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Report of the Meeting of the Joint Consultative Forum for the Education Sector 
held on Wednesday, 11 March, 2015 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/CMSU 
Alan Boyd Head of the Pupil Behaviour Management Team, DE 
Alan Sheeran Children with Disabilities Strategic Alliance 
Ann Marrion Association of Education Psychologists 
Bernie Kells NICIE 
Carol Johnston NEELB 
Carole Adair Association of Education Psychologists 
Claire Trolan-Wattts Caps NIACRO 
Claire McKeown Equality Commission NI 
Rev. Dr. Colin McClure Presbyterian Church of Ireland 
Donal Collins Equality Commission NI 
Ellen Murray SAIL 
Gavin Boyd EA Chief Executive 
Gemma Attwood NICRC 
Heather McKinstry NIPSA 
Joanne Donnelly BelongNI 
John Rimmer NASWUT 
Kathryn Stevenson Children’s Law Centre 
Mary Walker Libraries NI 
Nicky McBride SEELB 
Paddy Skates Women’s Forum NI 
Pat Ward WELB 
Patricia Bray Disability Action 
Patricia Murray Staff Commission  
Patrick Anderson Carafriend 
Paul McCarroll The Boys’ Brigade (Belfast Battalion) 
Pauline Martin NEELB 
Peter McMurray GMB Union 
Robert Sye Department of Education 
Shane McCurdy NEELB 
Teresa Connolly CMSU, SELB 
Trása Canavan Equality Commission NI 
Tony Wilson CMSU, SELB 
 

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

that the previous day he had attended a Governance and Accountability Review 
meeting with Gavin and other senior managers and stated that it had occurred to him 
that although the word ‘equality’ was rarely used, equality informed the entire 
meeting.  He then welcomed Gavin to the meeting and invited him to share his vision 
for Equality in the new Education Authority.   
 

2. Education Authority – Vision for Equality 
2.1 Gavin thanked members for inviting him to address the Forum. He recollected that 

the last time he had addressed the Forum was in February 2009 and at that stage 
the Implementation Team was working towards the establishment of the Education 
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and Skills Authority (ESA) by January 2010.  He explained that the context had now 
changed and although political agreement had not been reached to take forward 
ESA, the changes in local government, which take effect on 1 April 2015, meant that 
the Education and Library Boards could not continue under the current 
arrangements.  He reported that in September 2014 the Northern Ireland Executive 
agreed to the creation of a single organisation to replace the five Education and 
Library Boards and the Staff Commission.  He confirmed that the Education Authority 
(EA) was now a legal entity which came into existence on 12 December 2014 and 
would become operational on 1 April 2015. 

 
 Change Programme 
 Gavin stated that as Interim Chief Executive of EA it was his job to lead the change 

programme and ensure that the transition from the existing multiple structures to a 
single authority was as seamless as possible with the key focus on maintaining 
service delivery.  He outlined the programme of work which was essential to the 
operation of EA from day 1 and highlighted the following projects in particular:- 

 
• The setting up of governance arrangements for EA, ensuring that the Board is in 

place; 
• Making sure effective financial planning arrangements are in place to manage the 

budgets; 
• Ensuring that the ICT arrangements are in place and working appropriately; 
• Ensuring that critical Human Resource policies and procedures are developed in 

consultation with the Trade Unions; and 
• Ensuring that adequate mechanisms are in place to allow us to communicate with 

staff and stakeholders, for example the EA’s website and intranet. 
 
Gavin confirmed that the EA Chair, Sharon O’Connor, would take up post on 1 April 
2015 and stated that the EA Board members would be announced within the next 
few days. 
 
He then referred to concerns which staff may have in regard to their transfer to EA 
and highlighted that, as a result of voluntary severance, over 450 staff had already 
left the education service in the past few years.  He confirmed that the business case 
for EA states that there is scope for a number of redundancies at the senior 
management level. He reported that the EA Implementation Team was currently 
engaged in consultation with the Trade Unions in relation to the Staff Transfer 
Scheme and the draft Senior Management Structure. 
 
Focus on Equality: Raising Standards for All 
Gavin pointed out that although the context over the last few years had changed, the 
recognition of the importance of a real focus on equality in education had not.  He 
then referred to his last presentation to the Forum in which he quoted the then 
Education Minister Caitriona Ruane who said “ESA will lay the foundations for a new 
approach to education – based on the recognition of diversity, the promotion of 
equality and the achievement of high standards”. He confirmed that this sentiment 
continued to be echoed in the Department of Education and among his colleagues in 
the Education and Library Boards as they worked towards the establishment of EA 
and stated that it was his view that every child must have the opportunity to fulfil their 
potential. 
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Gavin stated that it was well documented that the current education system was 
producing an inconsistency of outcomes.  He referred, in particular, to the 2014 
Community Relations Report, which found that children who performed best were 
girls from middle class families attending Catholic schools and that Protestant boys 
from working class backgrounds were the lowest performing group; lower than that 
recorded for Roma and Traveller children.  He also drew attention to the obstacles 
facing children who have learning difficulties, pupils experiencing bullying, LGBT 
young people and looked after children who face a whole different set of challenges 
in their lives. 
 
He stated that, although it was not a statutory role for EA, he felt support must be 
given to DE to help to raise standards for all and to close the attainment gap, 
ensuring that all children and young people are provided with the best possible life 
chances through the provision of a quality education.  He pointed out that, at the 
most basic level, the creation of a single organisation with responsibility for delivery 
of services would create equality of access to education regardless of where children 
came from or their background.  He highlighted that currently there were various 
approaches to managing the education of children with special educational needs 
and that harmonising these policies, procedures and services would not happen 
overnight.  However, work in this respect had commenced and he confirmed that new 
policies would be equality screened. 
 
He drew attention to a particular situation in Armagh whereby pupils from Markethill 
High School experienced difficulties and variations accessing sixth form education in 
St Catherine’s College, St Patrick’s Grammar and the Royal School which meant that 
very often they had no opportunity to attend a Grammar School and went instead to 
the Further Education College.  He pointed out that this issue needed to be 
addressed as it was impacting on young people’s lives. 
  
The Role of the Joint Consultative Forum (JCF) 
Gavin stated that equality was already organised on a five Board basis and believed 
that this approach was working.  In this respect, the Forum, which brought together 
the statutory, community, voluntary and trade union sectors was vital, especially at 
this time, for continued engagement.  He felt that it was an excellent source of advice 
and expertise in which members could learn from each other, see different 
perspectives and share best practice.  He pointed out that the Forum had been 
involved in dealing with some of the issues described earlier and that it had been at 
the centre of many of the improvements which had been made. 
 
He explained that EA was required to have an Equality Scheme in place within six 
months of its establishment and that work would continue to be taken forward as 
currently managed along with progress in relation to an Audit of Inequalities, the 
development of an Equality Action Plan and a Disability Action Plan.  He stated that a 
lot of good work was already underway and it was his intention that this would 
continue.  He stressed that feedback from Forum members would be vital to enhance 
the work in relation to the Education Authority’s equality agenda. 
 
Impact of the Budget 
Gavin confirmed that one of the main challenges to delivering EA’s obligations in 
relation to equality would be the budget.  He outlined that the three main components 
of the budget were the Schools’ budget, earmarked funding for projects/initiatives 
and centre funding. 



4 
 

 
In relation to the Schools’ budget he stated that there would be a marginal increase 
on last year, however, he pointed out that this was not enough to cover increased 
costs and in real terms was a reduction.  He remarked that the Minister was quoted 
as saying that this could equate to 500 fewer teachers in the system.  With regard to 
the impact on projects/initiatives and centre funding he was unsure how these would 
be affected, however, he understood that we could not continue to do all the same 
things as were done previously.  Gavin stated that, in this context, groups like the 
Forum would be more important than ever when faced with making difficult decisions 
which had the potential to impact on how services were delivered. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
Gavin noted that we have to be continually reminded of the work that we do and the 
impact this has on individual children.   He referred to a copy of email that he had 
been given when he was acting Chief Executive of the Belfast Board.  He said that 
the email was from a young boy who had given his permission for his story to be told, 
in that his school had failed to secure his safety and was more focused on the school 
uniform rather than the effect that bullying had on a young gay pupil.  Gavin said that 
he had been shocked to read this, however, the same school had used this email in a 
positive way to deal with the issues of diversity and inclusion and to make the school 
a better place for all its pupils.   In closing he stated that if we fail a child we are 
failing in our responsibilities. 
 
Questions Raised 
• What are your hopes/plans to enable pupils from the Markethill School and 

similar schools to have fair access to sixth form centres? 
 
 It was reported that the ‘learning community’ in Armagh worked very well and 

that the level of co-operation between the Royal School, St Catherine’s and St 
Patrick’s was very high.  It was accepted that the issues relating to access for 
Markethill pupils needed to be progressed with the school staff, the community 
and the political leaders to try to bring a practical solution to the issue in advance 
of legislation. 

 
• It was highlighted that the existence of the new Education Authority was very 

welcome.  In relation to the general issue of equality it was suggested that, in 
light of the statistics and data requirements outlined in UNCRPD (Article 31) the 
word ‘disaggregation’ be at the forefront of thinking in respect of children with 
disabilities as there were huge disparities across the Boards, for example one 
Board had nine teachers of the deaf while another Board had fewer than two.  
 

• The issue of the CRED budget was raised and it was pointed out that a crucial 
element of CRED was emphasising disability awareness across the Youth 
Service and that this should be maintained. 
 

 It was stressed that the single authority would have to deal with these disparities 
and that a certain amount of time would be allowed for this.  Part of the task is to 
make sure that the focus is on improving the outcomes for these children. It was 
pointed out that approximately 45% of the Boards’ Centre budgets is expended 
on Special Schools and appropriate support, and that the real challenge would 
be to ensure that the best possible service is provided. 
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• The question was asked as to what measures the Education Authority was going 
to take to address service disparities and to harmonise service delivery, 
particularly for children with disabilities and special needs, to ensure equity? 
 

 Attention was drawn to the structures which the Boards have worked to set up 
through the Regional Strategy Group to move towards common implementation 
which had been developed on a voluntary basis up to this point.  It was reported 
that the draft proposals for the Senior Management Structure have recently been 
published.  Within this structure there will be a Director with specific responsibility 
for dealing with these issues and, while services will be delivered locally, 
reporting lines for children and young people’s services will be to the Director. 

 
• It was agreed that it was very heartening to hear comments about equality and it 

was also agreed that those projects dedicated to facilitating young people, 
enabling them to be fully included, should continue to receive ongoing support.   
 

• The issue of pastoral care in Further Education Colleges and the need to support 
the large numbers of children making the transition to these colleges was raised. 

 
 It was pointed out that there were two different Government Departments 

involved in this situation (DE and DEL) and that unfortunately some young 
people may potentially fall through any gaps in provision.  It was suggested that 
we need to question the current model of education and consider if it meets our 
current needs.  It was also pointed out that the system is very good at educating 
our young people in areas such as law, accountancy etc. however, many of 
these young graduates leave the province.  It was suggested that we need to 
have a discussion about how well our education system suited our economy and 
society. 

 
2.2 John thanked Gavin for his comprehensive presentation and wished him well in his 

endeavours in the new Education Authority. 
 

3. Education & Library Boards’ Resource Allocation Plans 
3.1 Shane, on behalf of the Association of Education and Library Boards’ Chief 

Executives, thanked members for the opportunity to address the Forum for the last 
time in this capacity. 

 
 He stated that Gavin had already alluded to the difficulties ahead in regard to the 

budget and stated that the Boards had been challenged in making financial plans 
which had implications for Board services.  He emphasised that there would be 
significant challenges for education as we move forward, particularly in ensuring 
equality of opportunity of access for all young people across the province, which was 
not the case at the moment.  He then raised the question of how we respond to the 
issue of harmonisation within the budget.  In this context he pointed out that the work 
of the Forum, in having open and honest dialogue, was extremely important. 

 
 Shane emphasised that, because resources were limited, the Boards could no longer 

afford to do everything they wanted to do.  However, they were trying to bring that 
focus in the context of enhancing equality of opportunity and diversity at the same 
time as changing structures.  He pointed out that the Directors would not be 
appointed until the autumn.  He stated that the Chief Executive would be tasked with 
taking forward certain regulatory responsibilities and to start the process of 
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harmonisation.  He was unsure how quickly this change would happen and asked the 
question, if it was going to cost more what would have to be sacrificed?  Shane 
pointed out however, that not all harmonisation extended to the highest level of 
provision. He also stressed that we needed to develop a sense of realism around 
expectations of what the new Education Authority would bring and, in that context, he 
hoped that the work of the Forum would continue to ensure that the Education 
Authority can engage appropriately in order to guarantee that that which has worked 
well for our children is not lost. 

 
 Shane acknowledged the work of the Forum during the past ten years and he 

recognised its continuing good work.  He also emphasised the challenges which lay 
ahead, not just with regard to the EA structure and making changes, but how 
harmonisation would take place with appropriate consultation and engagement.  He 
thanked Paschal and John for their work in leading the Forum, the Staff Commission 
and colleagues for their involvement both past and present and stated that he hoped 
that the Forum would continue to have meaningful engagement. 

 
 Questions Raised 

• Attention was drawn to the increased mobility of the graduate market and the 
question was raise as to how the Education Authority could ensure that the quality 
of teaching staff was safeguarded. 

 
 Members were reminded that the provision of teacher training was currently being 

considered by the Executive and that the Education Authority would have a 
representative role to advise on the retention of the quality of students coming 
through education.  It was acknowledged that the cohort of teachers has been 
depleted.   Attention was drawn to the Signature Project which was coming to an 
end and it was emphasised that the programme has been very successful and 
has provided employment for over 230 recently graduated teachers for a period of 
up to two years. 

 
3.2 John thanked Shane for his presentation and for his kind remarks. 
 
4. Addressing Bullying in Schools – Outcome of Consultation and Next Steps 

 4.1 Alan Boyd thanked the Forum for providing him with the opportunity to outline the 
outcome of the consultation in relation to addressing bullying in schools and to 
provide an update on what the next steps would be.   
 
In his presentation Alan highlighted the following points:- 
  
• Bullying behaviour, in any of the many forms in which it can manifest, is always 

unacceptable and must be challenged wherever it is encountered.  
 

• The Education Order 2003 places a specific requirement on Boards of Governors 
to include measures to prevent all forms of bullying.   

 
• The Department of Education has worked closely with the Northern Ireland Anti 

Bullying Forum (NIABF), which brings together 25 statutory and non-statutory 
organisations working to tackle bullying.  
 

• In 2013 the NIABF met with the Education Minister and expressed concern that, 
while much good work was being undertaken in schools, and schools were 
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aware of their responsibilities to tackle bullying and support pupils who had 
experienced bullying, there was still a wide variation in the quality of schools’ anti 
bullying policies and procedures.  

 
• The Minister asked the NIABF to undertake a review of the legislation and the 

existing guidance provided to schools.  The NIABF conducted the requested  
review and made the following three main recommendations to the Minister:- 

 
 a common definition of bullying be provided; 
 a requirement be introduced for all grant-aided schools to record centrally 

complaints of bullying, motivating factors behind the bullying behaviour and 
the actions taken by the school in addressing each complaint; and 

 a requirement be introduced for each Board of Governors to identify and 
designate one or more members, with responsibility for the development of its 
anti-bullying policies and for their proper implementation within the school. 

 
• The Department of Education launched an eight week consultation exercise on 

the 5 January 2014 which concluded on the 27 February 2015.   
 
• Various methods of engagement were used including providing the information in 

a ‘child friendly’ format and the facility to complete the response form online. 
 

• As a result 4,886 responses were received, which included 4,200 responses from 
pupils; 202 from individual schools; 53 from organisations and the remainder 
from others. 

 
Alan concluded his presentation by thanking the Education and Library Boards, 
Forum members and all those organisations that had responded formally to the 
consultation.  He stated that he was in the process of analysing the responses and 
would then brief the Minister.  It was anticipated that the Minister would seek 
Executive approval to bring forward new legislation in order that it could conclude its 
passage before the Assembly is dissolved prior to the elections next year.  
 
Questions Raised 
• The question was raised as to whether DE would develop a model policy. 

 
 It was reported that DE had given consideration to this and it was likely that it 

would work with colleagues in the NIABF to develop a policy or model template 
and roll out as part of the separate guidance. 

 
• It was highlighted that the Children’s Law Centre had provided a comprehensive 

response to the consultation and the question was raised as to why the 
‘Addressing Bullying in Schools’ policy was screened out as there was a strong 
body of evidence to indicate that it adversely impacted on LGBT young people. 

 
 It was noted that DE was sensitive to this and the current position was the 

importance of promoting something which would have a positive impact for all 
pupils and would meet DE’s equality obligations.  It was agreed that a meeting 
would be arranged with the Children’s Law Society and the Department to 
discuss this issue. 
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• Alan and his team were commended on the tremendous response received, 
particularly from pupils, in respect of the consultation and it was agreed that this 
was a significant step forward for DE which would be held up as a ‘road map’ for 
the future. 

 
• It was confirmed that the Belong project, in relation to racist bullying, would finish 

in June 2015 and attention was drawn to the significant level of excellent 
resources and work which were available.  It was anticipated that NICEM and 
Belong, as part of the NIABF, would ensure that this work was not lost. 

 
• The issue of Cyber Bullying, which often takes place outside school, was raised 

and the question was asked if DE had any plans to produce guidelines for 
parents. 

 
 It was noted that Cyber Bullying presented a unique challenge and DE was 

actively aware of this problem.  It was noted that this may be something that the 
NIABF could take forward. 

 
4.2 John thanked Alan for his interesting presentation and commended him on the 

remarkable response to the consultation exercise. 
 

5. Update on the Boards’/Staff Commission’s Equality Schemes 
5.1 Tony Wilson, on behalf of Cathy, JCF Secretary, gave the following brief update on 

the Boards’/Staff Commission’s Equality Scheme:- 
 
• The Equality Action Plan has been reviewed and updated to ensure that the 

objectives and action measures are still relevant.  The updated Action Plan was 
circulated to consultees on 15 January 2015, with a closing date for comments of 
27 February 2015.  One response was received. 

 
• A fourth ‘user friendly’ summary on the Boards’/Staff Commission’s Equality Action 

Plan, covering the period 1 April 2014 – 31 March 2015, is currently being 
produced and will be issued to Section 75 consultees in due course. 

 
• A generic annual report for the Boards for the period 1 April 2014 – 31 March 2015 

is currently being produced and will be issued to Forum members for information 
prior to its submission to the Equality Commission. 

 
• All polices screened are published on the Regional Equality Unit website/Boards’ 

websites along with the Quarterly Screening Reports.  
 

Tony referred to the establishment of the Education Authority on 1 April 2015 and 
reiterated Gavin’s comments in regard to the continuation of the good work of the 
Forum, and the networks and relationships which have been established over the 
years, and stated his hope in building on this success and taking it with us into the 
new Education Authority.  He drew attention to the requirement to develop a new 
Equality Scheme, Equality Action Plan and Disability Action Plan for the new 
Education Authority and stated that feedback on the scheme and plans would be 
extremely important especially as we moved into a period of budget constraints.  He 
thanked members for their continued engagement and support and highlighted that 
the next meeting would probably be in October 2015.  
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5.2 John thanked Tony for the useful update. 

 
6. Closing Remarks 
6.1 Paschal thanked everyone for attending the Forum and all those involved for making 

it such an informative and useful meeting.  She stated that, at Forum meetings, 
valuable information is exchanged and the useful discussions help us to be better 
informed in what we are trying to achieve in education, and she looked forward to the 
Forum continuing in the future.  She stated it is good to hear that equality is being 
mainstreamed when decisions are being made and commented that this needs to be 
demonstrated more clearly to children and their families and those working in the 
sector.  Paschal pointed out that, with the establishment of a regional body, we are 
now entering a new stage and stated that we need to be aware of what the triggers 
and drivers for change around equality are. 

 
 Paschal referred to Gavin’s address, in which he had highlighted that there were 

differential outcomes in relation to gender and class, and that we need to know what 
these differential outcomes are. She said that we need to ensure that the differential 
outcomes for other groups of children are also considered,  so that we can ensure 
there is equal access to education for all our children to enable us to close the 
attainment gap across the Section 75 groups. 

 
 In closing Paschal thanked the Staff Commission and the Regional Equality Unit for 

making the job of the Joint Chairs easier.  She thanked Shane for his contribution at 
the Forum meetings and emphasised that we needed to keep sharing this expertise 
and knowledge to bring about the required changes.  Paschal highlighted that the 
budget cuts are affecting both the public and voluntary sectors and stressed that, in 
making those cuts, we must make sure that the voices of those people directly 
affected are heard to ensure that we have the education system we need and to 
keep driving change forward. 

 
 

 


