West Belfast Micro Poll July 2024

Firstly I want to say that I am thankful for the opportunity to speak here today at the Feile on the results of the IEF & Lucid Talk Micro Poll.
Given my background this is not an opportunity I could ever have imagined being given but I should acknowledge that my involvement in the integration movement has created many opportunities I could never have imagined and this is another first for my own personal journey in peace and reconciliation.

Key points – Q2a
Almost 52% are concerned that they may not be able to access a school of their choice
I would suggest that possibly of these 52% it may contain many children who are the eldest or only in the family and therefore parents are concerned that they may not fulfil the common school criteria which gives priority to siblings already enrolled in the school.
I understand this frustration as every year we are put in the difficult position of turning away families that have expressed their first preference for either a place in the primary school or in our nursery setting. I know from conversations with some of those families that often and quite reluctantly they are forced to accept a second, third, fourth choice and in some cases particularly with preschool at the completion of the admissions process their children are unplaced and end up accepting whatever is left for the EA to assign them. 
In the last 2 years we have applied for temporary flexibility which allows us to admit 4 additional children into the nursery but this is only a short term temporary fix to address the demand and we can not guarantee that in the long term we would be able to accommodate all 30 into Primary 1. That is why the Board of Governors in the most recent area planning have stated that they want to consider future preschool provision on our site to address parental demand.
90% of the respondent attend schools other than Cranmore, Oakwood or Malone
10% attend an integrated school – While this is a small number it is in line with the overall statistic for Northern Ireland and reinforces what we already know which is that we need to engage with the community of West Belfast to raise the profile of integration and to assess the level of parental demand to have their children educated alongside others in an integrated setting.
The difficult fact is that between Cranmore and Oakwood there are only 58 places for P1 each year. The majority of these will be taken up by children who have attended the attached nurseries of either school or who have a sibling already enrolled in the school. 
The figure is slightly more positive at secondary level as Malone College can offer 130 places for first year.
However the fact remains that the current 3 schools cannot fulfil the current parent demand let alone be able to fulfil any future demand.
It would have been interesting to see in the poll the percentage of the 90% who were unable to secure a place in an integrated school.  
Key points – Q3
We notice that the top 3 answers include good educational standards, well maintained buildings/facilities, extra-curricular activities and this is offered by many schools across the constituency. It is certainly offered at Cranmore and if people are interested in our specific provision at Cranmore further details can be viewed on our website and Facebook page.
Good learning support/special needs provision – this is of increasing importance for parents and we are all aware of the growing number of children presenting with complex and additional needs and the difficulties being able to access the correct support.
Cranmore is not typical of many primary schools in relation to special needs. We were one of the first mainstream primary schools to develop a dedicated sensory room back in 2008. Of our current enrollment approximately 14% of the pupils have a statement of special education needs. The average figure for all schools is just under 6%.
Our provision for Learning Support and special needs is driven by our integrated ethos which is inclusive of all and which commits us to work to ensure that all children are nurtured and provided with every possible resource and opportunity to achieve their real potential.
Over 85% favour a school which is openly welcoming to all sections of the community and to all faiths – the current state of finances for schools and the need for sustainability has driven schools to become very competetive in terms of enrolments. Schools have become very clued in to marketing and many schools will state that they are open to all sections of the community. This is undoubtedly true given that we have a system of open enrollment which places at the centre the right of any parent to choose any school. So, schools are open to all sections but are they welcoming of all sections? Do they go out of their way to encourage and develop the faith, values and culture of those deemed be a minorty within their school community. 
Integrated schools must have an aspiration to achieve a community background which reflects 40:40:20. As of June 2024 the statistics for Cranmore are 42% Protestant 38% Catholic and 20% others – this is a figure that we are very proud of but it is constant work to maintain this balance and to ensure that everything we do reflects the fact that the school is a  shared space, that all community identities  are recognised, supported and nourished
We accommodate this is many ways for example there are more places reserved on our Board of Governors for representatives of the parent body. We have 6 Foundation Governors whose role is to ensure that an integrated and all inclusive ethos is delivered by staff. There are opportunities through the curriculum to formally provide lessons and activities for pupils to learn about different faiths, cultures and beliefs whilst also encouraging individual pupils to cherish their own background and to be proud of who they are.

In closing I welcome the outcomes of the poll and I think for us in Cranmore and for organsiations such as the Integrated Education Fund it reminds us of the importance of not sitting back and resting on where we are but to keep planning for the future and for the future expansion and growth of integration. For the IEF it means continuing to engage with the local community to help parents understand the role they can have in delivering integration and for us at an individual school level it is about how do we plan to grow our school to ensure that there are more places available for parents who feel that my school is the best fit for their values and for their children.

