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Minutes of the meeting of the meeting of the Northern Ireland Higher-Education Liaison Group held at 12 noon on 22 May 2025 at St. Mary’s University College, Falls Road, Belfast BT12 6FE
Attendance
Ian Collen (Queen’s)                                                                                                                                                 Patricia Eaton (Stranmillis)                                                                                                                                                Ian Gallagher (GTCNI)                                                                                                                                     Martin Hagan (St. Mary’s. Chair)                                                                                                                                       Emma Holmes (EA)                                                                                                                                     Angela Kane (DE)                                                                                                                                                                   Paul Mc Flynn (Ulster)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               James Noble-Rogers (UCET)                                                                                                                                            David Rooney (DfE)                                                                                                                                                                              Claire Woods (Ulster)                                                                                                                                                                              
Apologies
Esther Martin (CCEA).
Minutes & Matters arising 
The minutes of the meeting held on 28 January were agreed. There were no matters arising not included elsewhere on the agenda.
Updates
The following updates from partner organisations were received:
(a): Education Authority
PLPs for early career teachers was continuing and scheduled for expansion. Discussions with HEIs about synergy with their professional learning programmes had been positive, and it was hoped that such cooperation could continue. Work on CPR related professional development with the Ambulance service was ongoing and it was suggested that further communications about this should be communicated through UCETNI, ideally in September.
(b): GTCNI
The registration of newly qualified teachers was progressing well, with 540 being processed, 75% of whom only now needed to be given a TR number. 100 have still o supply further information, and 49 had not yet engaged with the process at all. It was too early to say how many overseas trained teachers would be registered, but there was also likely to be some 130 from one of the English iQTS providers working in NI . The first digest of statistics since 2018 would be published soon, where the scope to identify where teachers had trained would be considered. A ministerial decision on the future of GTCNI was awaited, although consultation responses had made it clear that there was support for the existence of a professional body for the teaching profession in NI. 
(c): DFE
The minister was considering the allocation of places to ITE providers for 2025/26 and it was hoped that letters would be issued soon.  Consideration was given to the provision of student support to those on the new part-time programmes, although the decision that part time numbers would be outside the normal allocation controls was unlikely to pose an issue. UCETNI members pointed out that progress on the development of part time flexible routes could not continue until formal confirmation about this had been received.  
(d): DE
The Transforming Education Delivery Plan had been published, with the two immediate priorities being the PQH and induction policies, both of which were operating to tight timescales with pilots planned for September 2026. This would be followed by work on financial incentives for ITE. Concern was expressed about the exclusion of Ulster from relevant communications and invitations to events, and about the apparent lack of involvement in some aspects of HEIs more generally. DE confirmed that HEIs would be closely involved in all future developments and that all communications, including the appointment of HE staff to working and advisory groups, would in future be made through UCETNI. A modest exercise on the induction policy would begin in September 2025 and would be expanded after that. 
Members of UCETNI welcomed the fact that clear policies, with funding, were now being developed and perused in Northern Ireland. But a number of questions remained about, for example, who would be responsible  for developing initiatives such as the CCF and the PQH, and DfE confirmed that HEIs (through UCETNI) would be closely involved, as would (in regards the CCF) JNR. The precise relationship between the CCF and the current and new professional competencies would be discussed as part of the refresh of the Learning Leaders strategy.  
UCETNI members pointed out that the HEIs had huge experience in carrying out and applying peer reviewed research and yet they seemed to have been excluded from discussions. DE colleagues agreed to take this back and report to the next meeting. Schools in NI had been invited to bid for up to £5,000 to run research conferences and would be free to work in partnership with HEIs. The issuing of a contract for the training of headteachers had been awarded to a private organisation called Enerdrive on a Direct Award basis without a competitive tendering exercise, which was apparently allowed for at the discretion of the Permanent Secretary (questions arose about whether NDPBs had similar scope).  Concern was expressed about the apparent preference for awarding contracts to untested corporate providers with little or no experience in, or knowledge of, education in Northern Ireland. HEIs should it was said be more closely involved, although the costs of supporting government in terms of time and money needed to be recognised. Processes needed to be open and transparent with all interested parties, including GTCNI, to be involved and kept informed of developments. 
Publication of the Curriculum review was imminent, and it was pointed out that HEIs would need time and resources to adjust their programmes accordingly. 
Flexible ITE provision and iQTS
Concern was again expressed about the impact of iQTS being delivered by English providers in NI schools, and that such provision was not subject to any form of regulation or quality control in Northern Ireland but operated in accordance with English regulatory structures instead. This, it was pointed out, represented a ceding of control for much NI teacher education to the Westminster Government. One of the providers was describing themselves as the largest ITE provider in NI, despite which DE had no locus to accredit them or ETI to inspect them (what external quality assurance that did exist was carried out with reference to English ITE requirements by a private contractor that was paid for by the providers concerned). The impact of NI government reforms, including the CCF, will be nugatory if the organisations that train most of the teachers in NI are not subject to those policies or accountable to any of the regulatory authorities in NI. The focus of such providers on phases and subjects that are easy to recruit to, and the hoovering up of school placement opportunities, also threatens the ongoing viability provision by HEIs of teacher education in shortage subject areas. DE must, it was stressed, intervene if its policies are not to be undermined, the future of domestic ITE provision destabilised and long-term teacher supply threatened. NI cannot not rely on English providers, who might withdraw from NI at any time, for the supply of teachers to NI schools The quality of such programmes, based on generic, non-research based and non-subject focused content might also be questionable. GTCNI might have the legal authority (albeit with a change in GTCNI rules) not to register teachers qualifying through the iQTS route and this should be investigated. The expansion of iQTS threatens the very quality and distinctiveness of education in NI and could remove any influence that DE, GTCE and ETI have over how ITE is delivered.
Any other business
There was no other business.
Date of next meeting
30 September 2025 (venue to be confirmed)
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