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Last week the Education Minister, referring to the 85,000 empty seats in our schools, challenged me :
“What have you been doing about it? Can you direct me towards policies that I could implement to solve the problem?”
In this paper I tell him exactly what I would do about it. I outline how a proper reform programme for our schools and education estate should be implemented -----
_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Here is the UUP’s  New Vision for Northern Ireland’s Education :
· A “whole of Northern-Ireland” approach encompassing area planning
· Rationalisation of education must be an all-inclusive reform programme
· United education provision for the entire community 
· If you opt-in to the state funded system, education is free, if you opt-out you must pay
· The schools estate must be a working part of overall community resources
· New state-of-the-art schools must be rolled out across all areas
· No school closures should happen ahead of a definitive whole-of-Northern-Ireland policy being agreed
_______________________________________________________________ 
Putting education right in Northern Ireland is not just about dealing with the challenges which face education – the empty desks, the unviable schools, the delivery of a sufficiently broad curriculum, the sharing of resources. Education must not be defined by its problems. Rather it should be redefined by a new vision for education. It needs to be seen in terms of opportunities. It must be redefined around a new central organising principle. 
There can be no better principle than a whole-of-Northern-Ireland approach, encompassing an integrated network of area plans, which creates not only a rational new system but creates it in a rational way, based on good practice and common-sense and not mired in the multiple education systems, a hang-over from our divided past which should not be part of our new and visionary future. 
How can we rationalise the education service through the medium of four distinct and separate school systems ? Surely that exercise is, in itself, flawed ?
 How can we create rationality out of irrationality ? As far as the restructuring of Northern Ireland’s education service for the future is concerned, the schools are surely right to say to the people charged by the Minister with their reorganisation – the boards and the CCMS – “physician, heal thyself.” How can multiple organisations which themselves enshrine the divisions between our schools and within our society be regarded as suitable vehicles for the delivery of a new and rational service ?  How can we base a new pattern of schools around geographically arbitrary board areas when a whole-of-Northern-Ireland approach is clearly preferable ? What happens to the planning process for schools on board boundaries which, though geographically close to schools in other boards and often draw on the same pool of pupils, are part of a different planning process ?  That is an untidy and clumsy way to proceed. 
Rationalising the bodies which will restructure our schools along rational and cost-effective lines, must surely be a first step in rebuilding our schools system to better meet the profile, distribution, aspirations and demands of our population ?  
The process of rationalisation must, above all, proceed rationally. It cannot be half-rational. Either it is rational or it is not. Just as the Minister says it has to be driven in the interests of the pupils in the classrooms, and not in the interests of the institutions, the system cannot be reformed and rationalised by focusing on the interests of the state-run Education Boards and the CCMS, the Integrated system and the Irish Language system, instead of also primarily focusing on the needs of the pupils and, for that matter, of the taxpayer.
Reform has to be all-inclusive. The vast bulk of finance to run, capitalise and deliver education to children, in whatever system they have been located, comes from the taxpayer and has done so for generations. This, by far, outweighs any financial or other interest other parties might have.  
To proceed in any other way than a “whole-of-Northern-Ireland” way, leaves the whole process needlessly open to inequality, to inequity between areas and systems, and to challenge on this basis.
Rationalisation has to begin with an audit of all the system’s present assets, no matter in which section they are being deployed. I have referred to this before as creating an equivalent of the Domesday Book for education. We must establish what we own so that we can deploy it rationally to achieve maximum educational returns. 
The other great advantage of this “whole-of-Northern-Ireland” approach encompassing the network of all area plans, is that it will be rebuild our divided communities as one united community from the ground floor up, beginning with shared pre-school and primary education. Re-designing the education service should achieve more than purely educational goals. It must also be a fundamental building block in ending community division which, after all, is a declared, over-riding and over-arching concern of the Northern Ireland Executive for all aspects of public administration here.  A new education service, rationally organised, will create a new community, united by a shared educational experience. 
This should not be dismissed as a one-size-fits-all approach. Debating arguments like this are no answer to proper efficient use of community resources.  Nor is this a curtailment of individual choice and freedom. If schools and individuals want to opt out of the system they should be allowed to do so, but they must expect to pay for doing so. The state has made its educational offer, based on excellence. If individuals want to access different educational facilities, it is only reasonable that they pay to do so. 
Another aspect of this “whole-of-Northern-Ireland” community approach  to educational estate planning is that communities have ownership of it. This should see greater community use of the buildings and other resources local community schools possess because they are the community’s resources and if local people want to use them, in an organised and structured way, they should be able to do so. They are the community’s  schools paid for with the community’s taxes. This will have the added advantage of maximising parental involvement in the operation and use of the school, which can only be a good thing as it engages them more in their children’s education.  In this way, now-dormant assets should be more effectively and efficiently used. 
One other aspect of community and local council usage of schools premises is its revenue-generating capacity. Community recreation and sports, the drive for better community health, the elimination of many social and health ills in our society - all need to be factored in to the overall education plan. The community aspects of these changes I propose, are an important factor in acting as a balance against the centralising tendencies and against the uniformity of approach, which is itself based on a genuine desire to promote equality.  Revenue generation and borrowing against it need to be explored as ways of augmenting the education budget. ‘All by a can do, will do approach’. 
Returning to the best model to deliver efficiency savings and rationalisation of the schools estate across Northern Ireland, I cannot see how this can be best achieved other than by being organised by one single education authority for the province.  This should be an authority which is people-driven, an enabling mechanism rather than a closed bureaucracy. It must be a people-up mechanism rather than a bureaucracy-down model, which many of us feared ESA would become. It needs to have a real community-focus as well as a passion to deliver the very best education possible for our children. It must be based on a proper valuation of the entire schools estate and on a realistic assessment of the cost of different new school types, ranging from the smallest to the largest school establishments.  
The re-design of our education service should be a liberating experience. It should extend to the planning of our schools, for example. There should be a design-competition for the best model of school which, while allowing for a more uniform and better resourced education model, will not be a one-size-fits-all model.  In Northern Ireland we were, in the past, known for our educational excellence extending right across academic education to engineering education and manufacturing excellence. Our new plan for education, extending right down to the design of our school buildings as well as our schools curriculum, should see us thought of this way again though, on this occasion with a more all-inclusive excellence, and without an tail of educational under-achievement. 
Our new education service must not be driven by the past, but by the future. It must not be based on the engines of community division, such as distinct and separate school governance systems, but by the liberating and enabling mechanisms of the future, bereft of the conflicts and divisions of the past. 


That is why I am calling for all orders linked to close schools to be rescinded now! School closures should not take place until a “whole-of-Northern-Ireland” planning process delivers a proposed pattern of new schools, maximising usage and effective delivery and putting in place the mechanisms and personnel to deliver optimum results for our children, giving them the best chance for employment possible and a satisfying and productive life in the fast-moving economy of the modern world. Disruption should be kept to a minimum because it causes untold damage to the educational experience of the pupils affected. Pupils should as seamlessly as possible move to new state-of-the-art school buildings delivering our new vision for education. 
One other aspect of community and local council usage of schools premises is its revenue-generating capacity. Community recreation and sports, the drive for better community health, the elimination of many social and health ills in our society - all need to be factored in to the overall education plan. The community aspects of these changes I propose, are an important factor in acting as a balance against the centralising tendencies and against the uniformity of approach, which is itself based on a genuine desire to promote equality.  
Revenue generation and borrowing against it need to be explored as ways of augmenting the education budget. This needs to extend to all services provided for schools at board level and from private providers. There may well be more cost-effective alternatives to existing provision within the private sector which could produce savings to the overall education budget, which would then be available for distribution under schools’ LMS budgets. Schools could operate as consortia offering best practice models to other schools here and in other countries, earning additional revenue in the process. This kind of income generating activity should be identified, enabled and encouraged.
It is this broad and all-encompassing VISION which education needs and not just a tinkering with the old models of the past to see if we can make them a bit better. It is a new vehicle we need, a new vision and a breadth of vision. It is the only way to build a better Northern Ireland. 
My challenge to Minister O’Dowd is this : 
Where have you built the case for Education reform into the Programme for Government.  Show to the pupils, parents and teachers your list of priorities in the P.F.G?  
This is a once in a generation opportunity to reconfigure Northern Ireland’s education service and schools estate to achieve excellence in educational environment and educational outcomes for all out children. 
Remember that real value for money can only be obtained by having an all-inclusive whole-of-Northern-Ireland approach. 
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