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Abbreviations  

 

AQE  Association for Quality Education 

CCEA  Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (Northern 

Ireland) 

CCMS  Council for Catholic Maintained Schools 
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DENI  Department of Education (Northern Ireland) 

EANI  Education Authority (Northern Ireland) 

ELB   Education and Library Board (Presently Education Authority Regions) 

  BELB  Belfast Education and Library Board 

  NEELB North Eastern Education and Library Board 

  SEELB South Eastern Education and Library Board 

SELB  Southern Education and Library Board 

WELB  Western Education and Library Board 

GL  Granada Learning  

NIA  Northern Ireland Assembly 

OECD Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
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Strand 1: The statutory and non-statutory arrangements for transfer: 

documentary analysis and secondary data analysis. 

The aim of strand one of the research was to address the research questions within 

key area one: the statutory and non-statutory arrangements for transfer.  This section 

describes how publicly available data was used to contribute to our knowledge of how 

the current arrangements operate.  The secondary statistical data analysis considers 

the availability and accessibility of secondary school places, the characteristics of the 

pupil populations of secondary schools and existing knowledge about pupil outcomes 

in non-statutory transfer tests used in the academic selection of Year 8 pupils.  The 

documentary analysis explores the admissions criteria used by academically selective, 

non-selective and partially selective secondary schools.  This section outlines the 

methods of data collection and procedures for analysis. 

 

Multiple sources of secondary data are required to give an overview of the landscape 

of secondary transfer.  All data collected and used within strand 1 is drawn from 

publicly available information published by DENI, the former ELBs, or from media 

sources.  The relevant data from each source was drawn together into a single Excel 

spreadsheet.  The first worksheet held a master copy of all data collated for the 

purposes of both the secondary statistical analysis and the documentary analysis.  

Each analysis then transferred the necessary data to an additional worksheet where a 

record of the analysis could be saved.  The findings resulting from Strand 1 draw on 

both aspects of the data.  Although, the data sources used are detailed in each 

analysis and the potential limitations of using data from a range of sources is 

acknowledged. 

 

Secondary data analysis 

The purpose of this secondary analysis is to make use of existing publicly available 

data to understand more about the potential implications of the current transfer 

arrangements.  Each analysis results in descriptive statistics which can be used to 

make comparisons between schools, and categories of school.  The result is a clearer 

overview of the secondary school system, the characteristics of the pupil populations of 

schools and the range of test outcomes accepted in school admissions. 
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Figure 4.7: Test results 

 

The clustering process resulted in 12 data clusters, each containing 2 or 3 codes. 

 

Establishing themes 

Using the cluster titles developed at the previous stage of analysis the CRAG 

discussed common characteristics and began to group the clusters further.  Many 

iterations of proposed themes were considered, negotiated and re-categorised.  The 

most significant shift occurred with the theme Tests which had been a cluster which 

was grouped within the theme Criteria.  However, following further discussion it 

emerged that data excerpts relating to the tests went beyond the use of test outcomes 

as a criterion in school admissions decisions.  It was therefore decided that in order to 

accommodate the range of information given about tests that they would be considered 

as a separate theme.   
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Figure 4.9: Moving on 

 

 

Four key themes emerged from the CRAG data analysis:  Choice; Tests; Criteria; and 

Moving on.  Interestingly, the themes which developed had originally appeared as 

codes in the first stage of analysis.   

 

Thematic Map 

The thematic map depicted in Figure 4.10 shows an overview of the codes and clusters 

covered by each theme and references to the relevant sections in the results chapters.    
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Figure 4.10: CRAG Thematic Map (Topic 3 - Experiences of applying to a new school) 
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highly selective grammar schools, in the Catholic and Protestant sectors.  For this 

reason, it was considered inappropriate to undertake comparisons by gender, 

particularly in relation to perceptions of transfer tests and self-reported test outcomes.  

Where such comparisons have been carried out these are not tested for significance.  

The final issue is that the number of primary respondents better reflects the original 

intended sample and is therefore incongruous with the secondary sample.  

Nonetheless, it is deemed robust for the purposes of the analyses undertaken.  In the 

interests of transparency the sample size is clearly indicated for each table and 

statistical test.   

 

Table 4.6: Number of respondents and schools in sample  

Phase Type Religious 
character # Schools 

Respondents 

# Male # Female # Total 

Secondary 

Grammar 
Catholic 4 161 204 365 

Protestant 3 87 191 278 

Grammar total 7 248 395 643 

Non-
Grammar 

Catholic 5 41 89 130 

Protestant 3 67 26 93 

Integrated 1 36 38 74 

Non-grammar total 9 144 153 297 

Secondary total 16 392 548 940 

Primary  

Catholic 3 67 62 129 

Protestant 4 112 99 211 

Integrated 1 16 29 45 

Primary total 8 195 190 385 

Overall total 24 587 738 13251 
1 Two respondents did not indicate their gender as Male or Female, therefore the total number 
of respondents is 1327 

 

4.5 Evaluation of methods  

The evaluation of methods used in research relate to the extent to which approaches 

adopted are valid and reliable (Cohen, et al., 2011).  Validity addresses how accurately 

the research represents the phenomenon under investigation (ibid.), however, what 
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constitutes validity is contested and context-bound in both the qualitative (Freeman, et 

al., 2007) and quantitative (Connolly, 2007) traditions.  Reliability relates to how well 

the methods fulfil requirements of dependability, consistency and replicability or 

transferability (Cohen et al., 2011).  Since methods employed in a study result from 

multiple decisions and judgements made by individuals the potential for bias is inherent 

(Ibid.).  Therefore, the objective must be to address such possibilities to ensure an 

acceptable level of confidence in the results of the research (Hammersley, 1992).  In a 

mixed methods study, in addition to each of the methods conforming to the validity and 

reliability requirements of their respective paradigmatic conventions (ibid.), there is a 

need to assess the research quality in relation to: the data; the analysis of the data; 

and the conclusions drawn from the analysis (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010, p. 27).  The 

following paragraphs examine particular strengths and limitations of the research 

approach with reference to issues of validity, reliability and quality.   

 

Due to the comparative nature of the documentary analysis, whereby school level 

policies (ELB transfer booklets, 2014) were coded in relation to how well they reflected 

the statutory guidance (DENI, 2013b), the potential for researcher subjectivity to 

influence the analysis was greatly minimised (Cohen, et al., 2011).  This was further 

minimised by development of an analysis protocol (Peräkylä & Ruusuvuori, 2011) and 

a coding map.  The procedures provide a replicable approach which would enable the 

analysis to be repeated, this is important since no analysis of school admissions 

criteria has been undertaken in the NI context since 2001.  The extent of the data 

produced in this strand illustrates the value of the approach in developing insight 

(Fitzgerald, 2012) into the phenomenon of school admissions policies.  The potential 

limitations relate to reliance on two media data sources, due to the absence of official 

data (see section 4.4), although there is no reason to believe that self-reported data of 

this nature is unreliable.  Nonetheless, as discussed in Chapter 1, a major gap in both 

the research literature and publicly available information relates to test performance 

data for the two tests currently used for selection.  Where studies have accessed and 

analysed this type of data (for examples see (Allen, et al., 2017; Wareham, et al., 

2015) there is great potential for inequities in the processes of selection to be better 

understood, and ultimately to be addressed through policy.   
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Table 5.2: Year 8 places by Gender profile and Religious Character of school for each 
ELB area 

ELB Religious 
character 

Gender profile of school 
 

All-boys All-girls Co-Ed Total 

# % # % # % # % 

% share of places by Gender Profile within 
religious character groupings within ELB 

% share of 
places within 

ELB 

Belfast 

Catholic 685 33.7 854 42.0 496 24.4 2035 48.3 

Protestant 551 28.1 686 35.0 722 36.9 1959 46.5 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 217 100.0 217 5.2 

North 
East 

Catholic 82 5.3 0 0.0 1453 94.7 1535 32.0 

Protestant 122 4.2 121 4.2 2644 91.6 2887 60.2 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 372 100.0 372 7.8 

South 
East 

Catholic 166 16.1 182 17.6 684 66.3 1032 27.8 

Protestant 130 5.8 159 7.1 1957 87.1 2246 60.6 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 430 100.0 430 11.6 

South 

Catholic 582 19.3 648 21.4 1792 59.3 3022 57.9 

Protestant 0 0.0 0 0.0 2002 100.0 2002 38.4 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 193 100.0 193 3.7 

West 

Catholic 664 26.8 760 30.6 1057 42.6 2481 65.1 

Protestant 72 7.2 71 7.1 859 85.7 1002 26.3 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 326 100.0 326 8.6 

  
% share of places by Gender Profile within 

religious character groupings overall 
% share by 
Rel Char 

Overall 

Catholic 2179 21.6 2444 24.2 5482 54.3 10105 46.5 

Protestant 875 8.7 1037 10.3 8184 81.1 10096 46.4 

Integrated 0 0.0 0 0.0 1538 100.0 1538 7.1 

 

This analysis highlights the differential availability of Integrated school places at 

secondary level across the regions.  All Integrated provision is co-educational and it 

varies from between 3.7% in the Southern region and 11.6% in the South Eastern.  

This difference, of 7.9%, is a relatively significant variation and demonstrates inequity 

in access to an already very limited number of Integrated school places. 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































