging and supporting parents and encouraging their 

involvement in their child’s education. Dr Purdy noted that this was an area where learnings 

could be shared for Northern Ireland, and that it was one of the significant elements of the DEIS 

programme that he learnt of through his engagement in working on “A Fair Start”.  

 Emma Shaw spoke of the importance of community engagement on policies and initiatives 

aimed at addressing educational inequality and underachievement, noting that these should be 

community-driven, community-focussed, and recognise that learning formation also takes place 

outside the school environment. She spoke of how a community knows what is needed, but it 

also requires support and guidance. She advocated for the development of close supporting 

structures and partnerships between schools and local communities.   

 The importance of long-term, multi-annual funding for groups working in this area was also 

discussed. This was viewed as essential due to the complex nature of these challenges. The need 

for better training and upskilling for groups looking to access funding was also raised, with 

Emma Shaw noting that this can be difficult for some due to the complexity of the application 

process coupled with shortfalls in individual capacity to access key support networks. 

 The enduring impact of the Troubles on educational attainment in Northern Ireland was also 

noted. It was suggested that more specific funding should be targeted to those communities 

most affected – statistics show that attainment inequalities are linked to communities that are 

highly impacted by the legacy of conflict in Northern Ireland.  

 The opportunities for greater collaboration between guidance counsellors on the island was 

raised. It was suggested that a formal system for collaborative engagement between the 

National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) and Careers NI could be established to assist 

students to make more informed choices and facilitate early exploration of education and 

training options. This could include guidance on options available cross-border with a targeted 

focus on ensuring young people and specifically those from disadvantaged communities are fully 

aware of the opportunities available to them.  

 The importance of reviewing the impact of COVID on Traveller participation in primary and post 

primary education, against a backdrop of documented disadvantage and low attainment of the 

Traveller community in education was raised for consideration.    

 The 2019 School Climate Survey carried out by BeLonG To youth services indicated that 

members of LGBTI+ community are 8% less likely to progress to third-level education, and have 

higher absentee rates throughout their second-level education. The importance of stronger 

supports for students within the post primary school setting that come under the LGBTI+ 

umbrella was noted. 

 



 


