
Exploring academic selection and grammar schools in Northern
Ireland

Hughes, J., Loader, R., Fargas, M., Hadden, J., & Cantley, I. (2026). Exploring academic selection and grammar
schools in Northern Ireland.

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
Copyright 2026 the Authors.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Open Access
This research has been made openly available by Queen's academics and its Open Research team.  We would love to hear how access to
this research benefits you. – Share your feedback with us: http://go.qub.ac.uk/oa-feedback

Download date:14. Oct. 2026

https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/30ab4083-172a-4ab5-abec-9aed1202ac4d


 

1 
 

  



 

2 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
The research team at Queen’s University Belfast would like to thank the Nuffield 
Foundation for generously funding the project. We are also grateful to the participants, 
whose time and insights were invaluable to the research, and to the members of the 
project Advisory Group for their constructive guidance and support throughout the study. 

 
 

Advisory Group Members  
 
 

• Mary Lowery, former Head of School Improvement, Education Authority.  

• Koulla Yiasouma, former NI Commissioner for Children and Young People. 

• Professor Martin Brown, Associate Dean for Research, Institute of Education, 

Dublin City University. 

• Professor Alice Bradbury, Centre for Sociology of Education, University College 

London. 

• Máire Thompson, former Principal, Hazelwood Integrated College.  

• Simon McLean, former Principal, Nettlefield Primary School. 

• Naomi McBurney, parent perspective. 

• Dr Padraic Quirk, Deputy Director, Social Change Initiative. 

• Cohen Taylor, Chair, Northern Ireland Youth Forum.  

• Brooke Kearney, Executive Committee Member, Northern Ireland Youth Forum. 

• Ruth Maisey, Programme Head (Education), Nuffield Foundation. 
 

The Nuffield Foundation is an independent charitable trust with a mission to advance 
social well-being. It funds research that informs social policy, primarily in Education, 
Welfare, and Justice. It also funds student programmes that provide opportunities for 
young people to develop skills in quantitative and scientific methods. The Nuffield 
Foundation is the founder and co-funder of the Nuffield Council on Bioethics, the Ada 
Lovelace Institute and the Nuffield Family Justice Observatory. The Foundation has 
funded this project, but the views expressed are those of the authors and not necessarily 
the Foundation. Visit www.nuffieldfoundation.org 
 



 

3 
 

Glossary 
 

 
 

CCMS (Council for Catholic Maintained Schools): The managing authority for Catholic 
maintained schools in Northern Ireland. Catholic maintained schools are fully state-funded 
voluntary schools owned by Catholic Church Trustees and managed by individual Boards of 
Governors (BoGs). They make up 40% of (primary and post-primary) schools in Northern Ireland. 
The CCMS is responsible for the employment of teaching staff and school leaders, promoting the 
management of schools by BoGs, school provision planning and providing support and advice to 
Trustees and the DE. 

CnaG (Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta): The representative body for Irish-medium education. 
It was established in 2000 by the Department of Education to promote, facilitate and encourage 
Irish-medium education. CnaG aims to make Irish-medium education available to parents who 
would like their children to be educated through the Irish language. 

CSSC (Controlled Schools Support Council): The sectoral support body for controlled schools 
in Northern Ireland. These are state-funded (nursery, primary, post-primary and special) schools 
under the management of the school's BoGs and their employing authority is EA.  

DE (Department of Education): The government department responsible for central education 
policy, funding and strategy in Northern Ireland. 

EA (Education Authority): The regional body responsible for the planning, management and 
delivery of education services across Northern Ireland. It is also the employing authority for 
Controlled schools. 

Grammar schools: Grammar schools are post-primary schools that typically use academic 
selection as entrance criteria. There are two types of grammar schools: voluntary grammars 
and controlled grammars. While both are funded by the state, voluntary grammars are typically 
managed by their own BoGs, whereas controlled grammars are managed by the Education 
Authority. Controlled grammar schools are fully funded by the state for day-to-day running costs 
and capital projects but can request parental contributions. Voluntary grammars receive public 
funding for day-to-day costs, but capital funding may require school contributions, and historical 
arrangements mean they often co-fund buildings and improvements. They operate under the 
‘voluntary principle’, which allows them to raise additional income, request capital fees, seek 
regular parental contributions, and fundraise from alumni and communities. Some voluntary 
grammar schools operate as companies limited by guarantee and/or charities, and they all have 
direct control of and responsibility for their finances. 

IEF (Integrated Education Fund): An independent charitable foundation established in 1992 to 
financially support the development and growth of integrated education. The IEF financially 
supports the establishment of new integrated schools, the growth of existing schools and those 
schools seeking to become integrated through the transformation process. Integrated schools 
educate children from both Catholic and Protestant traditions, as well as other faiths and none. 
In 2025/26, there are 70 grant-aided integrated schools in Northern Ireland, comprising 38 grant-
maintained integrated schools (23 Primary and 15 Post Primary) and 32 controlled integrated 
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schools (24 Primary, 6 Post Primary and 2 Nursery). Controlled integrated schools are managed 
and funded by the EA, which is also the employer of staff, while grant-maintained integrated 
schools are managed by their own BoGs (also employer of staff) and funded directly by the DE. 

NICIE (Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education): A registered charity and non-
departmental public body grant funded by DE established in 1987 that promotes the 
development of integrated education. 

Post-primary schools – A note on terminology:  Throughout this document, we use the terms 
‘grammar school’ and ‘secondary school’ to distinguish between the two main types of post-
primary provision, based on the presence or absence of academic selection in admissions. While 
secondary schools are often referred to as ‘non-grammar’ schools, we aim to avoid this 
terminology as it frames these schools in deficit terms. The term ‘all-ability school’ was 
proposed during the deliberative event; however, we have retained ‘secondary school’ because 
this term is frequently used in official documents to mean schools that do not use academic 
selection. The word ‘comprehensive’ is used much less commonly in Northern Ireland than in 
England or other parts of the UK. An ‘all-ability system’ would more accurately describe a system 
in which academic selection is not used at all. 

SEAG (Schools' Entrance Assessment Group): A not-for-profit organisation established by 
academically selective post-primary schools in Northern Ireland to administer a common 
entrance assessment for Year 8 admissions. Introduced in 2023, the SEAG assessment replaced 
the previous parallel AQE and GL transfer tests (see section 2.0 for further detail) and is used by 
member schools as part of their admissions criteria. 

Special Provision in Mainstream (SPiMs): This refers to specialist classes or units located 
within ordinary mainstream schools for pupils with significant Special Educational Needs 
(SEN). Specialist provision classes are smaller in size and offer tailored teaching and support to 
children with statements of SEN. A child can only receive a statement of SEN following a statutory 
assessment of their special educational needs. It is the responsibility of the EA to arrange for the 
special educational provision as specified in a Statement of SEN to be made. If a child has a 
statement of SEN which recommends that their needs can be met within a specialist provision 
class in a mainstream school, the EA will try to ensure the provision is as close to where they live 
as possible. There are seven different types of Specialist Provision Classes, including Specialist 
Provision (Social Communication/Autism) (SPSC), Specialist Provision (Physical Support) (SPP), 
Specialist Provision (Speech and Language Support) (SPSL). 

Transfer test: From 2023, children in P7 (aged 10/11) in Northern Ireland can sit the SEAG transfer 
test, which is the academic selection test used by most grammar schools for admission to 
Year 8 (the first year of post-primary education). The test consists of two papers, sat on separate 
Saturdays in November. It tests English (or Irish) and Mathematics, contains a mix of multiple-
choice and written-response questions, and uses standardised scoring, taking account of age 
differences among pupils. SEAG does not report a raw mark (e.g. 60/100), but pupils receive a 
standardised outcome, i.e. a Total Standardised Age Score (TSAS), that places them into one of 
six bands, with Band 1 denoting highest performance and Band 6 the lowest. The TSAS is scaled 
with a mean of 200, while English and Maths SAS each have a mean of 100. The percentage bands 
correspond to Cohort Percentile Rankings (CPR). Band 1 is the top 40% of candidates while Band 
2 is the next 10% of candidates and so on. Band 6 is the lowest 20% of scores. Grammar schools 
then decide how to use these bands in their admissions criteria. Some highly oversubscribed 
grammar schools may effectively require Band 1, while others may admit pupils from Band 2 or 
lower depending on demand and available places. 
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Executive Summary 

 
 

 

Academic selection has shaped post-primary education in Northern Ireland (NI) for more than 
seven decades and remains a subject of considerable debate. Supporters argue that grammar 
schools provide an academically rigorous environment that promotes high levels of attainment 
and offers opportunities for able pupils from a wide range of backgrounds. Critics, however, 
contend that selection at age 10 or 11 reinforces social inequalities, contributes to segregation 
and has negative consequences for pupils, families and schools across the wider educational 
system. In the context of ongoing policy commitments to address educational disadvantage and 
improve educational outcomes, this report reviews the evidence on the benefits and limitations 
of academic selection, explores the reasons for its continued resili ence, and considers 
alternative models for organising post-primary education 

Combining documentary and literature analysis, a systematic review of the evidence, qualitative 
interviews, pupil focus groups and deliberative research, this study draws on the perspectives of 
parents (n=25), school leaders (n=15), academics and key education stakeholders (n=16), six 
pupil focus groups (6–8 pupils per group), and a deliberative event involving participants from 
across the interview constituencies (n=41). Together, these complementary strands of evidence 
provide the most comprehensive and methodologically diverse contemporary examination of 
academic selection in NI.  

Why academic selection endures 
 

• Public perceptions: Despite well-established links between academic selection and a 
range of less favourable educational, social and economic outcomes, many parents 
continue to view the system as fair and meritocratic. Support is strongest among those 
who benefit from selective education, and popular narratives that associate grammar 
schools with academic excellence and social mobility continue to reinforce public 
acceptance. 

• Political protection and institutional inertia: Grammar schools constitute a well-
organised and influential sector that benefits from higher levels of institutional autonomy, 
historical privilege and political support, particularly from unionist parties. Combined 
with fragmented governance arrangements and recurring periods of political instability, 
these factors provide limited opportunities for coherent policy reform. 

• Social advantage and the reproduction of inequality: Families with greater economic, 
cultural and social resources are often better positioned to navigate the admissions 
process, access private tutoring and absorb the additional costs associated with 
grammar school attendance. Because those who benefit most from the system are also 
among the groups with the greatest capacity to influence educational debates, existing 
inequalities can reinforce support for maintaining selection. 

• Deeply embedded beliefs about ability and merit: Many parents, educators and pupils 
continue to regard academic ability as a fixed and measurable characteristic that can be 
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assessed reliably at age 10–11. Such beliefs underpin the perceived legitimacy of 
selective admissions, despite extensive research demonstrating that educational 
attainment is shaped by a wide range of developmental, social and contextual factors.  

• Perceptions of differential school quality: Grammar schools are widely associated with 
stronger examination outcomes, greater prestige, and, in some cases, superior resources 
and facilities. These perceptions reinforce parental demand for grammar school places, 
even though research suggests that differences in outcomes are largely attributable to 
pupil intake rather than school effectiveness. 

• Status, identity and aspiration: Attendance at a grammar school continues to carry 
significant social status and is often viewed as a marker of achievement and future 
success. Conversely, pupils attending secondary schools may encounter negative 
stereotypes or stigma. These symbolic distinctions help sustain parental aspirations for 
grammar school places and reinforce broader societal support for selection. 

 
Consequences of academic selection 

The systematic review and qualitative evidence converge on several key findings:  

• A key paradox of selection: While research evidence indicates that academic selection 
is associated with persistent inequalities and adverse consequences for many pupils, it 
is also the case that some grammar school pupils experience modest attainment gains. 
For supporters of selective education, these benefits may be sufficient to justify the 
system, even if its overall effects are unevenly distributed across social groups. As a 
result, a system that delivers little to no benefits at the aggregate level can nevertheless 
retain strong public support among those who perceive themselves or their children as 
likely to gain from it. 
 

• Widening inequality: Selection concentrates advantage in grammar schools and 
disadvantage in secondary schools. These patterns reinforce perceptions that grammar 
schools are more successful and desirable, thereby sustaining parental demand for 
selective schooling and reproducing inequality across generations. 

 
• No clear evidence of improved social mobility: Although grammar schools are 

frequently promoted as engines of social mobility, the strongest available evidence finds 
little or no evidence that selective education improves long-term earnings or social 
mobility at the population level. Indeed, some studies suggest that selective systems may 
reinforce or widen existing inequalities by disproportionately benefiting already 
advantaged groups. 

 
• Wellbeing costs of early selection: Evidence indicates that preparation for and 

participation in high-stakes selection can generate stress and anxiety among pupils. 
These effects are often most pronounced among children who do not obtain a grammar 
school place, some of whom report lasting impacts on self-esteem, confidence and 
educational identity. 

 
• Distortion of the primary curriculum:  The transfer test was perceived to narrow 

teaching and learning in P6–P7 towards test preparation, reducing time for the broader 
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statutory curriculum, creating divisions between pupils sitting and not sitting the test, 
and reinforcing the centrality of academic selection within primary education. 

 

Public discourse and stakeholder perspectives  

Media analysis reveals that debate is often poorly informed by evidence, with critics drawing on 
research while defenders rely on anecdote or ideological arguments. Interviews and focus groups 
show: 

• The transfer process is frequently associated with heightened stress and anxiety among 
pupils and their families, raising concerns about the wellbeing implications of high-stakes 
selection at age 10–11. 

• Recognition that secondary schools increasingly deliver strong outcomes. 

• A sense that selection persists not because it works, but because it is politically protected 
and socially embedded. 

 
Potential for alternative models 

Across all participant groups, there was strong support for reform, with a range of alternatives 
endorsed. An all-ability comprehensive system attracted the greatest level of support, 
particularly when accompanied by investment to ensure parity of resources. Other options were 
also identified: 

• Selection based on pupil profile as a transitional, harm-reduction model, using multiple 
indicators (e.g. prior attainment, teacher assessment and contextual factors) rather than 
a single high-stakes test. While reducing immediate pressures, it may reinforce the 
system’s perceived fairness and durability. 

• Delayed selection (e.g. the Dickson Plan, which defers selection until the end of Key 
Stage 3, age 14) as a harm-reduction model that postpones high-stakes decisions, though 
it introduces additional transition points and associated risks. 

Only three research participants supported retaining the current system. 

Conclusions 

Academic selection in NI presents complex policy, social and political challenges, requiring 
reform that balances system-level change with sensitivity to stakeholder perspectives and public 
attitudes. A whole-system approach is needed, focused on equity, inclusion and educational 
quality, with priorities including high-quality provision across all schools, reduced structural 
inequalities, stronger collaboration, and investment in inclusive and area-based provision. 

Reform must be understood as a process of negotiated change. The persistence of selection 
reflects sustained social and institutional support, particularly among those who associate it 
with high standards and social mobility. Meaningful change will therefore depend on 
constructive, evidence-informed engagement with stakeholders, creating space to examine both 
perceived benefits and wider system impacts in a non-adversarial way. 

Despite differing views, there is a broad consensus on key goals: high-quality teaching, strong 
outcomes, pupil wellbeing, and fair access. Framing reform around these shared priorities can 
help build legitimacy and support. All parts of the system will need to contribute through 
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enhanced collaboration, inclusive practice, and coherent planning, supported by appropriate 
resourcing. 

Finally, public attitudes will be critical. A clear communication strategy is essential to articulate 
an evidence-based case for reform, address misconceptions about selection and social mobility, 
and highlight effective alternatives. Ongoing monitoring of public opinion will also be essential to 
informing and sustaining reform efforts. 
 
Recommendations 

The report proposes a strategic programme of reform. These recommendations are not intended 
to be strictly sequential; rather, they are mutually reinforcing and may be pursued in parallel or 
selectively, depending on policy priorities. Several recommendations (e.g. funding reform, 
accountability measures and stakeholder engagement) have stand-alone value irrespective of 
decisions on academic selection. 
 
Recommendation 1: Build public understanding and support for reform  

The persistence of academic selection reflects the continuing influence of public attitudes, 
stakeholder interests and beliefs about educational quality and social mobility.  

• Engage constructively with all stakeholder groups, including supporters of academic 
selection.  

• Create structured, evidence-informed and non-adversarial forums for dialogue.  
• Build consensus around shared goals of educational quality, equity and pupil wellbeing.  
• Develop a public communication strategy that addresses misconceptions and 

communicates evidence on outcomes and alternatives.  
• Monitor public attitudes through longitudinal population surveys.  

 
Recommendation 2: Reform funding arrangements and invest in school capacity  
 
Participants consistently emphasised that structural inequalities between schools must be 
addressed before major admissions reforms can succeed.  

• Review funding arrangements to better reflect pupil need.  
• Prioritise investment in schools serving disadvantaged communities.  
• Address inequalities in infrastructure, facilities and curriculum provision.  
• Review post-16 provision to ensure equitable access to academic and vocational 

pathways.  
 
Recommendation 3: Address segregation and stigma  

• Challenge narratives that position grammar and secondary schools hierarchically.  
• Review admissions practices and financial barriers associated with school choice. 
• Promote inclusive pathways and multiple forms of success.  
• Reduce the concentration of disadvantage and need within particular parts of the system.  
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Recommendation 4: Redefine school quality  

• Develop accountability measures that incorporate value-added, contextualised and 
wellbeing indicators.  

• Reduce reliance on raw attainment measures.  
• Align inspection and accountability with equity and inclusion goals.  

 
Recommendation 5: Protect the primary curriculum  

• Reduce incentives for transfer-test preparation.  
• Safeguard the breadth of the Key Stage 2 curriculum.  
• Support holistic pupil development.  
• Monitor and address curriculum narrowing associated with selection.  

 
Recommendation 6: Invest in teacher capacity and system leadership  

• Strengthen professional learning for inclusive and mixed-ability teaching.  
• Develop system leadership capacity across sectors.  
• Support collaboration between schools.  
• Prepare schools for transition through targeted implementation support.  

 
Recommendation 7: Strengthen governance and policy coherence  

• Restore democratic oversight of admissions arrangements.  
• Develop a coherent cross-party vision for reform.  
• Improve policy coordination across the education system.  

 
Recommendation 8: Progress towards an all-ability comprehensive system  

Once the above conditions are established, policymakers should progress towards an all-ability 
comprehensive model that removes structural division between grammar and secondary 
provision while ensuring broad curriculum choice and educational quality across all schools.  
 
Recommendation 9: End high-stakes selection at age 10–11  

Within a planned transition framework:  

• End academic selection at age 10–11.  
• Remove transfer testing as the primary mechanism for post-primary allocation.  
• Introduce alternative admission arrangements that are transparent, equitable and 

developmentally appropriate.  
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1.0 Introduction 
 
Academic selection remains one of the most contentious features of the education system in 
Northern Ireland (NI). Despite extensive research demonstrating that selective post-primary 
structures exacerbate social and educational inequalities and impede soci al cohesion, NI 
continues to operate a predominantly bipartite system of grammar and secondary schools. These 
arrangements persist even as government policy emphasises the need to address educational 
disadvantage and advance social integration. The endurance of academic selection, therefore, 
presents a significant paradox: an evidentially inequitable system remains firmly embedded, 
while policymakers invest heavily in initiatives designed to promote inclusion and cross-
community engagement. 

Successive reviews of the NI education system have recommended reform of transfer 
arrangements, yet political disagreement, sectoral resistance and the absence of a viable 
consensus have contributed to policy inertia. Following the withdrawal of state-sponsored 
transfer tests in 2008, grammar schools introduced new, privately administered assessments 
that not only consolidated academic selection but, for a time, deepened sectarian division 
through parallel testing systems. More recently, the introduction of  a single transfer test has 
addressed some criticisms while further entrenching selection as a defining feature of NI post-
primary education. These developments have occurred against renewed scrutiny of the 
academic, social and emotional consequences of selection and in the context of major policy 
initiatives aimed at reducing inequality, such as the Fair Start report (Purdy et al., 2021). 

Against this backdrop, this report investigates why academic selection has proven so enduring in 
NI, and what potential exists for alternative models of post-primary education. The project is 
guided by three core objectives: 

Objective 1: To identify the political, social and educational factors that sustain academic 
selection in NI. 

This includes examining why policymakers and sections of the public continue to support 
selective schooling; why selection persists despite stated commitments to social cohesion; and 
how advocates of selection protect the status quo while the growing body of evidence on the 
disadvantages of academic selection as a system fails to translate into political pressure for 
reform. 

Objective 2: To explore the potential of alternative models of post-primary education and 
the conditions necessary for change. 

Through qualitative and deliberative research, the study examines which arguments for reform 
are most and least compelling to stakeholders; what alternatives appear most feasible; and who 
stakeholders believe holds the greatest influence and responsibility in any reform process. 
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Objective 3: To contribute to a more evidence-informed and balanced debate about 
academic selection in NI. 

The research seeks to broaden discussion beyond entrenched positions by incorporating the 
perspectives of those disadvantaged by selection as well as those who benefit from it, and by 
presenting considered alternatives to existing arrangements. 

Together, these aims provide the foundation for a comprehensive examination of the dynamics 
that sustain academic selection in NI and the possibilities for developing a more equitable and 
socially cohesive post-primary education system. 
 

1.1 Methodology 
 
This study employed a multistage, qualitative research design to investigate the persistence of 
academic selection in NI and to examine the potential for alternative models of post-primary 
education. The approach combined documentary analysis, interviews, focus groups and 
deliberative methods, allowing for a comprehensive exploration of the political, social and 
educational factors underpinning selective schooling. 

Stage 1: Advisory Group 

An Advisory Group was established at the outset to guide the project. The group consisted of 
researchers, parents, school leaders, representatives of stakeholder organisations and members 
of the NI Youth Forum. It provided feedback on the research design, instruments and interim 
findings, and contributed to the development of recommendations. 

Stage 2: Literature Review and Discourse Analysis 

Three complementary evidence reviews were undertaken to situate the study within its wider 
historical, policy and public debate context. These comprised a historical review of the literature, 
a systematic literature review, and an analysis of public discourse. 

1. Review of academic and grey literature 

A structured historical review traced the development of academic selection in the UK 
and NI, documented the evolution of transfer arrangements from 1947 onwards, and 
reviewed the existing literature on selective education, both within the region and in other 
UK contexts. 

2. Systematic Literature Review 

The review followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). Searches across nine databases 
identified studies examining between-school academic selection in the UK using 
individual-level quantitative data published since 2000. Studies focusing on 
within-school grouping, test validity, policy commentary, or aggregated outcomes were 
excluded. Of 387 records identified, 32 met all inclusion criteria. Studies were assessed 
for methodological trustworthiness using Gorard’s (2024) ‘sieve’. Most studies were 
correlational rather than causal, limiting certainty regarding effect sizes and 
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directionality. Due to substantial heterogeneity in design and outcomes, findings were 
synthesised narratively rather than through meta-analysis. The analysis focused on three 
domains:  

(1) educational outcomes,  

(2) educational equity, and  

(3) social mobility.  

The UK provides an appropriate context for this review because selective and 
comprehensive systems coexist, allowing direct comparison. 

3. Public Discourse Analysis 

 The research team analysed news coverage, comment and analysis concerning 
academic selection and the transfer test in NI between 1 July 2014 and 30 June 2024. A 
search for items published during that period and containing the terms ‘academic 
selection’ and ‘transfer test’ was conducted using a digital catalogue of articles from The 
Belfast Telegraph, The Irish News and The News Letter. Once inclusion and exclusion 
criteria were applied, this yielded a sample of 460 articles, which were analysed 
thematically to identify key arguments and omissions within the coverage, and the extent 
to which current debate around selection in NI is informed by evidence.   

 

Stage 3: Primary Data Collection 

Phase 1: Parent and Principal Interviews 

Interviews were carried out with: 

• 25 parents of P7 pupils (aged 10/11), recruited through primary schools and communities 
linked to selected post-primary schools1; and 

• principals or senior staff from 15 primary and post-primary schools selected to reflect 
NI’s socioeconomic, geographic and community diversity. 

Interviews explored experiences of the transfer process, perspectives on fairness, motivations for 
supporting or rejecting selection, and responses to alternative models of post-primary 
education. 

Phase 2: Pupil Focus Groups 

Six focus groups were facilitated in the selected post-primary schools, involving pupils in Years 
12 and 13 (aged 15+). Pupils this age had memories of the transfer process, had a good grasp of 
their schools’ offer of subjects, and had experience of GCSEs and other high-level examinations. 
Each group comprised 6–8 participants, chosen to reflect diversity in gender, academic ability 

 
1 This included two grammar schools. Schools were selected to include those with advantaged and 
disadvantaged intakes based on FSME and Index of Multiple Deprivation measures. Perceptive Insight 
(https://www.perceptiveinsight.co.uk/), a market research company based in Northern Ireland, recruited 
the parents for the study. 
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and, where possible, religious or ethnic background. Discussions examined pupils’ experiences 
of transition, perceptions of the grammar/secondary school divide and views on system reform. 

Phase 3: Stakeholder Interviews 

16 interviews were conducted with representatives from government departments, political 
parties, school sectoral bodies, educational organisations and groups supportive or critical of 
academic selection. Interviews focused on political dynamics, sectoral interests, assessments 
of current policy and perceived pathways towards reform. 

Data collection and analysis 

Across all three phases, interviews and focus groups were audio-recorded with participants’ 
consent, transcribed and analysed using qualitative content analysis and approaches informed 
by discourse analysis. 
 
Stage 4: Deliberative Research 

A one-day deliberative event was held on 31 January 2026 to examine how participants engaged 
with evidence and reflected on their views on academic selection when supported to deliberate 
in an informed environment. Invites were issued via email in early January 2026 to stakeholders, 
primary principals and post-primary principals who were involved in earlier stages of the 
research. All post-primary schools, including members of the SEAG network, received invitations. 
Invitations were also extended to education bodies including EA, CCMS, CSSC, CnaG, IEF, NICIE, 
and DE, as well as to members of the NI Executive’s Education Committee, academics with an 
interest in this research area, and community representative organisations. Of the 53 registered 
attendees, a total of 41 participated in the event, with absences largely attributable to severe 
weather conditions on the day and associated unforeseen circumstances. 

Evidence was presented by three speakers: Professor Stephen Gorard (Durham University) and 
Professor Lindsey Macmillan (UCL), who shared findings from their respective research 
programmes examining inequalities associated with selective education, providing participants 
with an evidence base for deliberation (Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018; Burgess, Dickson & Macmillan, 
2020). Dr Montserrat Fargas Malet (research team, Queen's University Belfast) also presented 
qualitative insights from the current study. The speakers later participated in a panel discussion, 
joined by the project's Principal Investigator, Professor Joanne Hughes, and Marie Lindsay, a 
former school principal who served on the panel for the Independent Review of Education (2023) 
and is currently a member of the EA Board. 

Data were collected through notes from group discussions, audio -recorded and transcribed 
plenary sessions, and pre- and post-event surveys. Qualitative data were analysed thematically 
to examine how participants’ perspectives evolved throughout the deliberation process, while 
survey responses were examined using descriptive statistics. 
 

1.2 Report Outline 
 
The report begins by outlining the history of academic selection in NI and reviewing the existing 
academic and grey literature on selective education, both within the region and elsewhere in the 
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UK. The report then presents the findings from the public discourse analysis relating to academic 
selection. Subsequent sections report findings from the qualitative component of the study, 
drawing on interviews with parents, school leaders and education stakeholders, as well as focus 
groups with post-primary pupils. The report then outlines findings from the deliberative event. It 
concludes by synthesising key findings and setting out recommendations for the future of 
academic selection in NI. 
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2.0  Literature Review  
 
This section outlines the history of academic selection in NI before reviewing existing literature 
on selective education, both within the region and in other UK contexts. Findings from the 
systematic review undertaken by the research team (Cantley, Loader and Hughes, 2025) are 
integrated throughout the analysis. 
 

2.1 History of academic selection in Northern Ireland  
Academic selection in NI originates from the Education Act (Northern Ireland) 1947, which 
introduced free post-primary education but required students to pass a test at age 10 or 11 – 
variously referred to as the ‘qualifying examination’, ‘11+’ or ‘transfer test’ – to access grammar 
schools. This led to the development of a largely bipartite system comprising grammar and 
secondary schools. The system continues to operate today with only limited exceptions, 
including a small number of bilateral schools providing both grammar and secondary pathways. 
A delayed model of academic selection, commonly known as the Dickson Plan2, operates in one 
region and defers selection until the end of Key Stage 3, when pupils are aged 13-14 (Cantley, 
2024). 

The English psychologist Cyril Burt played an influential role in the introduction of 
academic selection within the UK. He was resolute in his conviction that human intelligence is 
innate, immutable and easy to measure using a test at a young age (Chitty, 2013). “Burt’s belief in 
the innateness of intelligence was for him almost an article of faith, which he was prepared to 
defend against all opposition, rather than a tentative hypothesis to be refuted, if possible, by 
empirical tests” (Hearnshaw, 1979, p.49). Burt’s conception of intelligence exerted a significant 
influence on the British government’s education policy during the first half of the 20th century, 
and particularly the 1938 Spens Report on post-primary educational provision. The Spens Report 
in turn led to the system of academic selection for post-primary education that was introduced 
following the 1944/1947 Education Acts (Chitty, 2009).  

Criticism of academic selection emerged in the 1950s, with evidence showing that some ‘non-
grammar’ pupils outperformed grammar students (Simon, 1955) and that the system favoured 
socially advantaged groups (Floud, Halsey and Martin, 1956). These critiques led to the abolition 
of academic selection across much of Great Britain in the 1960s-70s, though it remains in NI 
(Cantley, 2024). Later, Burt’s theories were further challenged, with Kamin (1974) emphasising 
the stronger role of environmental factors in shaping intelligence and questioning Burt’s views on 
heritability.  

For example, Burt (1966) argued that strong correlations in IQ scores of identical twins raised 
apart showed that genetics plays a greater role than environment. However, Kamin (1974) raised 
serious concerns about Burt’s findings, highlighting unusually consistent correlation coefficients 

 
2 The Dickson Plan operates in some post-primary schools in the Craigavon Area. Children transfer at age 11 years from 
Primary School to a Controlled Junior High School.  At the end of Key Stage 3 (age 14 years) , pupils then transfer to a 
Senior High School within the Craigavon Area or to another post primary school outside the Dickson Plan to complete 
their compulsory education in Key Stage 4.  Pupils are selected for admission to Senior High Schools in accordanc e 
with the admissions criteria established by each school’s Board of Governors. Further information is available at 
https://www.eani.org.uk/parents/admissions/admission-to-senior-high-schools-age-14   
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across different samples as possible evidence of flawed methods or data fabrication. According 
to Kamin (1974, p.57), “the correlations were usually reported to three decimal places. They were 
astonishingly stable, seeming scarcely to fluctuate as the sample size was changed”. Cantley 
(2024, p.62) concurs with Kamin (1974), highlighting that:  

The addition of an extra 20 pairs of data values to a sample of 131 had no impact on 
the reported correlation coefficients (to three decimal places) between different 
measures of school attainment … it is highly improbable that correlation coefficients 
for different sample sizes in situations such as this would be identical when rounded 
to three decimal places.  

This casts doubt over the authenticity of Burt’s research into the nature of intelligence and, 
correspondingly, compromises the legitimacy of his input to the formulation of academic 
selection policies in the UK.   

In NI, government-regulated academic selection persisted for 60 years, from 1948 until 2008, but 
the nature of the selection test changed several times during this period. Initially, it was based on 
assessments of student achievement in English and arithmetic plus a general intelligence test. 
However, for a period during the 1960s and 1970s, the test assessed verbal reasoning rather than 
curriculum-aligned content, but there was a return to curriculum-based testing during the 1980s, 
with assessments of student performance in English, mathematics and, at one stage, science 
and technology (Cantley, 2024; Sutherland, 1990).  

Following the 1998 Good Friday Agreement and the establishment of a devolved administration, 
the first education minister commissioned a review of post-primary education arrangements. The 
findings were published in the Burns Report, which effectively recommended abolishing 
academic selection and replacing it with formative assessment in primary schools, alongside the 
establishment of collaborative groups of post-primary schools within each geographical area 
known as ‘collegiates’ (Burns, 2001). However, a lack of political consensus after consultation 
led to a second review (Costello, 2004) during the suspension of devolution from 2002-2007.  

The findings of this second review were published in the Costello Report (2004), which 
recommended the replacement of academic selection by a system of primary to post-primary 
transfer predicated on parental and student choice. This was to be informed by CCEA’s (2005) 
proposed ‘Pupil Profile’, which would “provide a holistic and formative account of each pupil’s 
intellectual, personal and social development and a clear and professional assessment of 
progress, attainment, and development needs” (Costello, 2004, section 5.24).  Costello (2004) 
also advocated the introduction of a broader curriculum at post-primary level and more extensive 
collaboration between schools in delivering the broader curriculum.   

Despite these proposals, political disagreement persisted, particularly along unionist and 
nationalist lines, with unionists generally favouring retention of selection and nationalists 
supporting its removal (Gallagher, 2021). Although the UK government accepted the Costello 
recommendations in principle, the absence of agreement in the restored 2007 administration led 
to the formal ending of government-run selection tests in 2008 (McMurray, 2020). Subsequently, 
the Department of Education in NI published primary to post-primary transfer guidance, which 
recommended that post-primary schools’ admissions criteria should not include prior academic 
attainment. It also recommended that primary schools should focus on delivering the statutory 



 

18 
 

curriculum and eschew the preparation of their students for any emerging unregulated selection 
tests (Perry, 2016).   

During the talks that led to the restoration of devolution in 2007, an agreement was struck with 
unionists which would allow grammar schools to use academic criteria to select their intake, if 
they wished to do so.  Two unregulated tests subsequently emerged, administered by the 
Association for Quality Education (AQE) and the Post-Primary Transfer Consortium (PPTC). These 
tests, based on English and mathematics curricula, were used by grammar schools from 2008 to 
2022, with most Protestant schools using AQE and most Catholic schools using PPTC, although 
some accepted both (McMurray, 2020). In 2016, the then unionist NI education minister reversed 
the previous guidance issued by a nationalist education minister who had encouraged primary 
schools to opt out of preparing their students for the unregulated tests (McMurray, 2020).    

There were several unsuccessful attempts to reach an agreement on replacing the separate AQE 
and PPTC tests with a single unregulated test, and a solution was eventually negotiated in early 
2022. This led to the establishment of a single unregulated selection test, which has been 
administered by a group known as the Schools’ Entrance Assessment Group since 2023 and, like 
its predecessors, is also based on the primary curricula for English and mathematics (Bain, 
2022). The absence of political consensus on the future of academic selection suggests that 
unregulated transfer tests are likely to remain a feature of NI’s education system for the 
foreseeable future. However, a recently passed Assembly motion calling for an end to academic 
selection may offer a potential pathway for change (NI Assembly, 2026).     

2.2 Review of literature on academic selection  
 
2.2.1 Academic selection and social division  

In 2025/26, 42.5% of post-primary aged pupils were enrolled in grammar schools and 57.6% in 
secondary schools in NI (NISRA, 2026). While these pupils are formally separated into different 
school types by ‘ability’ only, comparisons between selective and non-selective sectors reveal 
significant differences in the social profile of their respective intakes.  

Focusing first on socio-economic background, DE data show that, while 23.0% of post-primary 
pupils were eligible for free school meals (FSME) in 2025/26, FSME pupils constituted 10.7% of 
enrolments in grammar schools and 32.2% of enrolments in secondary schools (NISRA, 2026). 
There is also evidence of concentrations of advantage and disadvantage between sectors (see 
Henderson, 2020): all schools in the least disadvantaged quintile3 ,  with an average of 7% FSME 
enrolments, were selective; in comparison, all schools in the most disadvantaged quintile, which 
averaged 46.9% FSME enrolments, were secondaries (DE, 2025/26). Moreover, the education 
system in NI displays greater social segregation than in the Republic of Ireland (Devlin, 2021) and 

 
3 A quintile divides a population into five equal groups (20% each) based on a ranked measure, such as 
socio-economic deprivation. In Northern Ireland, deprivation quintiles are based on the Northern Ireland 
Multiple Deprivation Measure (NIMDM) Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Measure 2017 (NIMDM2017) 
| Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, with Quintile 1 representing the 20% most deprived 
areas and Quintile 5 representing the 20% least deprived areas. Quintiles are widely used to compare 
outcomes across different levels of socio-economic disadvantage. 
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comparable studies suggest that it is also more segregated than systems in England and Scotland 
(Drayton, Greaves and Rossi, 2023).    

The socio-economic divide between grammar and secondary schools is significant, despite 
claims that grammar schools promote social mobility for disadvantaged but ‘high-ability’ pupils 
(e.g. Lowry, 2016). Several reasons have been offered for this disparity. One difference is in 
parental preferences between more and less socio-economically advantaged families, which 
accounts for “a modest amount of the grammar attendance gap” (Jerrim and Sims, 2019a, p.444). 
In this vein, principals in England interviewed by Cribb et al (2013) suggested that parental 
concerns about elitism among grammar schools could contribute to lower rates of attendance 
among children entitled to Free School Meals. Wealthier families also gain an advantage through 
access to private tutoring (Gallagher and Smith, 2000; Jerrim and Sims, 2019a), and the transfer 
process has been described as having a “middle class bias” that favours those with greater 
educational support and cultural resources (Carlin, 2003, p.22).  

Additionally, high levels of school autonomy over admissions contribute to increased social 
stratification (Allen et al., 2012; West, Barham and Hind, 2011), with some admissions criteria 
potentially favouring more advantaged pupils – for example, by the inclusion of references to fees 
(Purdy et al, 2023).  All Voluntary Grammar Schools in NI are permitted by DE to charge a 
mandatory capital fee of £140 per pupil (DE, 2008); they may also request additional voluntary 
contributions from parents, which are not capped. Reported school fees4 among voluntary 
grammar schools (including mandatory capital fees and requested voluntary contributions) vary 
considerably, ranging from £60 to £1,824 per child. Although some schools offer means-tested 
support, such expected levels of contribution may nonetheless act as a deterrent for pupils from 
more disadvantaged backgrounds. 

In addition to their diverging socio-economic profiles, grammar and secondary schools in NI 
differ in their enrolments of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) and of newcomer pupils 
– that is, children who “do not have satisfactory language skills to participate fully in the school 
curriculum and do not have a language in common with the teacher” (DE, 2009, p.iii). In 2025/26, 
pupils with SEN represented 7.6% of enrolments in grammar schools and 23.9% in secondary 
schools; SEN enrolment across all post-primary schools was 17% (NISRA, 2026). In the same 
year, 12.6% of newcomer pupils at post-primary level attended grammar schools, and 87.4% 
attended secondary schools (DE, 2026a).   

Ethnic disparities are also evident – some groups, such as Indian and Chinese pupils, are 
overrepresented in grammar schools, whereas others are under-represented. For example, only 
24.3% of Black pupils and 6.7% of Irish Traveller pupils attended grammar schools in 2025/26 
(NISRA, 2026). These patterns suggest that academic selection may reinforce existing 
disadvantages linked to socio-economic status, SEN and ethnic or migrant background (Birt et 
al., 2022; Wallace, McAreavey and Atkin, 2013; O’Connor et al., 2021).  

 
4 To preserve anonymity, this report does not identify the specific grammar schools that charge these fees. 
All data relating to school fees was obtained from https://schoolchoiceni.co.uk/ – an online platform 
providing a single point of access for school-related information, including lowest accepted SEAG scores,  
application numbers, school fees, places offered, historical data, contact details, and, where available,  
oversubscription information. Available fee data were cross-checked against the respective schools’ 
official websites. 
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Some research has highlighted specific barriers for recent migrant pupils in accessing grammar 
schools, including the unavailability of the transfer test in languages other than English or Irish, 
gaps in the curriculum knowledge to be assessed, and poor understanding or implementation of 
alternative application routes (known as ‘special provisions’) (Hughes et al., 2025; Loader et al., 
2025). However, little research has explored the particular challenges of academic selection for 
pupils with special educational needs.     

Separation of pupils by socio-economic background, special educational needs, and ethnic and 
migration heritage in NI occurs within an education system that is already largely divided by 
community background. The implications of multiple forms of division have been examined by 
Hughes and Loader (2024), who identify limited opportunities for interaction across both religious 
and socio-economic lines and restrictions on the expansion of integrated post-primary 
education, as consequences of the current system. Beyond this, however, there has been little 
research on how denominational schooling and academic selection interact and what this 
means for conflict transformation. 

2.2.2 Impact on academic outcomes   

Another argument advanced in support of academic selection is that pupils’ attainment is higher 
in grammar than in ‘non-grammar’ schools, with particular benefits for disadvantaged children 
who gain access to selective education (Brown et al., 2021; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2016).  

In NI, basic outcomes by sector confirm that grammar schools perform more highly than non-
selective secondary schools: in 2024/25, 94% of Year 12 pupils at grammar schools achieved 5+ 
A*-C grades at GCSE, including GCSE English and GCSE maths, compared with 60.1% of their 
peers at secondary schools (DE, 2026b, p.12). As no data is available on pupils’ prior 
performance, however, it is not possible to determine to what extent this gap can be explained by 
the type of school pupils attend; nor is it possible to compare performance between selective 
and non-selective parts of NI, as virtually all areas use academic selection. However, evidence 
from England, where such research is feasible, sheds light on the assumed relationship between 
academic selection and improved educational performance.   

As part of this study, a systematic review of UK research was undertaken (Cantley, Loader and 
Hughes, 2025). Most studies reported that attendance at a grammar school was associated with 
small to moderate gains in academic attainment relative to comparable pupils attending 
comprehensive schools (e.g. Andrews, Hutchinson and Johnes, 2016; Atkinson, Gregg and 
McConnell, 2006; Harris and Rose, 2013; Levačić and Marsh, 2007; Lu, 2020b; Lu and Siddiqui, 
2024). However, studies judged to be more methodologically robust generally found much 
smaller effects, typically amounting to less than half a GCSE grade per subject (Coe et al., 2008).  

Several studies also found that any attainment gains experienced by grammar school pupils were 
accompanied by small negative effects for pupils attending ‘non-grammar’ schools in selective 
areas, relative to comparable pupils in comprehensive systems (e.g. Andrews, Hutchinson and 
Johnes, 2016; Atkinson, Gregg and McConnell, 2006; Harris and Rose, 2013; Levačić and Marsh, 
2007; Sullivan et al., 2018). Studies focusing on Northern Ireland similarly reported substantial 
attainment differences between grammar and ‘non-grammar’ pupils (e.g. Early, 2020; 
Shuttleworth and Daly, 2000).  
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Not all studies reached the same conclusions. Some found no depressing effect on performance 
in ‘non-grammar’ schools (Coe et al., 2008), no overall advantage of grammar schools compared 
with comprehensive schools (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018), and even evidence that selective 
systems may disadvantage some higher-attaining pupils (Lu et al., 2023). Taken together, 
however, the balance of evidence suggests that selective systems confer little or no overall 
attainment advantage when compared with comprehensive systems, as gains for some pupils 
tend to be offset by losses elsewhere in the system (e.g. Andrews, Hutchinson and Johnes, 2016; 
Atkinson, Gregg and McConnell, 2006; Clark, 2010; Galindo-Rueda and Vignoles, 2005; Gorard 
and Siddiqui, 2018; Lu et al., 2023).  

In light of the observed trend of small-to-moderate positive and negative effects of attending 
grammar and ‘non-grammar’ schools, respectively, relative to comprehensive schools, several 
studies have offered explanations for these differences. A supportive home learning 
environment, high parental aspirations and parents’ commitment to education have been 
posited as family-level factors that may boost performance among grammar school pupils 
(Gallagher and Smith, 2000; Gardner, 2016).  

At school level, grammar schools’ higher levels of funding and corresponding ability to attract and 
retain experienced and highly qualified teachers have also been suggested as contributing to high 
performance (Allen and Bartley, 2017; Brown et al, 2021; Carmichael et al., 2017), as has the 
impact of a learning environment comprising high-attaining peers (Gallagher and Smith, 2000; 
Pastore and Jones, 2023). Concomitantly, researchers have argued that a concentration of socio-
economic disadvantage and low-attaining pupils may depress the outcomes in ‘non-grammar’ 
schools (Brown et al, 2021; Gallagher and Smith, 2000; Gardner, 2016). Teachers’ expectations 
of pupils, which in each case may be informed by the setting in which they work, may also be 
influential (Connolly, 2021; Gallagher and Smith, 2000).   

Focusing on an association between selection and low attainment, the selective system in NI has 
been implicated in the “long tail of underachievement” (McMurray, 2020, p.16) and low skill 
levels observed among the general population. In 2019, for example, 18% of adults aged 25-
34 had low levels of educational attainment (defined using data from the EU-Labour Force 
Survey), compared with 7.4% in the Republic of Ireland (Devlin et al, 2022). There is also more 
pronounced intergenerational reproduction of low attainment in NI: using OECD data, Devlin and 
colleagues (2022) report that, among individuals whose parents have no upper secondary 
education, 21% in NI achieve a post-secondary or higher education and 53% in the Republic of 
Ireland. The authors argue that this stronger association between family background and 
educational outcomes in NI is at least partly a result of the region’s continued use of academic 
selection.   

Considering that greater educational opportunities for ‘academically inclined’ students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are among the main purported benefits of academic selection 
(Cantley, 2024), several studies included in the systematic review examined the differential 
impact of academic selection across socioeconomic groups (e.g., Andrews, Hutchinson, and 
Johnes, 2016; Burgess, Dickson, and Macmillan, 2020; Coe et al., 2008; Early, 2020; Gorard and 
Siddiqui, 2018; Lu, 2020a; Lu et al., 2024), typically using eligibility for free school meals (FSM) as 
a proxy for socioeconomic disadvantage.  
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Overall, the evidence suggests that while FSM-eligible students tend to experience larger gains in 
academic achievement when attending grammar schools compared with non-FSM eligible 
peers, they also experience greater adverse impacts on attainment when not  admitted to 
grammar schools5. Given the under-representation of disadvantaged students in grammar 
schools (Andrews, Hutchinson, and Johnes, 2016; Jerrim and Sims, 2019b; Levačić and Marsh, 
2007; Lu, 2020c), the poverty attainment gap is wider in selective areas than in non-selective 
ones (Andrews, Hutchinson, and Johnes, 2016; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018). This pattern suggests 
that the disadvantages experienced by FSM-eligible students who do not secure grammar school 
places may outweigh any attainment benefits associated with grammar school attendance 
among those who do. 

2.2.3 Impact on curriculum delivery  

In addition to educational outcomes, analysis of the impact of selection has considered its 
effects on processes including the delivery of the curriculum. This has found that the transfer test 
can narrow the curriculum at upper primary level, as schools focus on the test subjects of English 
and maths, and thus compromise the education provided to pupils at this age  (Brown et al, 2021; 
Crehan, 2025; Carlin 2003; Gallagher and Smith 2000; Smith et al. 2000). Hughes and Loader 
(2024, p.430) have argued that this narrowing is “especially pernicious in Northern Ireland given 
both the orientation of civic-related subjects to fostering peacebuilding and conflict recovery, 
and the association of the arts with health and well-being”. Pupils who are not entered for the 
transfer test may be particularly poorly served, potentially receiving less focused attention from 
teachers during the test preparation period (Gallagher and Smith, 2000). Teachers themselves 
have reported feeling under pressure to ensure pupils’ success as test outcomes are one 
measure by which parents evaluate schools (Gallagher and Smith, 2000). While primary schools 
were legally prevented from preparing pupils for the transfer test between 2009 and 2016, this 
restriction was lifted by the incoming Education Minister in 2016 (Roulston and Milliken, 2021).   

2.2.4 Impact on university attendance and long-term social mobility  

Eight of the thirty-two studies reviewed by Cantley, Loader and Hughes (2025) examined the 
effects of selective schooling on higher education attendance and attainment, half of which 
reported a positive relationship between grammar school attendance and the likelihood of 
participating in higher education, relative to comparable students attending other types of 
schools (Burgess, Crawford and Macmillan, 2017; Clark, 2010; Crawford, 2014; Lu, 2021). 

Moreover, pupils attending grammar schools were more likely at age 14 to expect to attend 
university than observationally similar peers at all-ability schools (Jerrim and Sims, 2019b). This 
difference, which was not evident at age 11, was attributed to an increase in aspiration among 
grammar school pupils and a corresponding (though smaller) decrease in aspiration among ‘non-
grammar’ pupils. Such results resonate with the work of Devlin et al. (2022), who reported that 

 
5 According to Andrews, Hutchinson and Johnes (2016), the positive grammar school effect was higher for 
free school meal (FSM) students (approximately 3.4 GCSE grade points) than non-FSM students, but the 
penalty of not attending a grammar school was also greater for FSM students at approximately 1.2 grade 
points. 
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male pupils attending non-selective secondary schools in NI had the lowest expectations of 
attending university of any young people on the island of Ireland.   

Further examining attendance and attainment at university, some studies indicate that students 
who attended a grammar school were subsequently more likely to enrol in prestigious Russell 
Group universities than similar peers who had attended other types of  state schools (Burgess, 
Crawford, and Macmillan 2017; Clark, 2010; Crawford, 2014; Lu, 2021).  While other, less robust 
studies have reported a similar association between grammar school attendance and higher 
education participation (Mansfield, 2019; Montacute and Cullinane, 2018), Capsada-
Munsech and Boliver (2024) found no significant difference in attendance at university, including 
Russell Group institutions, between pupils from selective and non-selective state schools with 
similar GCSE and A-level outcomes. However, Cantley, Loader and Hughes (2025) suggest that 
controlling for A-Level attainment may be ‘over-controlling’, given its strong correlation with 
higher education participation. 

Research by Lu and colleagues (2024) concluded that academic selection strengthened the 
relationship between family background and higher education participation, such that students 
from more privileged backgrounds were more likely to progress to higher education, while the 
likelihood of participation decreased among those from less privileged backgrounds. Despite 
their relative disadvantage, Crawford and colleagues (Burgess, Crawford and Macmillan, 2017; 
Crawford, 2014) found that, once enrolled at university, pupils who attended non-selective 
schools were more likely to complete their degree and achieve first-class or upper second-class 
honours than comparable students who had attended grammar schools. 

Studies reviewed by Cantley, Loader and Hughes (2025) exploring the relationship between 
academic selection, long-term earnings and social mobility report mixed findings. While two 
studies identified little impact of selection on earnings (Birkelund, Capsada-Munsech, and 
Karlson, 2021; Pastore and Jones, 2023), Burgess, Dickson and Macmillan (2020) report greater 
income inequality among adults who grew up in selective areas than among their peers raised in 
areas which did not use academic selection.  

Focusing on social mobility, some research (e.g. Mansfield, 2019) has argued that increased 
higher education participation is an indicator of improved social mobility, and thus that academic 
selection enhances social mobility by increasing university attendance. However, this conclusion 
is compromised by the study’s failure to consider the outcomes for students who did not secure 
a grammar school place in selective areas, and for students who did not progress to higher 
education (Cantley, Loader and Hughes, 2025). 

Among the most robust studies included in the systematic review, there was no evidence to 
suggest that selective systems have a significant impact on earnings or social mobility when 
compared with comprehensive systems (see, Boliver and Swift, 2011; Buscha, Gorman and 
Sturgis, 2023).  

2.2.5 Impact on child mental health and wellbeing  

Research on the impact of the transfer test period on children’s mental health and wellbeing, 
based on survey and interview data, has reported largely negative effects. A survey of 200 pupils 
and 50 teachers in 2019 found that two-thirds of pupils reported a detrimental impact on their 
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confidence, while 92% of the teachers felt it negatively affected pupils’ mental health (Purdy et 
al, 2024). Text produced by pupils in Carlin’s (2003) study revealed feelings of stress, anxiety, and 
fear of failure during preparation. The majority of parents, employers and training providers 
interviewed by Gallagher and Smith (2000) perceived the test to place excessive pressure on 
children, though a smaller proportion felt that it could be a positive experience. Both parents and 
teachers also considered the pre-test preparation period to be very stressful (Carlin, 2003), with 
parental aspirations cited as a contributor to pupils’ stress. 

It should be noted that research in England found no association between living in a selective 
area and pupils’ socio-emotional state (e.g., wellbeing, self-esteem and school engagement) at 
the time of the selection test (Jerrim and Sims, 2019b), although this finding may need to be 
interpreted in light of contextual differences. In England, academically selective schooling 
affects a minority of pupils (around 19% of secondary school-age pupils), in contrast to the 
system-wide effects observed in NI. As such, the socio-emotional consequences of not securing 
a grammar school place in England may be less pronounced, given that even in areas deemed as 
‘highly selective’ by the Department for Education (DfE), approximately 25% of pupils attend 
grammar schools (see Comprehensive Future), a notably lower proportion than in NI. 

In NI, teachers report low confidence, motivation, and self-expectations among pupils entering 
secondary schools, requiring significant effort to rebuild self-belief (Byrne and Gallagher, 2004). 
Among the studies included in the systematic review, very few – four out of thirty-two – considered 
students’ socio-emotional outcomes. Of these, the two more robust studies concluded that 
there were minimal differences in socio-emotional outcomes (Jerrim and Sims, 2019a), with 
similar levels of confidence and school engagement between grammar and comparable ‘non-
grammar’ students by age 14 (Jerrim and Sims, 2020).   

2.2.6 Validity of testing and selection by ability  

Academic selection rests on the assumption that intelligence is fixed, heritable and measurable 
at age 11, a premise that has been widely challenged yet remains influential in public discourse 
and admissions practices in NI (Connolly, 2021; Hughes and Loader, 2024; Gardner, 2011). 
Research also questions the validity of the transfer test itself. Earlier state-run tests “were not 
underpinned by any standards of practice or technical fidelity”, and studies found that over 30% 
of candidates were misclassified (Roulston and Milliken, 2021, p.5; Gardner and Cowan, 2005). 
Concerns persist for post-2008 tests, with doubts about their alignment with the curriculum and 
the risks posed by their unregulated nature (Elwood, 2013).  

Additional factors further weaken the reliability of the test as a measure of ability, including the 
influence of private tutoring – which can boost performance and introduce class bias (Carlin, 
2003; Gallagher and Smith, 2000; Jerrim and Sims, 2019a) – and the effects of test anxiety on 
young children (Purdy et al., 2024). However, alternative non-academic admissions criteria used 
during the pandemic were also viewed as arbitrary or unfair, particularly by those who did not 
secure preferred places (Purdy et al., 2024). The pandemic experience may have served to 
confirm a perception of selection via a test as the ‘fairest’ determinant of grammar school entry, 
at least by those schools and parents most likely to benefit from its use (see The News Letter, 
2021).   
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2.2.7 Economic costs of selective systems  

Finally, research has highlighted the significant economic costs associated with a system 
segregated by religion and ability. These costs arise from duplicated provision, the maintenance 
of small schools, and the need to sustain multiple sectoral bodies (Roulston and Miliken, 2023). 
Segregation also increases expenditure on school transport. As Kelleher, Smyth and McEldowney 
(2016, p. 203) note, the diversity of school types “tends to promote longer journeys to school 
which, together with the distance eligibility criteria governing access to school transport [e.g. 
where the child resides more than three miles from the nearest ‘suitable’ school], results in more 
children being eligible for free home-to-school transport”. Those availing of free school travel 
passes are most commonly students from more advantaged backgrounds who travel to grammar 
and integrated schools. In contrast, less advantaged children are more likely to attend schools 
close to home (Kelleher, Smyth and McEldowney, 2016; Purdy et al, 2023).   

2.2.8 Reasons for the retention of selection  

Despite well-established links between academic selection and a range of less favourable 
educational, social and economic outcomes, several factors help explain its persistence in NI. A 
key explanation lies in the continued perception of the system as fair, particularly among those 
who derive advantage from it. For example, Connolly (2021) reports that university students 
often misrecognised the privileges that had supported them in admission to grammar 
school, rather attributing this to their ability and assuming the system had acted justly. Likewise, 
in reporting a sense of injustice among parents whose children were unable to gain their ‘rightful’ 
place at grammar school during the pandemic, Purdy et al (2024) reveal these parents’ belief that 
the system ordinarily works in a just way.   

Discourses linking grammar schools to social mobility also reinforce support. Grammar school 
principals often view selective education as offering unique benefits to disadvantaged pupils 
(Brown et al., 2021), and media narratives continue to promote this perspective (Lowry, 2016). 
However, such arguments tend to overlook the broader impact on disadvantaged groups – 
“children from low-income households (entitled to free school meals), newcomer children and 
children with special educational needs” – who are described as “the traditional and largely 
forgotten losers” of academic selection (Purdy et al., 2024, p.97). 
 

2.3 Summary 
Academic selection has been the subject of sustained debate for decades. Both the Burns (2001) 
and Costello (2004) reports recommended its abolition, and a sizeable body of evidence suggests 
that selective education undermines social cohesion, has limited effects on overall academic 
attainment, negatively affects children's mental health, and is influenced by access to private 
tutoring. These findings were further supported by the systematic review undertaken by the 
research team (Cantley, Loader and Hughes, 2025), which indicated that academic selection 
produces minimal overall attainment gains, exacerbates socioeconomic inequality and does not 
enhance social mobility.  
 
Nevertheless, supporters of the selective system argue that it provides greater educational 
opportunities for academically able pupils and creates pathways for social advancement. This 
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helps explain a central paradox of academic selection: although evidence of system -wide 
benefits is weak and concerns about inequality persist, the perception that some pupils gain 
significant advantages continues to generate public and political support. The following section 
therefore examines how political narratives, media representations and public debate shape 
understandings of fairness, merit and educational quality within NI’s selective education system. 
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3.0 Public Discourse Analysis  
 
Following an analysis of news coverage and comment concerning academic selection, three 
main themes emerged:  

• the links between academic selection, socio-economic disadvantage and segregation;  
• the impact of the transfer test on children’s mental health and wellbeing, including test-

related pressure and uncertainty;  
• and debates about merit, innate ability and social mobility (including regarding the 

validity and reliability of testing at age 10/11 as a measure of ‘ability’.  

Each theme is explored below using material drawn from across the dataset. For reasons of 
space, references to articles are restricted to selected illustrative examples. These are given in 
brackets, with the number corresponding to the article’s number in the sample. Full references 
are listed in Appendix 1.  
 

3.1  Academic Selection, Social Inequality & Educational Segregation  

3.1.1 Socio-economic disadvantage 

The primary concern within this category is the role of academic selection in perpetuating 
inequality and school-based segregation, although there is some divergence in the extent to 
which this relationship and its outcomes are defined. One group of articles cites commentators’ 
concerns about ‘the gap between richer and poorer students’ (46, 180) in a selective system ‘that 
leaves young people behind’ (145) but lacks specificity concerning how disadvantage and 
academic selection interact to produce such outcomes. A second group explores in more detail 
a) how academic selection facilitates social stratification, and b) the effects of selection, 
particularly for disadvantaged pupils. Concerning the first point, discussion focuses primarily on 
the inverse association between socio-economic disadvantage and performance on the transfer 
test (68, 222); in comparison, it pays less attention to other explanations – e.g. that disadvantaged 
pupils are less likely to sit the transfer test6 or to apply to grammar schools.    

3.1.2 Access and opportunity 

Within this discussion, middle-class families’ access to support for test preparation outside the 
school is a particular concern. Private tuition is repeatedly raised, both by critics of  selection and 
those who adopt a more agnostic position, as an impediment to fairness and the principle that 
education should mitigate socio-economic disparities. Of particular concern is the risk that this 
increases the likelihood of grammar school entrance – as analysis by Jerrim and Sims (2019), 
cited in the Irish News (206) has demonstrated – and enables wealthy pupils, whose families can 
avail of tutors, to gain grammar school places at the expense of disadvantaged peers with equal 
or greater aptitude.    

 
6 Although private test providers do not publish data on enrolments by FSME status, AQE are quoted as 
stating that 12% of pupils who sat the transfer test in 2015 were eligible for Free School Meals (9). In 
comparison, 31.7% of primary aged pupils were eligible for Free School Meals in the same year (DE, 2016), 
although this disparity is not reported.  
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You wonder just how many children went to a different school because someone 
else, who might not have started out as academically proficient, overtook them 
through intense, specialized tutoring, paid for by parents who could afford it, taught 
by former teachers who knew the tricks of the trade. (121)    

The report concluded that, ‘the current system significantly favours those with 
positive family norms around education, for example academically successful 
parents and the financial capacity to afford, for example, private tutors’. (206)    

 

3.1.3 Social segregation and division 

Focusing on the social impact of selection, two arguments are prominent within the sampled 
items. One is that the socio-economic segregation of pupils that results from academic selection 
is divisive (178, 197) and compounds existing division in a religiously bifurcated society (247, 
320). The other is that this segregation, and the concentration of pupils from less affluent 
backgrounds in the same setting, depresses the educational attainment of disadvantaged pupils. 
While politicians tend to refer to ‘a whole body of educational research’ or ‘international and local 
evidence’ in support of this position (160, 184), references to specific studies also feature. These 
are most common in letters by one writer to The Irish News, who is the single biggest contri butor 
of evidence to the debate across the three publications analysed.    

We have known now for more than 60 years since the Coleman Report (Equality of 
Educational Opportunity) that who you go to school with matters a lot,  almost 
as much as your family background. Being born poor imposes a disadvantage but 
attending a school with large number of low income classmates presents a second 
independent challenge. (295)   

We have the most socially segregated system of education in western Europe. The 
OECD’s 2012 benchmark placed us at 34th out of 34 developed countries on that 
measure… This has led to high concentrations of poverty in too many of our 
secondary schools and it is these high concentrations of poverty that are causing a 
huge tail end of underachievement in our education system. (345)   

The question of whether such iniquity is intentional arises within the sample. While one line of 
argument posits socio-economic segregation and educational disadvantage as inadvertent (and 
potentially correctable) products of academic selection (49), another suggests they are 
outcomes of the system operating as designed. From this perspective, academic selection is 
represented as a social sorting mechanism that acts to maintain middle-class privilege. 
Illustrative of this are descriptions of the transfer test as a ‘system of social selection at 10/ 11 
years of age which operates under the guise of academic testing’ (Catholic Principals’ 
Association) and a ‘crude instrument for social selection’ (Sinn Féin MLA) (38, 203).     

3.1.4 Selection is better than alternatives   

By contrast, discussion within a smaller group of articles – primarily in The News Letter – sought 
to challenge claims that academic selection promotes socio-economic inequality and 
segregation. This was achieved by highlighting specific examples of grammar schools with 
relatively high proportions of FSME pupils in their intake (49), or by reporting on the proportion of 
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FSME pupils achieving a ‘good’ score in the transfer test (29). While such reporting rarely engaged 
with the broader statistical evidence demonstrating persistent attainment gaps between 
disadvantaged and more advantaged pupils, it nevertheless served to challenge the contention 
that academic selection operates as a form of social selection.  

A small number of items also refer to the complex and multifaceted nature of educational 
inequality, suggesting that academic selection is a marginal contributor to underachievement 
and less worthy of attention than other causes.    

To blame grammar schools for all our educational and social ills is ill-informed 
nonsense. The fact remains these ‘elitist’ grammar schools are open to us all 
regardless of economic or social status – the only criteria is one has to pass an 
entrance exam. (255)   

[DUP MLA Diane Dodds] said the DUP previously produced the Fair Start report, with 
47 actions for all aspects of education, which was "much more productive" than 
attacking academic selection. (140)   

Proponents of selection also attempt to refute claims of iniquity by arguing that alternative 
admissions approaches would worsen inequality rather than reduce it. Presenting all-ability 
comprehensive schools and catchment-based admissions as the de facto alternative to a 
selective system, commentators argue that these would entrench privilege by restricting access 
to high-quality schooling to those with the means to buy property near prestigious insti tutions or 
to pay for private education (19, 66). In this discussion, the ‘disaster’ (21, 30) 
of comprehensivisation in England is offered as a cautionary example against change. 

Contrast this with the failed English one-size-fits-all comprehensive model. Those 
with the resources to choose pay for a house in the catchment areas of the most 
prestigious schools, buy a private education or rely on faith schools that share their 
commitment to education. (29)   

It should be noted that this concern is not without basis: if academic selection was removed in 
NI, there is a risk that school places would be allocated through geographically based admissions 
systems, which Burgess and colleagues (2025) found to contribute to inequalities in school 
composition. However, the authors also suggested that alternative mechanisms – such as FSM 
quotas, randomised lotteries, or fair banding – may help to mitigate these effects. Furthermore, 
existing research indicates that levels of social segregation in NI schools already exceed those in 
England7.  Therefore, if the defence of grammar schools rests, in part, on their capacity to limit 
social segregation, this claim is caveated by the fact that such segregation is already observed in 
some areas. 

According to the commentary above, grammar schools are to be defended because of the 
opportunities they offer for social mobility; indeed, this is described in one editorial as ‘by far the 
most compelling’ reason for retaining academic selection (147). However, no evidence is offered 

 
7 Research reports that the index of dissimilarity – that is, the percentage of pupils who would have to 
change schools to ensure a balanced socio-economic profile across all schools – is lower in 
England than in Northern Ireland, indicating less segregation (Devlin, 2021; Drayton, Greaves and Rossi,  
2023). However, as these figures are taken from different studies, caution is required in any comparison.    
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in support of these assertions; rather, the ‘proof’ is ‘what we have seen with our own eyes’ of the 
decline of social mobility in England (49). This is indicative of a wider lack of engagement with 
evidence among proponents of  selection. While one academic commentator cites specific 
studies (e.g. Heath, Ermisch and Gallie, 2005; Mansfield, 2019) in support of his position (139, 
146), advocates of selection otherwise overlook the considerable literature on the unequal 
impacts of bipartite systems. Opposition to selection is not challenged on the basis of 
contrasting evidence but is dismissed as an ideological ‘fixation’ (140, 174).   

3.2  The Emotional and Educational Costs of Selection  
 
3.2.1 Mental health and wellbeing 

The impact of selection by ability, and the transfer test specifically, on children’s wellbeing is 
widely discussed across the sample, and it is on this topic that coverage is most consistently 
critical. Most items in this category describe the emotional and psychological strain associated 
with the transfer test, commonly using words such as ‘stress’, ‘pressure’, ‘traumatic’ and ‘cruel’ 
(e.g. 5, 87, 124, 290). They describe the effects of the transfer test on children’s mental health, 
including increased anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem; report physiological symptoms of 
test-related stress, such as disturbed sleep and anxiety-induced illness; and describe changes 
in pupils’ attitudes to learning, including school refusal (74, 207, 217). First-person accounts, as 
parents or (former) pupils, are more prevalent when discussing the impact of the transfer test on 
psychological wellbeing than any other selection-related topic (5, 344, 357). However, a small 
number of articles also refer to research on the negative impact of the transfer test on pupils’ 
mental health (215, 283).    

3.2.2 Transfer-test pressures 

A sub-group of items explores the causes of transfer test-related stress. One reported factor is 
the test’s perceived importance as an event that ‘will determine [a child’s] future’ and ‘the path 
they take over the rest of their lives’ (4, 357). Commentators suggest that such messages are 
absorbed also by parents, creating an ecosystem of anxiety around the child (4, 359).  

A second factor is the test process, beginning with the pre-test preparation period from P6. This 
is depicted as an unwelcome interruption to childhood, with children ‘working at the weekends 
and having their head stuck in books when they should be out playing’ (344). The test itself is 
described as particularly onerous for two reasons: because the exam is held in a grammar school 
environment unfamiliar to most children (209, 365); and because of the intensity of the testing 
schedule, particularly prior to the introduction of the single transfer test in 2023 (62, 176). Some 
commentary acknowledges the young age at which the test is taken, ‘before many are ready to 
cope with the challenge and pressure the testing process brings with it’ (98), as a compounding 
factor.    

A prominent concern is the impact of  selection on pupils who do not achieve the 
score required for entrance to their chosen school. Discussion on this topic is critical of a process 
which, as commentators describe, ‘mak[es] some children feel like failures’ (175, 178) and has 
negative consequences for their self-perceptions as learners (284, 359). The burden that 
selection places on non-selective schools to rebuild children’s confidence is also highlighted 
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(189, 305). While these outcomes are acknowledged in qualitative studies of selection in NI 
(Byrne and Gallagher, 2004; Brown et al, 2021), cohort research has found little difference in 
school engagement and self-confidence between grammar and secondary pupils by age 14 
(Jerrim and Sims, 2020). The latter concludes, consequently, that there is no socio-emotional 
advantage of attending a grammar school – a finding that differs markedly from the tenor of the 
popular discourse.      

3.2.3 Uncertainty during the Covid pandemic 

Academic selection and children’s wellbeing received particularly intensive attention during the 
first year of the Covid-19 pandemic. While the transfer test for entry in September 2021 was 
eventually cancelled, coverage on selection between March 2020 and January 2021 is dominated 
by arguments about the impact of proceeding with the test on children’s mental and physical 
health (82, 115, 246, 263). During this period, and in the wake of the test cancellation, there is 
condemnation of the actions of the Education Minister, grammar schools and test providers – 
particularly AQE, due to its decision to cancel then reinstate the transfer test before finally 
abandoning it (97, 403, 417). Among critics, a major complaint is that decision-making focused 
on protecting the transfer test, and factional political interests, rather than prioritising the 
wellbeing of young people.    

Instead of our parties seeking to find ways to help each other climb down from their 
intractable positions, we find ourselves locked in a stand-off for who is going to back 
down first, with everyone now fearing the embarrassment of compromise. Again, 
compromise has become a dirty word right at the moment when it is more of a virtue 
than ever. (108)   

During this deplorable hiatus, the interests and mental well-being of young children 
who have been working hard amidst very stressful and challenging circumstances, 
have been totally disregarded by those in authority, with self-interest on the part of 
the AQE and ideological political stances seeming to take total precedence. (112)   

While much criticism posits the cancellation of the transfer test as the most  appropriate 
response during the pandemic, this is challenged by some writers, parents and teachers on the 
basis that it may prevent capable children from obtaining grammar school places (99, 119). 
According to this argument, far from being child-centred, cancellation fails to respect children’s 
legitimate aspirations to take the test and gain a grammar school place.    

Being ‘child-centred’ is not a normative, definitive position, which is the possession 
of one side of this discussion. Is it so terribly inconceivable that being child-centred 
might be to allow those children who wish to sit the test – even in this chaotic year – 
a chance to do so, and to pursue the grammar school education they want, based on 
merit? (92)   

Many of those politicians who demanded that this year’s transfer test be scrapped 
accused those who wanted the exams to proceed of letting their ideological position 
on academic selection to cloud their judgement at this time of medical emergency. 
In fact often the opposite was the case: anti grammar school fanatics were 
determined to scrap the tests.  As they well know that a return to transfer tests next 



 

32 
 

year is far from guaranteed. Meanwhile, children who wanted this year to sit the tests 
might lose out on their preferred school on random grounds (117).   

Further, it is suggested – per the second quote above – that calls to cancel the transfer test during 
the pandemic are driven by long-standing opponents of selection. Thus, the situation is 
presented as a Trojan horse to undermine academic selection in the long term (114, 117). 

3.3  Merit, Ability and Social Mobility 
 
While the relationships between socio-economic inequality, segregation and children’s 
wellbeing are the most prevalent themes, the coverage advances a number of other arguments 
for or against academic selection. These primarily address the educational rationale for grammar 
schools and the validity of testing at 10/11 to determine school placement. In respect of the 
educational rationale, NI’s selective system is praised for producing the ‘best publicly funded 
schools in the United Kingdom’ (14), which provide ‘a service of excellence’ (71). While the metric 
used to determine this ‘excellence’ is not always clear, references to NI’s educational record ‘as 
one of the best in the UK’ (3) suggest that GCSE and A-level outcomes are the key indicator. This 
reporting does not engage with the more mixed evidence on the value added by grammar schools 
relative to non-selective schools once pupil characteristics and locality are taken into account 
(e.g. Coe et al, 2008; Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018; Liu and Siddiqui, 2024).    

3.3.1 Beliefs about innate ability 

Furthermore, academic selection is justified on the basis that it allocates children to the type of 
education that best suits their capabilities and aptitudes (23, 97). This perspective accepts a view 
of intelligence as a fixed characteristic, though this is contested in psychological literature (e.g. 
Gardner, 2011). The emphasis in these arguments is on the ‘academically gifted’ child whose 
talents, according to this view, are best nurtured among a peer group of similar ability, where they 
will not be ‘held back by others’ [313]. For other, less ‘gifted’ pupils, by comparison, an 
appropriate school environment is described as ‘a happy place[ ] with outstanding facilities but a 
different focus and pace to the grammars’ (49). There is evidence of adaptive preference in this 
discourse as some defenders of selection, who themselves were unsuccessful in the transfer 
test, rationalise their school placement as being ‘the best place for me’ (16) or ‘the right school 
for me’ (294). Thus, these individuals continue to uphold selection despite their rejection by the 
selective system.    

Discussion of the validity and reliability of the transfer test questions the rationale for testing at 
10/11 and invokes personal experience of the test’s failure to identify able pupils. One argument, 
from the NI Mental Health Champion, criticises the ‘wholly misguided notion that “ability” or 
intelligence (or whatever the test claims to measure) is actually measurable and immutable by 
the age of 11’ (305); rather, it is claimed, intelligence is incremental and open to cultivation. 
Another set of arguments highlights threats to the reliability of the test, such as pupils 
experiencing illness, anxiety or simply ‘a bad day’ (188, 305), and threats to its validity, such as 
the use of private tuition (4, 372). First-person accounts, moreover, provide examples of 
occasions when, in the author’s view, the test functioned inaccurately, typically at their expense 
(3, 14). While these do not stand as evidence of the test’s lack of validity, they highlight a lingering 
sense of injustice at its outcome, some years later.     
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It was the 11-Plus which failed, because it didn't recognise that I was as bright as the 
boys who were being sent off to St Mary's, the grammar school; indeed, a damn sight 
brighter than some of them. As were all of the boys in the class I was in. (113)   

The day before it, we did a mock test and I got 99% so when I did the 11-Plus I came 
out of it convinced I had passed. I was absolutely gutted when I found out I had 
failed… After first year, we sat qualifying exams and if you passed them and got higher 
scores than five people who had got the 11-Plus, then your parents didn't have to pay. 
I got a higher score than five people who had done the 11-Plus. (3)   

3.3.2 Defence of the test 

In response to criticism, defenders point to procedural safeguards, such as the test’s alignment 
with the curriculum and the availability of past papers; or they make claims that the transfer test 
demonstrates ‘high reliability and high validity values’ (24) and meets ‘the most stringent 
international assessment standards’ (338). Furthermore, they cite endorsements from grammar 
school principals – for example, that the process is ‘robust’ and provides ‘a fair reflection of the 
ability’ of pupils (7, 318) – as evidence of reliability. However, no published data from the test 
providers, nor independent research, is offered to back up these assertions. Moreover, there are 
instances when even those who support selection as a principle allude to its limited reliability – 
for example, when one former grammar school headteacher observes that the tests ‘assess the 
pupils' performances on particular times and in particular circumstances’ (341). Such 
comments, which indicate that test outcomes are context-dependent, raise questions about the 
extent to which the transfer test measures what it claims to measure – i.e. a stable construct of 
‘ability’ or ‘intelligence’.      
 

3.4 Summary 

Overall, the analysis finds that evidence-based arguments are often absent in media reporting of 
selection. Where they are deployed, this is largely by critics of academic selection (who feature 
primarily in The Irish News), reflecting the weight of evidence of selection’s detrimental effects 
on social equality. Arguments defending selection rarely draw on empirical evidence, instead 
relying on egalitarian rhetoric that can serve to obscure systemic inequalities.    

While Section 4 examined how academic selection is framed and justified within public, political 
and media discourse, it did not capture how these narratives are experienced, interpreted or 
contested by those most directly affected by the system. Section 5 therefore turns to qualitative 
evidence drawn from interviews with parents, school leaders and education stakeholders, 
alongside focus groups with post-primary pupils. This section explores how academic selection 
is understood and navigated in practice, providing insight into the everyday experiences, 
perceptions and tensions that help to sustain or challenge selection in the NI context. 
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4.0 Views on academic selection in Northern Ireland 
 
This section draws on interviews with parents, school leaders and other stakeholders, alongside 
focus groups with post-primary students, to address two of the study’s research objectives: (1) 
examining the political, social and educational factors that sustain academic selection in NI, 
despite the weight of evidence demonstrating that it perpetuates inequity and has limited impact 
on academic attainment; and (2) exploring the perceived potential of alternative models of post -
primary education.  

To address these objectives, the section examines the perceptions and discourses that surround 
academic selection, while contrasting them to empirical evidence, to explore why the system 
persists. 
 

Table 1: Summary of Participants 
 

Participant type Description 
 

Parents (n=25) • 3 fathers and 22 mothers  
• 9 – their child went to a Controlled primary school 
• 16 – their child went to a Maintained primary school 
• 14 – their child did/is doing the transfer test  
• 11 – their child did not do/ is not doing the transfer test 

 
Post-primary school 
principals/leaders 
(n=6)  
 

• 1 Grammar (voluntary other) 
• 1 Grammar (voluntary Catholic) 
• 1 Controlled secondary school 
• 2 Maintained secondary schools 
• 1 Grant-Maintained Integrated secondary school (with grammar 

stream) 
 

Focus groups with 
pupils (aged 15+) 
(n=6) 
 

• Same schools as post-primary principals 
• 6-10 participants in each (mixture of boys and girls)  

Primary school 
principals (n=9) 

• 4 Catholic Maintained schools  
• 4 Controlled schools 
• 1 Grant-Maintained Integrated school 

 
Stakeholders (n=16) • 5 representatives of educational sectoral and representative bodies 

(including the Controlled, Catholic Maintained, Integrated and Irish 
language sectors)  

• 2 MLAs in the NI Assembly, both of whom are members of the NI 
Executive's Education Committee 

• 2 holding roles in trade unions (and also post-primary teachers),  
• 2 holding independent advocacy roles working across government 

departments 
• 2 expert academics 
• 1 representative of a youth organisation 
• 1 EA representative  
• 1 teacher education college lecturer 
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4.1 The policy and political, social, and educational factors that 
sustain (and challenge) academic selection  

 
Some of the factors presented here are interconnected and do not fit neatly within a single 
category. They are later summarised in Table 3 (Section 4.1.5). 

The findings suggest that academic selection in Northern Ireland is sustained by a complex 
interplay of political, social and educational factors that operate in mutually reinforcing ways. 
Although many participants recognised the negative consequences of selection for social 
equality, pupil wellbeing and educational opportunity, they also described a system that has 
become deeply embedded in understandings of school quality, educational success and social 
mobility. 

Participants highlighted the role of political arrangements, patterns of resource allocation, 
parental aspirations, accountability measures and beliefs about academic ability in maintaining 
demand for grammar schools. Together, these factors help to reproduce the status, legitimacy 
and attractiveness of selective schooling despite concerns about its wider social and 
educational consequences. 

At the same time, participants identified several developments that may weaken support for 
academic selection, including growing concern about the emotional impact of transfer testing, 
increasing confidence in non-selective schools, demographic change and a growing body of 
evidence questioning the educational advantages of selective systems. 

Overall, academic selection was viewed not as the result of a single policy choice but as a deeply 
embedded system, sustained by a network of institutions, practices and beliefs that make reform 
politically, socially and culturally challenging. 

 
4.1.1 Policy and political factors that sustain academic selection  

Unequal distribution of resources within the education system  

Some interviewees argued that academic selection is sustained by longstanding inequalities in 
the distribution of resources across the post-primary sector. Grammar schools were widely 
perceived as having greater financial resources, superior facilities and higher levels of investment 
than secondary schools. Participants frequently attributed these advantages not only to public 
funding, but also to additional income streams, including fees, fundraising, benefactors and 
alumni networks. 

…the fact that they charge private fees, that they’ve got basically an extra little tick 
for investment there. The fact that they tend to have maybe benefactors who 
already have their own foundations and things and help fund them. So basically, 
there’s a lot of things that would have been built up, not overnight, but over many 
years, that have got them to that position in society. (Parent) 

Interviewees commonly described the funding system as inequitable and insufficiently 
responsive to pupil need. Although factors such as Special Educational Needs (SEN), Free School 
Meals Entitlement (FSME), newcomer status and Looked After Children (LAC) are recognised 
within the Common Funding Scheme, many participants believed that enrolment numbers 
remained the dominant driver of funding allocations. Consequently, secondary school leaders 
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argued that schools serving higher concentrations of need were not adequately resourced to 
meet those demands. 

There’s a little bit more money that comes with some statemented children, but it 
doesn’t really actually pay for the fact that you have to have smaller classes. So, 
straight away, the finances, you go to a grammar school and financially, you can 
have large classes... (Post-primary school leader) 

Stakeholders also linked funding disparities to the concentration of sixth-form provision within 
grammar schools. Because A-level courses attract additional funding, some argued that the 
unequal distribution of sixth forms reinforces resource differences between grammar and 
secondary schools. Several suggested that a broader distribution of post-16 provision could help 
create a more equitable funding model. 

But then, an argument, then, for spreading the grammar streams across the 
schools would be you would equalise the funding to some degree because if the 
A Levels are attracting the money, then if you’ve got that spread across those, 
you’re giving all the children a better chance of an equal bite at the cherry, if you 
like. But the grammar sector has huge influence, huge influence. (Stakeholder) 

Grammar schools, particularly voluntary grammar schools, were also perceived as enjoying 
greater operational autonomy in areas such as admissions, staffing and spending. Some 
secondary school leaders contrasted their own experiences of working through the Education 
Authority with what they viewed as the greater flexibility enjoyed by voluntary grammars.  

Grammar schools have much less red tape to go through when they make 
decisions than we do. (...) Our budget is top sliced in terms of EA. A percentage of 
our budget then goes to EA to provide us with support services, yep. (…) grammar 
schools have much more flexibility than we do. (Post-primary school leader) 

This reflects a perception among some participants that grammar schools occupy a privileged 
position within the funding and governance landscape. While governance arrangements differ, 
particularly in relation to the role of the EA, all grant-aided schools operate within a common 
funding framework and are subject to statutory accountability requirements (EA, 2020). The 
perceived disparity may therefore reflect differences in how autonomy is experienced and 
exercised rather than major differences in formal levels of control. 

Grammar schools as a powerful lobby group 

Grammar schools were frequently depicted as an influential interest group whose preferences 
shape what is politically feasible in education reform. Some interviewees argued that the 
grammar sector has become politically protected and that this contributed to the failure to fully 
eliminate academic selection following the abolition of the state-run transfer test in 2008. 
Participants suggested that grammar schools acted collectively to preserve selection, while 
politicians were unwilling to confront sustained opposition from the sector. 

I think that's a huge factor in how this system, post-2008, has become completely 
institutionalised. (…) because we have given the grammar-school system so 
much autonomy, and now… how can the state actually dismantle that without 
huge uproar and resistance from the system that has been able to establish this 
new transfer, this new transfer system post-2008? (Stakeholder) 
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These accounts reflect participants’ perceptions that grammar schools possess considerable 
influence within the education system. While many grammar schools do have greater operational 
autonomy than controlled or maintained schools, this largely reflects differences in governance 
arrangements rather than grammar school status itself. 

Political division and instability 

Interviewees frequently argued that political instability, institutional fragmentation and 
ideological division have limited opportunities for major reform, thereby sustaining the status 
quo. Several participants attributed the failure to effectively abolish academic selection in 2008 
not only to political opposition but also to the absence of a coherent alternative and a broader 
lack of political consensus. 

To abolish it completely, there needed to be a full plan in place, and everybody 
needed to sign up and agree to it. (Primary school leader) 

They drove that forward without doing the work you would need to get people to 
buy into it. (Stakeholder) 

Participants also expressed concern about the absence of oversight following the effective 
privatisation of transfer testing. Some argued that the current arrangements lack adequate 
accountability and create difficulties for families seeking to challenge decisions or engage with 
test providers. 

More broadly, interviewees described education as a highly politicised policy area in which 
decisions are often shaped by ideology rather than educational evidence. Stakeholders 
repeatedly referred to education as a ‘political football’, highlighting ongoing divisions between 
political parties regarding the future of academic selection. 

Education issues are generally green and orange… it’s very much dependent on 
who’s the minister, what’s the decision, which side of the community does it 
impact on? (Primary school leader) 

It’s the government, the majority of the government’s opinions are that it should 
be kept. (…) So, they’re not listening to the people, they’re not listening to the 
parents, and the children, and teachers. If they want it to stay, then it’s going to 
stay, and we just don’t matter. (Parent) 

Several participants believed that political support for grammar schools has contributed to the 
persistence of selection. Assembly debates reflect continuing divisions on the issue, with Sinn 
Féin, the SDLP, Alliance and the Green Party generally opposing academic selection, while 
unionist parties have continued to support it. Although an Assembly motion calling for the phased 
removal of academic selection was passed in February 2026, interviewees remained doubtful 
that substantial change would follow. 

Participants also highlighted the fragmented nature of the NI education system, with multiple 
school sectors, governance arrangements and vested interests making system-wide reform 
particularly challenging. 

It’s a difficult ship to turn because there are so many different voices. (Stakeholder) 

Consequently, many interviewees expressed pessimism about the likelihood of academic 
selection being removed in the near future, citing a lack of political unity, leadership and 
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sustained momentum for reform. Some also criticised the Independent Review of Education 
(2023) for failing to address the issue more directly. 

Didn’t take the opportunity and instead fudged it. (Stakeholder) 
 
Area planning decisions 

The system was also seen to protect grammar schools at a time of demographic decline, making 
the area planning8 process structurally asymmetrical. Thus, stakeholders and other interviewees 
argued that declining enrolments triggering closures, redundancies and amalgamations affected 
almost exclusively the non-selective school sector.  

My wife took a redundancy in 2011(…) The grammar schools had no redundancies… 
it was always the non-selective schools. (Stakeholder) 

Another thing about schools is a lot of schools have been closed. The high school 
that I went to has been knocked down and in my area of <Part of City>, there’s very 
little selection of high schools, (…), it doesn’t leave many options for children in this 
area to go to a secondary school. Grammars haven’t been affected. (Parent) 

Stakeholders argued that high enrolment levels insulated some grammar schools from scrutiny, 
intervention, or rationalisation, allowing them to maintain pupil numbers despite declining local 
demographics. Interviewees suggested that some grammar schools sought to maximise 
enrolment in order to remain viable, noting that, in certain areas, pupils with lower transfer-test 
scores or bands were admitted to fill available places (see glossary regarding SEAG test scores 
and bands). Several participants further argued that, were selection applied more strictly – by 
admitting only top-band pupils – some grammar schools might struggle to remain viable. These 
views reflect stakeholder perceptions and were not independently verified through this study. 

 
4.1.2 Social factors that sustain academic selection 

Social inequalities, class reproduction and socio-economic segregation 

There was broad agreement among interviewees that academic selection reinforces social 
inequalities by disproportionately benefiting families with greater economic, social and cultural 
resources. Echoing existing research (e.g. Hughes & Loader, 2022; Borooah & Knox, 2026), 
participants frequently described the system as reproducing social advantage across 
generations while concentrating disadvantage within the non-selective secondary sector. 

Interviewees characterised the system as elitist, arguing that it reinforces social hierarchies and 
socio-economic segregation. More affluent families were seen as more likely to secure grammar 
school places, while disadvantaged pupils, those with special educational needs (SEN) and 
newcomer pupils were perceived as being disproportionately represented in non-selective 
schools. Participants attributed these patterns to a combination of financial, cultural and 
geographical factors, including the costs of attendance, familiarity with the transfer process and 
local schooling traditions. 

 
8 Area Planning is the process of strategic planning for primary and post-primary education provision to 
support the implementation of the Sustainable Schools Policy, Special Schools Area Planning Framework  
and Framework for Specialist provision in Mainstream Schools. For more information, see 
https://www.eani.org.uk/school-management/area -planning  
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These dynamics were also viewed as helping to sustain the selective system. By concentrating 
more advantaged pupils in grammar schools and higher levels of need in secondary schools, 
selection reinforces perceptions of grammar schools as more successful and desirable, 
strengthening parental demand and reproducing social and educational inequalities across 
generations. 

(i)  Generational cycles of disadvantage and privilege 
 
Around half of interviewees referred to the intergenerational nature of academic selection, 
describing how children often followed the educational pathways established by parents and 
siblings. Participants argued that families with a history of grammar school attendance tended to 
possess greater familiarity with the transfer process, stronger educational expectations and more 
resources to support preparation for the transfer test, including access to private tutoring.  

I think, even having that academic influence at home, the parents who know the 
whole process of the transfer, whether to go to a grammar school or not, (…). 
Whereas, there’s children who wouldn’t have had that influence in their life, and 
therefore, the parents couldn’t really help them so much. (Post-primary school 
pupil) 

Family connections to schools were frequently cited by parents when discussing school choice:  

And her granny works in it, and I went there, my brother went there, my sister went 
there. So it, kind of, was a family school. (Parent) 

And I suppose, being selfish about it, I would love my son to go there because I 
went there and the generations have gone there. (Primary school leader) 

Over three-quarters of interviewees identified a range of factors that they believed reduced the 
likelihood of children from disadvantaged backgrounds attending grammar schools. These 
included the financial costs associated with grammar school attendance, as well as differing 
social expectations and aspirations. One stakeholder described grammar schools as being in 
‘complete disconnect’ from the lived realities of some young people from disadvantaged 
communities. 

…nobody from my housing estate would’ve gone to the [Grammar School 1] even 
if they were clever enough, because you were always brought up that it was rich 
people, posh people... (Parent) 

I think it’s because of the fees, as well (…) our blazers compared to a lot of other 
schools would be a ton more expensive. (Post-primary school pupil) 

Interviewees also suggested that inequalities emerged through differences in access to 
information about the transfer process. Some primary schools in more affluent areas were 
perceived as being more proactive in preparing pupils and informing parents about transfer 
arrangements. A geographical dimension was also evident, with participants reporting that 
attendance at local secondary schools was often the established norm in more disadvantaged 
communities, whereas grammar school attendance was more common in affluent areas. These 
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perceptions align with DE data showing that schools in the most disadvantaged quintile are 
exclusively non-selective secondary schools (DE, 2025/26). 
 

…every year I would have had to be very forceful with some of the parents, with 
children that I knew could pass the transfer test... (Primary school leader) 

They'll go to the closest school, the one that's easiest to get to (...) there's a cultural 
aspect there... (Stakeholder) 

 
(ii) Higher levels of need are concentrated in secondary schools 

Participants frequently described SEN provision as unevenly distributed across the system, with 
secondary schools perceived as carrying most responsibility for specialist provision. These 
perceptions are broadly reflected in DE enrolment data for 2025/26. All post-primary schools 
where 30% or more of pupils had statements of SEN (n=33) were secondary schools, while pupils 
with SEN accounted for 25.7% of enrolments in secondary schools compared with 7.7% in 
grammar schools. In addition, only two of the 65 post-primary schools with Special Provision in 
Mainstream (SPiM) classes were grammar schools (DE, 2025/26). 

I think there needs to be a better way because we’re now seeing grammar schools 
avoiding SPiMS, like what’s that all about? That’s elitist, that’s preserving their 
integrity and actually, kids need a SPiM, why would you not help? And there are 
clever kids who have special needs. (Primary school leader) 

…there’s a huge growth in SEN, but they’re ultimately shared amongst non-
grammar schools. And so, the number of places you can go into becomes 
increasingly less. (Post-primary school leader) 

Interviewees also questioned the suitability of the transfer test for children with special 
educational needs. Parents, school leaders and stakeholders described the process as 
insufficiently inclusive and, in some cases, particularly challenging for pupils with dyslexia, 
dyscalculia and other additional needs. While access arrangements such as extra time were 
available, participants often felt that these did not adequately address the barriers faced by some 
children. 

…you couldn’t have designed less inclusive tests. (…) for children who are 
dyslexic, that mapping…, or dyscalculia as well, that mapping is known to have 
that (…) it is adding that additional layer of complexity that would be particularly 
problematic for children who have additional needs. (Stakeholder) 

Several parents reported that their child had not sat, or would not sit, the transfer test because of 
concerns about SEN-related barriers and the potential impact on wellbeing. 

He’s dyslexic so he struggles with English so he would never be capable of doing 
the transfer. Maybe if I’d have got him extra help outside of school, maybe he could 
have, but I wouldn’t put him under that pressure. (Parent) 

More broadly, some parents described the transition to post-primary education as particularly 
stressful for children with SEN. They argued that the division between selective and non-selective 
sectors can limit flexibility and contribute to uneven access to appropriate provision, particularly 
within a context of resource pressures and staffing shortages. 
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Similar concerns were raised regarding newcomer pupils. Some school leaders and stakeholders 
suggested that secondary schools were more likely to admit, assess and support newcomer 
pupils, whereas grammar schools were perceived as placing greater emphasis on evidence of 
academic attainment. These perceptions are consistent with enrolment data showing notable 
differences in the proportion of newcomer pupils attending secondary and grammar schools 
(5.6% and 0.9% respectively) (DE, 2025/26). 

Participants suggested that the concentration of SEN pupils, newcomer pupils and socio -
economically disadvantaged pupils within secondary schools reinforces perceptions that 
grammar schools are higher-performing and more desirable institutions. As these perceptions 
influence parental choices and public attitudes towards schooling, they help sustain demand for 
grammar schools and, consequently, for academic selection itself. 

Experiences of stigma and labelling 

Interviewees frequently described academic selection as a system that labels children according 
to both transfer test performance and school attended. Participants across all groups highlighted 
the harmful effects of these labels, arguing that they can damage young people's self-esteem, 
shape identities and create feelings of shame. 

…the high schools that we have are perfectly wonderful high schools, but they 
have been labelled the ‘loser school’. So it’s where all the ‘losers’ go, and it’s 
terrible. (Parent) 

For some families, concerns about the stigma associated with attending a non-selective 
secondary school appeared to influence decisions to sit the transfer test and apply to grammar 
schools. 

I think, I mean, if I’m honest, (…) when I think back, my eldest, there probably was 
a fear of the stigma of going to a secondary school, does that make sense? So, it 
was quite unconsciously probably driven by that fear of the stigma, of like, ‘Oh, 
gosh. We’ve got to get into a grammar school.’ You know like, ‘I’m stupid if I get into 
a secondary school.’ You know, non-selective. (Parent) 

Young people also reported concerns about being judged on the basis of  their test results or 
school attended, with some describing a perception that secondary school pupils were viewed 
as less capable or having fewer prospects. 

Because I feel like you’re judged off more what secondary school you went to and 
not who you actually are and what you’re actually capable of. They just look at 
what school you went to and, like, ‘Right. You went to <secondary school 2>. 
You’re stupid. Get out of here.’ It’s things that you’d hear. (Post-primary school 
pupil) 

Although stigma was most commonly associated with attendance at secondary schools, some 
participants noted that grammar school pupils – particularly those from less affluent 
backgrounds – could also be subject to labelling and negative stereotyping. 

I think there’s a real stigma against grammar schools. If you go to a grammar 
school… ‘you’re posh, or you have money’. (Parent) 

I know that kids are being bullied because they’re going to grammar schools, and 
they’re being called ‘stews’ and all this sort of stuff. (Parent) 
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Taken together, these accounts suggest that academic selection contributes to a system of social 
labelling in which young people may internalise assumptions about ability, status and prospects 
based on both test outcomes and school type. Importantly, the stigma associated with secondary 
schools was seen to influence parental aspirations and school choices, creating pressure to 
participate in the transfer process and secure a grammar school place. As a result, the labels 
generated by selection may help sustain the system by reinforcing the perceived desirability of 
grammar schools and the perceived risks of attending a non-selective school. 
 
Elitism and social snobbery 

A recurrent perception among interviewees was that academic selection fosters social snobbery, 
strengthening the belief that grammar schools educate ‘better’ pupils and primarily cater to more 
affluent, middle-class families. 

Middle class social snobbery. (…) I suppose people see it now as like private 
education on the cheap, isn’t it? You know, this is sort of somehow deemed as like, 
'This is your private education here, and you don’t even have to pay for it.'  (Parent) 

Interviewees indicated that resistance to changes in academic selection among grammar 
schools is driven by a desire to protect their longstanding position within the system, as well as 
their public image as high-performing and prestigious institutions. 

It maintains the hierarchy in society in terms of it is feeding this, you know, ‘my 
child must go to a grammar school’. But also amongst the principals in post-
primary schools to an extent where a grammar school principal potentially feels 
that they are operating at a higher level than a non-grammar principal, who may 
be facing similar challenges. And it just creates a sense of elitism. (Primary school 
leader) 

Some participants described a perception within grammar schools that their ‘brand’, traditions 
and position at the apex of the school hierarchy should be protected. According to parents and 
other stakeholders, this was seen to contribute to the exclusion of pupils considered less 
academically suited, behaviourally challenging, or from less affluent backgrounds, with one 
interviewee referring to such pupils as ‘the riffraff’ (Parent). 

There was no consistent evidence that this exclusion operated through overt or formalised 
processes. Rather, participants pointed to more subtle practices that may have this effect, 
including high fees and requirements for newcomer pupils to sit the transfer test (e.g. Purdy et al., 
2023; Loader et al., 2025). These accounts reflect participants’ interpretations of how access to 
grammar schools may be shaped, rather than direct evidence of institutional policy or intent.  

Overall, these accounts suggest that perceptions of prestige, exclusivity and social status help 
sustain demand for grammar schools. By reinforcing the idea that grammar schools represent a 
superior educational pathway, academic selection is legitimised and reproduced through 
parental aspirations, institutional self-interest and wider social attitudes. In this way, elitism was 
viewed not only as a consequence of selection but also as one of the mechanisms through which 
it continues to be maintained. 
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‘Wanting the best for your child’: Parental aspirations and perceptions 

Although more than two-thirds of parents expressed concerns about the current transfer test 
arrangements, many were nevertheless enrolling their children to sit the test and applying for 
grammar schools. Their decisions reflected both practical considerations – such as family 
connections, friendship groups and local school provision – and a widespread perception that 
grammar schools offer superior educational opportunities. 

Yeah, and he could walk to school, and there’s something about being able to walk 
to school and not have to take a bus, to navigate your way through. (Parent) 

Well, we’re very lucky in [Town 1] in that we have two very good grammar schools. 
(Parent) 

Participants frequently referred to an entrenched societal belief that grammar schools provide a 
better education and improve young people's prospects. Grammar schools were often viewed as 
symbols of prestige and social mobility, while the transfer test was sometimes seen as a 
mechanism for securing access to a wider range of educational opportunities. 

We were always conditioned to believe everyone from grammar schools did 
better. (Parent) 

…but then also allowing my daughter to sit the test means that there are more 
options for her for secondary school. Even if she doesn't get a very high score, 
there are other grammar schools who take lower scores. (Primary school leader) 

People who are socially mobile and have had that mobility will always be in 
support of it because they look back on their life story and they look back on their 
own self-narrative and they feel that this was a turning point and this was their 
salvation. (Primary school leader) 

I get it, because that’s the system as it’s set up and a parent who’s ambitious for 
their child is told when they arrived that you need to get your child into the 
grammar school; that’s the route to university eventually. (Post-primary school 
leader) 

At the same time, many parents challenged these assumptions. Over two -thirds argued that 
secondary schools can deliver strong academic outcomes and that individual effort, motivation 
and family support are more important determinants of success than the type of school 
attended. 

My older child… is doing fantastic. It’s up to that child. If they want to do good, they 
will do good no matter where they go. (Parent) 

I think it’s all down to the individual child and the support they get at home. 
(Parent) 

These accounts revealed a degree of parental ambivalence. Many participants simultaneously 
questioned the fairness and effectiveness of academic selection while remaining attracted to the 
opportunities, resources and status they associated with grammar schools. 

So, you know, there is this notion that you need to go to the grammar to better 
yourself, yeah, and do well in life, but yeah, I disagree with it, but then I have to say, 
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on the other hand, when I walked into <Grammar School 1>, I was like, “Oh, this is 
really nice,” and, “Ooh, look at all the A-level options they’re offering”. (Parent) 

For some interviewees, perceptions of grammar school superiority were so powerful that they 
could override other educational preferences and values, including religious ethos or support for 
integrated education. 

But there are some of the parents who’d be very supportive of Catholic ethos and 
all that in the primary school. It still comes down to if you had a choice between 
the Catholic non-selective school and a non-Catholic grammar school, oh, they’d 
go for the non-Catholic grammar school all of the time. (…) there’s this perception 
at post-primary that the grammar schools are better schools than the 
secondaries. (Stakeholder) 

A small minority also viewed the wider NI education system as superior to those elsewhere in the 
UK because of academic selection. 

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it… I just think it’s a better system than anything else, really. 
(Parent) 

Northern Ireland has a superior education system… based on this academic 
selection. (Parent) 

However, as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the evidence does not support claims that selective 
systems improve social mobility or produce substantial system-wide educational benefits. 
Rather, research suggests that such systems tend to widen socio -economic inequalities, 
reproduce existing advantages and generate only modest attainment gains which are largely 
offset by negative effects elsewhere in the system. 

Therefore, these findings suggest that academic selection is sustained not only by institutional 
arrangements but also by parental beliefs and aspirations. The continued perception of grammar 
schools as offering superior educational and social opportunities encourages families to 
participate in the transfer process, thereby perpetuating demand for selective schooling even 
among those who express reservations about the system itself. 

Perceived differences between grammar and secondary schools  

Differences in resources and facilities between school types, already noted in relation to the 
unequal distribution of resources within the education system, were prominent among 
interviewee responses. It was frequently perceived that, while grammar schools often had ‘new 
builds’ and ‘state-of-the-art’ facilities, secondary schools operated in substandard conditions.  

… you only need to walk into the grammar schools in this town, and as you go down 
a tree-lined avenue and you see sports pitches aplenty, facilities, and money, and 
(…) and we’re in temporary buildings, and this is the only permanent we’ve got, and 
the rest are portacabins. (Secondary school leader) 

The heating is never working. Last winter, it was the same. There was leaks and all 
literally up there. (Post-primary school pupil) 

Indeed, there is some evidence showing that grammar schools often appear better resourced 
and equipped as they benefit disproportionately from historical capital investment (NI Audit 
Office, 2024; Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, 2019), are more able to fundraise and self-
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subsidise (EA, 2020), and the lack of high-cost SEN makes their budgets appear healthier and 
more flexible (Hughes & Loader, 2022). 

These perceived differences regarding resources were seen as one reason why popular opinion 
still favours grammar schools over secondary schools. Thus, better facilities in grammar schools 
were a major ‘selling point’ for these schools, and a rationale for why parents and children were 
more likely to aspire to attend a grammar school. This is illustrated in the following quotes from 
parents, after attending ‘open nights’ and talking about the decision to apply to a grammar school 
for their child: 

I think the first class we went into was history and they had real decommissioned 
weapons on the table from WWII, it was a WWII setup. And they had never seen 
anything like this. (…) They came out after having home economics, that was the 
last stop and it was ‘build your own taco,’ and everything was freshly made and they 
had a veggie option and everything else. It was next level, it was brilliant. They’re 
coming out going, ‘That was delicious, that was delicious, this is great!’. (Parent) 

Yeah, the IT section. Whenever we went in and he’s seeing some of the boys were 
doing their homework on a VR headset, he thought this is amazing. (…) Yes, they 
have such a good IT hub. (Parent) 

In terms of curriculum offerings, there was a consistent view among interviewees that grammar 
schools deliver a traditional, academic, exam-heavy curriculum, while secondary schools offer 
more practical, applied or vocational pathways (which were often viewed to be of less 
quality/importance).   

… you go to a grammar school, it’s maybe going to be the science, it’s going to be 
the maths, it’s going to be the English. Whereas, in the secondary schools, there are 
more practical subjects that are maybe less based on exams and more based on 
coursework and things like that that’s just a bit more suited to the children. (Parent) 

They won’t have the same GCSE and A-levels as <Grammar School 1>, but that’s 
because they’re different types of kids going there. (Primary school leader) 

This perception is partially supported by available evidence. Grammar schools tend to offer a 
broader range of traditional academic subjects – including separate sciences, further 
mathematics and a wide range of humanities – while secondary schools are more likely to provide 
applied GCSEs, occupational qualifications and vocational pathways. These patterns are 
reflected in exam entry and inspection data (Independent Review of Education, 2023). However, 
this distinction should not be overstated. Most secondary schools continue to offer a core suite 
of academic subjects, while many grammar schools also include some applied options within 
their curriculum. In this respect, differences in curricular provision associated with the selective 
system may be less pronounced than is sometimes assumed, and do not necessarily exceed 
those observed in other contexts, such as England, where socio -economic sorting through 
residential admissions does not systematically produce large disparities in course availability 
between schools.  

Nonetheless, in NI, participants frequently perceived the selective divide as signalling and 
reinforcing differences in educational pathways, particularly at Key Stage 4 and post-16. These 
perceptions – whether or not fully reflective of the absolute range of provision – appear to shape 
expectations, subject uptake and understandings of opportunity within the system. It is also 



 

46 
 

important to note that these distinctions emerge primarily from Key Stage 4 onwards; at Key Stage 
3, the curriculum remains broadly consistent across all schools. 

In addition, this difference regarding curriculum offer was partly attributed to the difficulty 
secondary schools faced in offering a wide range of academic subjects (e.g. sciences, further 
maths and specialised A-Levels), where low enrolment makes these classes unviable. 

…whenever it gets to maths, for example, there’s an advanced maths class, the 
numbers of people that maybe they would see fit for doing that were so small that 
they didn’t bother going ahead with it because they may require separate tuition. 
(Parent) 

We wouldn’t be able to populate a physics GCSE or A-level class. You wouldn’t be 
able to staff it with one or two kids in it. (Secondary school leader) 

Another common perception among parents was that grammar schools were associated with 
better behaviour, more respectful pupils, and safer, more disciplined environments. Selection 
was sometimes viewed as a mechanism for excluding children perceived as disruptive, more 
‘streetwise’, or as not fitting within the grammar school context. 

<Son> is quite a naïve wee boy for his age too. There’s a lot of boys in their school 
that would be very streetwise. Just the way they talk, very, very grown-up talk. <Son> 
wouldn't have a clue. (…) so a school like <Secondary School 1> would be full of 
very streetwise kids (…) I just have this fear <Son> will end up getting bullied 
somewhere like that because he is so naïve. (Parent) 

This combination of perceived advantages – better facilities, broader academic provision and a 
stronger emphasis on discipline – reinforces the desirability of grammar schools, helping to 
sustain demand for selective education. Other perceived differences between grammar and 
secondary schools identified by interviewees are summarised in Table 2. 

 
Table 2: Perceived differences between grammar and secondary schools 

 Grammar schools Secondary schools 

Resources More resources and more affluent facilities Less investment, poorer facilities 

Cost More costly (uniforms, school fees, ski 
trips, etc.) 

Less costly 

Pastoral care More pressure, less support, results-driven Better pastoral care and support, less 
pressure 

Curriculum offer More focused on academic subjects More practical subjects, fewer academic 
subjects 

Behaviour Stricter on behaviour Less strict, ‘street-wise’ pupils, ‘poor’ 
behaviour 
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4.1.3 Social factors that challenge academic selection  

Growing public concern and awareness of the emotional toll that the transfer test has on children 
and families 

Most parents and other interviewees highlighted the stress associated with the transfer test for 
both children and families, emphasising the significant emotional toll on pupils. There was strong 
agreement that exposure to such pressure at ages 10–11 is not well aligned with children’s 
developmental stage.  Reports of stress and adverse emotional impacts were a consistent theme 
across interviews, with some participants noting that children began worrying about the test as 
early as P5. 

For him it’s always been there in the back of his mind, even from last year, going into 
P6, he was really stressing about it back then. (…) Even now he’s panicking, he’s 
wondering, what if I need to go to the toilet during the test, what happens, this and 
what, and he’s trying to play scenarios out in his head. (Parent)  

An expert stakeholder detailed how mental health difficulties can affect the reliability of the 
transfer test: 

So, there’s coping with all the preparation and then there’s coping on the day and 
whether their performance on the day is affected by their ability to manage their 
stress response. And that’s the mental health element of it and it’s not only mental 
health, it’s stress response, it’s an actual physiological response. (…)  But the ones 
with mental health difficulties, the ones with anxiety will really be affected 
significantly by this whole thing. (Stakeholder) 

Concerns about the emotional impact of transfer testing are well established within the literature 
(Brown et al., 2021; Carlin, 2003; Gallagher and Smith, 2000). However, participants noted that 
this has not substantially weakened support for academic selection. Indeed, some interviewees 
who acknowledged the stress associated with the test nevertheless supported its continuation, 
arguing that pressure often stemmed from parental expectations rather than the assessment 
itself. 

Honestly, I would put that down to parents. Parents are applying that pressure when 
there’s really no need… it’s them that want them to go to the school, not the child. 
(Parent) 
 

Parents deciding against enrolling their children for the test  

While many parents continued to enter their children for the transfer test despite reservations, 
others reported deciding from the outset to opt out and pursue a local secondary school instead. 

The most frequently cited reason was the perceived strength of pastoral care in secondary 
schools. Participants commonly described secondary schools as placing greater emphasis on 
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wellbeing, inclusion and emotional support, whereas grammar schools were often portrayed as 
more academically driven and pressurised environments. 

…high schools have more of a pastoral support, more emotional support for 
children, whereas grammar schools are a lot less… (Parent) 

I think they cater for a range of needs, like we do in the primary. (…) And I see 
children achieving in the non-selective post-primary schools. (Primary leader) 

Participants also described grammar schools as more demanding environments characterised 
by heavier workloads, frequent assessment and higher expectations. 

They don’t put as much pressure on you. (Pupil) 

It just feels like it’s a lot, a lot of focus on revision, and how we work to revise, and 
performing in assessments and stuff. (Parent) 

In addition, many parents and school leaders highlighted perceived improvements in teaching 
quality, leadership and outcomes within secondary schools. Some argued that school reputation 
is increasingly shaped by local context and individual school effectiveness rather than by 
selective status alone. 

So, it's this sort of, like, now narrative that is built around them being good schools, 
so, not that they're selective or non-selective but that (…) they're good-performing 
schools. (Stakeholder) 

As a result, interviewees reported that some families were increasingly choosing secondary 
schools even when their children achieved high transfer-test scores. 

…we’re safe in the knowledge that will be taught well enough in <Secondary 
School 1> (...) I really wouldn’t be able to see a difference with the grammar. 
(Parent) 

These developments were viewed by some participants as challenging the rationale for academic 
selection, particularly where outcomes between school types were perceived to be converging.  

What was the point in academic selection if the outcomes are similar? (Post-
primary school leader) 

Although grammar school pupils continued to achieve higher attainment outcomes in 2024/25, 
the attainment gap between grammar and secondary schools has narrowed substantially over 
time (DE, 2026b). The proportion achieving five or more GCSEs at grades A*–C increased from 
42.8% to 85.4% in secondary schools between 2005/06 and 2024/25, while grammar school 
attainment increased more modestly from 95.9% to 96.8% (DE, 2026b). Research has also 
highlighted strong outcomes for many FSME pupils in some secondary schools, particularly 
within the Catholic Maintained sector (Knox, 2025). 

Moreover, evidence from value-added and contextualised measures suggests that non-selective 
schools often perform at least as well as – and in some cases better than – grammar schools once 
differences in pupil intake are taken into account (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2018). Taken together, 
these findings challenge assumptions that grammar schools offer substantially superior 
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academic outcomes and suggest that observed differences increasingly reflect selective 
admissions rather than differences in school effectiveness alone. 

Demographic changes – pupil numbers decline 

As noted in earlier sections, interviewees suggested that declining pupil numbers across the 
region (NISRA, 2026) meant that, in some areas, grammar schools were no longer able to apply 
selection as they had previously, as doing so would have prevented them from meeting their 
enrolment targets.  

<Grammar School 4> tends to be the school people put down because they know 
they’ll get in there. So <Grammar School 4> is a grammar… it has a grammar stream 
in it, but they haven’t been filling their numbers. (Primary school leader) 

… so about six, seven years ago, we had a big dip in our application numbers, and 
we ended up taking… so our enrolment is 120 per year, so we ended up taking, 
maybe, much lower grades at the time, with the GL assessment, than we would 
have in the past. And I suppose, we ended up with a wee bit of a tail. (Grammar 
school principal) 

In this vein, several schools in NI are formally ‘non-selective grammar schools’ and are members 
of the Governing Bodies Association (GBA)9. The status of these schools is unclear and raises 
questions about what it means in law and practice to define a school as a grammar school. One 
post-primary school leader referred to this confusion, where a grammar school retains grammar 
status, while operating without using academic selection: 

<Grammar school 3> is a school that dropped selection now more than 10 years 
ago. (…) but its status is still that of a voluntary grammar. So I don't know what the 
legalities around how a school still continues to operate. (…) So the majority of its 
intake are still kids who’ve sat the transfer test.  (Post-primary principal) 

This reflects the fact that grammar school designation is grounded in historical and institutional 
classification rather than tightly defined admissions practices; in the absence of a centrally 
regulated transfer system, schools retain autonomy over admissions and may therefore continue 
to operate under the grammar school label while adopting non-selective or partially selective 
approaches. As a result, the distinction between grammar and secondary provision is not always 
clear in practice and may be shaped as much by institutional identity and context as by current 
arrangements for pupil selection. As one interviewee commented, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, 
a simple answer to the issue of academic selection and the bifurcated system in NI is to legislate 
that all post-primary schools are designated grammar schools. 

It was also noted by some that the percentage of pupils in grammar schools is higher now than 
prior to the abolition of the state transfer test, and that this proportion is likely to increase with 
the demographic decline in pupil numbers. Indeed, the percentage of pupils in grammar schools 
has increased to 42% in 2024/25, compared to 38.9% in 1991/92, and is forecast to rise to 46.6% 
by 2031/32 (Independent Review of Education, 2023). 

But, equally, there’s another problem, in terms of that grammar schools have, that 
they’re going to become 50%, more than 50% of the schools in Northern Ireland. 
So, you’re going to be more likely to go to a grammar school than anywhere else. 

 
9 The GBA is the sectoral body representing Northern Ireland’s 50 voluntary grammar schools.   



 

50 
 

And as the birth rate is going off a cliff in the next few years, that’s going to get even 
more. (Stakeholder) 

As the Independent Review of Education (2023) suggests, this projected increase is ‘changing the 
character of selective schools – a system originally designed to educate around 25% of learners 
in a highly academic ethos will deal with nearly half of learners in a much less selective context’  
(p.155). This was pointed out by some interviewees, who argued that these changes had the 
potential to make selection meaningless: 

They’re getting 110 applications, and they’re taking 100 of them. It’s not really 
selecting anything. (Stakeholder) 

We’ve had children before in Band 5, which is the lowest that went to grammar 
school. Well, that’s a whole mockery of even doing the test in the first place, you 
know? (Primary school leader) 

This suggests that, in some contexts, selection may function less as a mechanism for 
distinguishing between levels of academic ability and more as a residual feature of institutional 
identity and admissions practice. 

4.1.4 Educational factors that sustain academic selection 

The concept of ‘natural ability’  

A small number of interviewees rejected the idea of innate ability, describing it as socially 
constructed, lacking a strong evidence base and ethically problematic. They argued that children 
internalise labels such as ‘smart’ and ‘stupid’ from an early age, reinforcing fixed mindsets that 
can be difficult to challenge. 

There’s no evidence that ability for me is a thing… it’s so fixed. (…) even the ones 
that go to the grammar schools… have been told that you have this thing that these 
people don’t have. (…) My child is eight and she’s already talking about the smart 
ones… like you’re smart or you’re not smart. (Stakeholder) 

However, beliefs about natural ability remained widespread and were frequently used to justify 
academic selection. Many parents and school leaders, while often critical of the transfer test 
itself, nevertheless described academic ability as something that children either possess or do 
not possess. 

I think you’ve either got it or you don’t. It’s either easy to you or you just don’t get it. 
(Parent) 

This framing positions the transfer test as identifying inherent aptitude rather than reflecting 
differences in preparation, opportunity or support. In doing so, it helps normalise selective 
schooling by presenting different educational pathways as a natural consequence of individual 
ability. These views contrast with sociological critiques of meritocracy, which emphasise the role 
of social and cultural capital in shaping educational outcomes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), and 
with research highlighting the importance of growth rather than fixed conceptions of ability 
(Dweck, 2006). 

Similarly, a number of participants argued that separating pupils according to academic 
attainment can be educationally beneficial. They suggested that all-ability settings may better 
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support lower-attaining pupils, while grammar schools provide higher-attaining pupils with 
appropriate pace, challenge and expectations. 

…you wouldn’t want your child lost… always being at the bottom… I see why we 
do have grammar and all ability. (Parent) 

…it puts likeminded people together… your cohort of people are workers. (Parent) 

Some stakeholders also viewed selection as enabling teachers to deliver a more academically 
demanding curriculum to pupils with strong academic skills. 

Well, the benefits are that you start to identify skills, that’s a narrow band of 
academic skills amongst your children at the age of 11. (…) you can cream off 
what are perceived as the academic students and teach them the same 
curriculum as everybody else [but] at that level. (Stakeholder) 

‘Left behind’ in the grammar system 

At the same time, several interviewees questioned what happens when pupils admitted to 
grammar schools struggle to cope with academic demands. Parents and school leaders 
expressed concern that some children were being placed in grammar schools despite 
professional reservations, often because parental aspirations overrode advice about the most 
appropriate educational setting. 

I have a friend whose children have done the transfer test… they’re not fit for the 
work, but the parents wanted them to go to a grammar school and they shouldn’t 
have gone. And they’re not getting any support from the school, they’re being left 
behind. (Parent) 

Particular attention was drawn to pupils admitted during the Covid period, when transfer testing 
was cancelled. Some interviewees suggested that this cohort highlighted the challenges 
grammar schools face when teaching pupils with a broader range of attainment levels. 

A couple of grammar schools have said it themselves. The Covid intake year (…) because 
there was no test, the intake was vastly different, and they’re facing huge challenges. 
(Primary school leader) 

One grammar school principal described how some pupils in this cohort were thriving while 
others struggled despite curriculum adaptations and additional support. 

We have a year group, our current Form 4, who came to us through non-academic 
selection with the Covid year. (…) there are still children who are getting 11%. The 
impact on them, on their wellbeing, is massive. (Grammar school principal) 

These accounts reveal an important tension within participants' views. While many interviewees 
believed that academic selection identifies pupils best suited to grammar school education, 
others pointed to cases where pupils appeared poorly matched to the demands of selective 
schooling, raising concerns about academic progress and wellbeing. 

However, available evidence suggests that the non-tested Covid cohort remained 
demographically similar to previous grammar school intakes. Purdy et al. (2023) found that 
longstanding differences in socio-economic composition, special educational needs and 
newcomer status between grammar and secondary school intakes persisted despite the 
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temporary suspension of transfer testing. Consequently, participants' accounts may reflect 
experiences within particular schools rather than a significant system-wide shift in intake 
characteristics. 

Streaming children seen as a necessity 

A widespread belief among interviewees was that children should be grouped according to 
academic attainment, and that teaching pupils with a wide range of abilities in the same 
classroom is neither practical nor educationally desirable. Consequently, even some 
participants who opposed academic selection at system level still considered some form of 
ability grouping necessary within schools. 

I think it’s hard for teachers even to teach to such a wide range… If there’s no 
academic selection, then they’re trying to teach the people who can barely do 
maths and then the people who are trying to go on to be doctors. It’s quite hard to 
teach to that range of people. (Post-primary school leader) 

These views were closely linked to wider beliefs about differences in ability discussed earlier. 
Participants who supported streaming often argued that it allows teaching to be better matched 
to pupils’ learning needs and enables more academically able pupils to progress at an 
appropriate pace. 

However, a minority of interviewees questioned both the concept of fixed ability and the 
assumption that streaming is necessary. They argued that mixed-ability teaching is already 
routine in primary schools and can continue successfully into post-primary education. 

Within primary school, they’re already at all different levels, so what difference 
does it make in secondary school? (Parent) 

Those advocating mixed-attainment approaches acknowledged that they require substantial 
investment in curriculum planning, differentiation and teacher development. Nevertheless, 
some reported positive outcomes, including improved engagement, confidence and behaviour, 
while others emphasised the benefits of peer learning. 

…it’s certainly for us a lot better – outcomes, behaviour, engagement, 
confidence… (Post-primary school leader) 

Because we know mixed ability kids learn better together… (Stakeholder) 

Although streaming (or ability grouping) remains common practice in post-primary education 
(Taylor et al., 2020; Muijs and Dunne, 2010), evidence regarding its effectiveness remains mixed. 
Some studies suggest modest benefits for attainment in particular subjects (Hodgen et al., 2026), 
while others report no significant differences between mixed-attainment and streamed 
approaches (Jerrim et al., 2025). Evidence is more consistent, however, in indicating that ability 
grouping can increase educational inequality, with pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds more 
likely to be placed in lower sets where expectations and access to challenging material may be 
reduced (Francis et al., 2017; Muijs and Dunne, 2010; Terrin and Triventi, 2022). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that support for streaming remains an important factor 
sustaining academic selection. However, participants' accounts also reveal growing challenges 
to the assumption that pupils learn most effectively when separated by perceived ability. 
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Distortion of the curriculum and teaching practice in the last two years of primary school  

A recurrent theme concerned the influence of the transfer test on teaching and learning in 
primary education. Interviewees argued that success in the transfer test has become an implicit 
indicator of school quality, shaping both school culture and classroom practice. 

Primary schools advertise… the number of grammar places… The whole system 
is tailored to have this as part of success. (Primary school leader) 

Participants frequently suggested that transfer test preparation displaces aspects of the 
statutory curriculum, narrowing teaching towards test-focused content and reinforcing the 
centrality of academic selection within primary education. 

…children doing papers pitched too high, it’s distorting the curriculum… time 
would have been better spent on teaching and learning. (Primary school leader) 

Interviewees also described a distinctive pattern in P6 and P7, characterised by intensive 
preparation through homework, tutoring and revision activities, followed by a decline in academic 
focus once the tests were completed. 

We didn’t have to do much work after the test… There’s a curriculum to be 
delivered. (Post-primary school leader) 

Several participants argued that the transfer process shapes not only curriculum content but also 
classroom organisation and pupil experiences. In some schools, pupils preparing for the transfer 
test were separated from those not participating, creating distinctions between children 
perceived as ‘academic’ and ‘non-academic’. 

His class are divided in half… the ones not sitting the 11+ go out and play… (Parent) 

She was… completely excluded… I really think she lost out on a good year’s 
teaching. (Parent) 

Some parents also reported that teaching attention was concentrated on pupils viewed as most 
likely to succeed in the transfer test. 

Teachers were pushing the best performing students… the ones who needed help 
were just left. (Parent) 

Participants suggested that these practices reinforce assumptions about fixed ability and 
contribute to the normalisation of academic selection within primary schools. By shaping 
definitions of success, influencing curriculum priorities and differentiating pupils according to 
transfer-test participation, the test becomes embedded as a routine and largely unquestioned 
feature of the education system. 

These findings are consistent with wider research indicating that high-stakes selection systems 
can narrow the curriculum and orient teaching towards examination preparation, particularly 
where test outcomes are linked to school reputation and parental choice (Gallagher and Smith, 
2000; Brown et al., 2021). 

The way school quality is measured and the concept of ‘added value’ 

Another recurrent theme concerned how school quality is defined and measured, and how this 
may contribute to sustaining academic selection. Across interviewee groups, there was strong 
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agreement that schools are primarily judged through outcome-based indicators such as GCSE 
and A-level results, league table positions and progression to higher education, rather than 
through broader measures of educational development. 

Within this framework, grammar schools are widely perceived as higher-performing institutions, 
with considerable emphasis placed on securing strong examination outcomes. 

…the real focus is on having to get really good grades because they want it for their 
league tables… (Parent) 

However, many participants argued that these outcomes reflect differences in pupil intake as 
much as school effectiveness. Grammar schools were seen as benefiting from enrolling pupils 
who have already been selected on the basis of  academic attainment and who are often 
supported by greater social and economic resources, including private tuition. Consequently, 
existing accountability measures were perceived as reinforcing, rather than questioning, 
assumptions about grammar school superiority. 

Some interviewees suggested that the relationship between selection and performance is rarely 
scrutinised: 

…you’re picking them. Why are they not getting 100% A* to A? (Post-primary school 
leader) 

A particularly strong criticism, especially among secondary school leaders, was that current 
accountability frameworks pay insufficient attention to pupils’ starting points and the progress 
they make over time. As a result, schools serving more disadvantaged communities may appear 
less successful despite making substantial gains in pupil achievement. 

…schools like ours are being judged against schools where they get to pick every 
child. (Post-primary school leader) 

Participants argued that this disadvantages non-selective schools and reinforces a hierarchy of 
school quality closely linked to selective admissions. In response, some advocated greater use 
of value-added measures and broader indicators of success, including wellbeing, inclusion and 
personal development. 

Why does the Department… measure success based on five grades at GCSE?... 
success should be measured by the wellbeing of a child. (Stakeholder) 

These accounts suggest that prevailing accountability measures may help sustain academic 
selection by presenting attainment outcomes as evidence of school quality, while giving less 
attention to differences in pupil intake and educational context. 

 
4.1.5 Summary 

Overall, these findings suggest that academic selection persists not because of a single political 
decision or educational rationale, but because it is embedded within a wider ecosystem of 
beliefs, institutional arrangements and social practices. Parental aspirations, school reputations, 
accountability measures, resource allocation mechanisms and assumptions about ability 
interact to create a self-reinforcing system. While growing concerns about pupil wellbeing, 
demographic change and evidence from non-selective schools may challenge this equilibrium, 
participants generally viewed the system as deeply entrenched and difficult to reform.  
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Several of the factors identified by participants operate simultaneously as consequences and 
sustaining mechanisms (see Table 3 below). For example, the concentration of disadvantage 
within secondary schools is partly produced by academic selection, yet it also reinforces 
perceptions that grammar schools are superior, thus helping sustain demand for the system. 

Table 3: Perceived factors sustaining/challenging academic selection 

Factors 
Sustaining academic 

selection 
Challenging academic 

selection 
Consequences 

Political  

• Unequal distribution of 
resources 

• Grammar schools 
being a powerful lobby 
group 

• Political division and 
instability 

• Inequalities in area 
planning 

 

 

• Unequal distribution of 
resources 

Social 

• Social inequalities, 
socio-economic 
segregation and 
concentration of need 
in secondary schools 

• Parental aspirations 
and perceptions – 
grammar school seen 
as ‘better quality’ 

• Growing public 
concern on emotional 
impact of the transfer 
test 

• Parental perceptions 
shifting – better 
pastoral care in 
secondary schools 

• Demographic changes 

• Reproduction of social 
inequalities and 
concentration of need 
in secondary schools 

• Experiences of stigma 
and labelling 

• Emotional impact of 
the test on children 
and families 

Educational 

• Belief in a ‘natural 
ability’ that can be 
measured, and 
streaming seen as a 
necessity 

• Distortion of the 
curriculum and 
teaching practice in 
primary school 

• Performance metrics 
and current 
constructions of 
school quality 

• Evidence that all-
ability classrooms 
work 

• Concept of ‘value 
added’ 

• Distortion of the 
curriculum and 
teaching practice in 
primary school 
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4.2  The potential of alternative models of post-primary education in 
 Northern Ireland 
 
Interviewees were presented with four potential alternative models for primary to post-primary 
transfer and were invited to identify their preferred option. They were also asked to suggest 
alternative models to those proposed.  A clear majority of participants (parents, principals, pupils 
and other stakeholders – for more detail on interviewees see Table 1, p.34) expressed a 
preference for an alternative model to the current system. Participants represented a range of 
perspectives and positions on academic selection and the grammar school system. 

Option 1: Selection based on pupil profile 

This alternative is for a separate grammar/secondary system, with selection based on pupil 
profile – that is, detailed information about pupils’ ability and performance over time. The type of 
pupil profile suggested in the 2023 Independent Review of Education was based on ongoing 
computer-based testing.  

Notwithstanding some concerns, many interviewees expressed positive views on this option, as 
an alternative to the current transfer test – 10 (out of 25) parents, four (out of 9) primary school 
principals, and pupils in four of the six focus groups felt that it was better than the current model. 
Nine (out of 25) parents, one out of 9 of the primary school leaders interviewed, and two of the six 
post-primary school principals said that this was their preferred model. Some who could not 
foresee academic selection ever being eradicated believed that this was the best alternative. 
However, no stakeholder selected this as their preferred alternative.  

Positive views: Better than the current system 

Various reasons were offered as to why this was a good and plausible alternative to the current 
system. In general, there was agreement that some form of pupil profiling could reduce pressure 
and produce a fairer, ‘more rounded’ assessment of the child’s abilities.  

I can see how that would take a bit of the pressure off children. (Parent) 

If the current system of grammar/non-grammar is to stay, I think it’s the one that 
makes the most sense and has the least impact on the wellbeing of the children. 
(Primary school leader) 

It removes that thing where you can be smart but go into that one test and (…) mess 
up (…) you could have an off day but still perform on the other tests. (Pupil) 

It certainly would be fairer rather than a one-off, high-stakes exam. (Post-primary 
school leader) 

Several interviewees endorsed pupil profiling as a pragmatic transitional model, a way to reduce 
harm while the system slowly moves away from academic selection. In this regard, it was seen 
as a stepping stone. 

It’s more of the same but in a gentler way… that might be the opening gambit. (…) a 
gentle move away from the high-stakes, one-off test. As an interim measure, I think 
it could work for schools and kids. (Primary school leader) 
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This might be the option required to get the thing moving… At least do this. 
(Stakeholder) 

Negative views or concerns about its implementation: Difficult to implement fairly and 
consistently  

Although many participants – particularly parents – identified perceived benefits of this model, 
concerns were widely raised across stakeholder groups, especially in relation to its practical 
implementation. Notably, some of these concerns assumed that pupils could be reliably grouped 
by underlying ‘ability’, an assumption that other participants explicitly questioned as 
conceptually and empirically uncertain.  

Concerns were around fairness, workload, practicality, consistency, and the potential for 
inequity. In terms of inequity, some parents, school leaders, stakeholders, and pupils worried that 
teachers' judgments could be subjective, or that assessment quality could vary between schools. 
They were wary of inflated scores or schools helping pupils during tests. However, when 
considering the Independent Review proposal, some of these concerns might be mitigated 
through the use of centralised computer-based testing.  

Teachers will give more help than others and maybe be slightly more unfair to 
certain candidates. (Pupil) 

You’re very much relying on primary schools doing their standardised testing 
truthfully (…) some might get a wee bit of help or told to rub something out. (Primary 
school leader) 

The major flaw that I see in this, as well, is the consistency of experience across the 
implementation and administration of tests in different school contexts. 
(Stakeholder) 

Some parents also expressed the view that teachers were already struggling to know pupils on an 
individual basis, and that the introduction of formal pupil profiling would place unrealistic 
additional demands on schools. 

It would be a lot more work for the teachers (…) getting to know a child on an 
individual basis (…) harder on larger classes. (Parent) 

Primary school leaders feared becoming gatekeepers, expected to advise parents whether their 
child is or is not ‘grammar material’: 

It also puts the onus on us as principals (…) a parent could come through that door 
saying, ‘Will you just say my child’s not good enough?’ That would be unacceptable 
(…) we’re just shifting the blame from a test to schools. (Primary school principal) 

Even parents who liked the idea were unsure whether children would still feel the pressure of 
being assessed, only through lower-stakes testing over a longer period. Similarly, other 
interviewees argued that this system could shift – but not remove – pressure, which could be 
pushed earlier in a child’s school career.  

My worry with that is, again, it then applies pressure at an even earlier age, from the 
word go. (Primary School leader) 
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If you’re doing it at school, there could be that wee bit of added pressure… 
If you don’t do well on one test, that can dip your confidence for the rest. (Pupil) 

Finally, interviewees who were against academic selection argued that this option was just 
selection by another name, thus it would continue to segregate children, and believed it was too 
‘assessment heavy’: 

Yeah, and I just think, when I see ‘testing’, ‘assessments’, ‘school-based 
assessments’, it’s more testing and there’s no time for growth and learning how to 
learn. That’s a skill in itself, and it doesn’t happen from testing. (…) we say, ‘You don’t 
fatten a pig by weighing it.’ You don’t. So it’s the same thing here. You’re not going to 
make that child more intelligent by testing it. (Stakeholder) 

Option 2: A separate grammar/secondary school system based on parents’ preference 

This alternative arrangement is a separate grammar/secondary school system, but without direct 
selection by ability. Rather, parents express a preference for the type of school they think would 
best suit their child, in consultation with children’s primary school teachers. There are already 
some non-selective grammar schools in NI, so it would be a case of extending this approach. 

Most interviewees were critical of this alternative and did not consider it viable. Indeed, the 
prevailing view was that the model was fundamentally flawed, unworkable, and potentially 
chaotic, with some describing it as a ‘disaster’: 

That’s stupid (…) you’ll just have a massive influx of people who want to go to a 
grammar school (…) I don’t see how that could possibly work. (Parent) 

Negative views and concerns due to parents’ preference for grammar schools  

One of the main reasons why interviewees thought that this model would not work was due to 
parents favouring grammar schools, even when these might not be the most suitable placements 
for their children: 

Every parent wants their child to go to a grammar school… even when their child 
isn’t capable. (Parent) 

Parents think their child is suited for grammar when the evidence shows they’re not. 
(Primary school leader) 

Parents’ preference for their children to attend a grammar school was described as motivated by 
status concerns and competition. Relatedly, some interviewees were concerned that parental 
ambition would lead to oversubscription of grammar schools, postcode lotteries, and extreme 
competition. 

Parents and pupils were also concerned that middle-class families would dominate because of 
the higher fees involved and the differences in knowledge or aspiration about school choices, 
thereby maintaining or worsening inequality in the education system. 

Well, that’s still a disadvantage to working-class students because their parents 
might not be able to afford what a grammar school is looking for. Whereas, middle-
class students, they have connections to grammar schools, so they can get their 
child in. (Post-primary school pupil) 
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Others worried that this model would place unfair pressure on primary school teachers, who 
would be expected to mediate parental hopes and make quasi-selection decisions. In addition, 
they were concerned that teachers would find themselves in disputes with parents, facing 
pressure, manipulation or maybe even ‘bribes’ (post-primary school leader).s 

Relying on the common sense of parents and expecting them to accept teacher 
advice doesn’t always go well. (Parent) 

Parents and school leaders warned of the risk that children would be placed in schools 
unsuitable for their needs, which would affect their wellbeing and achievement. As previously 
mentioned, they often referenced the Covid year as evidence that this system led to 
misplacement of pupils. Relatedly, some interviewees argued that if grammar schools admitted 
all abilities, then dilution of the grammar system and ‘renaming’ would ensue. 

It’ll dilute it all down to basically a mainstream system. (Parent) 

I think some schools would change their name, call themselves grammar schools, 
you know? (Stakeholder) 

Positive views: Better than current model, according to a few 

No post-primary school leaders nor pupils saw anything positive about this option. Six (out of 25) 
parents, two (out of 9) primary school leaders and five (out of 16) stakeholders saw potential 
benefits to this model, although they also referenced some of the concerns mentioned in the 
previous section. Some of them believed it was better than the current model.  

That’s a bit better than the first one… out of those two, I’d be more for the second, 
so far. (Parent) 

…so there is still scope further to make this experience or the transfer experience 
more child-centred. And that can be done by lowering the stakes and trusting 
primary schools, and primary schools trusting post-primary schools, because 
ultimately the grammar school is still going to exist. (Primary school leader) 

A few interviewees felt parent-teacher consultation was one of the more workable models but 
also thought that it could create difficult dynamics and potentially lead to blame-placing. 

So, that’s probably my preference with regards to a compromise on the 
comprehensive model because I don’t think the comprehensive model is going to 
happen. But I think there’s a better chance of that model possibly happening. 
(Stakeholder) 

Option 3: System of all-ability comprehensive schools – The right thing, but not feasible? 

A system of all-ability comprehensive schools was the most favoured alternative among all 
interviewee groups. There was broad support for a system where young people attended local all-
ability schools, with differences in ‘ability’ managed within schools rather than between them. 

That would be my preferred option… it’s best for all learners to be in an all-ability 
school. (Post-primary school leader) 

If all schools were just the same and equal, that would just be so, so much better. 
(Pupil) 
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As previously mentioned, although they believed it was the right system, many did not think this 
was a possible solution, and often saw it as a utopian or ‘in an ideal world’ scenario. 

In an ideal world, the comprehensive system works, 100%, number three. But when 
you take Northern Ireland’s unique… you know, and we are unique. (Parent) 

It makes sense long-term, but I just don’t think we’re there yet. (Primary school 
leader) 

Positive views – Solving the inequality of the current system 

It was stated frequently by interviewees that a system of comprehensive all-ability schools that 
was well resourced would be the solution to the unfairness and inequality inherent in the current 
system, and could eradicate the stigmatisation of young people, as well as the added transfer-
related pressures: 

I think this idea of somebody being clever enough to go to one school and they’re 
not clever enough to go to another just creates, at a very young age, this idea that 
you just weren’t good enough for something, which I think is really unfair at the age 
of 11, to start getting people to think like that. Yeah, I think the investment should be 
put into more the schools and local areas, to provide good-quality education to the 
people in those areas… (Parent) 

We’re all supposed to be in this for opportunity, equity, justice, fairness… So we 
can’t perpetuate systems that offer the opposite. (Post-primary school leader) 

Support for streaming within all-ability schools 

Most interviewees appeared to favour within-school streaming in all-ability schools. This was 
seen as the best way to teach students who have different abilities and needs within the same 
school: 

Yeah, I think all-ability comprehensive schools that then children can go to and then 
they can be put into the appropriate class, based on their academic needs or their 
special educational needs, but that everybody is there together, just like in the 
workplace, in adulthood. (Parent) 

I think the kids should just go to a school within the local area, and then the 
comprehensive school can stream the children when they get there. And then, that 
enables the teachers to be teaching different classes at different levels. (Primary 
school leader) 

However, despite supporting it, some interviewees acknowledged challenges around labelling 
and stigmatising within a streaming system: 

You know, there may be a stigma with particular classes in each year group, which 
is difficult to manage, the kind of weakest ability class. So, I do see difficulties with 
that. (Primary school leader) 

In addition, a few noted the advantages of having children of all-abilities learning together, with 
students helping each other within the classroom: 

… when you’re in the same classes, they can use a whole lot of mechanisms, like 
even partnering, buddying up and actually doing like peer support. So actually  it 
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isn’t all on the teachers, the educators, to be able to solve those kinds of problems, 
they can actually have the pupils themselves help each other. (Parent) 

Concerns about post-code lotteries and need for investment for school parity  

Interviewees had concerns about all schools becoming all-ability schools without structural 
transformation of the system. They argued that unequal facilities (buildings, playing fields) and 
resources would distort parental choice under any all-ability system. Thus, some schools would 
still attract more young people, and as a result house prices could rise in certain areas. 

My only problem is, (…) if there were all-ability comprehensive schools, probably 
your baseline or your criteria for those schools would be geography, it would either 
be by postcode or feeder schools. And then you would start getting the parents 
sending the children to the feeder schools of what they would see as the more 
affluent middle-class schools. (Stakeholder) 

Therefore, they highlighted that a comprehensive all-ability system requires significant 
investment, as every school would need to be equally well-resourced to avoid reinforcing 
inequalities: 

I think it really needs to ensure that the quality of the schools is high, you know? And 
then, I think we’re getting towards that, and we’re improving our schools in Northern 
Ireland. I think we’re getting towards that, and it’s the same curriculum, it’s the same 
teachers, going to the same teacher training colleges. (Stakeholder) 

Concerns about teacher preparation and capacity 

Some interviewees, especially school leaders and stakeholders, expressed concern regarding 
capacity gaps and teachers’ specialist skills to meet the full spectrum of needs in an all-ability 
system. They argued that some schools currently did not have the capacity or ethos to become a 
fully inclusive learning environment. These interviewees highlighted this as an implementation 
challenge, which would require professional development, SEN training, and workforce 
preparation, but also a ‘change in mindsets’. 

I think we have two teachers out of 70 that have some sort of SEN training, apart 
from the actual SENCOs. So our teachers, I don’t believe would be able to cope at 
this stage. (Post-primary school leader) 

… that requires such systemic upskilling, I think, and change in mindset of teachers, 
in one way, but also of parents. (Stakeholder) 

Negative views – a few against an all-ability comprehensive system 

Two parents (out of 25) and one stakeholder (out of 16) were very much against this option 
believing that some schools are better suited to some children. Despite the evidence shown in 
this report contradicting this position, they implied that such a system would mean that the 
quality and performance of the education system would decline: 

I think if there were no grammar schools in Northern Ireland, you’d see a decline in 
the performance. And I think one of the things that we as people from Northern 
Ireland are proud of is that we outperform the UK from an education perspective, so 
I think this is a stupid idea. (Parent) 
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And the example of the countries that I often rule out in this, you know, Scotland is 
an example of a non-selective system with a very poor education system, that 
would be my representation of it. (Stakeholder) 

Option 4: Scarce support for current system 

Only three interviewees preferred the current system to the other three options presented: a 
parent (out of 25), a primary school leader (out of 9) and a stakeholder (out of 16). These 
interviewees believed the transfer test was the fairest way to select children into grammar 
schools, and believed selection was essential to maintain standards and opportunities.  

That’s the easy one, continue as we are. I think there can be an overemphasis on 
the negatives and nobody’s really looking at the positive aspects of the test and 
what can be achieved using it as a vehicle to drive standards and really focus 
teaching and learning. (Primary school leader) 

However, the parent  thought that the transfer test process needed some sort of reform: 

I think it’s possibly better set over a couple of tests and a few different times. Even 
if it was the same… not the same test, but even if they did like, I don’t know, two or 
three sets of verbal reasoning, like two or three. So, I get it’s longer for the kids, but 
it would give you a more evened out… so, if you have one bad day or were nervous 
the first day, then you’re not totally, massively disadvantaged if you don’t perform 
well in exams. (Parent) 

The stakeholder also identified several caveats associated with the current system, highlighting 
aspects of school structures and the curriculum that, in their view, required change: 

But it has to be that the selection process is aligned to the formal school structures 
that are, therefore, put in place to make sure that the two things work in tandem 
rather than in opposition. The school structure, the curriculum and even the sort of 
processes and experiential outputs in terms of what pupils go through. 
(Stakeholder) 

The primary school leader saw the transfer test as an academic tool and academically beneficial. 

…it’s the disparity between the primary curriculum and the post-primary 
curriculum. Post-primary, their A Levels stipulate their GCSEs, and it’s the GCSEs 
that dictate Key Stage 3. (…). But that is so different from the curriculum that the 
kids are being taught in primary school. So the transfer test and the exposure to 
answering questions almost prepares them and helps with that transition. (Primary 
school leader) 

4.2.1 Other options mentioned 

Some interviewees referred to alternative models of post-primary transfer, including delayed 
selection at age 14 under the Dickson Plan. Those who discussed this approach generally agreed 
that selection at age 10–11 is poorly aligned with children's developmental stage and supported 
postponing high-stakes decisions until young people are older and more mature. The Dickson 
Plan was viewed favourably because it allows more time for pupils' abilities and interests to 
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develop and provides greater recognition of different forms and rates of educational 
development. 

And obviously, we all know, as educationalists, in terms of development, the 
transformation that can happen between 11 and 14 or whatever. But then, you look 
at the Dickson Plan in <Town>. Why are we all not following that if that’s the correct 
model? (Post-primary school leader) 

However, while there was broad support for later selection, some pupils expressed concerns 
about additional transitions – ‘The only thing that’s hard about it is moving schools again, going 
onto GCSEs, getting to know the teachers again is the only thing.’  

In some interviews, participants were asked specifically about the proposal in the Independent 
Review of Education to cap grammar school places at 25–30% of all post-primary provision. All 
those who commented expressed opposition to this proposal, with many articulating strong 
reservations. Some questioned its rationale and underlying aims. Many stakeholders were 
sceptical that reducing the proportion of grammar school places, without abolishing selection 
altogether, would reduce inequality; instead, they feared it would intensify competition and have 
a detrimental impact on young people’s wellbeing: 

I think reducing grammar school places is just going to be… we’re just going to have 
a more socially divergent population, it really is just going to ramp up the social 
inequal-, even more so the pressure… the pressure on our children and young 
people in terms of their confidence and self-esteem and anxiety. (Stakeholder) 

In addition, interviewees felt that capping grammar numbers or phasing change risked 
entrenching elite status, rather than dismantling it. 

If you really believe that 25% of the population deserve the opportunity to get into a 
grammar school, is that not telling you that you understand fundamentally it's 
unequal? It's not right, and we need to change. So why are you only doing it for 25%?  
(Post-primary school leader) 

Another concern about these proposals frequently highlighted by stakeholders were significant 
implementation barriers, particularly around area planning, governance, and school autonomy. 

I think it’s practically difficult to plan for. So, how do you do that reduction? How 
does it match up with geographic areas? There are all those kinds of questions, and 
I’m not entirely sure how it would be done. Which grammar school is going to 
voluntarily give up intake…? (Stakeholder) 

We're going to have surplus schools, so I think that's probably going to dictate, and 
it already is dictating, some of the models, but that's still maintaining then 
segregation in the school. (Stakeholder) 

 

4.3 Summary 

While Section 4 examined how academic selection is experienced and understood by parents, 
pupils, school leaders and education stakeholders, the following section moves beyond 
individual perspectives to consider collective deliberation. Section 5 reports findings from the 
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deliberative event, which brought together participants to reflect on the evidence presented 
earlier in the report and to discuss the future of academic selection in NI. This section captures 
how views evolved through structured dialogue, highlighting areas of consensus, disagreement 
and the conditions under which alternative approaches were considered acceptable.  
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5.0 Deliberative findings 
 
The deliberative event explored and interrogated narratives about academic selection through 
expert inputs, pre- and post-event surveys and facilitated dialogue with a range of stakeholders, 
enabling participants to reflect on current practice and imagine future possibilities. 

Although deliberative research is understood and conducted in a variety of ways, a common 
feature is the presentation of evidence to participants, "often through experts available for 
questioning" (Burchardt, 2014, p.357).  Given the relatively limited evidence supporting the 
benefits of current arrangements, particularly in terms of promoting equitable outcomes for 
young people in NI, the deliberative process extended beyond considering the merits and 
demerits of academic selection. Instead, participants engaged with evidence presented by 
expert contributors who drew on their own research examining the inequalities associated with 
selective education, providing participants with an evidence base for deliberation.   

5.1 Participant Profile  
Of the 53 registered attendees, 31 completed the entry survey prior to the event, representing a 
response rate of 58.5%. Nearly half of respondents were representatives of education 
organisations (45.2%, n = 14), while post-primary principals and parents each accounted for 
16.1% of responses (n = 5 each). The remaining respondents identified as community 
representatives, primary school principals, post-primary teachers, academics, and trade union 
representatives. 

As outlined in the methodology (Section 1.1), 41 individuals attended the event, of whom 28 
completed the exit survey afterwards: a response rate of 68.3%. The respondent profile was 
broadly similar to that of the entry survey, with representatives of education organisations again 
forming the largest group (42.9%, n = 12). Although participants received multiple reminders to 
complete both surveys, not all did so. Consequently, changes in attitudes towards selection were 
analysed only for the 23 participants who completed both the entry and exit surveys.  

5.2 Views towards the current system  
Participants expressed surprise that none of the presenters positioned themselves as explicitly 
supportive of academic selection, and responses to this were mixed. Some participants felt that 
the inclusion of a broader range of perspectives would have been beneficial, while 
others perceived this absence as indicative of proponents’ reluctance to engage in discussions 
relating to academic selection.   

It would also have been interesting to hear from more people on the pro -selection 
side of the argument, although I appreciate that invitations to participate in the event 
were likely widely extended. (Representative from an education organisation)  

Invitations were indeed widely extended across the spectrum of opinion, including politicians 
who have publicly supported academic selection, as well as all selective schools within the SEAG 
network. Some representatives from grammar schools registered to attend, although overall 
engagement from this group was limited. While the presentation made by the research team 
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reflected any perceived benefits identified in the qualitative study, the inputs offered by experts 
were consistent with the evidence presented in Chapter 2, which highlights concerns regarding 
inequity within the selective system. In this context, no separate presentation advocating a pro -
selection position was included, as the event was designed to support reflection on the evidence 
both existing and emerging from the study rather than to stage a structured debate between 
opposing positions.  

In light of the relatively small proportion of participants who reported being supportive of 
selection prior to the event, many explained during small-group discussions that the deliberative 
process did not necessarily change their views but instead strengthened their confidence in 
existing positions by providing a clearer evidence base. This finding is reflected in the survey data, 
with attitudes towards selection remaining largely consistent between the entry and exit surveys. 
A 4% increase in respondents reporting that they felt ‘very negative’ towards selection 
corresponded with a 4% decrease in those reporting feeling ‘fairly negative’, while all other 
responses remained stable before and after deliberation (see Figure 1 below). 

 
Figure 1: Participants' attitudes in relation to academic selection in Northern Ireland before and after 

deliberation 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some explained that the discussions had helped to highlight for them how certain stakeholders 
may benefit from maintaining the current system and felt that, regardless of how strong or 
conclusive the research evidence may be, the persistence of academic selection appears to 
be influenced by institutional or political interests.   

The politicians need to get their act together on this issue and stop blaming each 
other. The longer they take to sort this, the longer parents will make the decision for 
their children. (Post-primary school principal)  

Many participants expressed frustration at the persistent political support for academic 
selection, noting a disconnect between the evidence presented and the Democratic Unionist 
Party’s steadfast defence of the system. As reported in Section 4, this party has been especially 
vocal in its support for the continuation of academic selection. Participants questioned whether 
voters, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, fully appreciate the consequences 
of their support, observing that senior politicians are disproportionately middle class, often with 
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children attending grammar schools. It was, therefore, suggested that this lack of representation 
contributes to policy decisions that do not adequately reflect working-class experiences or 
interests.   

There was broad agreement that the selection process causes emotional distress for children 
and families, with most survey respondents (89.3%) stating that the transfer test places excessive 
pressure on young pupils. Others, however, reported that their perspectives had become more 
nuanced over the course of the event.   

For example, some participants noted that while they continued to oppose academic selection 
in NI, their concerns were less focused on selection itself and more on the social value placed on 
grammar schools, and the emotional consequences of their perceived ‘superiority’.  

Academic selection in and of itself is not inherently bad – how we frame this 
conversation, the language we use, as well as the models we present as alternatives 
are vital components of this debate. (Parent)   

Relatedly, participants criticised the use of terms such as ‘winners and losers’, arguing that this 
language reinforces feelings of inferiority among those who do not gain entry to grammar schools. 
However, one primary school principal argued that even if society were to fundamentally shift its 
narrative away from the dichotomy of ‘grammar good / non-grammar bad’, this would be 
insufficient in addressing both the perceived and real inequalities in resources between the two 
models in some areas of NI, where grammar schools occupy modern, state-of-the-art facilities, 
while neighbouring secondary schools operate in comparatively under-resourced settings. It was 
observed that young people are acutely aware of these differences, emphasising the views 
outlined in Section 4.  

Grammar schools were widely seen as serving more advantaged, middle-class intakes, partly 
due to access to private tutoring, a view supported by 89.3% of survey respondents. As a result, 
enrolment was perceived to reflect socioeconomic advantage rather than ability. Participants 
also raised concerns that the concentration of SEN and EAL pupils in secondary schools 
reinforces perceptions that teachers in these schools are overstretched and unable to provide 
adequate support for all pupils. 

5.3 Alternative Models  

When asked whether the current model should be maintained or replaced, an all-ability 
comprehensive model was most favoured among participants (see Figure 2 below), though 
nuanced interpretations of this approach emerged following deliberation. 
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Discussion of the negative connotations associated with the term ‘comprehensive’ – largely 
attributed to the perceived failure of the comprehensive system in England – contributed to a shift 
in preference towards the term ‘all-ability’. This framing was viewed more positively than terms 
such as ‘non-selective’ or ‘non-grammar’, as the prefix ‘non’ was perceived to imply a deficit. 
Panellist Marie Lindsay suggested adopting ‘all-ability’ terminology, noting that it more accurately 
reflects the vision held by many secondary schools in NI.  

We have all-ability schools that are, and have been for a number of years, bucking the 
trend. So, in many ways, some of the narrative we have around disadvantaged pupils 
– that they don’t achieve – is reinforcing the narrative about schools like where I 
worked. It’s setting the seed in pupils’ and staff’s heads that we are not meant for this 
higher achievement, that we can’t do X, Y and Z. (Marie Lindsay, panellist)  

Within their interview groups, many participants expressed support for an all-ability, community-
based model of post-primary education, with local schools serving shared catchment areas. 
Such an approach was viewed as better reflecting the social diversity of local communities and 
reducing the educational and social divisions associated with academic selection. 

Others, however, echoed concerns expressed in Section 4 whereby certain schools might 
continue to be perceived as ‘better’, even in the absence of grammar school status, which could 
contribute to rising house prices in particular areas. One panellist suggested a randomised 
model for the allocation of school places as a possible strategy to counteract this risk.  

Ideally, the way that kids are allocated to schools would be more random, and not 
based on, you know, any of the characteristics of the family, so that we could get 
that representative mix in schools that Stephen [Gorard] talks about – kids growing 
up with kids that are not exactly like them. I think that is the education system that 
we would be, ideally, looking towards. (Professor Lindsey Macmillan, panellist)  

Figure 2: Participants' preference for alternative models before and after deliberation  
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However, not all participants supported removing parental choice, viewing it as a fundamental 
right that allows parents to choose a school outside their catchment area if they believe it better 
meets the needs of their child.  

School should be school and cater to all children, without all these unnecessary 
delineations. However, not all schools are created equal and there should still be an 
element of applications (akin to primary school) where pupils in other catchment 
areas could still have a potential pathway to attend the school that best meets their 
needs / ethos. (Parent)  

Beyond considerations of parental choice, random allocation may also be viewed less favourably 
due to its potential to increase commuting distances between home and school, and to fragment 
local communities (Burgess et al., 2025, p.59). 

There was broad agreement that the current transfer system is not fit for purpose and that 
“selection is not working” (Representative from an Education Organisation), but participants 
disagreed on the most appropriate approach to managing ‘all-ability' intakes in schools. For 
instance, some viewed streaming as another unnecessary form of selection, while others called 
for further consideration of approaches to grouping children; suggesting that the deliberative 
process could have “looked a bit more at the question of streaming within schools” (Parent) and 
that “insight into the impact of delayed selection would have been a useful addition” 
(Representative from an education organisation).  

Several groups pointed to the Republic of Ireland as a comparatively effective model, highlighting 
its coordinated, all-ability approach and stronger outcomes for disadvantaged pupils, though 
there was also acknowledgement of challenges and likely political resistance to adopting similar 
reforms. While the Dickson Plan was initially the second most popular alternative to the status 
quo, after all-ability comprehensive schools (see Figure 2), it was later overtaken by a selective 
model based on pupil profiles, which some participants viewed as the next-best option.  

Pupil profile is preferable to the stress of a high-stakes exam. (Representative from 
an education organisation)  

Previously I felt the Comprehensive system might work but I can see how on-going 
assessments over time could be a better fit for our system. (Primary school 
principal)  

Yet concerns were also raised about the additional burden this admissions process would place 
on primary school teachers, as well as the feasibility of regulating such a system, echoing issues 
identified during the interview stage of the research. 

I worry that the pupil profiling would be too opaque and open to abuse which is why I 
have placed it last. (Parent)  

In this vein, another group suggested that analysing the academic performance of the 2020 
cohort would be informative, as admissions during this period were not determined by transfer 
test scores.   While aforementioned research by Purdy and colleagues (2023, p. 79) indicates that 
the cohort transferring to grammar schools in 2021/22 was “very similar to previous year groups”, 
the authors also note that, “in the absence of system-wide attainment data”, it is not possible to 
determine whether the cohort was academically comparable to those in previous years. Although 
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a crude measure, the GCSE performance of this cohort, with examination results due to be 
published in August 2026, may provide a useful point of comparison with previous intakes. 

As for the Dickson plan, some participants reflected anecdotally on its perceived 
success, while others stated that, despite preferring this model to the current transfer system, it 
was difficult to envisage how it could operate within the existing school estate and structures.  

Neither a reduced level of selection, as proposed by the Independent Review (2023), selection 
via parental preference, nor delayed selection were especially popular among 
participants following deliberation, largely because these alternatives were viewed as doing little 
to address the problems already associated with the current system of academic selection.  

There are no options below option one that reflect what my vision for Post Primary 
transfer contains - All ability schools for all can be the only option - delayed, or 
reduced selection retains selection, only at an older age. (Post-primary principal)  

I am only interested in option 1 (a fully comprehensive system). Do not read too much 
into the ranking of my subsequent choices. I consider these as tinkering at the edges 
of a broken system. (Post-primary school principal)  

However, one participant observed that “reducing the level of academic selection will prevent 
grammar schools from filling up their enrolments to the detriment of non-selective schools” 
(Representative from an Education Organisation), reinforcing a demographic pattern already 
noted in Section 4.   

Some participants proposed alternative models beyond those presented, including a system 
where grammar status is periodically granted to schools through meeting specific criteria.  This 
was seen to support ‘high ability’ learners while ensuring that grammar school status is awarded 
on merit, rather than simply maintaining a longstanding title. Others emphasised that ‘high ability’ 
pupils’ emotional needs are often overlooked in conversations regarding academic selection, 
highlighting the importance of balancing academic provision with pastoral care in any future 
model.  

Some participants called for greater attention to Area Learning Communities (ALCs) and their 
potential to offer an alternative model in which students could follow a coherent educational 
pathway aligned with their abilities and interests. Mirroring the views expressed in Section 4, 
participants also emphasised the importance of considering value-added measures as a way of 
challenging the current system.   

Participants also felt that more could be done to shift public perceptions of secondary schools. 
Suggestions included greater awareness-raising among parents and increased media visibility for 
high-performing secondary schools. Indeed, participants identified several examples of 
successful all-ability secondary schools and agreed that these positive narratives should be 
more widely promoted to challenge the social attachment to grammar schools.  

 5.4 Summary 
It is acknowledged that the relative absence of participants who favoured academic selection 
prior to the deliberative process is a limitation. However, despite invitations being widely issued, 
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and explicitly noting that such perspectives would make a valuable contribution, lower levels of 
participation from this group were unsurprising given the event’s focus on the future of academic 
selection. 

Given the limited evidence on the benefits of current arrangements, particularly in relation to 
equitable outcomes for young people in NI, participants were presented with expert input before 
considering possible future models for post-primary transfer, including whether to retain the 
current system or adopt an alternative approach. Within this context, participants most 
commonly identified an all-ability model as their preferred alternative, followed by selection 
based on pupil profile. 
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6.0 Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
Academic selection remains one of the most enduring and contested features of NI’s education 
system. The evidence reviewed in this study indicates that the current system is associated with 
persistent social and educational inequalities, segregation by socio -economic background and 
educational need, pressures on children and families, and distortions to curriculum and school 
organisation. At the same time, the system continues to attract substantial public and political 
support, reflecting deeply embedded beliefs about school quality, academic ability, social 
mobility and educational opportunity. 

The findings suggest that reform cannot be understood simply as the removal of the transfer test 
or the introduction of an alternative admissions mechanism. Rather, it requires a broader process 
of system transformation. Interviewees and deliberative participants consistently highlighted the 
importance of addressing disparities between schools, strengthening confidence in non-
selective provision, developing teacher and leadership capacity, and building public 
understanding of the evidence before major structural changes can be successfully 
implemented. 

Consequently, the recommendations presented below should be understood as an integrated 
programme of reform. Together they provide a pathway towards a more equitable all-ability 
system while recognising the political, institutional and cultural realities that have sustained 
academic selection over time. Some recommendations can be implemented immediately 
irrespective of decisions about selection, while others are more directly linked to longer-term 
structural change. 
 

6.1 Recommendation 1: Build public understanding and 
support for reform 

The persistence of academic selection reflects the continuing influence of public attitudes, 

stakeholder interests and beliefs about educational quality and social mobility. Reform is 
therefore unlikely to succeed without sustained efforts to build public understanding and 
confidence. 

• Engage constructively with all stakeholder groups, including supporters of academic 

selection. 

• Create structured, evidence-informed and non-adversarial forums for dialogue. 

• Build consensus around shared goals of educational quality, equity and pupil wellbeing.  

• Develop a public communication strategy that addresses misconceptions and 
communicates evidence on outcomes and alternatives. 

• Monitor public attitudes through longitudinal population surveys.  

6.2 Recommendation 2: Reform funding arrangements and 
invest in school capacity 

Participants consistently emphasised that structural inequalities between schools must be 

addressed before significant admissions reform can succeed. 
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• Review funding arrangements to better reflect pupil need. 

• Prioritise investment in schools serving disadvantaged communities. 

• Address inequalities in infrastructure, facilities and curriculum provision. 

• Review post-16 provision to ensure equitable access to academic and vocational 
pathways.  

6.3 Recommendation 3: Address segregation and stigma 
Reducing the social and educational divisions associated with the current system should be 
recognised as a reform priority in its own right. 

• Challenge narratives that position grammar and secondary schools hierarchically. 

• Review admissions practices and financial barriers associated with school choice. 

• Promote inclusive pathways and multiple forms of success. 

• Reduce the concentration of disadvantage and educational need within particular parts 

of the system. 

6.4 Recommendation 4: Redefine school quality 
Current understandings of school quality should be broadened beyond raw attainment 

measures. 

• Develop accountability measures that incorporate value-added, contextualised and 
wellbeing indicators. 

• Reduce reliance on raw attainment outcomes. 

• Align inspection and accountability frameworks with equity, inclusion and pupil wellbeing 
goals.  

6.5 Recommendation 5: Protect the primary curriculum 
The curriculum experiences of children in P6 and P7 should not be disproportionately shaped by 
transfer-test preparation. 

• Reduce incentives for transfer-test preparation. 

• Safeguard the breadth of the Key Stage 2 curriculum. 

• Support holistic pupil development. 

• Monitor curriculum narrowing associated with selection. 

6.6 Recommendation 6: Invest in teacher capacity and system 
leadership 

Successful reform will depend upon professional capacity, system leadership and collaboration 
across schools. 

• Strengthen professional learning for inclusive and mixed-ability teaching. 

• Develop system-leadership capacity across sectors. 
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• Support collaboration between schools. 

• Prepare schools for change through targeted implementation support 

6.7 Recommendation 7: Strengthen governance and policy 
coherence 

Long-term reform requires clear leadership, democratic accountability and greater policy 
coherence. 

• Restore democratic oversight of admissions arrangements. 

• Develop a coherent cross-party vision for reform. 

• Improve policy coordination across the education system. 

6.8 Recommendation 8: Progress towards an all-ability 
comprehensive system 

Once the conditions outlined above have been established, policymakers should progress 
towards an all-ability comprehensive system that removes structural divisions between grammar 
and secondary provision while ensuring high-quality educational opportunities for all pupils. 

• Develop a phased implementation strategy for transition. 

• Ensure parity of resources, facilities and curriculum provision across schools. 

• Maintain broad academic and vocational pathways. 

• Monitor impacts on equity, attainment and wellbeing throughout implementation. 

6.9 Recommendation 9: End high-stakes selection at age 10-
11 

Within a planned transition framework, high-stakes academic selection at age 10–11 should be 
discontinued and replaced with arrangements that are more equitable and developmentally 

appropriate. 

• End academic selection as the primary mechanism for access to post-primary schools. 

• Remove transfer testing as the principal basis for pupil allocation. 

• Introduce admissions arrangements that are transparent, equitable and consistent with 
wider system reform objectives. 

 

Overall, these recommendations recognise that academic selection is not sustained by a single 

policy mechanism but by a wider set of social, political and institutional factors. Consequently, 
meaningful reform will require more than changes to admissions arrangements alone. It will 
depend upon reducing structural inequalities between schools, strengthening public confidence 

in all forms of provision, building professional and system capacity, and creating broad-based 
support for change. While views on the future of academic selection remain divided, this study 

identifies considerable consensus around the importance of educational quality, equity, 



 

75 
 

inclusion and pupil wellbeing. By grounding reform in these shared goals, policymakers have an 
opportunity to develop a more coherent and equitable post-primary system that improves 

outcomes and opportunities for all children and young people in NI. 
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