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PORTADOWN COLLEGE 

Response to SELB Proposals for Craigavon 
 
 
The following is a response from the Governors of Portadown College: 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The letter from the Chief Executive of the Southern Education & Library Board dated 21 
March 2013 to Chairpersons of Boards of Governors and Principals of Craigavon highlighted 
the “view of the Board, confirmed at its meeting on 13 March that decisions are now required 
as a matter of urgency to address issues of viability and sustainability which threaten the 
future of the Dickson Plan system and to ensure the continued provision of high-quality 
education opportunity for all young people in Controlled Schools in the Craigavon Area.” 
 
The regional policy context for the provision of education will, as is stated in the SELB Area 
Plan, “have as a central tenant the educational well-being of the children and young people 
for whom the education service is designed.”  Indeed the document goes on to say, “it is 
essential that schooling reflects the needs of the pupils and addresses these needs in the 
most efficient and effective way possible.” 
 
We understand the commitment made through the Area Plan that, “throughout the process, 
the principle of promoting equality of opportunity and good relations should be adhered to” 
and that, “schools must continue to address the pressures facing them and take the 
necessary action to ensure they live within budget”.  Portadown College (in conjunction with 
the SELB) has been prepared to take hard decisions to ensure this as can be evidenced. 
 
The SELB has never undertaken an Economic Appraisal in respect of the Portadown Area of 
Craigavon, even though in the SELB Area Plan 6.4 it was stated that, “an independent 
Economic Appraisal was commissioned but there was no agreement on the way forward that 
secured support from all the schools.”  It was therefore extremely disappointing to learn from 
Mr Mike Donaghy of the SELB on 25 April 2013, when he spoke to Governors that the SELB 
will not be undertaking an Economic Appraisal of all the options it was proposing.  The 
Governors consider this is essential before the SELB can make an informed decision.   
 
Noting the formal relationship that exists between the Department of Education NI and the 
SELB and, in the absence of verifiable data to support the assertions made by the SELB, the 
Governors of Portadown College are left questioning the decision-making of the corporate 
body known as the SELB and their independence and support for the Portadown area 
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community.  In the absence of full information Portadown College Board of Governors are 
moving to seek to obtain further available detailed data and Governors may consider it 
appropriate to provide a more comprehensive response following receipt of and consideration 
of the requested information.  It may indeed be possible to submit some further comments 
before the Board meet on June 26, 2013. 
 
Given the impending Local Government Reform with new Council boundaries and the new 
relationships which are being developed at a local democratic level, the Board of Governors 
believes that the future provision of controlled education in the Craigavon Area needs to be 
closely considered alongside the proposals for the Armagh and Banbridge Council Areas.  It 
is against this backdrop that the Governors support Option B. 
 
 
CURRENT VIEWPOINT 
 
The Governors strongly support Option B for the following reasons: 
 
a) Given the high level of public opposition to ‘collegiate’ structures in the recent SELB 

consultation exercise, Option B will undoubtedly enjoy strong community support. As 
pointed out by the Minister of Education, “we know through experience that imposing 
solutions on communities simply does not work” (Belfast Telegraph 16 April 2013). 

 
b) Option B will retain distinctive grammar school provision, providing equality and parity 

with areas in the amalgamated local government area. The loss of, or the perceived 
loss, of a grammar school, as outlined in Option A, will result in parents opting out of 
the Dickson Two Tier System and movement of such pupils to other areas will 
inevitably cause further pupil movement as locals will be unable to access their closest 
grammar school. 

 
c) Option B will guarantee the retention of a very successful Two Tier System as 

originally envisaged and currently operational with the widespread support of the 
community. It will safeguard the community from the introduction of a disingenuously 
conceived misinterpretation of the Dickson Two Tier System as outlined in Option A. 

 
d) Option B will maximise educational outcomes whilst avoiding the needless upheaval, 

uncertainty and unwieldiness resulting from the imposition of Option A upon a 
community which has overwhelmingly rejected the collegiate structure. 

 
e) Option B will completely remove problematic split site provision from the Two Tier 

System. It will also safeguard the community from the introduction of three split site 
schools, one of which would actually involve three component parts, as detailed in 
Option A. 

 
f) As an agreed Area Plan, Option B would release the capital to secure the much 

needed and anticipated new builds. 
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In relation to the objections raised by the SELB regarding Option B, the Governors 
categorically refute these concerns for the following reasons: 
 

• The Board appears to assume that any single site Senior High School would be 
situated further away from the children of Lurgan than those of Portadown.  It has 
already said that the geographical location of future school sites would be a decision 
for the Boards of Governors.  It would be open to the Governors of the Senior High 
School to propose that a new campus be built in central Craigavon at an equal 
distance from the populations of Lurgan and Portadown which make up the bulk of the 
controlled sector.  If the Governors did make such a proposal, it would be in keeping 
with the idea of a Craigavon Senior High School, meeting the needs of children from all 
parts of Craigavon. The children in the controlled sector in Lurgan generally live in the 
south of the town.   We do not think that they would find any practical difficulty in 
travelling to a newly built Senior High School situated only three miles away in central 
Craigavon, given that, Key Stage 4 pupils in the controlled sector in Lurgan seem to 
have little difficulty in travelling two miles to Lurgan College, which is situated in the 
north of the town.  Governors of Craigavon Senior High School may equally consider 
expanding the existing Portadown Campus to accommodate the students from the 
Lurgan Campus; the preferred option remains their decision.  The enhanced education 
provision for all pupils far outweighs the comparatively insignificant transport issue 
raised by the SELB.  

 
• The SELB states that the transfer of the Senior High School to a single site would not 

address its current financial deficit.  We are unclear as to how and why the SELB 
permitted such a deficit to develop in the first instance.  Equally, the Senior High 
School remains oversubscribed year on year and, as such, should have been able to 
plan sufficiently in order to operate within budget, as had been the case since its 
creation. An Economic Appraisal should demonstrate clearly the economic viability of a 
single site Senior High School; in the absence of this it is unreasonable for the SELB to 
speculate regarding the viability of this option.  

 
• The SELB indicates that it is not clear how the creation of a sixth form for the Senior 

High could be sustained on curriculum and enrolment grounds, given existing A Level 
provision in the two Colleges and the provision in the Southern Regional College.  One 
would have thought that the SELB would have been able to demonstrate with evidence 
this assertion regarding sustainability.  In the Area Plan component for Banbridge there 
is a table giving detailed information of the number of students which will travel out of 
the Craigavon Area.  We believe the delivery of shared education across the areas has 
not been explored.  

 
• The SELB has failed to carry out any consultation with the stakeholders of Craigavon 

Senior High School in order to ascertain their preferred post 16 options. Evidence 
exists from the SELB Area Plan where collaboration is being actively developed.  The 
Craigavon Area Learning Community (CALC) has repeatedly indicated that there is 
insufficient post 16 provision in the Craigavon Area and that a large number of pupils 
are having to go outside the area (e.g. Banbridge, Armagh and Lisburn) to access their 
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chosen pathway (c.f. CALC minutes). A single site Senior High School would, at the 
moment, have a Year 12 enrolment of approximately 325 students.  Thus the Senior 
High School has an equivalent Year 12 cohort to that of an 11-16 non-selective school 
with a total student population of 1625 students! It is inconceivable that such a large 
school has not a viable, sustainable and vibrant school-based sixth form provision. 
Given the anticipated demographic growth over the coming years the demand for sixth 
form provision can but increase.  Additionally, the reported plan to raise the school 
leaving age in England to 18 may also be adopted in Northern Ireland.   

 
• The construction of a new Senior High School building with the appropriate facilities to 

meet this demand would seem to be an example of appropriate forward planning.   
 

• The Board’s proposals for Brownlow College in the 2013 Area Plan reacts very 
positively to the concept of sixth form provision at that school.  Brownlow is a smaller 
school than the Senior High School, with a significantly smaller Year 12.  At present, 
young people leaving Brownlow have exactly the same access to the sixth forms of 
Lurgan and Portadown College and to the Southern Regional College as those leaving 
the Senior High School.  Again, we note with the absence of an economic and 
educational appraisal it is difficult to follow the logic of the SELB’s position. 

 
The Board of Governors strongly oppose Option A for the following reasons: 
 
(i.) Option A is predicated on three principles: consensus on the retention of the Two Tier 

System, the retention of academic excellence and to ensure equality of access for all 
pupils.  

 
The SELB states that it ‘...acknowledges the desire for academic excellence...’.This is 
somewhat disingenuous as the consultation actually demonstrated a strong desire for 
the retention of academic selection and distinctive grammar school provision amongst 
respondents in the Craigavon area.  We also believe that young people are currently 
given ‘... equality of access to appropriate education...’ in the provision of schools which 
are tailored to their particular educational needs.  

 
(ii.) In relation to governance, there are no guarantees that any new Boards of Governors 

would be predisposed to support any form of selective education within a so-called 
bilateral school. This exposes the community to an unacceptable risk of comprehensive 
educational provision. 

 
(iii.) The removal of grammar school provision has historically resulted in pupil migration out 

of an area. To support such mobility locally Primary Schools would have no option but to 
prepare young people for AQE/GL Assessment-type examinations. One of the great 
strengths of the Two Tier System is the absence of such testing which inevitably skews 
the Primary School curriculum – a move which would prove very unpopular with local 
Primary Schools in the area and the parents of children at those schools. We share our 
Primary School colleagues’ deep disappointment at not being consulted regarding 



Issued to SELB 3 May 2013 

5 

 

educational decisions which will have such profound implications for generations of 
young people. 

 
(iv.) Option A does NOT retain the Two Tier System as currently working and it is misleading 

to claim that it does.  
 

(v.) Option A, by virtue of the caps imposed on school size, inhibits the development of much 
needed A Level provision. Such a requirement has been clearly identified by the 
Craigavon Area Learning Community. The cap also fails to address the significant future 
increase in the pupil population from 2015. 

(vi.) Specialist Key Stage 3 skills would be no more protected under Option A than they 
would be under Option B.  In the absence of a planned staffing structure, as determined 
by the new Board of Governors, it is unreasonable to argue, at this stage, that 
promotional opportunities for teachers would be enhanced. It is equally likely that the 
total number of teaching allowances would, in fact, decrease, thus diminishing both 
promotional opportunities for teachers and staff morale in the future. 

 
(vii.) Non-selective education provision up to and including Key Stage 3 in Lurgan and 

Portadown is also protected by Option B.  The location of Key Stage 4 non-selective 
education provision through Option B would be a matter for Boards of Governors but it is 
believed that an Economic case can be made for its development to serve the whole 
Craigavon Area. 

 
(viii.) Option A will NOT retain selective (grammar) education in the Controlled Sector in both 

Lurgan and Portadown; the only guarantee for the safeguarding of selective (grammar) 
education in both towns is the retention of both Colleges, as set out in Option B. 

  
(ix.) Any agreed and approved Area Plan, whether Option A or Option B, has equal potential 

to attract funding for new builds. It would be disingenuous to suggest that Option B 
would be rejected by the Minister because it contains an element of ‘selective’ education 
while Option A, the SELB’s preferred option, which it is claimed also contains an element 
of ‘selective’ education, would be adopted!  

 
(x.) Portadown College Board of Governors do NOT accept that Option A would offer an 

opportunity to leverage capital funding, any more so than Option B. 
 

(xi.) We do agree that the geographical location of future school sites should be a decision 
for Boards of Governors.  

 
(xii.) Current transfer arrangements at 14+ would remain unchanged under both Options; the 

development of a single/standardised procedure which we agree should be implemented 
could be achieved through a ‘strategic alliance’ arrangement between the Junior High 
Schools under Option B. 

 
As we move towards our concluding remarks we believe that the comments as reported 
recently in the press by Mr T H Armstrong, formerly Deputy Director of Education with the 
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County of Armagh Education Committee when the Two Tier System was planned and 
implemented, and as an ex-headmaster of Portadown College 1973-93 succinctly 
encapsulates the views of Governors. 
 

“In the mid 1960s when the Dickson Two Tier System was planned opposition to 
the 11+ Selection Procedure was vocal and intense.  The Dickson Two Tier 
Scheme deferred academic selection until 14+, and set up thereafter two different 
pathways for pupils with a measure of overlapping.  A definite objective of the plan 
was to protect the status of Portadown College and Lurgan College as grammar 
schools albeit their range of pupils would now be 14-19, a wider, older intake, more 
accurately assessed for academic achievement and potential.  If Option A is 
accepted, both Portadown College and Lurgan College will cease to be grammar 
schools. Ironically enough, our neighbouring towns and cities will suffer no such 
loss – Banbridge will retain its very large grammar school; Armagh will still have two 
grammar schools; Dungannon will have three; Newry City will have four – and the 
whole Craigavon area, including Portadown, Lurgan and Tandragee will have 
none”. 

 
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
The Portadown College Board of Governors do not understand how the College could 
operate on the basis of having both a selective and a non-selective intake at Key Stage 4.  
We believe it would be financially impossible to provide ‘selective’ and ‘non selective’ classes 
in many of the subjects which do not attract large numbers of pupils. Much more importantly, 
this would militate against the imperative to create a ‘whole school ethos’, offering all pupils 
within a particular school parity of esteem and would, in our view, be far more detrimental to 
the self perception of less academic pupils than providing them with a state of the art, 
purpose built school catering specifically for their needs.   
 
It is our considered view that the only way the newly amalgamated colleges could operate 
would be as ‘comprehensive’ schools.  We believe that the SELB is aware of this, but is not 
prepared to spell out the implications of its proposals because it is aware that this would not 
be acceptable to the vast majority of people within the controlled sector in Lurgan and 
Portadown.  
 
Option B, which involves the creation of a bespoke single campus 14-19 Craigavon Senior 
High School, will secure enhanced accommodation, curricular provision and appropriate 
pathways for young people.  
 
The management of a single campus catering for 4, instead of 2, year groups will guarantee 
the long-term economic viability and sustainability of the school.  
 
This Option B also retains grammar school provision at the two Colleges in both Portadown 
and Lurgan and opens the opportunity to develop meaningful collaboration both within the 
Controlled and with other Sectors.  This will provide further opportunity to move towards a 
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“shared education” model across the Sectors in line with current Department of Education 
policy.  
 
As stated by the SELB, the geographical location of any future school sites ‘would be a 
decision for Boards of Governors’. As an agreed Area Plan, this option will enjoy robust 
community and political support and subsequently release much needed capital for the long 
overdue new school builds.   
 
Portadown College Board of Governors, having studied the Area Plan for the post-primary 
provision in the SELB area published January 2013 and the Area Plans of the other 
Education & Library Boards believe that there is much more detailed information to be 
gathered by the SELB which in turn requires analysis before it can make a decision on a 
development proposal for the Craigavon area. 
 
The Two Tier System in Craigavon is unique in Northern Ireland and has served its 
community well.  Because of its place in ensuring that children do not have to engage in a 
selection test at age 11 it is important that any modifications to the system are carefully and 
systematically progressed. 
 
The SELB in its Area Plan indicates “the proposals in this document will be taken forward in 
consultation with the sectorial bodies and the schools”.  Given that the proposals will take 
effect in the future and noting the impending cessation of the Board and the establishment of 
the Education and Skills Authority, Portadown College is of the view that to demonstrate and 
afford equality of opportunity that the SELB must take forward any such proposals for the 
Portadown area in consultation with the new sectorial body for the Controlled sector.   
 
With reference to the current proposals we can advise that Option B has the unequivocal 
support of Portadown College.  
 
 
 

     
P H Aiken      R S Harper 
Chairman of the Board of Governors  Secretary to the Board of Governors 


