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Northern Ireland Higher Education Liaison Group 

Note of the meeting held at 11.30am, Tuesday 9 January 2024, Stranmillis University College, Stranmillis Road, Belfast BT9 5DY

Attendance

Alan Boyd (DE, via TEAMS)
Andy Brown (Stranmillis, and Chair of meeting)
Ian Collen (Queen’s)
Kyle Crutchley (DE)
Ian Gallagher (GTCNI)
Emma Holmes (EA)
Angela Kane (DE)
Esther Martin (CCEA)
James Noble-Rogers (UCET)
Claire Woods (Ulster)

Apologies: David Barr; Patricia Eaton; Martin Hagan; Daniel Mujis; & David Rooney.

Welcome & introductions

Colleagues were welcomed to the second meeting of the academic year, which in Patricia Eaton’s absence was being chaired by Andy Brown.  

Minutes & matters arising

The minutes of the meeting held on 3 October 2023 were agreed, subject to the correction of a typographical error.  

On matters arising:

· Feedback on the ITE partnership handbook had been received from various stakeholders and the final version would be published soon. 
· It was suggested by UCETNI colleagues that the IME team within DE be asked to develop a strategy to enhance the language skills of post-primary teachers who were either teaching or aspiring to teach in the Irish Medium. It was suggested that consideration should be given to enhancing the language skills for teachers who are either linguistically able (e.g., with a degree including a language) or have a GCSE in Irish or equivalent. The augmentation of language skills could take place during Induction and EPD in one of the five IME post-primary settings with the teacher being afforded timetable remission. The current model of extending an already busy PGCE year is off-putting and was not thought to be meeting the needs of the sector. It was agreed that Ian Collen would write to Shirley Sweeney about the issue. 

Matters arising from UCETNI meeting

The following issues were raised:

· DE were again asked to develop a teacher recruitment strategy to encourage people in NI to apply for ITE programmes delivered by the NI providers. Schools were reported to be faced with teacher shortages, especially in some key post-primary subjects, and there were plentiful employment opportunities available to newly qualified teachers in both the primary and post-primary phases. Misleading references to an oversupply of teachers were putting off many potential applicants and were encouraging others to undertake ITE in England and elsewhere. The number of teachers registered with GTCNI who were educated outside NI undermined claims about over-supply. It was requested that DE and GTCNI provide a subject-by-subject breakdown of teachers trained in other parts of the UK. DE and GTCNI agreed to look into this.
· Concern was expressed about the late notification of ITE places, which was having an adverse impact on recruitment and posed a financial risk to providers. DE representatives acknowledged the need for an early decision on this. They reported that that they hoped to receive information from DE colleagues on the Department’s Teacher Demand Model on the near future. This would enable officials to provide the necessary information to enable the Permanent Secretary to make a recommendation on the 2024/25 ITE intakes to DfE. Any final decision on the intake numbers would then be dependent on DfE, which is responsible for funding ITE places.  
· UCETNI referenced DE Circular 2010/03 and reported that it would like, with DE agreement, to agree a sector wide protocol on the qualifications and other evidence that might be accepted in place of applicants having formal GCSE entry qualifications. The official criteria appeared to allow the HEIs a degree of flexibility in this. DE agreed to consider this suggestion as part of an ongoing review of the circular. 

Accreditation of ITE Programmes

DE thanked UCET for providing summaries of the internal quality assurance and validation arrangements carried out by the HEIs in respect of their ITE programmes and confirmed that these would form the basis for the re-accreditation of programmes (existing accreditation had been extended until September 2025). The accreditation process, which would reference the new draft teacher competences developed prior to the abolition of the GTCNI Council, would also be informed by ETI visits to the HEIs and the process would be consistent with previous practice. GTCNI would, on the basis of ETI advice, make recommendations to DE about re-accreditation. Visits would take place during the summer and/or autumn of 2024.  

The nature of the proposed ETI visits was discussed. DE suggested that these might include lesson observations and discussions with student teachers and, in that regard, would resemble formal inspections. Others however felt that such visits would be burdensome for providers, would add little if anything in terms of value and would require the ETI staff concerned to have an appropriate level of understanding of ITE. It was suggested instead that the visits instead take the form of audits to check and confirm the content of the written information submitted. 

It was agreed that a working group under the NIHELG umbrella should be established to take the issue forward, and that UCETNI would provide the names of individuals from each of the HEIs to participate. 


Report on working and policy group discussions, including iQTS

The iQTS programme offered by some English ITE providers was discussed, with concerns expressed about the inappropriateness of educating teachers in Northern Ireland with programmes that were subject to English regulatory requirements, as well as the impact of iQTS on existing NI school-HEI partnerships, levels of recruitment to NI based programmes and the potential longer-term impact on ITE allocations. Possible solutions might include: DfE in Westminster being asked to change the iQTS criteria to make this qualification available only outside the UK; and DE and GTCNI issuing statements expressing concern about the iQTS programme being delivered in NI schools for prospective NI teachers. Teachers being educated for schools in NI without reference to either the new or the existing teacher competencies was also a matter of concern. The number of teachers being educated through the iQTS route in Northern Ireland could, if action was not taken, increase significantly as iQTS providers in England increasingly recognised the market opportunities that were becoming available. It was confirmed that the iQTS initiative had been instigated by government and not because of any pressure from ITE providers. DE agreed to discuss this further with the Westminster government and report back. 

Learning Leaders update

Learning Leaders was reported as moving up DE’s policy agenda and was to be subject to a refresh in the context of school improvement and the new teacher competencis.

Reports from partner organsations

The following reports were received: 

· GTCNI: DE oversight, in the absence of a Council, continued. Presentations to final year ITE students were continuing and a significant number had registered with GTCNI. HEIs were thanked for their support on this. 
· EA: New teachers were being invited to register to access professional learning opportunities, including those being supported by teacher tutors, who were also receiving support. Coaching and mentoring resources were being provided, and early learning communities were being established.
· CCEA: Ongoing work included: the curriculum refresh, including the development and use of learning modules and awareness raising; SEN support; discussions about Irish Medium; advice on abortion and early pregnancy; work with the Department for Justice on the prevention of violence against women and sexual abuse; the formation of a climate change stakeholder group; proposals on the enhancement of digital skills in the curriculum; and proposals submitted to DE in respect of modern languages.

Any other business

In response to a question, DE reported that work was taking place to identify (subject to funding) ways to progress the PQH. DE agreed to share with UCETNI the current model. 

Date of next meeting

30 April 2024 (12 noon). 
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