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Report of the Meeting of the Joint Consultative Forum for the Education Sector 
held on Wednesday 26 February 2014 at 10.30 a.m. in the Belfast Education and 
Library Board, 40 Academy Street, Belfast 
 

Present: 
Paschal McKeown  Joint Chair/Mencap 
John Curran   Joint Chair/Inter-Board Services 
Alan Sheeran  Children with Disabilities Strategic Alliance 
Alex Barr   SELB/WELB 
Alison Montgomery  NICCY 
Carol Johnston  NEELB 
Catherine Friel  UNISON 
Clare Mangan  BELB 
Gemma Attwood  NICRC 
Heather McKinstry  NIPSA 
Rev Ian Ellis   TRC 
Jamie Lee Fitzgerald NASWUT 
Kathryn Stevenson  Children’s Law Centre 
Kieran Shields  TESS, SELB 
Mark Donnelly  SEELB 
Mervyn Cooke  BELB 
Michael Mulholland  GMB 
Orlaith Minogue  Save the Children 
Paddy Skates  Women’s Forum NI 
Pamela Woods  BELB 
Patricia Murray  Staff Commission 
Pat Ward   WELB 
Patricia Bray   Disability Action 
Paul McCarroll  The Boys’ Brigade 
Peter McMurray  GMB 
Robert Sye   Department of Education 
Rosemary Rainey  BELB Chairperson 
Sean O’Muireagain  Comhairle Na Gaelscolaiochta 
Shane McCurdy  NEELB 
Teresa Connolly  CMSU 
Cathy Lavery   CMSU 
Tony Wilson   CMSU 
 
 

1. Welcome and Introduction 
1.1 John Curran (Joint Chair) welcomed members to the Forum meeting.  For the 

information of members he highlighted an interesting website called ‘Ted Talks’ which 
is a website devoted to ‘ideas worth spreading’ to change attitudes and lives and was 
particularly good at providing information on issues in relation to education, and 
providing ideas from education seminars held worldwide, and he drew attention to 
talks provided by Sir Ken Robinson which he found to be particularly enlightening in 
regard to education issues. 
 
John stated that the Forum was indebted to the Chief Executives of BELB and 
NEELB for agreeing to address the Forum and he then invited Dr Clare Mangan to 
address the meeting. 
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2. Regional Strategy Group for Special Education (RSG) 
2.1 Dr Mangan, (Chief Executive of the BELB and Chair of the RSG), thanked the Forum 

for providing her with an opportunity to outline the work of the Regional Strategy 
Group for Special Education.  In Dr Mangan’s presentation she highlighted the 
following points:-  

 

 The RSG was established in 2000 to:- 
 promote consistency of approach across the Five Education and Library 

Boards;  
 monitor the introduction and implementation of all aspects of the Code of 

Practice (1998);  
 examine the recommendations of the Audit Report on Special Education and 

the Newcastle Report; and 
 develop quality assurance and ‘best value’ measures for special education. 

 

 RSG membership:- 
 Assistant Senior Education Officers who have dedicated responsibility for 

children and young people’s services; 
 Principal Educational Psychologists; 

 

 Representatives from the Department of Education’s Children’s Directorate and 
Education and Training Inspectorate attend the meetings to advise the Group on 
DE issues in respect of special education. 

 

 The core activities of the Group are:-  
 to assist the Boards to bring consistency to the implementation of a range of 

legislative and guidance requirements by assisting schools and others to 
understand the detail of the Special Education Needs and Disability Order 
(2005) and providing training and support for schools; 

 to provide support to schools on the shared document DE/DHSSPS Medical 
Guidance Training (2008); and 

 to ensure that the key outcomes arising from Judicial Reviews are shared 
with schools and officers in terms of the impact of the judgements on the 
education system as a whole. 

 

 A number of regional sub-groups have been established to bring consistency of 
core practices/activities.  These sub groups deal with areas such as Autistic 
Spectrum Disorder; Specific Literacy Difficulties; Social, Emotional and 
Behavioural Difficulties; Visual Impairment; Hearing Impairment; and Speech and 
Language. 

 

 Recent work includes:- 
 Reporting and monitoring for the Early Years (SEN) pilots; an evaluation of 

the pilots will be conducted within the next year; 
 Development of CEET training in schools to support earlier assessment and 

interventions for children; 
 Supporting leadership and management training for principals and SENCOs 

in mainstream schools; 
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 Work to enhance support and training for classroom assistants in specific 
areas of special educational need; and 

 Supporting pre-implementation tasks in relation to the review of special 
education. 
 

 The RSG has developed links with other statutory and voluntary agencies such 
as the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB), the Royal National Institute of 
the Deaf (RNID); the Public Health Agency and the Health and Social Care 
Trusts to have a shared understanding of how to work together in the interest of 
children and young people. 

 
Dr Mangan reported that the Public Health Agency was conducting a ‘Health 
Professionals’ review and highlighted that there would be stakeholder engagement 
as part of this process. 
 
In concluding Dr Mangan pointed out that the Education and Library Boards were still 
five individual organisations with discrete identities and budgets.  While there was a 
recognition of the continued need to have regional consistency she highlighted the 
importance of recognising local differences.  Furthermore, she emphasised the need 
to focus on evaluating the outcomes of interventions put in place for our young 
people to demonstrate if this was the best way to correlate the needs of our children 
and young people. 
 
Questions and Issues Raised 

 The question was raised as to whether there was a sub-group looking at specific 
needs within the context of Irish Medium Schools.  It was highlighted that when 
advice was sought regarding a child with a language problem the advice received 
was to take the child out of the Irish Medium school. This approach was 
considered to be an ‘attitude’ problem which needed to be changed at strategic 
level.   
 

 It was confirmed that there was a sub-group for Irish Medium Schools and that 
certain strategies were as applicable within the Irish Medium sector as in other 
sectors.   

 
 With regard to specific speech and language issues in the context of the Irish 

Medium schools, it was pointed out that this was an area which required a better 
understanding of the nature of the speech and language issue i.e., was it a delay 
or a disorder and depending on the issue a more detailed conversation needed 
to take place.  Dr Mangan undertook to raise this issue with Eddie Rooney, Chair 
of the Allied Professionals review. 

 

 The question was raised as to whether the RSG had considered engaging on a 
more formal basis with Stakeholder organisations.   

 
 It was highlighted that Board officers with particular expertise worked with the NI 

National Deaf Children’s Service however, the merits of having a wider approach 
were recognised. 
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 The question was raised as to whether decisions taken by the RSG were 
screened. 

 
 It was noted that the RSG understood and took on board the need for equality 

screening and that this was done under the formal reporting mechanisms.  
 

 In relation to the development of a regional approach to service provision the 
question was raised as to whether guidelines had been issued. 

 
 It was highlighted that the RSG did not create policy, and that much of its work 

was in relation to service delivery and internal ‘house-keeping’ which was being 
conducted in association with the Boards’ solicitors to bring alignment to letters 
etc., being issued to schools. 

 
 It was noted that the Boards were five legal identities with their own budgets and 

that decisions made by the RSG had no direct influence on Board resources. 
 

 The question was raised as to whether any of the sub-groups were looking at 
engagement with families and young people. 

 
 The significant work undertaken by the Early Years Pilots and the support 

provided to teachers to enable them to have ‘difficult’ conversations with parents 
at nursery level where a special educational need had been identified was 
highlighted.  It was pointed out that getting this embedded in early years settings 
meant that the Boards were in a better place to extend this into the mainstream 
school system.   

 

 The issue of data collection was raised and it was highlighted that the tracking of 
interventions and their impact could be maximised through data collection and 
the question was asked if there were any plans to conduct a longitudinal survey. 

 
 It was noted that there was a vast amount of data collected annually by schools 

which formed part of the DE census and Board data.  It was recognised that 
more work needed to be done to track outcomes arising from interventions.  
However, it was pointed out that there were no plans at this stage to conduct a 
longitudinal survey. 

 
2.2 John thanked Dr Mangan for her interesting and informative presentation on the 

Regional Strategy Group and stated that the entire meeting could have been 
earmarked to the work of the RSG and he wished Dr Mangan very best wishes in her 
work.  
 

3. Education and Library Boards’ Resource Allocation Plans (RAPs)  
3.1 Shane thanked members for the opportunity to address the Forum on behalf of the 

Association of Education and Library Boards’ Chief Executives.    
 
 He stated that since the October meeting of the Forum the Minister had and 

continues to seek to establish ESA but on the 6 February 2014 he wrote to staff 
acknowledging that there was a political impasse; that the legislation was not yet in 
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place and that there were potential implications for education administration.  Shane 
referred to the planned changes in local government in 2015 and the reconfiguration 
of the existing 26 councils into the new 11 council areas and referred to the sorts of 
implications that these new boundaries could have on the five Boards.  Shane also 
highlighted that the establishment of ESA was part of the Programme for 
Government and any change in that would be a matter for the Executive. He also 
reported that the Minister, in recognising these and related challenges, had asked 
that the vacancy control policy, which had been in operation in the education sector 
since 2006, be reviewed. 
 
Shane advised that the Boards continued to operate as five separately accountable 
bodies with separate budgets, resource allocation plans and associated savings 
delivery plans.  He reported that for the current financial year (2013/14) the 
Department had made it clear that unlike in other years there would be no additional 
money to assist with financial pressures and that circumstances were very 
challenging for the Boards.  He also reported that to date there had been no 
discussions with the Department in relation to the detail of the 2014/15 year and that 
Boards were unsighted on their individual or collective financial positions. 
 
Shane then referred to the Common Funding Formula and noted that the Minister in 
acknowledging the significant response to the recent consultation had made 
decisions that, for the 2014/15 financial year, should only have minimal impact on the 
funding position of schools individually.  However, he had indicated that certain 
matters would be kept under review. 
 
On the ‘capital side’ Shane indicated that the Department’s priority was on 
developing the estate, with a particular focus through Area Planning in building 
sustainable schools and in ensuring that the limited capital available was used to best 
effect. 
 
He also referred to the Executive’s commitment on Shared Education and that 
schools had been invited to register expressions of interest in the possibility of 
developing shared education campuses with other neighbouring schools. 
 
Voluntary Severance 

Shane reported that the Minister had now concluded the review of the voluntary 
severance terms available to teaching staff for August 2014 and that this had recently 
been communicated to schools to assist them in planning and managing changes in 
their teaching cohort. 
 
He also reported that the Departmental review of the Efficient Discharge scheme was 
at an advanced stage and it was hoped that the Department would be communicating 
with the employers on the matter in the near future. 
 
Pay Remits 

Shane referred to the outstanding 2013/14 pay increments and 1% pay increase due 
to non-teaching staff. He reported that the Boards and Trade Unions had raised this 
issue with the Minister and the Department on a number of occasions.  He confirmed 
that approval to the associated pay remit had been received on the 7 February 2014 
and that the Boards were currently engaged in processing the payments.  He stated 
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that, regrettably, due to the timing of the approval, it was not now possible for all the 
arrears to be paid in the current financial year.  He also advised that the pay remit for 
incremental progression in 2014/15 had yet to be approved and that the Boards were 
seeking to expedite the matter with the Department.  
 
Concluding Remarks 
Shane stressed the challenges facing Boards in trying to sustain business continuity 
in very difficult circumstances.  He emphasised that changes would, where 
necessary, be subject to equality screening.  He also, on behalf of the five Chief 
Executives, paid tribute to the work of all Board personnel, in schools and Board 
services, who were dedicated to serving our children and young people and providing 
them with the best opportunities in respect of their education and related provision. 
 

3.2   John thanked Shane for his very informative and comprehensive presentation. 
 
4. Education and Welfare Service – Pamela Woods (Chief Education Welfare 

Officer - BELB) and Alex Barr, (Chief Education Welfare Officer - SELB/WELB) 

4.1 Pamela Woods thanked the Forum for providing Alex and herself the opportunity to 
outline the work of the Boards’ Education and Welfare Service.  She referred to the 
recent BBC media coverage regarding the Northern Ireland Audit Office’s report 
entitled ‘Improving Pupil Attendance: Follow-up Report’ which had been issued on 
the 25 February 2014.  She explained that the figures in the report were for the  
2011/2012 year and that the absences were broken down into two main categories – 
‘authorised’ and ‘unauthorised’ and stated that the report focused on ‘unauthorised’ 
absence.  Pamela highlighted that, while the overall attendance levels in Northern 
Ireland had improved since 2007/08 when statistics were first published, it was clear 
this remained a challenging area for the Boards’ Education and Welfare Service.  In 
their presentation the following points were highlighted:- 
  

 The core activity of the Education Welfare Service (EWS) is to fulfil the Boards’ 
statutory duty of ensuring children and young people of compulsory school age 
benefit from full-time education through attendance at school or otherwise. 

 

 The EWS discharges the Education and Library Boards’ statutory duties as set 
out in two key pieces of legislation:- 
- The Education and Libraries (NI) Order 1986 Part V Article 45; and 
- The Children (NI) Order 1995 

 

 Since April 2000 a single entrance criteria of professional social work 
qualification is required for Education Welfare Officers. 
 

 Every school has a named Education Welfare Officer (EWO); 
 

 EWOs work as part of locally based teams; 
 

 Intervention is on an individual, family, group, class or whole school basis. 
 

 There are 3 strands to the EWS operational services, namely:- 
 Core statutory work of EWS 
 Ear-marked funded activities of specialist support; and 
 Child Protection work 
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 Referrals to the EWS include:- 
 Non-attendance at school; 
 Medical issues; 
 Emotional Behavioural Difficulties; 
 Child Protection issues; 
 Domestic Violence; 
 Special Educational Needs; 
 Child Employment; 
 Looked After Children; 
 School Age Mothers; 
 Newcomer Families; 
 School Placements; 
 Suspensions and Expulsions; 
 Individual Support; 
 Family Support; and 
 School Support 

 

 The pathway through casework for a pupil’s non-attendance at school involves:- 
 Referral at greater than 85%; 
 Initial Assessment – Understanding the Needs of Children in Northern Ireland 

(UNOCINI) Assessment Framework; 
 Plan of Action; 
 Review; 
 Close or further investigation; 
 Review; 
 Education Planning Meeting (EPM); 
 Review EPM; 
 Decision regarding legal action; and 
 Magistrates Court/Family Proceedings Court. 

 

 EWS Earmarked/Non-core Funding Programmes include:- 
 Working with children and families from the Traveller Community.  The EWS 

and Traveller Education Support Service (TESS) work together in this area; 
 School Aged Mothers Programme (SAM); 
 Young Carers; 
 Looked After Children; 
 Roma Support; and 
 Suspensions and Expulsions 

 
(The power-point slides for the presentation are available from 
www.selb.org/RegionalEqualityUnit) 
 
Questions Raised 

 It was emphasised that there was a high level of Looked After Children (LAC) 
with disabilities and the question was raised as to whether there was any way of 
checking that those children were receiving the support that they needed. 
 

 It was pointed out that there were approximately 2,800 LAC in Northern Ireland 
and that approximately 50% were in the Belfast area.  It was also highlighted that 

http://www.selb.org/RegionalEqualityUnit
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since December 2012 a Personal Education Plan (PEP) had been introduced for 
LAC.  The PEP was a continuous running record of the child’s/young person’s 
school history which identified what needed to happen to enable the child/young 
person to fulfil their potential by planning and establishing clear targets for them. 
It was pointed out that a PEP reflected any existing education plans such as a 
Statement of Special Educational Needs (SEN) and individual Education Plans.   

 
 It was noted that the PEP was an ‘organic’ document which was reviewed and 

updated at specific times.  It was also noted that earmarked funding had been 
secured to enable teachers to complete PEPs and facilitate attendance at PEP 
and LAC reviews. 
 

 The issue of ‘informal’ exclusion from a school whereby parents were asked or 
encouraged to keep their child from school was raised.  The Forum was advised 
that a briefing paper had been prepared for the ‘All Party Group on Learning 
Disability’ to inform MLAs interested in this issue and the question was asked if 
there was any specific monitoring as to why children with disabilities were not at 
school.   
 

 It was pointed out that the EWS’s role was to support the school and the child. A 
copy of the briefing paper referred to along with any other information/evidence 
regarding this issue raised was requested in order that the EWS could explore 
this issue further. 

 
4.2 John thanked Pamela and Alex for their comprehensive overview and wished them 

well in their future work. 
 

5. Review of the Common Funding Scheme  
5.1 John reported that unfortunately Rosin Lilly (Head of Common Funding 

Implementation Team) who had been scheduled to address the Forum in relation to 
the Review of the Common Funding Scheme was unable to attend the meeting, 
however, she had provided a briefing paper on the review which had been included  
in the papers for today’s meeting. 

 
 For the information of Forum members John highlighted the following points from the 

briefing paper:-  
  

 June 2012 the Minister appointed an independent panel to review the Common 
Funding Scheme (CFS); 

 Review Panel submitted its findings in January 2013; 

 The report contained 29 wide-ranging recommendations; 

 The Minister set out his response to the report and its recommendations in a 
statement to the Assembly on 11 June 2013.  He accepted the majority of the 
Review Panel’s recommendations and indicated his intention to inject an 
additional £30m into the Aggregated School Budget over the next two years, 
specifically targeted at social deprivation. 

 The consultation process on the proposed changes to the CFS was launched on 
26 June 2013 with a closing date of 18 October 2013 which was later extended 
to 25 October 2013. 



9 
 

 Indicative budgets for each grant-aided school, including all proposed changes, 
were prepared in July 2013 as part of the consultation process, these figures 
were for illustrative purposes only; 

 The Department received around 15,000 responses to the consultation; 

 A full EQIA was also carried out on the proposed changes to the CFS – 
consultation on the draft EQIA ran from 30 September 2013 to 29 November 
2013; 

 Once the Minister decides on the way forward, the Department will carry out its 
normal processes for budget allocation, using the latest schools’ census data, so 
that schools can be advised as early as possible of their CFF budget allocation 
for the 2014-15 year. 

 
6. Update on the Boards’/Staff Commission’s Equality Schemes 
6.1 Cathy, JCF Secretary, gave a brief update on the Boards’/Staff Commission’s 

Equality Scheme.  She reported that work was currently ongoing to prepare a third 
‘user friendly’ progress summary on the Boards’/Staff Commission’s Equality Action 
Plan for the period 1 April 2013 – 31 March 2014 and stated that the summary would 
provide some practical examples of out-workings from the Equality Action Plan 
identified under each of five key themes.     
 
Cathy explained that the Equality Action Plan had now been in place since January 
2012 and that the work was currently underway to review and update the Plan to 
ensure that the objectives and action measures were still relevant.  She highlighted 
that this was being done in association with Service Managers and the 18 inter-Board 
working groups already established.   
 
Cathy drew attention to the equality screening of policies, and stated that the next 
Quarterly Screening Outcome Report, covering the period January – March 2014 
would be published in April.  She reminded members that all reports and documents, 
as well as the presentations from the JCF meeting were available on the Boards’ 
Regional Equality Unit’s website at www.selb.org/RegionalEqualityUnit 
 
Cathy referred to the Boards/Staff Commission’s Annual Report to the Equality 
Commission, and stated that, as in previous years, a draft core report would be 
available for the June JCF meeting. 
 
In concluding Cathy reported that the Boards were in the process of developing a 
policy on Elective Home Education and that this would be issued out for consultation 
after Easter.   

 
6.2 John thanked Cathy for her useful update. 
 
7. Closing Remarks 
7.1 Paschal thanked everyone for attending the Forum and all those involved for making 

it such an informative and useful meeting.  She stated that while money was 
important, it was the action and the approaches taken around early intervention, for 
example, the Early Years SEN pilots, the work of the RSG and EWS, that made the 
difference.  She stated that the presentations had provided a good insight into the 
work of the RSG and the EWS and pointed out that much of this work was unseen.  
She raised the question of how to disseminate information to parents so that they are 

http://www.selb.org/RegionalEqualityUnit
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aware of the support available to them. Paschal drew attention to the need for 
consistency and the importance of balancing this with the individual needs of each 
child.  She referred to the rights of staff around employment which were very 
important, however, she highlighted that it was important that we did not create a 
system that resulted in delays for children and young people around accessing the 
support they needed.  Paschal stated that it was at meetings such as the JCF that 
members were given an understanding of the work which goes into creating and 
promoting equality for staff, children and young people and family carers. 

 
 Paschal then thanked the speakers and Forum members for their valuable 

contributions to the meeting.  
 
 


