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Context

• Good Friday Agreement 1998
• Devolved Government formally established in December 1999
• Coalition of at least two parties to form an Executive which oversees 

9 departments, including Education
• A complex system known as D’hondt is used to allocate departments 

to different parties
• While a different ministers and different parties may have different 

priorities, anything that requires legislative change must be approved 
by the Executive

• A number of lengthy suspensions (40%), including from February ‘22 
- present



Northern Ireland Curriculum

• The Northern Ireland Curriculum was introduced in 2007
• Covers all 12 years of compulsory education
• Focuses on the learning process – positive learning experiences, assessment for 

learning etc. - and learners' needs, as well as their knowledge, understanding 
and skills

• Offers flexibility and specifies a minimum entitlement for all pupils in each area of 
learning

• Schools have considerable scope to tailor this entitlement and to provide learning 
opportunities adapted to their own context and their pupils' needs







Qualifications

• While Education is a devolved matter, three-country arrangement in 
place with England and Wales for GCSE and A level

• Also required to adhere to the requirements of the NI Curriculum at 
Key Stage 4:

• Learning for Life and Work,  PE, RE
• Entitlement Framework – 21 subjects, 1/3 general and 1/3 applied

• Primarily GCSE and A level
• Majority of the qualifications have the same title and similar 

content and assessment arrangements
• Small number developed to reflect the NI context
• Key differences - unitisation; AS; GCSE grading scale

• Other regulated qualifications also available: entry level; Level 1 – 5



Challenges Ahead

• Continuing to embed the NI Curriculum
• Addressing the challenges caused/exacerbated by the pandemic
• Continuing divergence in qualifications
• Reports:

• A Fair Star (NDNA commitment): “to examine and address links between persistent 
educational underachievement and socio-economic background, including the long-standing 
issues facing working-class, Protestant boys.”

• Independent Review of Education (NDNA commitment): “securing greater efficiency in 
delivery costs, raising standards, access to the curriculum for all pupils, and the prospects of 
moving towards a single education system.”

• 10x: “‘Skills for a 10x Economy’ sets a strategic framework for the development of our skills 
system to 2030.

• Absence of NI Executive
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