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Executive Summary 
 

(i) The Sharing Education Programme (SEP) is now in its third year of 

operation, has involved 12 partnerships comprising almost 60 schools, 

and engaged over 5,000 pupils in regular cross-community contact. 

The programme is a £3.6m initiative co-funded by Atlantic 

Philanthropies and the International Fund for Ireland. As this phase of 

programme moves to completion the obvious focus is on the extent to 

which its core activities can be sustained. This paper investigates the 

potential for sustainability by gathering qualitative data from those 

directly involved in delivering the programme – teachers and senior 

staff in each of the 12 partnerships. The findings are their views. 

 

(ii) There is a huge commitment and enthusiasm amongst teachers not 

only because of what SEP has achieved to date but its future potential. 

The success of their work in the classroom is predicated on strong 

leadership through the support of Principals, senior staff and the 

endorsement of parents. Establishing and running shared classes was 

demanding but much less problematic than first envisaged. The more 

challenging dimensions of collaboration are: logistical arrangements in 

implementing the programme and working across social class 

boundaries synonymous with selective/non-selective schools. 

 

(iii) Teachers, through their experience of delivering SEP, are convinced 

that it is having a significant impact on children. The curricular based 

approach which focussed on educational outcomes renders 

denominational school boundaries porous and achieves positive 

reconciliation effects. The model of change which underpins Sharing 

Education is therefore seen as an effective intervention. Demonstrating 

quantitative evidence of impact is more difficult and teachers argued 

that the experiences of children needed to be captured through 

observing their work, listening to them, and sharing the success of 

collaborative working. SEP encouraged a variety of approaches across 

partnerships as a way of exploring different kinds of high quality 

engagement between children. The relative effectiveness of the various 

partnership compositions and activities undertaken needs further 

investigation and lessons drawn on the comparative intervention mix. 
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(iv) SEP in its current form with regular high volume cross-community 

activities is not sustainable due to its significant reliance on staff and 

transportation costs. It is therefore imperative that we advocate to 

mainstream sharing education as an integral part of the wider 

education policy process. Public consultation on the policy documents: 

Cohesion Sharing and Integration; Community Relations, Equality and 

Diversity in Education; and Northern Ireland Commission for Catholic 

Education Post Primary Review offer a timely opportunity and 

mechanism to channel lobbying and advocacy efforts.  

 

(v) This demands two key things: (a) robust evidence which demonstrates 

the success of Sharing Education judged by: the education benefits, 

reconciliation impacts on societal well-being, and the economic case 

for sharing; and (b) the mobilisation of stakeholders to lobby and 

advocate using this evidence. The key stakeholders are parents, 

teachers, and children – politicians need to hear their voices on the 

merits of shared education and why it should become an integral part 

of education policy in Northern Ireland. 
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1.  Introduction and background 
 

1.1 The Sharing Education Programme (SEP1) is a £3.6m, three-year, cross-

sectoral collaboration involving 12 partnerships based on specialist 

schools in Northern Ireland. The programme is jointly funded by the 

International Fund for Ireland (IFI) and Atlantic Philanthropies (AP). 

There are almost 60 schools involved in the partnerships which were 

tasked with establishing sustainable, high quality engagement by young 

people from different cultural traditions and backgrounds. At the time of 

writing, over 5,000 pupils have experienced SEP activities. Specifically 

SEP offers students the chance ‘to share enhanced educational and 

development opportunities, while at the same time building positive 

relationships with those from different backgrounds and cultures’1 The 

programme commenced in September 2007 and is now in the third and 

final year of its operation2. A second phase of the programme has been 

agreed and will commence in September 2010. 

 

1.2 One of the observations on the programme to date is that the busy 

schedule of activities associated with implementing SEP could 

overshadow the wider prize which is to advocate and influence a change 

in education policy in Northern Ireland. The overall goal is to ensure that 

cross-community sharing and collaboration become integral to the way in 

which the education system functions. There needs to be a concerted effort 

to use the success of SEP to advocate for education policy change which 

puts cross-community sharing at the centre of this debate. This remains a 

matter of importance as SEP comes to the end of the first phase and is a 

theme to which we return in the course of this report. 

 

1.3 Although this report does not constitute a formal evaluation of the 

Sharing Education Programme, it offers formative insights into how the 

programme is being implemented. In that sense, it can provide a 

commentary on the constituent elements of what will constitute a 

summative evaluation. Typically a summative evaluation will assess the 

relevance and attainment of policy objectives, the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the programme and, most importantly, its impact and 

                                                 
1
 Queenôs University Belfast News Release: £3.6m Sharing Education Programme launched at Queens, 24

th
 

September 2007.  
2
 Funders are currently considering whether to continue to fund a small number of the SEP1 partnerships 

into the 4
th

 year with a limited under-spend (between £100 - £200k) from the 3 years of phase one 

operation. 
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sustainability3. At this stage in the Sharing Education Programme, impact 

and sustainability are clearly prominent in the thinking of the project 

implementation team and funders. The precise definition of these terms is 

as follows: 

 

Á Impact: positive and negative, primary and secondary long terms 

effects produced by an intervention, directly or indirectly, intended 

or unintended. 

Á Sustainability: the continuation of benefits from an intervention 

after major funding assistance has been completed. The probability 

of continued long-term benefits4. 

 

1.4 The focus of this paper is on sustainability, a natural consideration as the 

first phase of SEP comes to an end. The QUB Implementation Team 

carried out some initial work in this area by conducting a small scale 

questionnaire in November 2009 with senior managers in the 12 

partnerships. The team produced an interim report on 10 partnerships 

which responded5. Their report summarised the activities planned by 

partnerships post-SEP funding in three categories: staff, pupils and 

parental links, and concluded for each of the partnerships whether 

additional funding into year 4 of SEP would enhance shared activities 

further.  

 

1.5 Interim findings from this data gathering exercise concluded: 

 

In terms of the continuation of pupil to pupil activities< for some 

partnerships it will not be feasible due to logistical issues, 

particularly if there are large distances to travel between schools. 

Other partnerships intend to offer some one-off shared events and 

run ad-hoc activities as the opportunities present themselves. 

Finally, several partnerships have indicated that they intend to 

carry on with pupil activities on a regular basis through funding 

from alternative sources6. 

 

                                                 
3
 See for example: Quinn Patton, M. (2008) Utilisation-Focused Evaluation (4

th
 ed). London: Sage 

4
 Organisation for Economic Development and Co-operation (2008) Evaluating Development Co-

operation: summary of key norms and standards. Paris: OECD. 
5
 QUB Implementation Team: SEP Interim Report on 12 Partnerships (February, 2010) 

6
 Ibid: 3.1 
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 The interim report produced by the QUB Implementation Team will form 

part of a wider review by them which, inter alia, considers the potential 

advocacy role of partnerships during a fourth year of activity and the long 

term sustainability effects of additional funding. 

 

1.6 The focus of this paper is on these two themes: sustainability and policy 

advocacy, taking the QUB work as its starting point. Specifically the paper 

will: 

 

1) Collect the views of senior staff and teachers in partnerships schools 

involved in implementing the Sharing Education Programme on the 

issue of sustainability of their work. 

2) Elicit suggestions as to how their experiences might be used to 

influence changes in the wider education policy context which would 

mainstream cross-community sharing as an integral part of the way in 

which primary and secondary education is delivered in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

In short, the focus of this paper is to develop initial thinking as to how 

‘sharing education’ can be mainstreamed or embedded in education 

policy in Northern Ireland when funding from Atlantic Philanthropies 

and the International Fund for Ireland ends.  

 

1.7 The data collection process which informed this submission involved 

conducting focus group interviews in each of the twelve partnerships. 

Initial contact was secured through QUB’s offices7 and data gathering took 

place during January – February 2010. A total of 45 participants were 

interviewed, including Principals, Vice Principals, senior teachers and 

teachers involved in the day-to-day delivery of the Sharing Education 

Programme8. The writer sought and received permission to tape all 

interviews and offered anonymity to teachers so that honest opinions 

might be obtained without inhibition. Following initial analysis of the 

qualitative data, Professor Tony Gallagher was interviewed on the key 

themes emerging. Given the nature of the activities in which partnerships 

                                                 
7
 The assistance of Jacqueline Lockhart is gratefully acknowledged. 

8
 The author wishes to thank all of the teachers who participated in the focus groups. They gave generously 

of their time from very busy schedules and willingly expressed their honest views about the Sharing 

Education Programme. My thanks also to Professor Tony Gallagher for his assessment of the programme to 

date, and to Alistair Stewart and Richard Walker for their ongoing help with information requests. 
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were engaged and the possibility of attribution, every attempt has been 

made to anonymise their views. 

 

1.8 Each group interview lasted between 45 – 60 minutes based broadly on a 

semi-structured format which focussed on six key questions as follows: 

 

1) What principles and practice are sustainable when funding to the 12 

partnerships ceases at the end of the school year 2010? 

2) In practical terms how will sharing and collaboration continue beyond 

2010? How will this be resourced? 

3) What has made the partnerships successful – the ‘ingredients’ for effective 

sharing, and what would be necessary to sustain relationships established 

under SEP1? What have been the barriers to successful partnership and 

how have you tackled these? 

4) What are the measurable (educational, reconciliation, social, cultural) 

outputs and outcomes for the pupils engaged in the Sharing Education 

Programme? 

5) If asked to advocate or promote the roll-out of the principles of Sharing 

Education, what are the key messages to persuade decision makers of its 

merits? 

6) In a practical sense, how best would you promote Sharing Education as an 

enduring policy change in the delivery of primary/secondary level 

education? 

 

1.9 These questions formed the basis of the semi-structured interview 

schedule but were not slavishly followed where partnerships offered 

potentially more useful perspectives on sustainability. Analysis of the data 

emerging indicated 4 thematic areas for reporting the findings of what 

teachers had to say:  

 

Á Implementation of the programme. 

Á The impact of the Sharing Education Programme.  

Á The potential for sustainability. 

Á Suggestions for influencing wider education policy in Northern 

Ireland.  

 

In summary, the data gathered offered an inductive research study in 

which the voice of teachers’ experiences of the Sharing Education 

Programme is paramount. Much of the reported findings is therefore 

replete with quotations that are intended to offer the reader direct insight 
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into their delivery of SEP. Before we consider the detailed findings 

however, it is important to set the Sharing Education Programme in the 

wider policy context which is unfolding in Northern Ireland. 
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2. The Policy Context 
 

2.1 The Hillsborough Agreement (5th February, 2010) between the Democratic 

Unionist Party and Sinn Féin is a recent landmark in the fluid macro 

political context for our discussions in this paper. The Agreement 

indicated that its participants wanted to demonstrate their ‘willingness to 

ensure the Executive and the Assembly reflect better a spirit of 

partnership, mutual respect and equality which remain vital for the 

success of devolution’9. The Agreement followed months of political 

instability and a logjam in Executive business which remained stuck 

between political advisors over the wider issues of the devolution of 

policing and justice and the long standing parades issue10.  

 

2.2 The Agreement set out plans for devolving policing and justice powers, 

dealing with contentious loyal orange parades, and resolving outstanding 

issues facing the Executive. The two main parties agreed a timetable to 

complete the final stages of devolution. Policing and justice powers were 

devolved on 12th April 2010 following the formal passing of a resolution 

by means of a cross-community vote in the Assembly which took place on 

9th March. Some 12 years on from the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and 

more than 1,000 days into the Stormont Executive, suspicions still exist 

between unionists and nationalists/republicans. The politics of devolution, 

it appears, have become an ongoing and seemingly unending process. No 

sooner is one demand satisfied than another one appears on the horizon.  

 

2.3 Although politicians have been preoccupied with the transfer of policing 

and justice, the electorate are largely apathetic and consider the key failure 

to be the inability of Stormont to operate effectively. Politicians have been 

unable to address core bread-and-butter issues such as the economy, 

education, and health. In short, the political prize of power sharing, at the 

core of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, has become synonymous with 

a dysfunctional Executive. Set alongside this, the more general collapse in 

trust and respect for Westminster politicians has reverberated in Northern 

Ireland with our own expenses scandal, double jobbing and the public 

humiliation for the First Minister when he stood down temporarily to 

resolve the standards of conduct issues relating to himself and his wife.   

                                                 
9
 Agreement at Hillsborough Castle, 5

th
 February 2010: 3,  accessible at: 

http://www.nidirect.gov.uk/castle_final_agreement15__2_-3.pdf  
10

 Foster, D. and Gray, O. (2010) óHillsborough Agreementô. House of Common Library ï Parliament and 

Constitution Centre SNPC/05350. 

http://www.nidirect.gov.uk/castle_final_agreement15__2_-3.pdf
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2.4 Education as a policy issue has become entangled in this wider political 

debate. The Ulster Unionist Party refused to back the Hillsborough 

Agreement on the grounds that the Executive had not demonstrated 

competence in performing its existing powers and should not therefore be 

trusted with policing and justice. Specifically they referred to uncertainty 

over education reforms and the lack of agreement on academic selection.  

 

2.5 Plans to create a new Education and Skills Authority (ESA), due to be in 

place by January 2010, have run into the sand. The new body was 

designed to replace the existing five education and library boards with 

estimated efficiency savings of £13m through streamlining in 2010-11. 

Unionists are concerned about the representation from the controlled 

sector, the composition of the ESA’s board, and accuse the Minister of 

Education, Caitríona Ruane, of using the reforms for unintended 

purposes. Put more bluntly, Mervyn Storey commented, ‘as far as the 

DUP is concerned, the Education and Skills Authority is in the bin’11. In 

response, the SDLP has argued that if there is to be no ESA this calls into 

question the Hillsborough Agreement which promised to unblock the 

pipeline of legislation. 

 

2.6 In the meantime the chaos over post-primary transfer procedures 

continues. Sinn Féin Minister, Martin McGuinness, abolished the 11-plus 

examination and his successor Caitríona Ruane has been unable to secure 

Executive or Assembly approval for her replacement policy. Instead, the 

Minister issued guidance on ‘the arrangements for the admission of pupils 

to grant-aided schools’ which all parties involved in post-primary 

admissions ‘must have regard to’12. One political commentator described 

it thus: 

 

 In the three years since devolution was restored, neither Sinn Féin 

nor the DUP has proved particularly adroit at quotidian politics. In 

education, Sinn Féin’s Caitríona Ruane dedicated significant 

amounts of time and money to abolishing the controversial 11-plus 

exam. The move was highly divisive, bitterly opposed by unionists 

and ultimately futile: the transfer test for children from primary to 

                                                 
11

 Mervyn Storey quoted in Belfast Telegraph, óDoomed to fail: school reform that would have saved 

millionsô (2
nd

 March 2010: 8) 
12

 Department of Education, Northern Ireland. Transfer 2010, accessible at: 

http://www.deni.gov.uk/final_transfer_2010_guidance__25_june__2009.pdf  

http://www.deni.gov.uk/final_transfer_2010_guidance__25_june__2009.pdf


 12 

secondary schools has been retained by a growing number of rebel 

grammar schools. Ruane< is unlikely to be in a position to indulge 

such whims again. The education budget for next year has been 

slashed by more than £73.3 million13.  

 

2.7 With no agreement on academic selection, 2009/2010 witnessed the first 

series of unregulated tests in which some 7,000 primary school pupils took 

part in exams set by the Association for Quality Education (AQE) and 

6,700 children sat the GL assessment tests, the so called ‘Protestant’ and 

‘Catholic’ tests, respectively, for entry into grammars schools. Talks 

involving four main political parties to resolve the education debacle have 

been boycotted by Sinn Féin who describes them as a ‘hollow publicity 

gimmick’. The Minister remains adamant saying ‘The last state-sponsored 

11-plus tests were held in 2008 and we will not be reinstating an outdated 

system which has no proven educational benefit for the individual or 

society’14. 

 

2.8 In March 2010 the Northern Ireland Commission for Catholic Education 

(NICCE) unveiled the outcome of a major review of its post-primary 

schools estate and stressed its intention to end entrance tests in its schools. 

The full details of their plan include new all-ability colleges and 

amalgamations of schools. The proposals are based on a key directive 

from NICCE that all Catholic grammar schools should stop using 

academic selection by 2012. While these plans have found support from 

the Education Minister because of NICCE’s rejection of academic 

selection, they prompted a reaction from the First Minister, Peter 

Robinson, who criticized the Catholic church for denying young people 

the opportunity of a grammar school education. 

 

2.9 The more strategic policy to end division and sectarianism, legacies of the 

conflict, has also encountered significant problems. The policy document 

A Shared Future conceived during a ‘direct rule’ interlude and aimed at 

creating a society ‘where there is equity, respect for diversity and 

recognition of our interdependence’15 was jettisoned by the DUP and Sinn 

                                                 
13

 Geoghegan, P. (2010) óReturn to direct rule the best solution for dysfunctional Northô. Irish Times, 4
th

 

February 2010: 14 
14

 Caitríona Ruane quoted in Belfast Telegraph óRuane rejects cross-party call for single transfer testô (16
th

 

February 2010: 2) 
15

 Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (2005) A Shared Future: Policy and Strategic 

Framework for Good Relations in Northern Ireland 10 ï section 1.2.1. Belfast: OFMDFM 
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Féin when devolution was restored (March 2007) in favour of a new 

strategy entitled Cohesion, Sharing and Integration. Disagreement between 

the parties over its content resulted in each publishing their own versions 

of work-in-progress, and stalemate ensued. Following the Hillsborough 

Agreement new impetus has been injected into finding a compromise 

document which is now circulating around government departments in 

advance of public consultation. 

 

2.10 There are several specific education policy initiatives and reports which 

have a direct or indirect bearing on our discussions on sharing education. 

The Bain Report (2006) recognised the potential of schools to make a 

significant contribution to a shared society which focused on ‘the dynamic 

of integrating education across the school system’16. The mandatory 

introduction of the Entitlement Framework from September 2013 will 

guarantee all post-primary schools greater choice and require some form 

of collaboration with other providers to allow pupils to access the full 

range of courses (24 at KS4 and 27 at post-16). The entitlement framework 

is an integral part of the Department of Education’s vision for successful 

schools. It is also referred to in the schools’ improvement policy entitled 

Every School a Good School (2009) and, by association, the pivotal idea of 

collaboration. In addition, the Department which conducted a review of 

the Schools Community Relations Programme is due to publish a consultation 

document shortly on the outcome of its work in the form of a draft policy 

entitled Community Relations, Equality and Diversity in Education. 

 

2.11 We now move to consider the qualitative data gathered from senior 

managers and teachers delivering the Sharing Education Programme 

under four thematic areas: implementation of the programme; the impact 

of the Sharing Education Programme; the potential for sustainability; and 

suggestions for influencing wider education policy in Northern Ireland. 

These themes are reported directly through the views of those involved. 
 

 

 

                                                 
16

 Independent Strategic Review of Education (2006): Schools for the Future: Funding, Strategy, Sharing. 

11.26.  
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3. Implementing the Sharing Education Programme  
 

3.1 Pre-planning and delivery. Partnerships were very honest about their 

expectations and prior planning of the SEP with many noting how rushed 

and, in some cases, how unrealistic they were in designing the contents of 

their collaborative activities. Several admitted to being carried away with 

the prospect of securing a fairly large amount of money for their schools 

without paying enough attention to its delivery. In some cases this 

resulted in over-claiming what they could do in an attempt to secure 

resources. Several of the partnerships suggested that in hindsight they 

would have preferred the same level of funding spread out over a longer 

period of time to consolidate the real achievements which have been 

evident.  This was simply to recognise that the investment in building 

relationships between pupils, teachers and parents could have been more 

sustainable beyond the 3 year cycle.  

 

3.2 One teacher provided a useful insightful to the inception and 

implementation process of SEP in her school: 

 

About 4 years ago the headmaster said to me ‘Janet (not real name) 

you are interested in all that sharing stuff, here’s a wee project idea 

for you; see if you can do anything with it’. I know my equivalent 

in X school was selected in much the same random way. Although I 

was interested in the idea, I hadn’t a baldy when it came to putting 

the plan together and was looking at catalogues for equipment, not 

sure what I needed< There is a temptation at the start to think ‘this 

is a 3 year project, let’s do it and when it’s over I don’t have to 

worry about it’. SEP has not been like that. I don’t want it to end 

and I will do whatever I can to keep it going although on a very 

limited scale without resources. It has been an amazing experience, 

it has been successful for us and I want it to continue. 

 

This sense of enthusiasm and commitment was typical of the teachers 

directly involved in the delivery of SEP. 

 

3.3 Partnerships which had a designated teacher bought in/out or seconded to 

co-ordinate and deliver the SEP highlighted how useful this was in 

ensuring consistency and effectiveness of activities. In the busy 

environment of schools this meant a named SEP person with clear lines of 
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accountability. It also means, of course, that the sustainability of the 

programme is very dependent on being able to continue to fund such a 

dedicated post, a highly unlikely possibility. 

 

3.4 Leadership in schools. A key issue raised by teachers delivering the SEP 

was the need for leadership from school managers and senior staff, not 

just in the lead school but across the partnership. Unless there was explicit 

support and endorsement from education managers for what the 

programme sought to achieve then teachers felt ‘abandoned to yet another 

initiative’. One Principal argued strongly for the inclusion of SEP in the 

school development plan as a demonstration of the commitment by senior 

staff and a signal to all teachers that it was an important priority for the 

school. 

 

3.5 No matter how committed SEP teachers were, they needed the whole-

hearted support of senior managers. An important point to note was that 

because SEP partnerships are so relationship-dependent, a change in 

senior manager and/or teachers directly involved in the delivery of the 

programme can have adverse effects. One maintained secondary school 

Principal noted that she had excellent relations with her controlled school 

equivalent. At the beginning of SEP however, a new Principal was 

appointed and she had to build a relationship from scratch. A new 

Principal will have new priorities. Given the nature of SEP, (s)he can be 

nervous about immediately entering into such a relationship with the 

potential for things to go wrong in an initiative which could be perceived 

as risky. 

 

3.6 Political leadership and context. The question of leadership however 

extended beyond a commitment by school managers. Some partnerships 

commented on the need for political leadership providing the right 

context in which sharing in education could flourish. Examples were 

offered on how the wider political developments could adversely impact 

on good cross-community work within schools. One example given was 

when Martin McGuinness became Minister for Education (pre-dating SEP) 

and there were incidences of stone throwing, sectarian chants and 

tribalism between children outside schools.  

 

3.7 Parental leadership and support. If leadership at school and political 

levels was deemed important, this was particularly true of parents whose 

children participated in the Sharing Education Programme. Some 
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partnerships argued that the biggest challenge they faced was in bringing 

the families and wider communities with them on the journey. Hence, 

schools made concerted efforts to keep parents fully informed about the 

programme, put on showcase events to celebrate the work of their 

partnerships, and invited parents from both communities to their open 

nights and prize giving. All of this was aimed at challenging parental 

perceptions that their children would be treated differently in a controlled 

or maintained school and should sectarianism in whatever form occur, it 

would not be tolerated. Isolated sectarian incidents were firmly dealt with 

and this sent a clear message to the pupils directly involved, parents and 

the wider school community. 

 

3.8 One controlled secondary school Principal made the point that SEP could 

only progress at a pace acceptable to parents. In cases where some of those 

parents were ‘hardliners’, schools needed to be careful that they were not 

pushing too far ahead of the more entrenched attitudes however much 

they disagreed with such diehards in an era of political change. He 

argued: 

 

We don’t want to be perceived as a watered down controlled 

secondary school competing with neighbouring schools whose 

stance is ‘not an inch’. Otherwise we might sacrifice our very 

existence through the loss of pupils for the wider good of sharing 

education. While that might be a very principled stance to adopt, I 

have to think about my school and the jobs of my teachers in this 

highly competitive environment in which we operate. 

 

3.9 By contrast, another partnership operating in an area which could be 

characterised as highly segregated had anticipated resistance from 

parents, particularly from hard-line loyalist communities where some of 

their children lived, yet encountered none. This, they explained, was due 

to up-front information sessions where the teachers addressed parents at 

transfer open evenings for year 8 pupils and explained the detail of the 

SEP. This partnership engages in a wide range of activities at both 

secondary and primary school levels where around 1,000 pupils had some 

involvement in activities supported by the SEP, with half of these working 

on a citizenship project. 

 

3.10 Logistics. The two key issues which exercised both teachers and senior 

managers in schools were timetabling and busing. In terms of the former, 
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teachers felt that those outside the school environment had little 

understanding of what this entailed. As one partnership commented: 

 

The Queen’s Team was sympathetic to timetabling difficulties but 

didn’t really understand their practical importance. They simply 

didn’t appreciate just how complex it is to get convenient slots 

when you are trying to accommodate schools which have different: 

starting/finishing times, lunch breaks, class periods, holidays, holy 

days, exam dates and so on. Staff responsible for timetabling hated 

to see me coming each year! Now, they start with my SEP 

requirements and build the rest of the timetable around these. This 

needs the full support of the Principals in each of the schools in our 

partnership to make it work. 

 

3.11 Teachers generally disliked the busing arrangements needed to 

implement the programme and the potential for problems associated with 

moving children. While unhappy with this aspect of the programme they 

recognised the necessity, particularly in rural areas. One teacher offered a 

view which was typical of several others: 

 

At the start I was highly sceptical about lots of money being spent 

on buses and petrol to transport kids from one venue to another. 

Having children travelling is highly unproductive and an 

ineffective use of teachers’ time. There is also major potential for 

things to go wrong with busing arrangements and apprehension 

about the safety and welfare of your kids being off the premises 

when you have ultimate responsibility for them. Now I am 

absolutely convinced it is money well spent because it let me see 

just how entrenched attitudes were and what SEP has done to 

break down identity barriers. 

 

 Several teachers shared experiences of what they described as ‘busing 

nightmares’ where children and teachers were left stranded. Teachers felt 

a responsibility not only for the pupils in their care but also the 

inconvenience to other teachers whose time they might be encroaching on 

and other partner schools with whom they were involved in joint 

activities. 

 

3.12 Promoting reconciliation. Interviewees suggested that teachers, and 

perhaps funders, have a preconceived model of reconciliation linked to a 
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frame of reference which is informed by their own experiences of the 

‘troubles’ and segregation. Children in the SEP (particularly primary 

school children) don’t view the world through the lenses of their parents 

or adults.  A further example of this issue was described by a teacher from 

a Catholic voluntary grammar school partnered with a controlled 

primary: 

 

During poppy week a child from X (controlled) primary arrived 

into my class. The first thing he said to me in front of his primary 

teacher was ‘Miss, I took off my poppy before coming in here’. I 

looked at his teacher and said ‘Why?’ thinking to myself that I 

didn’t really want to know! ‘Oh, because I didn’t want to get it 

burned in the Bunsen burner, Miss’! Perhaps we anticipate 

sectarian issues where none exist when it comes to young people. 

 

3.13 The weekly implementation of SEP provided several examples cited by 

teachers where stereotypes were challenged. One interesting case in point 

was when a controlled and maintained secondary school organised trips 

to London and Dublin to jointly explore and celebrate cultural diversity. 

The groups were hugely excited about both trips but as the maintained 

secondary school teacher explained: 

 

The Mall (London) was bedecked with Union flags for an event 

that was taking place. My (Catholic) girls were spellbound and 

kept asking me ‘Miss, will the Queen be in, can we go into the 

Palace, will we see the Queen, does she come out to talk to the 

crowd’. The pupils from X (controlled secondary) couldn’t believe 

the excitement of my girls and I think it shattered their illusion that 

Catholics hate the Queen. In a role reversal, they were fascinated by 

a visit we did to Croke Park. In fact, the issue of religious difference 

in our partnership with X is displaced by the novelty for our girls 

of having boys in their class! 

 

3.14 If gender was a more important variable than religion in this example, 

social class has featured as a greater obstacle to sharing education in some 

others, particularly prevalent in grammar to secondary school 

partnerships. To make partnerships work, there needs to be equality of life 

experience between participants. Where social class barriers existed then 

natural friendships based on common experience were much more 

difficult to foster. A group of grammar school pupils discussing recent ski-
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holidays bore little resemblance to secondary school kids working part-

time in the chippy or supermarket and a trip to their local cinema. In some 

cases there was an urban/rural divide with misperceptions about each 

other amongst pupils. As one teacher recounted of a student when they 

were discussing pupils’ prior expectations of each other’s school: ‘my 

daddy said you boys would all talk country and drive tractors’. In mixed 

social class partnerships with a common educational goal (in this case a 

GCSE examination) resentment can set in when this translates into a wide 

ranging mixed ability class (grammar to secondary). Community 

background is unimportant, educational outcomes are what matters.  

 

3.15 One partnership, from an integrated education perspective, challenged 

this approach. They argued that to focus exclusively on education 

outcome and ‘let reconciliation flowers bloom was entirely wrong’. In so 

doing, teachers missed opportunities to explore cultural diversity and 

reinforced the ‘elephant in the room syndrome’. They pointed out: 

 

We are not suggesting that every lesson should include some 

element of community relations. It is hard, for example, to see how 

it could feature in maths. On the other hand teaching languages 

offers the ideal opportunity to explore cultural differences – the 

recent celebrations around the fall of the Berlin wall and some 

reflection on why we have ‘peace’ walls in Northern Ireland. In 

other words, when the opportunity arises to talk about differences 

we shouldn’t avoid it – create an awareness of difference and 

celebrate, let’s not pretend it doesn’t exist. Not every teacher will 

feel comfortable, experienced or trained to do this. 

 

3.16 Other partnerships viewed promoting reconciliation through a different 

lens. They described ‘two cultural fault lines’ in the education system. The 

first fault line was denominational, the Catholic/Protestant divide, and the 

second, and more difficult to tackle in their view, the split between 

selective and non-selective schools. As one Vice Principal put it: 

 

School children can handle cross-community education. Okay, 

some will do a double take at statues in the corridor or Protestant 

paraphernalia but the more difficult thing for me is to persuade 

lads to attend a grammar school because their perception, in some 

cases, is that this is a school which rejected them at age 11 and 
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therefore appears elitist, despite the best efforts of teachers in that 

school. Now they are sharing ‘A’ level classes with them! 

 

3.17 A number of non-selective schools therefore made the link between 

sharing education and the wider policy debate. Their impression was that, 

irrespective of religion, grammar schools were extremely reluctant to 

engage in sharing education with non-selective schools, not least because 

they found it difficult to convince parents that standards would be 

maintained. To reinforce this point, one grammar school Principal said 

that he would need to be assured that his pupils were being taught by the 

‘best teacher which X could offer in the subject’. Without a resolution to 

the thorny issue of selection then sharing education has the potential to 

reinforce existing grammar/secondary boundaries. 

 

3.18 A rather more radical argument was presented by one partnership which 

went along the following lines. Grammar schools feel less of a need to 

engage in the sharing education agenda because they contend that they 

already attract a mixed pupil base. They do this often by dipping down 

into the traditional secondary school market to retain or expand their 

pupil numbers and draw from both communities. Somewhat perversely 

within the competitive market in which schools operate, grammar 

Principals could use their involvement in the sharing education 

programme as a way to target and market their inclusiveness to feeder 

primary schools which, heretofore, would have been off-limits. Grammar 

schools also see SEP as a way to extend their curriculum choice through 

collaboration, preferably with another grammar school. This conveniently 

helps to address their commitment to the requirements of the entitlement 

framework. No doubt grammar schools SEP participants would strongly 

refute this assertion but it does illustrate that sharing education as an 

initiative is linked to the wider debate on selection. 

 

3.19 Tackling difficult issues. Delivering SEP has thrown up some difficult 

and challenging experiences for teachers. An interesting example offered 

by one partnership was how, at the start of the programme, teachers from 

both schools were nervous about the safety of their pupils. One teacher 

explained that they felt compelled to follow pupils into the toilets, ‘in case 

sectarian rows broke out. In fact, we were much more anxious than the 

pupils and felt we didn’t have the skills to deal with such events if 

something happened’. As the programme evolved and relationships 
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between teachers and pupils grew, ‘we wouldn’t dream of doing that 

now’.  

 

3.20 Teachers involved in the front-line delivery of SEP shared some honest 

experiences of having to deal with incidences which they felt unprepared 

for. One such example was when a child’s mobile phone rang ‘to the tune 

of the sash’ in a mixed class. The teacher reflected on whether to ignore it 

or see it as an opportunity to explore cultural diversity with the pupils. 

Teachers have been challenged by such experiences but as SEP has 

developed they have grown in confidence to deal with incidences like this 

in a constructive way. 

 

3.21 The experiences of partnerships implementing the programme vary 

widely and are often geographically dependent. As one interviewee 

described it, ‘journeys will start from a different point and the success of 

the SEP is the distance travelled’. Some partnerships, particularly those in 

urban settings, argued that they were more influenced than others by the 

wider political context in which they operated. The threat and realities of 

dissident violence, for example, had the potential to polarise attitudes 

amongst parents and, in turn, their children. The experience of one 

partnership illustrates, at the extreme end of the spectrum, just how 

difficult implementing SEP can be. That lived experience, they argued, can 

become lost in bald monitoring statistics. Interviewees stressed how 

courageous teachers, parents, governors and those participating children 

had to be when problems flared up, as one Principal recounts: 

 

You have to understand that we had 11 pupils in green uniforms 

from our school in X College who were told not to leave. They had 

been called names, put up against the wall, things thrown at their 

hair, the taxis stoned, and told they would be ‘got’ outside school. 

It takes courage to face this down. After the incident, I had a parent 

who asked if I would guarantee the safety of his child. 

 

3.22 This incident attracted media attention and both Principals suffered 

criticism and verbal abuse. While extremely difficult to handle, they stood 

together to face the media, unapologetic for the pupil exchanges, not 

pretending that the issue didn’t happen, and confronted the critics by 

offering practical suggestions on the way forward. This became a turning 

point in strengthening the relationships between the schools and had 

reverberations in the wider community. It stiffened the resolve of teachers 
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and governors to work through the difficulties and led to joint 

development work with both groups. As one teacher put it, ‘this is not 

easy work. You can pussy-foot about and do wee soft one-off exchange 

projects but you are not doing effective peace-building work’. Teaching 

shared classes on a consistent basis can be difficult and incidents arise 

which need to be handled with sensitivity, drawing on training and 

experience. 

 

3.23 A lead partnership maintained school Principal who had significant 

difficulties attracting pupils from the controlled sector to participate in 

classes within her school described it in this way: 

 

The relationship we had with one of our partner schools was 

uncomfortable. That does not mean to say it wasn’t good because a 

lot of learning took place even though it was fraught. Both 

Principals put ourselves personally on the line for SEP and I don’t 

think I would have done this with any other project. We sought 

help from the Queen’s Team by saying ‘I need your support, I need 

you to be there, this could blow up in our face, I need you to stand 

with us, to come and talk to our governors (of 3 schools)’.  These 

things were pivotal to our project< The project team gave us their 

support. It was given willingly and it was given often. 

 

3.24 Comparison with EMU. Teachers were able to contrast what was 

different about the implementation of SEP compared with EMU and other 

Department of Education community relations initiatives. ‘SEP has 

allowed us to build up consistent, regular interaction where bonds and 

friendships between pupils and teachers develop and grow – this does not 

happen with one-off events’.  SEP pushed schools and the staff involved 

beyond their comfort zones. The curricular focus of SEP means that 

teachers, pupils and parents see it as integral to their school work and 

hence take it seriously, whereas one teacher described EMU as ‘pleasant, 

but one-off trips away with other schools’. With educational goals as the 

focus of activities, even in partnerships where religious divisions are more 

stark, they diminish because of the common objective of education 

achievement.  
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4. Impact of the Programme 
 

4.1 Measuring impact. Measuring the impact of an intervention can often 

pose problems around two key issues: attribution, or making sure that 

impacts can be attributed to the Sharing Education Programme; and the 

counterfactual, or what would have occurred in the absence of the 

intervention compared with what has occurred with the implementation 

of the Sharing Education Programme. Focus group interviewees 

acknowledged problems with measuring the impact of SEP. In cases 

where there were shared examination classes, then academic results were 

the most obvious indicator of success. Where these were better than 

previous single identity classes, some teachers argued that mixing with 

other groups/schools/gender had made the difference, although accepted 

this assessment was more intuitive than scientific. 

 

4.2 Even if teachers and senior staff were unclear about ways to measure and 

demonstrate impact, they were unequivocal about the merits of SEP over 

previous community relations initiatives in schools. The emphasis within 

SEP had been curricular based and therefore children took it much more 

seriously. It involved consistent and regular cross-community contact, and 

because of this, long term relationships have developed between pupils 

and staff alike. Given the ambitions of the programme, it needed to be 

well-resourced and teachers felt that SEP provided them with significant 

funding to deliver quality curricular activities.  

 

4.3 Many partnerships were unwilling to over-claim, typical of which was 

this comment: ‘we have established very good relations between the 

children and staff that have been involved in our SEP activities but to talk 

about wider ramifications for the communities is a leap too far.’ More 

realistic impacts were seen as new skills set which pupils had acquired 

either through the process of obtaining a formal education qualification 

and/or in the social interactions with children from the ‘other community’ 

(team working, communication, information gathering, presentation, use 

of technology etc). The development of these skills would impact 

positively on their personal development but also their employability 

prospects. 

 



 24 

4.4 One partnership was particularly critical of attempts to measure impacts 

and questioned their own particular role in gathering evidence to 

demonstrate impact: 

 

Sometimes we feel like we are performing monkeys and have been 

diverted away from getting on with our core activities of securing a 

qualification for our pupils to talk about the SEP process. There 

seems to be a whole group of people on the margins of the 

programme all getting paid and it isn’t clear what value they add. 

We have been researched to death and don’t always see the 

benefits. We were involved in a video and photo session which 

required a lot of organisation and were told it would appear on the 

web site – it hasn’t. We were asked to prepare for a celebratory 

event, it hasn’t happened. I don’t understand the role of all these 

publicity and lobbying people. The money would be better spent 

delivering activities in schools. 

 

This quotation was untypical of other partnerships which recognised the 

wider goals of the SEP as a means of levering changes in education policy 

to promote shared education in a segregated school system. 

 

4.5 The composition of SEP partnerships was raised as an issue when 

considering impact measurement. Some felt that it was much easier to 

demonstrate educational outcomes and, as a by-product reconciliation 

impacts, with grammar school children. Children of professionals, they 

argued, are so focused on educational goals that they ‘don’t care if they sit 

beside Mick the Devil because it is all about their own personal 

development goals’. Partnerships which drew from socially deprived 

areas, had mixed ability pupils, straddle the gender divide (girls-only 

school with mixed gender school), and are cross-community, represent a 

much more complex mix. Not only are educational goals more difficult to 

achieve within these partnerships but the children involved often have 

experienced the worse excesses of sectarianism in their communities and 

perhaps attitudes expressed within their homes. The value-added of SEP 

must therefore be measured quite differently in these cases.  

 

4.6 One partnership questioned the equivalence of educational gains in high 

achieving schools relative to reconciliation gains in pupils from 

communities riven by sectarianism. To put this in the form of a question 

(posed by the author of this report, rather than any teacher interviewed): 
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how can we compare Lumen Christi and Foyle and Londonderry College 

students achieving excellent examination results in Engineering at ‘A’ and 

GCSE levels with a partnership between St Mary’s College and Lisneal 

College which jointly offered a Learning for Life and Work class at year 9? 

The former clearly represents measurable educational outcomes, yet the 

latter has successfully challenged issues of identity and the physical 

separation of (London)derry.  

 

4.7 Impact within primary schools. SEP has impacted positively on the 

transition from primary 7 to year 8 and the promotion of the STEM 

agenda (science, technology, engineering and maths). One secondary level 

science teacher gave an example of how primary schools children from a 

wide (and to her unknown) range of abilities had participated in classes 

using equipment in her school which they did not have access to (even 

basic items such as Bunsen burner). Because the pupils worked in labs, 

most of the tasks were practical and primary children embraced them 

enthusiastically. This, she claimed, not only provided primary children 

with a range of skills (data collection, recording, evaluation, written skills 

etc) but also gave the lower ability children a real sense of achievement 

and confidence that they could cope ‘in the big school’.  

 

The programme has been fantastic – our children have really 

enjoyed it and benefitted from it. There is also a frequency, 

longevity and consistency about it that has made it particularly 

effective – weekly experiences of shared classes have had a huge 

impact on the children The teachers have also benefitted as well, 

having the opportunity to work with other colleagues from 

different sectors (primary & secondary) and across different 

communities (maintained and controlled)< We all genuinely value 

what funders have done here. It is not just something that you do 

to get a wee bit of money here or there – it is really having an 

impact. We are all in agreement about this in our partnership and 

that’s what unites us in wanting this to continue.  

 

4.8 SEP took away the fear of moving from primary to secondary school, an 

issue exemplified by one secondary school teacher who taught primary 

school children alongside her year 8 group. Several pupils from the 

primary sector attending the secondary school Open Day said to their 

parents ‘Oh, that’s my science teacher’! On a similar note, partnerships 

which worked with the primary sector described an unintended benefit 
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for children who took part in the unregulated transfer tests in 2009. In 

some cases primary children took 5 tests in grammar school venues. 

Teachers described how those pupils involved in the SEP turned up to 

schools which they were familiar with to take the tests and encountered 

peers with whom they had worked. This made the examination process 

much less intimidating. 

 

4.9 Several secondary teachers involved in partnerships with primary schools 

saw real value in working not only with their ‘own’ feeder schools as part 

of SEP but also feeder schools from the ‘other’ community. One teacher 

put it this way:  

 

Working with our own feeder schools makes the transition from P7 

to year 8 so much easier. It takes kids out of their own environment 

and therefore cross-community work in the secondary school is no 

big deal. Their focus is on the activities they share. The natural 

exchanges and interactions between the kids also happen before 

attitudes to ‘the other side’ have hardened and become embedded. 

 

4.10 Monitoring statistics. All partnerships (without exception) recognised the 

need to demonstrate impact even though it was obvious to teachers 

delivering the programme on a day-to-day basis that it was very effective. 

Several teachers dismissed the idea of quantitative measures because of 

the nature of the programme, arguing that it was impossible to capture 

the change in pupils’ experience through head counts. All partnerships 

accepted however the need for numerical records and were used to 

operating in an education policy environment which was driven by a 

‘targets culture’. One interesting prescription cited by a rather street-wise 

Principal who committed fully to sharing education as a concept was that 

schools should simply accept that target setting across the education 

sector was ‘a bit of a political game’. His suggestion was to ‘play the 

political game on the numbers, if it allows you to succeed on the principle 

of sharing which we know from our experience of SEP works’. Was this 

pragmatism or manipulation?    

 

4.11 One Vice-Principal described his struggle to understand how best to make 

an impact which would satisfy the funders’ objectives for the project. He 

argued that the monitoring statistics implied an emphasis on volume. As a 

result, he felt apprehensive at SEP residentials when he discovered the 

higher throughput of pupils in other partnerships. He described what he 
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termed the ‘borehole philosophy’ where he questioned the relative merits 

of depth (drilling down but with fewer numbers) versus breadth (large 

number of students involved) or whether there was a ‘preference for bums 

on seats’.  

 

How can we compare the impact of a small number of pupils 

engaged in shared classes between schools which were poles apart 

and had no history of co-operation, or in some cases definite 

antagonism toward one another, against a high volume of students 

between schools with a history of co-operation?’  

 

There could, he suggested, be a huge ripple effect in the former and 

consolidation in the latter – which has most impact?  

 

4.12 In a similar vein, another partnership argued that one of the merits of their 

work in drama was its ability to reach a much wider audience through 

public performances of their work as part of the SEP. In a gala celebratory 

event to mark a milestone in the history of one school, children involved 

in this partnership performed to an audience of around 1,000 people in the 

Opera House which included influential education policy makers and 

dignitaries. Did this create a lasting impact or was it simply a fleeting 

acknowledgement of the good work which they were doing? 

 

4.13 Quantitative impact measures. Some partnerships had made real efforts 

to quantify impact using internal evaluation processes comprising before 

and after questionnaires with each cohort of SEP students. Participants 

used survey monkey as part of their ICT skills development to complete 

the questionnaires. One of the key benefits identified was ‘making new 

friends’. When asked about possible improvements, responses were that 

pupils wanted to meet more often. In some cases, teachers attributed 

improvement in educational performance directly to SEP classes. 

 

4.14 Some partnerships have an unequivocal (and unapologetic) focus on 

education outcomes and argued that if the common goal is an improved 

education, then in a very natural way identity issues become much less 

relevant – anecdotally, they suggested life-long friendships are 

developing. One example given was that pupils from a controlled 

secondary school attended the school formal of a Catholic voluntary 

grammar school, something unheard of pre-SEP.  
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4.15 To illustrate what they saw as the rather contrived nature of focussing on 

reconciliation as a direct outcome of SEP, one partnership described their 

involvement in the QUB/FGS McClure Watters survey, the focus of which 

was about ‘your contact with people who have a different community 

background than you’. As one teacher involved in the administration of 

the survey (with the management consultants) to the mixed group of 

children who were easy to identify because of their different uniforms 

explained: 

 

The children were confused by this question, presumably because 

of its lack of relevance to what they were engaged in. I had to 

explain to them, if you are a Catholic/Protestant and know a 

Protestant/Catholic then we need you to answer the specific group 

of questions in the questionnaire. Then a wee girl put up her hand 

and said – ‘please Miss I know a Protestant, there is one lives down 

our street’! The fact that they were working in cross-community 

groups didn’t even figure in her thinking. 

 

4.16 A number of other partnerships concurred. One teacher involved in 

administering the survey captured the views of several schools when she 

said: 

 

I didn’t recognise the questions posed in the survey as real 

questions which had much meaning for our children. The focus 

was on adults’ perception of what was important or what Queen’s 

or the funders wanted. The children are more interested in social 

relationships, who fancies whom, how did Manchester United get 

on at the week-end, and who they met at X (well-known night 

club). The whole concept of ‘friendships’ explored in the 

questionnaire amongst children of that age group is very fickle. 

  

This was a general point emerging from the research with teachers. 

Children, they argued, were much more excited about meeting and 

working with other schools and the question of religion was not writ large 

in their minds. 

 

4.17 Interestingly, some non-selective schools argued that sharing education 

has demonstrated significant social justice gains.  Without SEP money 

they claimed collaborative ‘A’ level and GCSE classes will continue under 

the entitlement framework funding. However, for ‘the less able children’ 
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additional resources are required which individual schools simply don’t 

have. The example cited here was the opportunity afforded to these 

children to do horse riding and horticulture as a mixed school activity 

which led to a recognised qualification. Without additional resources from 

SEP this could not happen because of transportation costs, paying for the 

facilities, and additional staff costs. Hence, SEP can direct funding to those 

children least likely to succeed in academic terms: 

 

In our case SEP funding has gone to support children who would 

not otherwise have achieved a qualification and hopefully set them 

on the road to a good job. Good ‘A’ level youngsters will always do 

well. Bright children will always get their exams, but it is those 

middle to lower ability kids who need the extra support. SEP has 

done that for us. 

 

4.18 Qualitative impact measures. Many partnerships simply rejected the 

notion of trying to quantify impacts of the Sharing Education Programme. 

Changing attitudes and behaviours they argued had to be experienced, 

described by a Vice-Principal thus: ‘we say to the Department ‘come and 

see us and observe the difference we are making’’. Some measurement of 

new relationships formed between the children on SEP might be 

quantified through contacts they have with each other on Bebo or 

Facebook social networking sites. This, however, was a rather crude 

instrument. Interviewees wanted policy makers to share their sense of 

fulfilment as teachers delivering a programme which was changing 

mindsets and to ‘experience the buzz in children from very different 

backgrounds’. They suggested that the wider political environment was 

now conducive to this type of change. Policy makers ‘need to catch the 

tide of change, to take risks and provide our children with a better shared 

future’.  This partnership ‘measured’ its success by the fact that year-on-

year it rolled out its SEP activities to more and more participants and 

streams of work – ‘success breeds success’ they claimed. 

 

4.19 Teachers accepted that their qualitative judgements could not be held up 

as valid and reliable evidence demonstrating the success of SEP and are all 

too aware of the Department of Education’s ‘preoccupation with 

measurement’. As one teacher explained: 

 

There are various factors which can impact on educational results 

and it’s difficult to isolate SEP which is one part of a wider range of 
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inputs. If you were delivering the programme you can experience 

its impact. In my case one of the girls participating in an SEP event 

had to drop out because of a medical appointment. Others were 

jumping all round her to take her place. They are all watching the 

clock to see how long it is to the SEP activities. How do you 

measure this? 

 

4.20  How, teachers asked, could the cumulative effects of their SEP work be 

captured and demonstrated as having a significant impact?  Inspectors, 

they argued, who came into their schools have a very specific interest in 

results. They operate within a results-driven culture and have little 

empathy with: cross-community relationship building, the sometimes 

difficult journey teachers make and things they had to do to get there, 

cajoling, encouraging, and dealing with sensitive issues of identity which 

may arise. These ‘softer’ aspects of building human relations are not easy 

to quantity. In an era where ‘results are what matter in schools’, 

demonstrating the impact of SEP is difficult, they maintained. One 

Principal commented: ‘we deal with children and parents, the Department 

deals in statistics.’ A drama teacher suggested: ‘let the Department and 

politicians come to our performances, witness at first hand the experience 

and excitement of children totally unconcerned about religious difference 

and talk to their parents – this will demonstrate impact’.    

 

4.21 Teachers were able to provide several examples which demonstrated to 

them how SEP was breaking down barriers and changing attitudes. One 

controlled secondary school shared an experience of two sets of parents 

who had attended their Open Evening. The parents approached the Vice-

Principal following the formalities and explained that their girls had 

attended the school as part of the SEP from X maintained primary school. 

They enquired of him: ‘is there anything to stop us sending our girls to 

this school as we are being badgered by them because they come here for 

science lessons?’ Given the location of his school and its single identity 

status, the Vice-Principal was delighted to encourage these parents. 

 

4.22 One partnership offered a simple example of impact as the symbolism of 

having children wearing different school uniforms in their school. While 

this may seem fairly trivial, for the schools concerned which are located in 

a hugely fractured city, it was very significant. Crossing physical 

boundaries to get to each other’s schools (a river and the city walls) 

amounted to transcending long established cultural barriers. Teachers 
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explained that aside from the substantive activities that their pupils 

engaged in, SEP has challenged preconceived views about whether pupils 

would be safe and secure in ‘the other school’. Both schools involved in 

this exchange worked hard to extend friendships to the parents of these 

children, some of whom were fascinated to see the inside of a controlled 

or maintained school. As one teacher pointed out: ‘when you think about 

it, the children have been trail-blazers. They have paved the way for 

parents to cross physical boundaries that they wouldn’t normally 

countenance. They have provided the necessary reassurance to their 

parents.’ 

 

4.23 Several front-line teachers summarised what they considered to be the 

ultimate impact on children involved in SEP, best expressed by one 

teacher: 

 

The impact of SEP is that it gives our kids an ongoing cross-

community opportunity to meet regularly, to get to know each 

other, and to lift the clouds of suspicion that may have existed. 

They now believe that it is okay to be different and that it is okay to 

be yourself. I am convinced that those involved in the programme 

will be more likely to challenge prejudices either in their homes or 

beyond. 

 

These teachers also highlighted the many common issues that young 

people face regardless of the community background which SEP can build 

on. Young people, for example, face pressures around drugs, alcohol and 

social relationships. These issues transcend religious identity and can 

become a unifying platform to develop trust between pupils and a 

foundation for exploring more sensitive issues. 

 

4.24 Impact on the wider community. One partnership offered a unique 

insight into the role which SEP has played in developing the wider 

community of primary schools in their rural area.  This is a partnership 

based on links between one lead maintained secondary school and several 

small rural primary schools. Pressure on demographics has meant that 

primary schools in the area struggle to deliver the revised curriculum in 

their schools. SEP has, not only, provided a focus for cross-community 

activities with the lead secondary school but also created ongoing linkages 

across the controlled and maintained primary schools involved. The 

significant benefit for teachers involved is sharing resources, new teaching 
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methods, and building support networks resulting in collaboration across 

the primary sector with the lead secondary school at the hub of the 

activities.  

 

4.25 Primary school teachers felt that it relieved the pressure on them to 

provide the range of activities demanded in the revised curriculum, with 

reducing school budgets, and opened up new ways of teaching as they 

observed or assisted secondary school specialists deliver lessons to their 

children. This extended from passing on lesson plans, borrowing 

resources and exchanging teaching ideas, and sharing good practice. 

Partnerships involved in both primary and secondary schools 

collaboration drew a distinction in the nature of the work. In the former, 

they suggested there was much less pressure to obtain quantifiable results 

or as one put it ‘if a primary school misses a session with us, it is not 

critical’. On the other hand, with shared exam classes, missed sessions 

simply created problems down the line.  

 

4.26 The school has now become a community resource with groups from both 

communities booking rooms for meetings, holding events and showcasing 

their work. The school Principal described it as follows: 

 

It’s hard to believe that I had never been inside the door of primary 

schools within a mile of my own school. SEP has changed all that. 

We have established lasting friendships with teachers from the 

controlled sector. Apart from the huge benefits for our children... I 

now know these people not only as my professional colleagues but 

also my friends and feel that I can lift the phone at any time for 

advice and to explore opportunities to work together. What a 

transformation in a small rural area which doesn’t have the 

physical barriers like Belfast but is strictly segregated by 

geography< SEP has raised the profile of schools in the 

community, let people in the secondary school to hear what we are 

about and what we have to offer. We now have a place in the 

community and that is a good place. 

 

In a similar vein, one teacher described how she encountered children 

living on the same road never having contact until they shared a class in 

SEP activities. 

 



 33 

4.27 Teachers involved in the daily delivery of SEP gave a number of examples 

which demonstrated its impact on the wider community. They cited how, 

as a result of friendships established between primary school children, it 

was not unusual for them to attend each others sporting events (GAA or 

rugby matches). Children were perfectly natural in their description of 

this: ‘they were going to see their friends playing football’. A fashion show 

held in the lead secondary school attracted a large number of parents from 

controlled (and maintained) primary children. This afforded parents the 

opportunity to see inside a school which previously may have felt ‘like a 

cold house for Protestants’ and broke down psychological barriers. They 

also witnessed two Principals (from controlled and maintained schools) 

stroll down the catwalk together. One (style conscious!) Principal 

explained: ‘that may appear a relatively trivial example but you should 

not under-estimate the magnitude of this within the wider rural 

community – it has a huge ripple effect’.  One associated event was a 

village fun run where separate charities from the Catholic and Protestant 

communities engaged in combined fund raising, held a joint event and 

split the profits equally. The lead school Principal also reported how she 

had been approached by other primary schools outside the SEP cohort 

enquiring if her school could offer them any activities. 

 

4.28 A rather interesting example of impact was raised by a number of SEP 

teachers. They highlighted the potential for schools which were 

successfully implementing the programme to raise the school profile both 

with parents and the wider community. In particular however, head 

teachers, some of whom were ambivalent at the beginning had witnessed 

the potential for SEP in demonstrating leadership and education 

innovation. This became mutually reinforcing. Principals came on board 

and were keen to facilitate the sometimes difficult logistical issues in 

implementing SEP, and teachers benefitted from this increased level of 

support from the top. SEP, in turn, became a mechanism for Principals to 

demonstrate how they were pushing the education policy envelope.  
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5. Sustainability 
 

5.1 Investing in partnership and trust. Teachers and senior school staff were, 

by and large, effusive in their praise for the programme and genuinely 

sorry to see the resources come to an end. They pointed out the benefits 

not only for the pupils involved, but also the relationships which had 

developed between teachers that will endure long after the programme. 

One of the key intangible factors identified by participants was that of 

trust which teachers felt was a pre-requisite for a successful partnership 

arrangement.  

 

5.2 At the core of trust building and good partnership were establishing 

effective working relationships between teachers delivering the 

programme in the classrooms. Some partnerships had underestimated the 

amount of time needed to do this. Those who had allocated a significant 

amount of planning time at the beginning of their projects felt the 

investment had been hugely beneficial. The busy reality of schools where 

teachers have full timetables means that dedicated time must be allocated 

to establish the partnership mechanisms, build rapport between teachers, 

and invest in sustaining the process of partnership working.  

 

5.3 In practical terms this translated into each of the partners being willing to 

accommodate changes at short notice, to demonstrate flexibility, to 

communicate well with each other, and to respect each other’s time. The 

school environment and the logistical complexity of SEP often demanded 

‘changes in the script’. Where this was necessary and accepted in good 

grace, stronger bonds developed between teachers. There was at least one 

example amongst interviewees where trust and good will between 

teachers had broken down and impacted negatively on how effective the 

activities were – as one teacher put it ‘things which were arranged by me 

kept getting unarranged and I felt there wasn’t reciprocal good will’.  

 

5.4 Pupils will ultimately benefit where partnerships are built on solid teacher 

relationships which can be sustained beyond the programme. Teachers 

also highlighted their own personal development as a result of being 

involved in delivering the programme. One, amongst several, examples 

cited was where teachers shared skills sets. A partnership which 

comprised teachers from specialisms in PE (dance), drama and music 

across 3 schools taught as a team. The teachers reported significant 
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personal development gains which, in turn, benefitted their combined 

classes. Partnerships generally referred to the enduring nature of teacher 

relationships which developed from SEP and were used as contacts for a 

range of things well beyond the delivery of the programme. As one school 

explained: 

 

The strong relationships which we established with teachers in X 

have been exploited in all kinds of way. Even teachers not directly 

involved will say to me ‘you know teachers in X, can you find out 

what exam board they use for English and see if they would chat to 

me about it’. We have linked up with X on anti-bullying campaigns 

and on football trips to England. These have nothing to do with 

SEP but are as a direct result of the relationships established 

through teachers. None of this would have happened before. 

  

5.5 Trust, they argued, took some time to develop and the 3 year programme 

offered the opportunity to establish, test and consolidate confidence 

amongst the partner schools. One school Principal described it this way: 

 

I’m sure when I phoned X and Y and Z (3 principals of other 

schools) they thought to themselves ‘he’s applying for money and 

he wants to use us to get it’. At the early stages I’m convinced P6 & 

P7 teachers wondered what is the whole point of all this. The first 

year was very much trial and error but now teachers are fully 

convinced of the merits of the programme because they built trust 

between them. It takes some time to do this.  

 

5.6 Investment and exit strategy. One partnership questioned the abrupt 

ending of SEP1 after a 3 year period. They argued that QUB & funders 

had underestimated the amount of investment which was needed to build 

relationships, establish trust and normalise logistical and timetabling 

arrangements: ‘those who have dipped in and out of the project can’t 

appreciate the magnitude of the task and the significance of what we have 

achieved’. Why, they questioned, would funders, having made a large 

resource commitment, ‘walk away from established good practice?’ They 

used the parallel of a private enterprise to make the point. An 

entrepreneur who invests in a business and is successful doesn’t abandon 

his/her enterprise but rather builds on the foundations of success.  
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5.7 Whilst accepting the value of rolling-out shared learning to other schools 

they argued that those SEP partnerships which were deemed successful 

should have been able to deepen the learning and share their experiences. 

This could have been done with a small amount of ongoing funding rather 

than a new cohort of schools starting from scratch and having to relearn 

the start-up difficulties and challenges they faced. Some claimed there was 

no sharing of SEP1 good practice with applicants for the next phase: ‘we 

honestly feel that we have served our purpose and have now been 

dumped’.  

 

5.8 Most partnerships, however, were unsympathetic to this view and 

pointed out that it was very clear from the start that the programme was 

time and resource limited and calling ‘foul’ now was disingenuous. 

However several argued that ‘QUB should have snowballed the best of 

SEP1 partnerships for another 3 years alongside the introduction of a new 

phase’. Given the volume of activities associated with the programme and 

regularity of provision, funders should have put in place an exit strategy 

rather than pulling the plug at the end of year 3. They should also have 

offered opportunities and advice on where to access other funding sources 

so that schools could carry on what they were doing, if only on a reduced 

basis. One partnership argued that funders had perhaps not realised at the 

outset the extent to which relationships would form over a 3 year cycle 

and hence the major withdrawal symptoms experienced by schools. 

Funders are now ‘victims of their own success and schools feel that all the 

investment will now dissipate without resources. It didn’t matter so much 

with EMU where there was superficial bonding – SEP has not been like 

that, it is wrenching’.  

 

5.9 Sustainability. Given the resource intensity of the SEP and its reliance on 

teacher replacement or substitution costs, a number of schools argued that 

the programme would be difficult to sustain. The best which could be 

expected was a very limited version of what now happened (much less 

frequent contact) or, at worst, having to abandon the activities completely. 

Several partnerships had invested in video conferencing facilities and, 

either for technical reasons such as lack of reciprocal capacity or under-

use in favour of face-to-face contact, claimed they would revisit the 

potential to use this medium. One school Principal’s comments were 

typical of several responses on this issue: 
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Much of what we have done in SEP was supported with resources 

for staff time and transportation costs. As SEP comes to an end, so 

too will our funding for specialist school status. This is a double 

whammy for us and is such a shame. We have established a really 

good collaborative partnership where teachers and pupils have 

benefitted significantly but, to be honest, we simply could not carry 

on with this range of activities. Our virtual learning environment 

will help but it won’t be the same.  

 

 Accepting that resources are important for sustainability, the collaborative 

activities implemented by schools over the last three years may not need 

the same level of funding they have received throughout the programme. 

 

5.10 The use of virtual learning equipment to sustain projects also depends on 

equal levels of IT skills across the schools participating in the 

partnerships. This is not always evident. It also depends on similar levels 

of access to computers at both/several ends. Again, there is no guarantee 

of this. Those schools which specialised in IT were well equipped but 

partner schools did not often have comparable equipment or skills levels. 

Although IT specialists had trained some of their counterparts, this was 

not widespread. Moreover, as one teacher explained: ‘try teaching a 

drama class through video conferencing. It just doesn’t work. One group 

can observe as the other performs and then you alternate, but it is very 

difficult to keep some control over this arrangement’.  

 

5.11 Another partnership described the prospects for sustainability as ‘bleak’ 

and went on to comment: 

 

SEP has been great. We have really enjoyed participating in the 

programme and our kids have got a lot out of it. Without further 

resources however the activities will cease and the relationships 

developed under the programme will drift. It’s like we have been 

working our way up a mountain and when we are half way to the 

top someone has cut the rope and we are back down to where we 

started. It’s a great shame that funding has now been withdrawn. 

 

5.12 Another partnership expressed similar sentiments: 
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We cannot thank the funders and Queen’s enough< My worry is 

the pressure we will now come under from other pupils to match 

these activities. 

 

 Several schools expressed their gratitude to the Queen’s staff (Tony, 

Alistair and Richard) for their friendliness, support and willingness to 

help even with the smallest of details. 

 

5.13 One secondary school Principal offered an interesting perspective on 

delivering shared education with primary schools. She argued, as the lead 

secondary school working with several primary schools, building 

community relations capacity within the primary sector ‘has a limited 

battery life because when you go away and leave them, what remains are 

single identity schools, with no further opportunities for mixed classes 

and highly likely to revert to type’.  Hence, sustainability was difficult to 

achieve beyond the SEP. This was made more difficult by the fact that she 

could not allocate or divert any of her future budget to children outside 

her school.    

 

5.14 There were examples offered of limited opportunities for sustainability. 

Some partnerships saw prospects for sustainability in delivering subjects 

which were an integral part of the core curriculum, in particular teaching 

local and global citizenship as a key element of Learning for Life and Work. 

Where schools had very positive cross-community experiences in teaching 

citizenship, they were keen to continue. This could only happen with a 

much reduced level of pupil interaction because transportation costs were 

the biggest financial burden. Teachers were already timetabled to deliver 

the classes and no additional teacher time was involved. 

 

5.15 One language based partnership argued that it had a model which was 

‘eminently replicable’ and could be sustained through sourcing funds 

elsewhere for external tutoring in languages. They explained that by being 

imaginative in the way in which they delivered the programme ‘with an 

arts and culture twist’ that the Arts Council might support them in the 

future. Such was the success of their programme that they were ‘unwilling 

to let it go’. Although not on the same scale or frequency of contact as SEP 

they were determined to continue while accepting that over time and with 

much less funding, relationships between schools were likely to diminish.  
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5.16 One associated contribution to sustainability highlighted by schools was 

that the relationships which have been developed through SEP were now 

used as links for other initiatives. The example most often cited was the 

Extended Schools Initiative, the aim of which is to provide a range of 

services and activities, sometimes during or beyond the school day, to 

raise school standards, foster the health, well-being and social inclusion of 

children and young people, and the regeneration and transformation of 

local communities. One aspect of Extended Schools involves building 

partnerships with neighbouring schools in its delivery. Relationships 

established under SEP have provided a useful mechanism to do just that. 

 

5.17 The focus of the work of some partnerships lends itself to sustainability 

more than others. For example, one partnership whose work centred on 

drama and the performing arts suggested that because relationships have 

been firmly established with other schools in the SEP they would continue 

with: joint theatre visits, occasional workshops, and inviting partners to 

their performances. None of this could substitute for the well-resourced 

activities which happened under SEP but they were determined to 

maintain the links. In addition, they intend to make better use of the 

virtual learning equipment, funded through SEP, to continue some degree 

of collaboration. Up until now, the motivation for virtual collaboration 

was limited given the richness of face-to-face contact and its potential to 

secure the educational outcomes from their project.  

 

5.18 The geography of SEP partner schools is an important consideration in 

future sustainability. Those schools, particularly in rural areas, which 

depend on transport to make collaboration work, are much less likely to 

secure the transportation costs involved in continuing their combined 

activities. One partnership involving schools within reasonable proximity 

has identified a neutral venue half way between the two secondary 

schools and intends to walk their pupils for combined workshops on 

citizenship one morning/afternoon per month. Such is their enthusiasm to 

continue that costs incurred will be limited to hire of the venue. The 

teachers involved will use their non-teaching times (or ‘free’ periods) to 

sustain the contact and obviate the need for substitute teacher cover. 

Notwithstanding this huge personal commitment by the teachers 

involved, the regularly and consistency of contact cannot compare with 

SEP and the resources available over the 3 year programme. 
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6. Influencing Education Policy 
 

6.1 Political & official imperative. Teachers argued that it would be difficult 

to influence public policy because the education and reconciliation goals 

of SEP were medium term and, as a consequence, the Department of 

Education would be hard to convince. They also argued that there needed 

to be the political will and leadership where shared education was seen as 

an important aspect of government policy. Were political parties signed 

up to this principle, they questioned? The education policy space was 

overcrowded with: selection, ESA reform, the Irish schools agenda and the 

impending entitlement framework. 

 

6.2 Several senior teachers claimed that civil servants in the Department were 

too risk averse in the absence of clear political leadership. One 

commented: 

 

Departmental officials are only too aware of the very odd 

controversial incident which has taken place under SEP1 (examples 

of leaflet circulated at Shimna and verbal abuse in Lisneal/St 

Cecilia’s). Despite the fact that these were isolated occurrences and 

quickly resolved, they do not want to have to face up to the 

necessary risks which are part and parcel of doing something 

which challenges the status quo and breaks new ground, especially 

if they have no political cover.  

 

6.3 Interviewees were therefore sceptical about the willingness of education 

officials and politicians to effect change, claiming that while SEP was 

promoting shared education from the bottom up, there was not the 

equivalent impetus from the top down. One example cited was area based 

planning which offered real potential for change across both 

denominational and sectoral divides. The experience however has been 

somewhat different, described by one Principal as a ‘damp squib which 

got narrowed down into the entitlement framework’ – the policy makers 

have their own agenda, it was claimed.  

 

6.4 To illustrate this further, reference was made to the Department’s attitude 

to SEP at its inception. It is no secret that DE resisted additional funding 

being made available to specialist schools through SEP and saw it as a 

confounding influence on their pilot project. By resisting it, interviewees 
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argued, they were admitting that shared education was not high on their 

agenda and, more widely, ‘a shared future’ was unimportant in their 

thinking. What they have prioritised is the roll-out of ‘a very artificial 

entitlement framework that is highly contrived to suit a narrow education 

change agenda’.  One school Principal described it in this way: 

 

The specialist schools initiative was a missed opportunity from the 

start by the Department of Education. The requirement to partner 

with primary and post primary schools simply led to single 

identity clusters and reinforced the divisiveness in our existing 

education system. SEP on the other hand introduced integration 

and mixing into the clusters. Could area learning communities and 

area based planning repeat the same missed opportunity by the 

Department? Collaboration was supposed to be at the heart of the 

specialist schools programme, in fact the Department ignored its 

potential to tackle divisiveness in education provision. 

 

6.5 At a political level, one partnership also shared their experience of trying 

to influence the wider policy agenda. ‘We have presented our partnership 

work to the Assembly Education committee before17. We set out the merits 

of collaborative working. We were greeted with a lot of nodding heads, 

congratulations and pats on the back, but nothing happened as a result.’  

 

6.6 Another partnership highlighted the importance of influencing the 

Inspectorate and argued that the objectives of the specialist schools 

initiative and SEP had merged during the 3 year roll-out phase. Their 

sense was that the Inspectorate was pleased with what had come out of 

specialist schools. The common theme was that they were sharing good 

practice, whether in their specialism or in cross-community collaboration. 

Influencing the decision making process was not seen to be easy. One 

Vice-Principal described it in this way: 

                                                 
17

 Education Committee (Northern Ireland Assembly): Minutes of Proceedings, 8
th

 February 2008. 

Presentation by the Roe Valley Learning Community (RVLC): 

Glenn Reilly, Principal, Limavady High School and RVLC Secretary; Celine McKenna, Principal, St 

Maryôs Secondary School and Past RVLC Chairperson; Dr Sam McGuinness, Principal, Limavady 

Grammar and Past RVLC Chairperson; and Ann Sands, Principal, St Patrickôs College, Dungiven. A short 

video, óThe Student Voiceô, was played to communicate the views on collaborative working of a cross 

section of young people within the Roe Valley Learning Community. The witnesses then gave a 

presentation on collaboration in the RVLC and answered questions on a number of issues, including: 

allocation of funding for pupils doing courses at different schools; transport issues and costs; movement of 

teachers between schools; provision of a joint prospectus to prevent duplication; barriers to collaboration 

and the need for cross community support.  
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I am absolutely sold on the merits of this programme, not just in 

my own partnership but listening to the experiences of others at the 

annual conferences. I am really impressed to hear from others how 

their activities have gone beyond the schools involved and 

impacted on the wider community, something which I would not 

claim for ours. SEP has made a vast difference but we need to find a 

forum to translate this positive experience to policy makers, to 

present evidence that this kind of investment works. 

 

6.7 Leverage points. Participants suggested that the roll-out of the entitlement 

framework was an obvious point of policy leverage. Schools have to 

collaborate in order to deliver the 24/27 curricular choices – why not 

incentivise them further to do this on a cross-community basis? One 

school Principal shared her experience of sitting on an Area Learning 

Community as ‘wholly unsatisfactory. We are one of only two schools 

which want to work together; the others for various reasons don’t want to 

know. If there was money on the table I can guarantee it would shift the 

dynamics in learning communities. It’s simple, schools respond to 

incentives’.  

 

6.8 The Department’s obligation in relation to integrated education was also 

seen as a possible point of leverage. Given the Department’s statutory 

remit under the Education Reform (NI) Order 1989 to ‘encourage and 

facilitate the development of integrated education’, some interviewees 

questioned whether it is more cost-effective to achieve the same end goals 

through shared education rather than take children out of mainstream 

education provision. As one Vice Principal put it: 

 

For parents, sending your child to an integrated school is a huge 

decision and some may think that it limits their educational 

choices, whether this is true or not. SEP is a much more incremental 

approach to integration and is not seen as placing your child in a 

sector which is still evolving. In that sense it is less daunting for a 

parent to embrace shared education than full-blown integration. 

 

6.9 Some interviewees concurred and pointed out the futility of building new 

integrated schools during a demographic decline, staving off school 

closures by transformation to integrated status, or displacing numbers 

from pre-existing schools. That said, they acknowledged that SEP classes 
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with 1-2 hours contact per week could never equate to an integrated 

school environment but argued that it can have ‘just enough impact’ on 

the lives of children to change attitudes and behaviours. For children from 

single identity communities who hear the mythologies about ‘the other 

side’ and whose perceptions are formed by their single identity peers and 

parents, SEP ‘allows them to compare the live ‘other’ with this received 

caricature’.  It gives them an opportunity to move beyond the subtle 

influence of their home environment when their parents tut at Gerry 

Adams or Peter Robinson appearing on television. 

 

6.10 One partnership identified ‘citizenship’, now part of the core curriculum 

in secondary schools, as a point of leverage with the Department of 

Education. By its nature, they argued, citizenship demanded the 

exploration of cultural diversity and was best done through cross-

community classes. In so doing, this helped to break down stereotypes. If 

the Department would consider making collaboration with another 

school(s) type compulsory in teaching citizenship and put some resources 

into supporting this, further opportunities for cross-community co-

operation between schools would evolve naturally. A Vice-Principal of a 

maintained secondary school explained it in this way: 

 

When I was at school the nuns talked about us having to ‘catch or 

live religion, rather than it being taught’. I think the same principle 

applies to teaching citizenship. Having pupils in our classes from X 

(controlled secondary school) means that we are able to break 

down stereotypes, expand horizons, and make the pupils less 

insular in their outlook. We see this in our citizenship classes – 

pupils say ‘the girls from Y are dead-on’ and we know they keep in 

contact through Bebo, phone texts, and will chat to each other up 

the town. None of this could happen from a textbook on citizenship 

– they have ‘caught or live citizenship rather than being taught 

about it’. 

 

The same partnership argued strongly that the children directly involved 

in SEP could be the best advocates for it success. They can convey the 

lived experience of the programme and how it has directly impacted on 

them. 

 

6.11 A number of partnerships saw some role for SEP in influencing the 

evolution of the area learning communities. One asked the question ‘what 



 44 

is the difference between what SEP is trying to do and the task of the 

learning communities’? Both, she suggested, are: curricular based, making 

more effective use of resources through schools collaborating, and 

securing better education outcomes. The only difference she claimed was 

the SEP had an emphasis on cross-community collaboration. SEP has 

much to offer both on the principles and practice of collaboration to the 

Department of Education and area learning communities. Therein lay an 

opportunity to influence education policy and lever social change. In 

addition, the high level of shared, curricular classes achieved in the short 

time that SEP has been running sets it apart from the area learning 

communities. 

 

6.12 Another view on the same theme was that both the area learning 

communities and SEP are about schools collaborating to provide better 

education outcomes for children. The difference in the former is that 

‘pupils are foisted on other schools without any prior relationship 

building between schools. SEP, on the other hand has invested in building 

the foundations of trust. SEP has got it right’ said one school Principal 

involved in an area learning community.  

 

6.13 This thinking was tested in other focus groups but little consensus 

emerged because there were very mixed views on the merits of area 

learning communities as an initiative. While there was an intuitive appeal 

in offering greater student choice, many schools were against the whole 

idea of what was described as the ‘mobile student’. They disliked the fact 

that pupils would be bused around schools which they saw as non-

productive time, expressed reservations about the logistical problems of 

making this happen (timetabling, no standardised holiday arrangements, 

event days in schools etc), and ceding responsibility and loss of 

accountability for their pupils.  

 

6.14 A number of teachers argued that this type of entitlement collaboration 

could not work below the level of 6th form and felt parents would object to 

the whole concept – they did not send their children to be taught at school 

X only to find they were being bused to Y and Z whose education 

standards they could not hold to account. As one Vice-Principal put it: 

‘While I can see the potential synergies between SEP and the area learning 

communities, is it wise given the success which SEP has been, to shackle 

yourself to a coffin?’  This overstatement of the case does nonetheless offer 

pause for thought in how best to lever education policy. Certainly the 
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experiences of collaboration via the SEP have much to offer the delivery of 

the entitlement framework. 

 

6.15 An alternative view expressed by an interviewee was that because 

Northern Ireland was such a divided society and the location of schools 

within those communities simply reflected those divisions it was difficult, 

even if the desire existed, for schools to find cross-community partners 

within the learning communities. In other words, to collaborate in this 

way could result in long journeys, down times for children while 

travelling and significant transportation costs. 

 

6.16 One partnership argued that the reconciliation benefits of SEP were the 

key point of policy leverage. SEP, they claimed, was ‘low cost and high 

impact’ and the Department of Education needed to be convinced of this. 

They argued that the Department was already financing schools to 

achieve high quality educational outcomes and hence should not double 

count these costs when considering SEP. The only additional costs were 

those associated with bringing schools or classes together. The 

reconciliation benefits to children, teachers and wider society they claimed 

would far outweigh the additional costs. The problem however is that the 

reconciliation benefits ‘are concrete to those involved in delivering SEP 

but difficult to measure in a concrete way’. They suggested that 

observational techniques should be employed to look at relationship 

patterns between pupils in mixed classes, before, during and after the SEP. 

The Department needed to know just how destructive separate education 

systems are and the huge potential benefits in a reconciled society, or as 

one interviewee eloquently described it: 

 

The merits of SEP are not so much that it is an inherently good 

programme but rather that our currently divided education system 

is demonstrably damaging to our society. SEP is a step towards 

undoing some of the damage. What we have is broken and we need 

to fix it, one step at a time, and demonstrate to people that we can 

teach kids together without them fighting and biting lumps out of 

each other.  

 

 6.17 SEP teachers felt they lacked capacity to influence the wider education 

policy agenda and concentrated on ‘making it work’ in the class rooms. 

Principals and senior teachers considered their contact with the Education 

and Training Inspectorate as a rather limited conduit into the Department 
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of Education. The Inspectorate, in their view, was also constrained by a 

fairly formulaic approach to school inspections driven primarily by the 

demands for high quality education outputs.  
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7. QUB: Reflections on Implementing SEP 
 

This section offers QUB an opportunity for some reflection on their 

experience of implementing SEP to this point. 

 

7.1 Successes and disappointments of SEP1. The implementation team 

believe that a key success of SEP has been the scale of activities. Given that 

the approach of the initiative was innovative, at the beginning of the 

programme they were not entirely clear on the capacity of schools to run 

shared classes given the divided nature of the education system and the 

very limited extent of most contact initiatives to date. In fact the uptake 

exceeded their expectations. The implementation team accept that some 

schools may initially have come on board because of the attraction of 

funding, a fairly natural reaction, but as the programme became 

embedded, their perception was that schools saw the potential and real 

benefits through the experience of their pupils. The implementation team 

also anticipated more problems in the day-to-day activities of SEP, with, 

in particular, the possibility of sectarian issues and the need for them to 

support schools if such issues arose. Once again this did not materialise 

other than a small number of isolated incidents. In addition, their view is 

that the roll-out of the programme has resulted in wider learning about 

how collaboration can work, in particular the practical and logistical 

issues which need to be managed by schools. 

 

7.2 One area of disappointment has been the level of interaction with the 

education policy system, although it is conceded that this environment 

has been difficult in recent years, not least due to the heavy focus on 

issues related to post primary education. The official reaction has varied, 

but has generally been lukewarm. The intention of the implementation 

team has always been to support the general direction of travel of 

education policy, in terms of the collaboration agenda through Area 

Learning Communities and the entitlement framework, with SEP 

highlighting the added benefits of cross-denominational sharing. The 

project also provides a potential model for practical strategies for 

collaboration and sharing on core curricular activities, an approach which 

arguably will become even more important in a context of tightening 

budgets. 
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7.3 Despite this, the view of the implementation team is that the whole 

collaboration agenda in education has moved significantly over the last 3 

years. Many factors have influenced this shift, but they consider it 

noteworthy that at the start of the project some key officials were 

suggesting that what was being proposed was too risky and could not be 

done. By contrast there is a sense now that many within education are 

saying this is what should be done and undoubtedly SEP played some 

role in this shift. The political context remains, of course, highly volatile, 

with education proving to be a particularly contentious arena of debate.  

 

7.4 Sustainability. The approach taken by the implementation team in the 

delivery of SEP is to demonstrate that sharing education is possible and 

effective. It will only be sustainable if it is embedded within education 

policy. As noted above, the view of the implementation team is that SEP is 

consistent with the general direction of education policy, with the 

addition of cross-denominational sharing The activity generated through 

the project to date has been possible as a consequence of external funding, 

but the activity and benefits will require a step-change in general 

education funding towards the pro-active promotion of cross-

denominational sharing. For this reason a key priority for the next few 

years will be to engage with politicians and the policy system to 

demonstrate the benefits of sharing in education. 

 

7.5 Intervention models. Given the variety of approaches, partnership 

configurations and activities base, an obvious question is about the 

relative effectiveness of the interventions. The implementation team took 

the view that there were no ‘best practice’ models as the approach was 

innovative, but rather that the project provided an opportunity to explore 

‘next practice’ opportunities: one major benefit of the external funding 

was to allow school partnerships to develop their own tailored strategies, 

within the overall parameters provided by SEP. This has led, the team 

believes, to a number of important lessons and a range of positive models 

for future practice. One particularly positive model that emerged from 

SEP was the positive experiences in the primary to post-primary 

partnerships. As an example, Shimna Integrated College provides weekly 

language classes to a range of shared primary school pupils. The 

Department of Education also spends considerable money on a languages 

support project in primary schools where specialists are brought in and 

funded to do peripatetic classes. What Shimna is doing is effectively the 

same thing under SEP, perhaps in a more cost-effective way because they 
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are using the resources of a secondary school across the primary school 

network. The SEP model has considerable added-value potential in that it 

strengthens the connections between primary and post primary, in 

particular helping with the transition between sectors which is known to 

be difficult – a key educational benefit. In addition, there are reconciliation 

or societal benefits through shared classes between primary schools which 

enhance social cohesion particularly in rural communities. This SEP 

example provides a potentially enhanced model of practice with 

significant additional benefits as outlined above.  

 

7.6 St John’s Business and Enterprise College has done something similar in 

their shared key stage 1 and 2 activities in music, dance and PE with a 

number of primary schools in this rural area. One significant consequence 

of this has been to bring the wider communities much closer together in a 

way which has not happened before. Lumen Christi College and St Mary’s 

College in (London)derry also have primary school linkages within their 

partnerships which have been equally successful. In short, what is good 

about this type of intervention is helping children with the transition from 

primary to post primary, making a wider range of educational experiences 

more accessible to them, and regular/consistent cross-community contact. 

 

7.7 One other theme emerging from the projects is that medium to large scale 

activities are likely to be more effective in that they may be more likely to 

impact on the wider practice of schools. While such partnerships can be 

difficult to plan, deliver and involve a higher degree of risk, they may be 

best placed to change cultures. All of the smaller scale projects in SEP 

have delivered effective curricular activities, but their capacity to lever 

wider system change may be limited. Since reconciliation outcomes is one 

of the most important target outcomes form the project, the 

implementation team  will attempt to examine whether there is evidence 

of differential reconciliation impacts across the various partnerships. 

Current evidence suggests that a small but persistent minority of pupils 

(10-16%) have anxieties about participating in shared education18 and it is 

important to better understand why this is so.  

                                                 
18

 The FGS questionnaire (July 2009) asked pupils to respond to the following 3 statements: 

1. I felt worried about taking part because I would have to meet people from a different community 

background (10% were worried; 16% were unsure; and 74% not worried). 

2. I felt nervous about meeting people who had a different religion than me (15% were nervous; 10% 

unsure; and 75% not nervous) 

3. I felt worried about the possibility of going to another school/venue (16% were worried; 12% 

unsure; and 71% not worried) 



 50 

 

7.8 Differences between SEP and Integrated Education. One of the major 

strategies pursued over the past 30 years has been the promotion of 

planned integrated schools. While the sector has now clearly established 

itself, the sector remains small, further growth has stalled, practice across 

the schools varies considerably and there is limited evidence of transfer 

effects across the system more generally. All this is a consequence of a 

number of factors, including falling rolls, which limits options for new 

schools; weak systemic links across the integrated sector; and zero-sum 

pressures in local areas which deflect attention from the broader goal of 

reconciliation.  

 

7.9 Of course none of this should diminish the role of the integrated sector 

which has been hugely impressive in promoting an approach to education 

that was rooted in inclusion and in empowering parents. The fact that it 

has endured and continues to do well is a significant tribute to parents. 

The sharing education approach differs, however, in that it seeks to avoid 

zero-sum debates and recognises the role that all schools can play in 

promoting reconciliation; it seeks to  build connections between existing 

schools in order to make existing boundaries more porous and to develop 

a more integrated system of education rather than a system of integrated 

schools. 

 

7.10 The SEP approach also differs from previous community relations work 

which tended to focus on the periphery of school activities and hoped to 

enhance its priority over time, but rarely did. By contrast, SEP focuses on 

core curricular priorities in order to embed sharing at the core of schools’ 

daily activities and, on this platform, promote reconciliation activities. For 

more than a generation the goal of reconciliation has been recognised as a 

core purpose of education in Northern Ireland, although arguably this 

goal has often been more rhetorical than real and, apart from a relatively 

small number of inspirational examples, has not been a significant priority 

in education practice. SEP seeks to provide practical examples of how this 

can be achieved in ways which support the core curricular activities of 

schools.  

 

7.11 Education, reconciliation and economic benefits of SEP. Because of this a 

key priorty for the project over the next few years will be to gather 

evidence on the effects of sharing education and seek to examine ways of 

gaining economic, educational and reconciliation benefits. Economic 
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benefits will require a focus on the costs of sharing education as set 

alongside the costs of current community relations and related 

programmes.  Some insight into the educational benefits from SEP will be 

available from ETO inspection reports on the 12 specialist schools which 

provided the anchors for the first SEP partnerships: the feedback from 

schools so far is that it has been worthwhile, demonstrated by their 

enthusiasm for SEP and attempts to keep it going with limited funding 

beyond the 3 year programme. Teachers argue that the quality of the 

education experience is much better for their pupils because of the sharing 

involved. In terms of reconciliation outcomes the key evidence available 

so far is the lack of sectarian problems or issues in the implementation of 

the programme. The FGS survey data suggest that most of the children 

who participate in SEP have a positive experience, with the exception of a 

small persistent minority who don’t. The latter may require a more 

focussed approach in training teachers for SEP2 so that this issue is 

addressed within schools. We need to better understand why some pupils 

are uncomfortable within a supportive context which SEP can offer.  

 

7.12 How optimistic about mainstreaming? The implementation team is 

optimistic on the basis that ‘the language that politicians and officials are 

using has shifted towards sharing’, while the development of area 

learning communities provide a good example that collaboration is a key 

aspect of future working. They are confident also that SEP will provide 

very useful learning to the wider education system in this era of change. 

Broader system change will depend on the macro political system. In 

recent years education has proved to be a focus for intense political debate 

and controversy, but the resolution of this may be a chicken and egg 

scenario: if the wider political scene settles down then politicians may be 

able to address education in a more dispassionate way; on the other hand, 

if politicians were able to deal with the education issue, that, in itself, 

might help to stabilise the wider context. It is, however, almost inevitable 

that, over the next few years, as government departments face increasing 

financial pressures, the idea of cross-community collaboration will appear 

more attractive. 
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8. Summary 
 

8.1 What conclusions can be drawn from the data emerging via teachers 

involved in delivering SEP and senior school staff (Principals, Vice-

Principals and senior teachers) who have oversight of the programme? We 

summarise our findings in accordance with the 4 themes outlined above: 

implementation; impact; sustainability; and influencing education policy. 

 

8.2 Implementation 

 

(i) Pre-planning for the delivery of SEP between partnership schools 

was an underestimated activity which paid significant dividends as 

the programme moved to implementation. In a bid to secure 

resources some partnerships were unrealistic about what they 

could achieve. A designated post as SEP teacher or co-ordinator 

within a partnership made implementation much more effective. 

(ii) The endorsement and ongoing support of senior managers in 

school partnerships is critical to the success of SEP, no matter how 

committed teachers are to delivering the programme. Without this, 

partnerships will struggle to make it happen in an effective way. 

Leadership is needed not only within the school community but 

wider political leadership can also provide an important context for 

cross-community sharing and collaboration as a principle which is 

supported. 

(iii) The involvement and approval of parents is a sine qua non for SEP 

to be successful. Although the experience of implementing the 

programme shows very limited resistance from parents, this is 

because schools have been very effective in communicating their 

intentions, inviting them to events, and moving at an acceptable 

pace for parents. 

(iv) The key logistical difficulties of timetabling and busing children 

from one school site to another have featured as areas where things 

can go wrong. With experience of implementing the programme 

these issues have been largely addressed but can change on a year-

by-year basis. 

(v) Promoting reconciliation through the vehicle of shared classes, in 

line with the SEP intervention model, was much less problematic 

than originally thought. Teachers and funders had viewed this as a 

bigger issue because their frame of reference was based on their 
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own experiences of the ‘troubles’. Cross-community working was 

much less relevant to participants in SEP. The more challenging 

fault line for sharing education was social class which closely 

correlated with selective (grammar) and non-selective (secondary) 

schools. 

(vi) There have been a very limited number of difficult sectarian issues 

during the course of SEP implementation. Where these isolated 

incidents occurred, their resolution served to strengthen the 

relationships between the school Principals and teachers involved. 

The significance of sharing education in the context where these 

occurred has been huge – well-established political boundaries 

have been crossed and there is now a normality in seeing pupils 

with different school uniforms mixing. 

(vii) The comparison of SEP with EMU is stark. The former has, through 

regular contact and pupil/teacher interactions, established bonds 

and friendships which were impossible in the latter. SEP has also 

pushed teachers, pupils and parents beyond their comfort zones in 

a way which one-off trips could not. 

 

8.3 Impact of the Programme 

 

(i) Measuring the impact of any intervention can pose difficulties of 

attribution and the counterfactual. SEP is no different in this 

regard. Even where teachers and senior staff were uncertain about 

ways to measure and demonstrate impact, they were clear from 

their teaching experience that it was effective in breaking down 

identity barriers. 

(ii) The composition of the partnerships had a direct bearing on what 

could be achieved in terms of educational outcomes. It was clear 

that partnerships which comprised grammar schools could achieve 

excellent results in shared classes. How did this trade-off against 

those partnerships with less obvious educational outcomes but 

significant reconciliation achievements? Is early intervention 

involving primary schools likely to be more effective than those 

with GCSE or A level pupils? What type of collaboration mix works 

best to improve educational outcomes and effect social change? The 

nature of the intervention model needs further interrogation. 

(iii) Those partnerships which majored in primary to secondary school 

partnership arrangements offered different kinds of impact. The 

educational benefits to primary schools with limited resources were 
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clear and reference was made to the timeliness of intervention 

‘before attitudes hardened’.  

(iv) Monitoring statistics were viewed by teachers as necessary but 

implied an emphasis on volume. Teachers also raised the breadth 

versus depth issue where smaller numbers might have a larger 

ripple effect. Until the relative effectiveness of the various 

intervention approaches adopted by the different partnerships was 

clear, this will continue to be an issue. 

(v) Attempts at quantifying the impact of the programme through the 

FGS questionnaire were criticised by teachers involved in helping 

to administer the survey. Children participating in SEP did not 

recognise some of the questions as being relevant to their 

experience of the programme, specifically on questions about cross-

community contact and friendships formed. 

(vi) Teachers argued for developing a qualitative approach which 

captured the experiences of the pupils – the natural mixing of 

children, their focus on a common educational task, their 

enthusiasm in making new friends in a different school, the social 

networking which followed through Bebo and Facebook, their 

willingness to cross physical barriers which their parents were 

wary of, and the ‘softer’ side of building human relations where 

religious differences are irrelevant in the face of common issues 

which they encounter as young people. 

(vii) In at least one partnership there was clear evidence that its work 

within schools was impacting more widely in the community. The 

lead school in the partnership has become a hub for primary 

schools and a community resource. SEP was acting as a conduit for 

cross community activities both between the primary schools and 

lead school but, as importantly, across the primary schools which 

were able to share resources and teaching expertise. This was both 

symbolically and substantively important. 

 

8.4 Sustainability 

 

(i) SEP has involved a significant investment in trust building 

amongst teachers and effective partnership working. These 

relationships benefitted the pupils involved in the programme and 

will endure beyond the lifetime of SEP.  

(ii) While schools in SEP knew up-front that the programme was time-

limited and intended to influence education policy, they questioned 
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whether a better and less abrupt exit could be put in place. There 

were significant carry-over experiences for SEP2 which would be 

lost without some transitional arrangements. New partnerships 

starting from scratch will make the same mistakes. 

(iii) The delivery of SEP was very resource dependent, particularly in 

terms of staff costs, transportation and equipment. Without these, 

almost all schools said it would be impossible to continue. At best, 

a limited amount of contact would remain but on a much reduced 

scale.  

(iv) Virtual learning opportunities had been under-exploited when 

resources were available for face-to-face contact. Any sustained 

contact would have to be incentivised through the Department of 

Education. One partnership captured the views of many on 

sustainability when they described it as ‘bleak’. 

 

8.5 Influencing education policy 

 

(i) Teachers did not detect a political imperative for sharing in 

education which would challenge the very political ÙÈÐÚÖÕɯËɀ÷ÛÙÌ of 

some parties. Moreover, the education policy space was a crowded 

arena with lots of competing agenda. Civil servants did not want to 

take policy risks in an area which had the potential to be 

controversial. Better for them to maintain the status quo. 

(ii) Possible leverage points into the policy agenda included: 

incentivising Area Learning Communities to deliver the 

entitlement framework on a cross-community basis; incentivising 

the delivery of citizenship as part of the core curriculum; promote 

the reconciliation benefits as having wider societal value; and argue 

for the economic benefits when set alongside the costs of separate 

denominational provision (costs of a divided society argument). 

(iii) SEP teachers and senior school managers felt they lacked the 

capacity to influence the policy debate and were more concerned 

with making shared education happen in the classroom. The 

Education and Training Inspectorate as their key conduit into the 

Department was driven more by a targets culture based on 

educational outcomes and less interested in the ‘softer’ side of 

building cross-community relations. 
 


