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Governance and leadership in education policy making
and school development in a divided society
Tony Gallagher
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ABSTRACT
The Good Friday Agreement (1997) brought political violence
in Northern Ireland to an end and provided the basis for
shared government. A consociational political structure was
adopted which institutionalised community differences
while encouraging coalition government. The goal was that
a requirement for consensus decisions would encourage
cooperation between political leaders and promote
effective decision-making. This paper examines the period
of devolved government in Northern Ireland from 1998 to
2017 through the lens of education policy to explore
leadership on these issues. The paper will examine three
policy issues: a review of the effects of academic selection
in post primary education; a proposal to rationalise the
administrative arrangements in education; and an initiative
to promote collaborative networks between separate
denominational schools through ‘shared education’. The
paper will conclude that, far from providing a superordinate
goal around which the different political parties could
coalesce, there was a lack of systemic leadership on
educational debates. Inability in most cases to establish
consensus resulted in policy paralysis. The one area where
this did not occur was the adoption of ‘shared education’
which may have been because this initiative was a bottom-
up process based on the empowerment of teachers.
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Introduction

As explored throughout this special issue, leadership and management in
each education system of the four diverse nations of the United Kingdom
has its own strengths and faces its own challenges. In exploring the govern-
ance of education across the UK and the implications for leadership prep-
aration, development and policy, Northern Ireland – with its divided
society – arguably presents the most extreme political challenges to the
leaders and managers of its schools. The fragility of its political stability is
never far from view or from the threat of the withdrawal of goodwill,
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leading to political paralysis. Despite this, the education of young people
must go on, supported by those charged with their care. A delicate
balance is constantly in a state of negotiation, within nuanced understand-
ings of a history of conflict. New ways of leadership working in education
policy and practice are being forged within this and other divided societies.
Indeed, education and educational leadership are often promoted as having
the capability to develop collaborative working within and across schools,
building networks with the potential to heal the fractures within ethnically
divided societies.

From the nineteenth century onwards, mass education systems have
sought to address the challenge of diversity (Green 2013), particularly in
divided societies, where diversity can shape political action and fuel inter-
ethnic conflict. Two main political structures have been proposed to mitigate
conflict in divided societies: the ‘consociational approach’, privileging differ-
ence by encouraging elite-led coalition government and parallel social insti-
tutions to protect distinctive identities (Lijphart 1975); the ‘integrationist
approach’, privileging commonality by encouraging unitary social and civic
institutions (Horowitz 1985). The main purpose of the consociational approach
in Northern Ireland was to provide a basis for stable, democratic government
in a divided society, by promoting coalition government and consensus
decision-making. These twin tracks aimed to promote confidence, by preser-
ving community identities, while also encouraging cooperation for the
common good. Within this approach, education has the potential to either
be a divisive issue with separate schools provoking disputes over the allo-
cation of resources, or to provide the basis for a superordinate goal around
which leaders unite to promote the common good, with the needs and inter-
ests of all young people at its core. However, as discussed later, the perceived
strengths of consociational arrangements – to enable leaders of different com-
munities to transcend ethnic differences – can also initiate its weakness,
heightening and deepening social divisions.

This article examines the extent to which the goals of the consociational
approach were achieved through the lens of education policy, along with
the implications of this for leadership at governmental and school levels.
Three illustrative case studies of policy areas in Northern Ireland are utilised,
to explore the extent to which the consociational model of government
adopted since 2000 has been effective in encouraging collaborative leadership
in government for cooperation on education policy issues, and in the leader-
ship and management of/in the region’s schools. The case studies involve: a
review of the effects of the system of academic selection; a review of the
public administration of education; and the ‘shared education’ initiative,
aimed at supporting the peace process. First, relevant aspects of the wider
political context and of consociationalism are outlined, within which edu-
cational leaders work.
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Educational decision-making and policy development in Northern
Ireland

Internationally, the practice of educational leadership is recognised as culturally
situated and context specific (Torrance and Angelle 2019). In Northern Ireland,
the contextualised practice of school leaders presents a more extreme example
of this, where historical and societal divisions are reflected in a denominationally
divided school system (Akenson 1970, 1973). Northern Ireland has been a
divided society since its establishment in 1922 with national, political and reli-
gious identities interlinked. A pervasive fault-line exists between ‘unionists’
who wish to keep Northern Ireland in the United Kingdom, and ‘nationalists’
who wish to unify Northern Ireland with the Republic of Ireland (Darby 1997).
School leaders work within and across such divides, mindful of the legacy of
relatively recent political violence in Northern Ireland which lasted from 1968
to the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) in 1997.

As with Scotland and Wales, Northern Ireland has had its own parliament
independent of Westminster since 1922, but with unique and complex chal-
lenges requiring ongoing nuanced negotiation. Indeed, the Assembly was
prorogued in 1973 from which time ‘Direct Rule’ Ministers from London
administered the region (Darby 1997). In search of a working compromise,
the GFA established a new system of shared governance (Ruane and Todd
1999) which broadly followed a consociational approach, with mechanisms
to protect distinctive identities built into the political structures: Assembly
elections are based on proportional representation; all political parties with
a defined level of support have an automatic right to Ministerial posts in
government; and there are joint prime ministerial positions held by the
two largest parties. Elected members of the Assembly can designate as
unionists, nationalists or neither, and while most decisions of the Assembly
are taken by a simple majority, issues of special significance have to be sup-
ported by an overall majority and by at least 40% of those members who
designate as unionists and 40% of those who designate as nationalists
(Wilson 2010).

There are five main political parties in Northern Ireland, including two union-
ist parties, the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and the Ulster Unionist Party
(UUP) which largely draw their support from Protestant voters; two nationalist
parties, the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) and Sinn Fein (SF),
which largely draw their support from Catholic voters; and one centre party,
the Alliance Party (AP), which draws support from both communities. The
DUP and UUP are broadly right-wing parties, with the DUP generally taking a
more militant position on most issues. The SDLP and SF are broadly left-wing
parties, with SF generally taking a more militant position on most issues. The
AP is an avowedly moderate party which generally espouses a progressive pos-
ition on social issues.
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When the first NIA was elected in 1998 the UUP and the SDLP were the two
largest parties and held the two ‘prime ministerial’ posts. The DUP and SF won
enough seats in the NIA to have automatic rights to Ministerial posts, but the
DUP Ministers declined to attend meetings of the government if SF Ministers
were present. The early years of the NIA were marked by political instability
and it was suspended in 2002. Another election was held in 2003 and the
DUP and SF emerged as the largest parties. Political talks between the political
parties, and the British and Irish governments, in 2006 paved the way for the
restoration of the Assembly and another election in 2007 in which the DUP
and SF strengthened their positions. The NIA was restored the same year,
with the DUP and SF sharing the two ‘prime ministerial’ posts. It functioned con-
tinuously through elections in 2011 and 2016. Towards the end of 2016, dis-
putes broke out between the DUP and SF which led to the suspension of the
NIA in January 2017 and it was not restored again until January 2020. From
2000–02 to 2007–16 SF held the position of Minister of Education. After the
2016 election the DUP took this Ministerial position until suspension in 2017
and have retaken it after restoration of the NIA in 2020. Whichever party has
the Ministerial position in education, there remains a system of predominantly
divided provision.

The first national system of schools in Ireland was established in 1836. It was
intended that schools would attract pupils from all religious communities, but
this ambition was not realised as the system quickly developed a denomina-
tional character (Akenson 1970). When Ireland was partitioned in 1922/23 the
Irish Free State (later Republic of Ireland) virtually ceded control of its schools
to the Catholic Church. In Northern Ireland there was an attempt to move
towards a non-denominational system in which local authorities, rather than
the Churches, would manage schools, but this attempt also failed and the
Churches retained – and retain – a prominent role in school governance
(Akenson 1973). It was not until 1981 that a planned ‘religiously integrated’
school for all pupils was opened. Statutory support for integrated education
was established in 1989 and the sector grew until the millennium. By the
2000s expansion had stalled and the proportion of pupils attending Integrated
Schools stabilised at around seven per cent (Gallagher, Smith, and Montgomery
2003; Gallagher 2016). Although all schools are publicly funded, the siloed
nature of the system has produced complex arrangements for leadership, man-
agement and governance, making it difficult to implement strategic initiatives
for systemic change or improvement.

Analysis of the governance of the school education system in Northern
Ireland highlights two forms of leadership – political leadership and school lea-
dership. Political leadership is concerned with balancing the power and
influence of the different interest groups, which can lead to entrenchment
rather than systemic change. School leadership – where the focus is on improv-
ing the learning experiences of children – facilitates change and improvement
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at grassroots level, through innovative and genuine collaborative practices.
However, in a divided society, there can also be elements of protectionism at
school leadership level, as with the exploration of academic selection that
follows the discussion of consociationalism.

Consociationalism

There is a view in political science that stable democratic societies are more
likely to thrive in situations where society largely shares a common national
identity and therefore conversely, maintaining stability in a deeply divided
society is difficult. Lijphart (1975) argued that stable democratic systems can
be established in divided contexts using a consociational approach, the
core idea of which is to accept division, but use coalition government
among commuity leaders as the basis for stable governance. It involves
trying to neutralise ‘the destablising effects of subcultural segmentation…
at the elite level by embracing non-majoritarian mechanisms for conflict res-
olution’ (Andeweg 2000, 509). According to Lijphart (1975), elites will work
together to represent the interests of their communities as long as they are
all involved in the decision-making processes of government. Furthermore,
the communities can maintain separate social institutions as an assurance
their identities will be protected. The best known example of this is the
Dutch system of ‘pillarisation’, where each community had its own pillar of
social and civic institutions, and government was always based on a coalition
of parties from each of the communities (Sturm et al. 1999; Sniderman and
Hagendoorn 2009). In addition to coalition government and institutional
autonomy for communities, Lijphart identifies two other components in con-
sociational arrangements: the use of proportionality for the distribution of
power and resources, and the operation of mutual vetoes by the main com-
munities both of which are designed to guard against simple majoritarianism
and ensure that minorities are protected.

There have been a number of criticisms of the consociational model. The
institutionalisation of difference might encourage political leaders to evoke
divided loyalties and promote conflict, especially where there is intra-commu-
nity political party competition (Assi 2016). Similarly, the institutionalisation of
separate institutions might make the position of communities immutable and
entrench divisions, and in so doing weaken the position of political parties
which seek support across community divides (Parry 1996). Horowitz (1985)
suggests there is scant evidence that the use of proportionality in voting
systems has reduced community tensions or built mutual trust. Finally,
whereas the existence of mutual vetoes is designed to encourage cooperation,
because otherwise no decisions will be made, it may lead to political paralysis.
Thus, each of the claimed strengths of consocational arrangements also contain
the seeds of weakness: rather than allowing the leaders of different
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communities to transcend ethnic differences, the risk is that social divisions will
be heightened and deepened.

These issues are fundamentally important for the education system of Northern
Ireland because of its separate schools: the system of shared governance created
by the GFA was designed to lead to political cooperation, but could have pro-
duced political stasis. In education, shared governance could have led to the
development of policies that worked for the common good of all young
people, or fractious disputes over any number of specific issues, including
resources, curriculum, school governance or even the very structure of the
system itself. This paper examines what happened, by looking at three of the
most significant education policy issues of the past two decades to examine
the extent to which consociationalism can build ‘pillarisation’ in which all sectional
interests are addressed through education policy and provision, or, whether the
consociational approach further entrenches differences and limits opportunities
not only for greater collaboration but also for school and system improvement.

Case studies of education policy issues in Northern Ireland

The three case studies presented in this article help illuminate the two central
tensions in the development of education policy in Northern Ireland. Firstly,
that structural change – the examples being academic selection and the
review of public administration – raises questions of governance specifically,
who is to have the power to shape policy? These are critical questions in a
divided society, with any change programme potentially perceived as limiting
the power and influence of a particular interest group, resulting in a high
degree of protectionism. This limits opportunities for collaboration and
system improvement, potentially leading to perpetuating divisions. Secondly,
as with the example of shared education, schools in the wider political imagin-
ation are seen as holding the potential to build a less divided society, essential
in providing opportunities for all young people. At the level of practice within a
research and development context, the agency of school leaders is centrally
concerned with the learning experiences and opportunities of the learners in
their care.

Individually, the case studies help illuminate where the divisions lie and how
they shape the political leadership in its task of developing policy and then
trying to build some level of ownership and engagement. School leadership
seems critical in envisaging and making possible the opportunities provided
by shared education developments.

Academic selection

In this first case study, the debate over academic selection provided a challenge
for political leaders as there were long-standing differences between them.
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Northern Ireland adopted a selective system of secondary education in 1947.
Research in the 1960s and 1970s echoed criticisms in other jurisdictions on
the fairness and accuracy of academic selection (Advisory Council on Education
1964, 1971, 1973), but unlike other systems, the Northern Ireland government
decided to retain selection. Research in the 1980s again found inequities in
the selective system, but again no action was taken (Sutherland 1990). Follow-
ing the election of the Labour government in 1997 two studies were published,
one on delayed selection at age 14 years, the other on the effects of selection at
11 years generally (Alexander et al. 1998; Gallagher and Smith 2000).

Gallagher and Smith (2000)1 found that the curriculum of primary schools
was disrupted by time spent on test preparation and that test outcomes were
mediated by social background; there was evidence of significant ‘paid-for’
tutoring taking place outside school. Entry to grammar and secondary
schools was mediated by social background, and the pattern was exacerbated
by mobility at ages 14 and 16 years. Examination outcomes from the schools
displayed a strong bipolar profile, with high performing grammar schools and
a tail of low performing secondary schools. Attitudes to the system were
mediated by location within it, such that people who had come through
grammar schools tended to support academic selection, while people who
had come through secondary schools favoured reform of the system: this
pattern of attitudinal differences was found amongst pupils, parents and
teachers.

By 2000 the NIA had been established and the first local Minister of Education
since 1973 had been appointed. He established a Review Body to consult on the
research findings and bring forward recommendations on the future organis-
ation of schools. The Burns Report (2001) recommended the end of academic
selection, the use of assessment for formative purposes only in primary
schools, and the establishment of collaborative collegiates of post-primary
schools. These recommendations provoked widespread debate, as was clear
when the report on the consultation was published (Department of Education
2002).2 This was a wide-ranging consultation exercise which attracted 579 insti-
tutional responses (mainly, but not exclusively, from schools) and 200,551
‘response forms’ completed by members of the public. There were also focus
groups, surveys, meetings with interest groups and written responses from a
range of organisations.

Despite widespread variability, there were some patterns in the responses
(Gallagher 2002). First, there was disagreement over the use of some admissions
criteria and on the issue of academic selection. Most of the variation in attitudes
on these issues was explained by social background, or in the difference
between those who had experienced grammar schools and those who had
experienced secondary schools. There was a reasonably high level of consensus
that pupils should transfer from primary to post-primary school at age 11 years,
that the 11+ transfer tests should cease being used as soon as possible, and that
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new assessment arrangements should be put in place to provide wider infor-
mation on pupils’ progress to teachers, parents and pupils. There was also
agreement on the use of some admissions criteria, including parental choice,
giving preference to eldest children or those who have siblings at a school,
and the need for a criterion on compelling individual circumstances. Although
the collegiate idea had not been supported by educational interests, there did
appear to be widespread agreement that post primary schools should collabor-
ate and cooperate to a greater extent than had previously been the case. The
overall pattern was that most people were unhappy with the existing 11+
tests, but supported some form of institutional differentiation. It was not
clear, because it had not been asked, whether they felt differentiation should
occur at ages 11, 14 or 16; nor was it clear what people’s views were on the
mechanisms for allocating pupils to the different routes or allowing mobility
between them.

By the time the consultation report on the Burns Report was published, the
NIA had been suspended and Direct Rule Ministers were back in Belfast, and pol-
itical options on the issue in NI were largely divided on sectarian grounds. The
Direct Rule administration established a second Review Group to review the
findings of the Burns Report (2001) and the consultation (Department of Edu-
cation 2002), and come forward with more recommendations. The Costello
Report (2004) recommended the end of academic selection, the use of forma-
tive assessment in primary schools, and the establishment of an ‘entitlement
curriculum’ which would encourage, but not require, schools to work
collaboratively.

The public debate on academic selection became, if anything, even more
intense, and the unionist/nationalist political split on the issue widened. The
issue came to a head when the Northern Ireland Education Order (2006) was
passed by the House of Lords as it included a measure to outlaw academic selec-
tion. This issue was included in the St Andrew’s Talks called by the British and Irish
governments to seek agreement among the NI political parties to restore the NIA.
The British government offered the DUP a guarantee that the clause to outlaw
academic selection would only come into force if it was confirmed by an in-
coming NIA, but if the Assembly was not restored then the ban on academic
selection would go ahead (Perry 2016). This was sufficient to get DUP support
for restoration and the Assembly duly returned after another election in 2007.

Sinn Fein opted again to take the Minister of Education post but could not
achieve consensus support in the Assembly to ratify the ban on academic selec-
tion. The Minister tried to undermine the basis for academic selection by ending
the use of official 11+ test system,3 but two consortia of grammar schools
created their own selection tests and these have been used for academic selec-
tion since 2009 (Perry 2016). Although the Catholic Bishops have made clear
their opposition to the continuation of academic selection4 only a handful of
Catholic grammar schools have stopped using the selection tests. Thus, the

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP & MANAGEMENT 139



inability of the political parties to find a solution, allied with the siloed nature of
the education system, meant that educational leadership on this issue was frac-
tured as sectional interests overcame the pursuit of the common good in the
educational interests of young people. By the end of the 2000s political
debate on the system of academic selection had virtually ended, as if all the
arguments had been rehearsed many times and no-one showed any willingness
to shift their position. There have been a number of attempts to broker a com-
promise on the issue, but none has gained any traction, while the unionist/
nationalist divide on the issue seems as wide today as ever.

The debate over academic selection in Northern Ireland provides an example
of the lack of political leadership over a contentious issue and represents a
failure of the consociational reliance on compromise and consensus. There is
no obvious reason why the issue should have divided on a unionist/nationalist
basis, not least because the parallel denominational school systems have
grammar and secondary schools. Most of the teacher Trade Unions opposed
academic selection, as did most of the primary and secondary schools, but
most of the grammar schools defended their position and were able to mobilise
parents and alumni to lobby on their behalf. The longer-term consequence was
that the issue has not been resolved and the system of academic selection has
continued, but now with the selection tests run by two private consortia, with
no basis for accountability and no data for public scrutiny. The politicians were
unable to develop a model of cooperative leadership that would seek to address
the issue through negotiation or compromise. As time went on the sectoral
interests within education adopted positions that largely reflected their partisan
interest. While the ambition of the then Ministerial leadership was to bring
about change reflecting developments in curriculum and assessment, this
change was seen to pose a threat to the power and influence of sectional inter-
ests including the grammar schools. National governance was unable to
implement strategic policy at system level, missing an opportunity – not just
systemically but at school level – both to take forward the idea of entitlement,
and to build a more collegiate and connected education system.

Review of public administration

This second case study of the review of public administration provides an
example of where an initial political consensus can be reached on the value
of the rationalisation of services, with saving identified to be poured back
into the education system. Here again, top-down consociational political struc-
tures designed to encourage cooperative leadership among the political parties
sought an agreed governance approach. Unlike the previous case study, this
was displayed to an extent at the start of the process – based on a limited con-
sideration of implementation – but this did not last, and the original proposal
was eventually abandoned.
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After the GFA there was a proposal to rationalise the system of public admin-
istration in Northern Ireland which had, by common consent, become rather
bloated. The areas of focus were local government, health and education,
with significant financial savings predicted. The GFA established a governmen-
tal infrastructure including the Assembly, ten Minister-led departments, and a
series of bodies created to manage relations across the islands of Britain and
Ireland. This infrastructure was additional to a complex system of public admin-
istration already in place comprising 18 Next Steps Agencies, 53 Executive Non-
Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs), 21 Advisory NDBPs, 11 Tribunals, 8 Cross
Border Bodies, 19 Health and Social Services Trusts, 26 Local Authorities and a
range of other charities, housing associations, and other organisations (Knox
and Carmichael 2006a).

The Executive NDPBs that operated under the Department of Education
included five Education and Library Boards (ELBs), the Council for Catholic Main-
tained Schools (CCMS), Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta (CnaG), the General
Teaching Council for Northern Ireland (GTCNI), the Northern Ireland Council
for Integrated Education (NICIE), the Northern Ireland Council for the Curricu-
lum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA), the Staff Commission for Education
and Library Boards, the Youth Council for Northern Ireland and the Middletown
Centre for Autism Ltd.

The Review of Public Administration (RPANI) was included in the 2001 Pro-
gramme for Government, with change targeted at 2002 (Colhoun 2007).
When the Assembly was suspended in 2002 the process was taken up by
Direct Rule Ministers, with final recommendations not published until 2006
(NIO 2006). For education, the RPANI recommended that a new single strategic
Education and Skills Authority (ESA) would take on all the functions previously
undertaken by the ELBs and CCEA; the support functions previously provided by
CCMS, NICIE and CnaG; and act as employer for all teaching and support staff in
grant-aided schools. A statutory Advisory Forum would be established to act as
an interface between the Department and the education sector, with member-
ship drawn from the different education sectors and interests, including ‘a stron-
ger voice for parents and young people’ (NIO 2006).

The projected savings from the review – between £150 m and £235 m – were
significant and the intention was that ‘these resources [would be] redirected
into front-line services’ (Knox and Carmichael 2006a, 962). This was later
changed to a prediction that the ‘streamlined system’ would save £8 m in its
first year, £13 m in its second year and £20 m per annum after this,5 though
Knox and Carmichael (2006b) were skeptical on these claims for savings,
suggesting that the reforms ‘may result in little more than institutional tinkering
with doubtful impact on the quality of public services’ (Knox and Carmichael
2006b, 97).

The Catholic Bishops criticised the proposals as having the potential to
undermine the Catholic education system which, they suggested, had been
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recognised for the strength of its distinctiveness and the richness of its tra-
ditions and diversity.6 When the Assembly was restored in 2007 the SF Minister
of Education indicated that the Review would continue, but that more time was
required to identify the best approach.7 Political tensions between the political
parties meant that the Executive did not meet for five months in 2008, even
though the Assembly continued to operate, resulting in further delays. It took
until December 2008 for the Executive to agree a way forward and the new
start date for ESA was set at 1 January 2010, with ESA now due to ‘take on
the functions of the CCEA, CCMS, the Staff Commission and the Youth
Council’.8 In March 2009, the UUP criticised the plans as a threat to the auton-
omy of schools and in so doing, echoed a view expressed by the voluntary
grammar schools.9 Later the same month the Governing Bodies Association,
which acted as the voice of voluntary grammar schools, joined the criticism
and suggested the plans would centralise too much power in the Department
of Education’.10

Throughout 2011 the Minister of Education was unable to get approval from
the Executive to proceed with the proposal, with the DUP now opposing the
plans on the basis that they were unfair to the controlled (de facto Protestant)
schools’ sector. The measure was delayed by the Assembly election in 2011 and
the Minister’s inability to get consensus at the Executive. In June 2014 the two
main Protestant Churches opposed the measure on the grounds it was unfair to
Protestant schools. In early Autumn, 2014, the Minister of Education abandoned
his attempt to get Executive agreement on ESA and proposed a new Bill which
would combine the five ELBs into a single Education Authority (EA) which would
take on their employer functions. Only the Staff Commission was to be incorpor-
ated into the EA and a new body, the Controlled Schools Support Council
(CSSC), would be created to represent the interests of Protestant schools.
There were changes to the Board of EA which now comprised representatives
of educational interests and politicians and, despite previous promises, there
would be no places for parents or young people. The legislation was passed
at first reading by an accelerated process, with the only opposition coming
from the UUP and Green Party. When the final Bill was considered in November
2014, it passed without a vote. The Education Authority became operational on
1 April 2015. Apart from the Staff Commission, all of the other NDPBs that were
supposed to have been incorporated into the single authority continued to
operate separately, and an additional one had been added to represent the
interests of the controlled schools.

Distrust of the political intent of Sinn Fein led to further suggestions that the
proposal was unfair to Protestant schools. As the fissure between the political
parties grew, political consensus collapsed and the proposal eventually
mutated into the establishment of a single authority that bore little relationship
to the original ambition, in a process which wasted huge amounts of public
funding rather than saving funds for re-investment to support the educational
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interests of young people. Inter alia the process shattered the level of service
that had previously been available to schools. To the extent that education
leaders played a role in the process it was generally to advance sectional
interest.

Shared education

This third case study of shared education in Northern Ireland contrasts to the
previous case studies in its focus on enhancing the experiences and opportu-
nities of all learners through building grass roots development led by schools
and school leaders, rather than focusing on the implementation of top-down
structural change. When Northern Ireland descended into political violence in
the latter part of the 1960s some suggested division was heightened by separ-
ate denominational schools (Heskin 1980), whereas others suggested that the
core problem was rooted in social injustice and a failure to provide equality
for the Catholic minority (Conway 1970; Aunger 1975). With no consensus on
the effects of separate schools, two broad areas of intervention were put in
place over the next thirty years, one focused on reconciliation and the other
on equality.

The interventions focused on reconciliation included curricular reform
(Richardson and Gallagher 2011), contact programmes to bring young people
together on joint projects and activities (O’Connor, Hartop, and McCully 2002)
and the establishment of religiously integrated schools (Hayes, McAllister, and
Dowds 2009). Although there was significant learning from all these interven-
tions, their impact was limited. Thus, for example, many of the curricular
reforms were innovative, but impacted on relatively few pupils; the contact pro-
grammes were generally not used to address issues related to conflict or div-
ision, often lacking any real ambition to promote change; while the
development of integrated schools stalled at about seven per cent of the
school age population.

There are a number of reasons why these interventions failed to make any
systemic change in education. The ideas behind the programmes were gener-
ally quite good, but the quality of implementation was mixed. Too many pro-
jects were dependent on individual, committed teachers, thereby allowing
others to abjure any responsibility for the issue. While education leaders gener-
ally identified the goal of reconciliation as a priority for schools, it was clear that
it was only one among many priorities, most of which were clearly felt to be
more important in practice. Finally, the education system in Northern Ireland
is risk-averse and has often encouraged, implicitly or explicitly, the avoidance
of controversial or difficult issues (Gallagher 2004; 2016).

The second set of interventions on equality was more precise and emerged in
the mid-1980s when evidence linked the differential outcomes from schools, to
the disadvantage of those leaving Catholic schools, to lower levels of public
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funding for Catholic schools (Gallagher, Cormack, and Osborne 1994). In conse-
quence the government, already committed to promoting equality, agreed that
Catholic schools should have access to full public funding. Since then, perform-
ance patterns have changed so that now leavers from Catholic schools achieve,
on average, higher performance in comparison with leavers from Protestant
schools.

The peace process and GFA in the late 1990s allowed space for an extensive
debate on community relations policy and the extent to which government
should or should not pro-actively build connections between the divided com-
munities. The model which developed accepted the right of communities to
separate schools (Minority Rights Group 1994), but sought ways to create con-
nections between schools by making the boundaries between them porous and
establishing bridging processes. Cross ethnic connections within civil society
had proved to be beneficial elsewhere (Varshney 2002), while connecting com-
munities had been a feature of work on effective communities of learning
(Wenger 2000) and provided opportunities for dialogic engagement (Flecha
1999).

Gallagher (1998; 2004) explored these ideas through a comparative analyses
of the role of education in divided societies and concluded that no single struc-
tural arrangement ‘solved’ the challenges of diversity, but proposed that school
collaboration aimed at supporting participative dialogue might offer a way
forward. This was later developed in a proposal for networks of locally based
partnerships between Protestant, Catholic and integrated schools (Gallagher
2016) in which pupils and teachers moved between schools to take classes
on a regular basis to provide sustained contact (Hewstone et al. 2008), while
protecting the ethos and existence of separate schools.

Atlantic Philanthropies and the International Fund for Ireland (IFI) funded
pilot projects on ‘shared education’ between 2007 and 2013 which involved
over 140 schools in 24 partnerships. A significant corpus of research has
emerged on different aspects of shared education, including work on the
impact of contact (Hughes 2014), a consideration of its role in improving stan-
dards (Borooah and Knox 2014), the sustainability of partnerships (Duffy and
Gallagher 2015) and the role of shared education in promoting tolerance or
reconciliation in divided societies (Duffy and Gallagher and 2017). There has
also been a growing international interest in the shared education model
with related work being undertaken in North Macedonia (Loader et al. 2018),
Israel (Payes 2013, 2015) and the United States (Kindel 2015), while Gallagher
(2013) has tried to locate this approach within the wider conspectus of struc-
tural and curricular initiatives in divided or diverse societies.

The Northern Ireland model of shared education contains five core elements:
partnerships are locally tailored; teacher empowerment and leadership was
central; contact between pupils was regular and sustained; partnerships
pursued multiple goals; and shared classes involved core educational activities
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(Gallagher 2016) and one of the goals of the project was to mainstream shared
education within the school system. In a series of steps this was achieved: a Min-
isterial Advisory Group (Connolly, Purvis, and O’Grady 2013) recommended the
extension of the approach and the Shared Education Signature Programme
(SESP) was established by the Education Authority in 2014. A report from the
NIA Education Committee (2015) recommended additional support
for the shared education approach and European Peace Funding (Peace IV)
expanded partnership work in schools further. A Shared Education Act was
passed by the NI Assembly in 2016. In a relatively short period, the shared edu-
cation model seems to have transformed the educational landscape in Northern
Ireland. At the last count there were over 700 schools involved in shared edu-
cation partnerships, with over 60,000 pupils participating in shared classes.

This initiative has had significant success in fostering new policy and practice
across more than half of the schools in Northern Ireland. It also achieved, and
held, a high level of political consensus, with all the main political parties sup-
porting the 2016 legislation. In comparison with previous interventions, the
main difference in shared education lay in its bottom-up character: funding
support from two independent foundations allowed for some freedom in
pursing innovative solutions (Hannon 2008). The project empowered teachers
to identify challenges and lead on the development of solutions, and to estab-
lish programmes of work for individual school partnerships that addressed the
problems and potential of their local context. These two features, teacher
empowerment and locally tailored solutions, both emerged as keys to the
success of the model of school partnership. While the model of shared edu-
cation achieved a high level of political consensus, this was achieved because
of the formal and informal leadership shown by teachers and schools in
working towards effective models of collaborative practice, focusing on the
needs of pupils within sites of learning rather than waiting for permission to act.

Discussion and conclusion

This article has examined the governance of education in Northern Ireland
through three education policy areas that emerged during the period of the
devolved Assembly in Northern Ireland, to explore the extent to which the con-
sociational model of government adopted has been effective in encouraging
collaborative leadership in government, and in the leadership and management
of/in the nation’s schools. These consociational arrangements were designed to
promote cooperation between the parties in coalition government.

Consociational models try to underpin political stability in divided societies
by combining elite accommodation at the political level with mass segmenta-
tion at the societal level: communities have their own pillars of institutions to
maintain identity, while their political leaders cooperate through coalition gov-
ernment. Conversely, consociational models face a number of criticisms,
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including the suggestion that by rewarding identity politics political leaders
may be encouraged to pursue essentialism and populism, rather than
cooperation. The institutionalisation of difference within society may deepen
divisions and encourage disputes over resource allocation, rather than a focus
on the common good. Consociational arrangements may also weaken political
parties which seek to draw support from a plurality of communities.

The three case studies were selected to explore the different perspectives on
consociation, specifically, whether top-down policy initiatives by political
leaders in shared government, or bottom-up initiatives from education
leaders in schools, were more successful in promoting systemic change. Collec-
tively these case studies illustrate the power of sectional interests and the need
for a delicate balance of power, which can lead to opportunities for school
improvement being missed. This is evident through the debate on academic
selection which quickly took on a sectarian character: the unionist parties adopt-
ing a position in favour of academic selection; the nationalist parties and the
moderate Alliance Party adopting a position of opposition to academic selec-
tion. Although the debate generated significant public participation, data
suggests that wider society views were mediated by social and educational
background. Once these political lines were drawn, the intensity of the
debate was not matched by any significant movement. Even the attempt to
end the system by withdrawing the official tests served only to open an oppor-
tunity for two unofficial 11+ test procedures to emerge. By the end of the 2000s
the debate had fizzled out, the outcome representing the inability of shared
government to find the compromises required to pursue a solution by
working cooperatively towards an agreed outcome and the common good.

The review of public administration represented a similar failure of shared
government. At its initiation, the parties agreed on the need for a streamlined
system of public administration in order to create efficiencies. However, once
formal proposals were available for consideration the parties started to
pursue particularistic interests, engaging in ethnic out-bidding to gain
support within their own communities. Once again, an inability to focus
public debate on potential compromise solutions resulted in little evidence of
cooperative engagement between the parties in government. The original
goal of a single strategic authority may have been ambitious, given the institu-
tionalised diversity of the education system, but in the end the review process
lasted much longer, and cost much more, than had ever been envisaged. It did
lead to the establishment of a single authority, but one without the strategic
responsibility that had been intended and ended up with more NDPBs than
had existed at the start.

In analysing the governance of Northern Ireland’s school education system,
tensions surface between the question of who has oversight in ensuring pro-
vision in relation to their particular interest groups and who can determine
and take forward policy, especially where policy may interrupt or be perceived
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to interrupt the delicately balanced governance arrangements. The final case
study of shared education is different, illustrating how change can come
about at grassroots level where there is genuine collaboration. Shared edu-
cation began as a research and development programme aimed at identifying
local models for effective school collaboration across the denominational
divide. In a relatively short period, it has achieved a significant level of
success with the main partnership programmes now mainstreamed into the
Education Authority and involving a majority of schools in Northern Ireland. Fur-
thermore, the model of partnership developed extends beyond the leadership
of individual schools and the leadership of the education sectors, reaching
across all areas of activity within and between schools. The shared education
initiative represents a bottom-up initiative contextualised in schools, with tea-
chers empowered to play a significant leadership role, rather than a top-
down directive from government. By contrast, both the debate on academic
selection and the review of public administration failed because of an inability
by political leaders to build consensus. To that extent the case studies seem to
suggest that, at least for education policy, the consociational model of govern-
ment was unable to produce the level of cooperation and stability which its
advocates had hoped for, but that teachers, parents and pupils could, and did.

Northern Ireland has the smallest school population in the United Kingdom,
yet its structural design is amongst the most complex. The leaders and man-
agers of its schools work within or despite such national complexities in their
local communities and school-based sites of practice. Collaborative working
within and across schools is made possible by those with a sense of agency,
willing to seek local solutions to educational issues within a divided society,
in search of system wide improvement. If such efforts at the micro and meso
levels were actively supported at the national macro level, then educational
initiatives would focus on the needs of pupils rather than the interests of politi-
cal parties motivated by maintaining their distinct identities and ideologies.

Notes

1. In addition to the main report there were 23 individual research reports on specific
themes. All of these papers can be found at https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publicati
ons/gallagher-and-smith-research-research-papers [last accessed October 10, 2020].

2. The Burns Report, the overall consultation report, and a series of response to the con-
sultation can be found at: https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/burns-report [last
accessed October 10, 2020].

3. Statement by Catriona Ruane, Minister of Education, December 4, 2007, available
at http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/official-report/reports-07-08/4-
december-2007/ [last accessed October 10, 2020].

4. Statement from the Northern Ireland Commission for Catholic Education, February 5,
2009 https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2009/02/05/statement-northern-ireland-comm
ission-catholic-education-2/ [accessed October 10, 2020].
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https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/gallagher-and-smith-research-research-papers
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/burns-report
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/official-report/reports-07-08/4-december-2007/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/official-report/reports-07-08/4-december-2007/
https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2009/02/05/statement-northern-ireland-commission-catholic-education-2/
https://www.catholicbishops.ie/2009/02/05/statement-northern-ireland-commission-catholic-education-2/


5. NI Assembly Questions Written Answer to the Minister of Education AQW 6926/09 (9/4/
09).

6. See, for example, the minutes of evidence of the Catholic Bishops to the NIA Education
Committee in March, 2009: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/comm
ittees/2007-2011/education/legislation/education-bill/minutes-of-evidence/18-march
-2009/ [accessed October 10, 2020].

7. See, for example, the Minister of Education’s comments to the NI Assembly
Education Committee on May 25, 2007 http://archive.niassembly.gov.uk/record/
committees2006/Education/070525.htm [accessed October 10, 2020].

8. See the Minister of Education’s opening address at the Second Stage reading of
the Education Bill, December 8, 2008 http://archive.niassembly.gov.uk/record/
reports2008/081208.htm [accessed October 10, 2020].

9. A UUP MLA made a statement to this effect to the press after a briefing by the
Department of Education to the NI Assembly Education Committee: Belfast Telegraph,
March 4, 2009 https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/warning-over-
trojan-horse-education-authority-28469367.html.

10. Belfast Telegraph March 11, 2009 https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/education/
fears-over-mother-knows-best-school-reforms-28470838.html
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