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Almost all countries throughout the world have in place various means of 
academically sorting students that in most cases occurs at the higher edu-
cational level. In the main, those students who achieve the highest scores 
in externally devised examinations have a greater choice of what higher 
education course they wish to pursue. However, in Northern Ireland, 
there also exists a unique situation whereby primary school students also 
sit a highly competitive examination referred to as the 11 plus examina-
tion in order to gain entry into what is referred to as a selective grammar 
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school. The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the cause 
and effect of maintaining such a sorting and testing regime that has 
almost vanished from other regions education systems. The chapter 
begins by providing an overview of the establishment of Academic selec-
tion in Northern Ireland from 1947 to present which is subsequently 
followed by a review of the literature relating to the benefits and limita-
tions of Academic Selection. The penultimate section provides an over-
view of the impact of and unintended consequences of Academic 
Selection and concludes with a discussion and analysis of the place of 
Academic Selection in Northern Irelands Education system.

 Introduction and Background

The roots of organised education in Ireland can be traced back to the 
creation of monastic schools in the sixth century. Ecclesiastically orien-
tated studies, delivered mainly in Latin, were provided for prospective 
clerics and the sons and daughters of wealthy landowners. The English 
(Protestant) Reformation in the sixteenth century saw the introduction 
of sanctions on the manner in which education could be provided under 
the Penal Laws. Henceforth teaching in Ireland was to be conducted only 
in English and restrictions were placed on any teaching by denomina-
tions other than established Anglican-episcopal church—including the 
Catholic Church (which accounted for the majority of the population 
across the island) and the “dissenting” Presbyterian church (which had a 
significant following in the north eastern province of Ulster). Those con-
victed of involvement in running clandestine “hedge schools” faced pos-
sible transportation to penal colonies in Australia and elsewhere. These 
laws remained in place until 1829 (Dowling, 1968).

In 1831 the Chief Secretary of Ireland, Lord E. G. Stanley, tabled a 
template for a national education system in Ireland (Brown et al., 2016). 
The Stanley Letter set out a vision of a non-denominational system that 
would “unite children of different creeds”. Children would be taught 
non-spiritual subjects together, and religious instruction was only to be 
conducted outside of school hours. This secularism appalled both the 
Catholic bishops and the Presbyterian Synod of Ulster. The bishops 

 M. Brown et al.



373

successfully lobbied the National Schools Board to allow them to control 
their own schools while the Synod passed a resolution rejecting the 
Education Act. According to Magee (1995) Presbyterian opposition to 
the national school system saw teachers being intimidated and schools in 
Ulster being burned. Resistance was so effective that, by the mid- 
nineteenth century, only 4% of national schools were under mixed man-
agement. Indeed, Akenson (1973) observed that education was broken 
and divided along sectarian lines long before constitutional partition of 
Ireland in 1921 when the new state of Northern Ireland (NI) was afforded 
its own government in Stormont—the Northern Ireland Assembly—to 
run and legislate on a number of devolved matters—including education.

Politically part of the United Kingdom (UK) but geographically part 
of the island of Ireland (Roulston & Hansson, 2021), Northern Ireland 
formally came into existence in 1921 (Gardner, 2016). A divided society 
since its establishment (Gallagher, 2021), the “deep societal, sectarian 
schisms remain evident” (Milliken et al., 2021: 133). A division between 
Catholics and Protestants dominates many aspects of life in Northern 
Ireland, including education (Roulston & Hansson, 2021). Northern 
Ireland’s education system is distinctive in the United Kingdom and on 
the island of Ireland in that unlike countries such as Ireland where aca-
demic selection is used to allocate places to students, particularly at the 
higher education level (Brown et al., 2021); in Northern Ireland, after 
primary school, students not only continue to be largely separated based 
on their religious orientation, but they also become separated by a mea-
sure of academic attainment at age 11 via a competitive academic selec-
tion process which decides whether children continue their studies in 
selective Grammar schools that are considered to offer a more academic 
route than non-Grammar, secondary schools (McConkey, 2020). 
Inextricably linked to Northern Ireland’s divided and complex education 
system, this chapter provides an outline of the evolution of, and an exam-
ination of the arguments for and against academic selection. The chapter 
begins with an overview of the establishment of Academic selection in 
Northern Ireland from 1947 to present which is subsequently followed 
by a review of the literature relating to the benefits and limitations of 
gaining a place in a selective grammar school. The penultimate section 
provides an overview of the impact of and unintended consequences of 
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Academic Selection and concludes with a discussion and analysis of the 
place of Academic Selection in Northern Ireland’s Education system.

 Academic Selection in Northern Ireland: 
From 1947 to the Present

The system of education inherited in 1921 by Northern Ireland’s first 
Minister of Education, Lord Londonderry was dominated by a pattern of 
denominational schools under clerical control. Londonderry set up a 
commission—chaired by the editor of the (strongly pro-union) Belfast 
Newsletter, R.J. Lynn—to design a new system. The Catholic authorities 
declined an invitation to take part in the process. Fleming (2001) cites 
the bishop of Armagh, Cardinal Michael Logue, as having declared that 
the committee was “an attack… organised against our schools”. The leg-
islation that emerged (the 1923 Education Act) proposed to amalgamate 
the existing array of schools under a single, unified, non-denominational 
system; all elementary/primary schools would be placed in the control of 
the state, and religious “instruction” was not to be permitted during 
school hours. Schools that opted to remain outside this new system 
would still receive some state funding, but the less control the govern-
ment had over a school the smaller that level of support would be offered.

The arguments that had been played out by the churches in 1831 
resurfaced in 1923. The Protestant churches were dismayed by the Act’s 
perceived secularism and the Catholic Church, who already mistrusted 
the new state, saw the Act as a direct attack on the schools that they man-
aged. They considered the funding system to be discriminatory and felt 
that their ethos could only be guaranteed if they were able to keep com-
plete control of their schools.

While the non-denominational aspirations of the Lynn Committee 
have been noted, allowing schools to be taken under state control was 
wholly anathema to the Catholic Church. As Gardner observes (Gardner, 
2016: 348), Northern Ireland had been “formed on the basis of a deliber-
ate anti-Catholic and anti-nationalist rationale” and the first Prime 
Minister of Northern Ireland declared that the Northern Ireland 
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Parliament was a “Protestant Government for a Protestant People” (Craig, 
1934: 73). The desire to bring schools together into a single system was 
eroded and eventually abandoned. In the replacement legislation, schools 
were required to provide Bible instruction and church representation was 
guaranteed in the management of schools and the overall education sys-
tem. Subsequently, between 1926 and 1947, the control of around 500 
schools that had previously been managed by the Church of Ireland, the 
Presbyterian church and Methodist church were transferred into state 
control. The Catholic Church however elected to keep their schools out-
side of the new Controlled system, receiving less funding. Over subse-
quent years compromises on the part of both the state and the managing 
authority for these Catholic Maintained schools enabled a further series 
of legislation changes. Today both Controlled and almost all Maintained 
schools receive comparable funding.

Thus, a system of national schools offering universal primary educa-
tion in Northern Ireland, as established across Ireland in 1831, alongside 
a small number of elite grammar schools, remained largely unchanged 
until after World War II. In 1944 the Butler Act had introduced extended 
free education to children up to fifteen years old in England and Wales 
and established a tripartite system of secondary modern, grammar and 
technical schools, although Garratt and Forrester (2012) point out that, 
due to the lack of technical schools, the reality was a bipartite system. 
Pupils were assigned a place in one or other sector on the outcome of a 
series of verbal and non-verbal reasoning tests known as the eleven plus 
(11+), the qualifying exam or the transfer test, in a policy of attainment- 
based entry (Francis et al., 2017). Shortly after, this system was replicated 
in Northern Ireland with all of the key elements of the Butler Act incor-
porated into Northern Ireland’s 1947 Education Act.

The new act brought non-grammar secondary schools into existence. 
These were established in line with the separation of Controlled and 
Maintained primary schools with some under state control, but de facto 
Protestant, and some maintained by the Catholic Church. The small 
number of grammar schools which already existed, termed Voluntary 
Grammars, were largely self-governing selective schools which had been 
established in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
These were designed to serve as gateways to professional careers and 
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higher education. The control of some of these voluntary grammar 
schools was transferred to the state, however most (including all of those 
with a Catholic ethos) declined the offer of greater levels of state funding 
in return for retaining a higher level of autonomy. Additionally, more 
grammar schools were created at that time to supplement those already in 
existence. In this way, the 1947 Act effectively created a similar system of 
education in NI to that in England and Wales, except that the divisions 
by community affiliation were more widespread and greater in NI.

In 1965 Anthony Crosland, the Labour Minster for Education, intro-
duced legislation to dismantle the two-tier selective system of post pri-
mary schooling that had been created by the Butler Act in England and 
Wales, replacing it with a Comprehensive model. It was envisaged that 
Comprehensive schools would provide equal educational opportunities 
for all children without the need for selection or the use of an 11+ exam. 
Between 1965 and 1980 most Local Education Authorities in England 
and Wales withdrew their financial backing for grammar schools. In 
response, some transformed to become Comprehensives whilst others 
became fee-paying private schools. When the Conservative party regained 
power in the 1970 election, their Education Minister, Margaret Thatcher, 
intervened to support the selective system. As a consequence, some 
Conservative-controlled local authorities were able to retain state- 
sponsored grammar schools but the numbers of such schools were small. 
By 1979, for example, grammar schools constituted less than 5 per cent 
of English and Welsh state-funded secondary schools (Scott, 2016). 
Despite the role of grammar schools as an “essential structural feature of 
the English school system” having long passed, there are repeated calls for 
their reintroduction (Morris & Perry, 2017: 1), including from 
Conservative governments (Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018; Jerrim & Sims, 
2019, 2020). There has not been, however, a wholesale return to the pre-
vious system in England and Wales which retains, for most of the popula-
tion, a comprehensive system of education.

In contrast, the Unionist government in Stormont (most of whom had 
been beneficiaries of the grammar school system in Northern Ireland) 
remained implacably steadfast in their commitment to academic selec-
tion and a system of academic selection has continued there since 1947 
(Abbott, 2006; Gallagher, 2021). Northern Ireland was afflicted by 

 M. Brown et al.



377

violence from the late sixties until the end of the century as part of what 
became known as “the Troubles” and little attention was paid to the issue 
of academic selection during this time. As part of this conflict, the minor-
ity Catholic-Irish-Nationalist population challenged state discrimination 
against them and sought the unification of Ireland, whilst the larger, 
politically dominant, Protestant-British-Unionist community defended 
Northern Ireland’s constitutional place within the United Kingdom 
(Milliken, 2021). Nonetheless, the combination of both selective school-
ing and religious segregation survived the civil unrest and the model of 
education offered in Northern Ireland is uniquely distinguishable from 
the rest of the UK (Gardner & Gallagher, 2007).

One part of Northern Ireland, in and around the 1960s planned “new 
town” of Craigavon, departs radically from the established model. In 
1969 the Dickson Plan heralded change for Controlled and Maintained 
post-primary schools moving to a system where, at the age of 11, pupils 
would transfer from their primary schools to a comprehensive Junior 
High school. Academic selection did take place, but it was deferred to age 
14 at which stage pupils would transfer to a Senior High—three of these 
were designated as Grammar schools. Notably, the Dickson Plan left the 
separation of Controlled schools and Catholic Maintained schools 
unaddressed.

The evolving systems of denominational school ownership and gover-
nance, combined with academic selection, have resulted in a convoluted 
school system in NI. Gallagher asserts that “Northern Ireland has the 
smallest school population in the United Kingdom, yet its structural 
design is amongst the most complex” (Gallagher, 2021:147) and the 
OECD (Fitzpatrick, 2007) observe that Northern Ireland’s educa-
tion system

…is both complicated and complex. It is complicated in that there are 
many component parts, areas of responsibility, policy and influence, that 
impact on current schooling and future perspectives for education. It is 
complex in that although the system works and is generally held to do so 
in a way that has produced a high level of public confidence; it has within 
it a number of tensions or even contradictions (Fitzpatrick, 2007:.88).
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The result of the evolution of the Northern Ireland education system 
has produced a bewildering array of complexity in educational provision 
(Table 12.1).

In addition to the selective/non-selective and Catholic/Protestant divi-
sions, two new school types have emerged in recent years. Integrated 
schools were initiated by parents with the aim of educating Protestants 
and Catholics in the same schools. Smith (2001) points to how radical 
this development has been as

…the impetus has not come from state or church authorities. The main 
activists have been parents and the motivation has been a community 
development process involving parents from different traditions working 
toward a common goal (Smith, 2001: 564).

This type of school is still growing in terms of the number of children 
educated, with 24,900 pupils constituting 7% of all enrolments. Another 
school type is that of Irish Medium schools, with the first such school 
established in 1971 (Ó’Baoill, 2007: 411). While small, with 7,000 
pupils in 2020-21, this accounts for around 2% of all enrolments and it 
continues to grow.

When the conflict in Northern Ireland was brought to an end (although 
not fully resolved) by the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement in 1998, a 
regional assembly was established in Northern Ireland with full responsi-
bility for devolved matters, including education, and some understand-
ing of the operation of that devolved parliament is necessary to understand 
the subsequent decisions concerning schools.

There is little conventional right/left politics in Northern Ireland and 
most political parties represent factions, which could reductively if still 
usefully be characterised as Protestant, British, Unionist or Catholic, 
Irish, Nationalist. The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement established a con-
sociational form of government in Northern Ireland, based on the theory 
developed by the Dutch political scientist, Arend Lijphart, in the 1960s 
(Noble, 2011). An Executive Committee of all the Ministries, including 
the Ministry of Education, share power, a key constituent of consocia-
tionalism requiring, in this case, Nationalist and Unionist politicians 
working together in the same government. Another core element to 
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Table 12.1 School numbers and religious composition in Northern Ireland, 2020-21

School type School management

Number of 
units/
schools

Number of 
Catholics

Number of 
Protestants

Pre-school education (< 4 year-olds)
Controlled 64 1,141 1,856
Catholic Maintained 31 1,465 40

Nursery classes and reception (<4 year-olds)
Controlled 134 539 2,214
Catholic Maintained 119 3,623 81
Other Maintained 16 333 34
Controlled Integrated 7 52 47
Grant Maintained 

Integrated
17 220 179

Primary schools (4-11 year-olds)
Controlled1 360 6,381 46,896
Catholic Maintained 358 74,171 672
Controlled Integrated 22 1,184 1,486
Grant Maintained 

Integrated
23 2,530 1,837

Other Maintained 
(Irish Medium)

25 333 34

Other Maintained 
(Other)

3

Post-primary Schools (11-16/18 year-olds)
Non- 

grammar 
schools

Controlled 48 1,330 22,998
Catholic Maintained 57 36,837 2

Controlled Integrated 5 523 1,642
Grant Maintained 

Integrated
15 4,236 3,770

Other Maintained 
(Irish Medium)

2 962 3

Grammar 
schools

Controlled 16 1,578 9,614
Voluntary (under 

Catholic 
management)

29 27,732 409

Voluntary (under 
other management)

21 3,002 12,091

Special schools (4-18 year-olds)
Controlled 39 2,452 2,079
Catholic Maintained 297 12
Other Maintained 27 24

Source: adapted from Department of Education Northern Ireland (2021a)
1Includes a number of ethnically/religiously mixed special schools
2Total enrolments are higher as there are ‘Other Christian, non-Christian and no 

religion’ returns on the annual DENI census, and numbers can be suppressed or 
withheld if less than 5 individuals.

3Less than five
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consociational government is the power to veto decisions made by other 
parties. The allocation of Ministries in the devolved parliament are 
decided by the D’Hondt formula, with nominations in turn according to 
the number of elected members of each party. The post of Education 
Minister was held by Sinn Féin (SF) (a Nationalist party) between 1999 
and 2016, and then was held by the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) 
(a Unionist party) between 2016 and the present. Consociationalism can 
be seen as a remarkably effective form of government, particularly suited 
to post- conflict situations. Others, however, view it as an approach which 
exaggerates differences between political viewpoints rather than support-
ing political moderation (Noble, 2011: 8).

Politicians in Northern Ireland are always aware of their base support 
from the communities which they represent, and political policies are 
influenced by the “salience of communalism …[and] politicians’ ideas 
reflect the ethnic, religious and, national identity divisions” (Birrell & 
Heenan, 2013: 777), rather than decision-making being based around 
wider social need. While it had been hoped that the devolved Assembly 
would be arrive at consensual decisions

…experience demonstrated that consociational arrangements had the 
potential to lead to other outcomes in policy style, to impasses and no or 
delayed decision making (Birrell & Heenan, 2013, 769).

Wilford (2010) points to government departments working in silos, 
and not communicating with other departments run by politicians from 
parties representing the “other” community. Instead of fostering collabo-
ration, this form of government has tended to produce policy, including 
educational policy, which entrenches differences (Gallagher, 2021).

Political divisions led to five acrimonious suspensions of the Northern 
Ireland Assembly between its inception in 1998 and 2021, some of which 
resulted in Direct Rule from Westminster. During Direct Rule, day-to- 
day running of Northern Ireland was taken over by Westminster 
government- appointed Secretaries of State for Northern Ireland with 
junior ministers appointed to lead the Northern Ireland Government 
departments, including Education.
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Thus, the power-sharing Assembly in Northern Ireland that had been 
established in the wake of the Good Friday Agreement has been unstable 
from its inception. Political and community divisions persist and there 
remains “…the potential for ethnocentric tension to re-emerge” (Shirlow, 
2018, 193). These divisions are very apparent in the education system in 
Northern Ireland.

The Labour Party, under Tony Blair, remained committed to the com-
prehensive system that had been introduced in England and Wales 
decades earlier. It commissioned research into the effects of the selective 
system of secondary education in Northern Ireland and, when Martin 
McGuinness of SF became the first Education Minister in the devolved 
NI Assembly, he set up a review body to examine this research and make 
proposals for the future direction of post primary education in Northern 
Ireland. The resulting publication (the Burns Report) recommended that 
selection by academic ability should end as soon as possible (Department 
of Education, 2001). However, the report failed to gain favour across the 
political parties.

During a period of Direct Rule, one junior minister, Jane Kennedy, 
established a further Post-Primary Review Working Group which recom-
mended that transfer tests should be replaced by pupil-centred decisions, 
informed by a pupil profile which would document each child’s progress 
(DE, 2002). However, after the regional assembly recommenced, no con-
sensus on academic selection could be found between the parties in 
Stormont (Berglund, 2013) with Unionist parties resolutely in favour of 
retaining grammar schools and the 11+ system, and most other parties 
just as determined to promote a comprehensive system. In 2006 the NI 
Education Minister, Catriona Ruane (SF), drew on a provision in the 
Education Order (NI) 1997 that “the Department may issue and revise 
guidance as it thinks appropriate for admission of pupils to grant-aided 
schools”. Without the explicit backing of the Assembly or the Executive, 
she introduced legislation that barred Boards of Governors from using 
academic ability as an admission criterion (Education (NI) Order, 2006) 
thereby ending state-sponsored transfer testing. The last such exam took 
place in 2008 and guidance for the transition between primary and post- 
primary was published for the 2009-10 school year informing schools 
that they must admit applicants to all available places, that decisions on 
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admission should not be based on academic ability, and that priority 
should be given to pupils entitled to free school meal entitlement (FSME), 
those with a sibling at the school, applicants coming from feeder schools 
and applicants residing within a local catchment area. This guidance also 
instructed primary schools that they must refrain from facilitating unreg-
ulated tests in any format (including supplying materials, coaching within 
core teaching hours, offering afternoon tutoring or familiarisation with a 
test environment) (DE, 2021b).

The grammar schools and their advocates were deeply unhappy, and 
they began to investigate setting up their own admission tests. Two con-
sortia emerged, broadly aligned on either side of the traditional commu-
nity divide, establishing two wholly different transfer procedures. The 
Post Primary Transfer Consortium (PPTC), represented mainly Catholic 
grammars, while the Association for Quality Education (AQE) catered 
for those grammar schools whose ethos and history lay within the 
Protestant/British tradition. AQE formed a limited company to manage 
and administer their own Common Entrance Assessment (CEA) while 
PPTC bought in tests through the GL Assessment company. Both 
claimed that their tests were based on Key Stage 2 Maths and English, 
with the first of these taking place in November 2009 (Perry, 2016). The 
turmoil and political “stalemate” is described by Elwood:

The continued operation of this new transfer system at 11+ is immensely 
controversial as it defies current education policy commitments and is not 
statutory for primary schools to administer. The Minister for Education 
has statutorily removed selection…yet its proponents (mostly from oppos-
ing political parties) have continued to counteract this action. Thus, a 
policy stalemate exists, the impact of which has serious implications for the 
educational experience of children going through this process…in the 
political vacuum that surrounds selection, a non-statutory, un-regulated 
and private transfer system operates without evaluation or scrutiny but yet 
continues to decide the educational fate of many children. With two differ-
ent tests being used, possible issues of variability in validity, reliability, 
comparability and difficulty arise which have major implications for the 
consequential use of these tests (Elwood, 2013: 211).
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However flawed, the old system had provided a common transfer pro-
cedure that was undertaken by pupils in both Maintained and Controlled 
primary schools; by both Protestant and Catholic pupils. Its removal pre-
cipitated the creation of a system where, for the most part, Catholic 
pupils would take one set of exams whilst Protestants sat a wholly differ-
ent set. Norton (2017) reports young people speaking of “sitting the 
Protestant test or the Catholic test”. Neither set of tests was subject to any 
official regulation. In June 2012 the Catholic bishops endorsed plans to 
phase out academic selection and as a result a small number of Catholic 
voluntary schools announced that they would follow the bishops’ guid-
ance and become comprehensive (Fergus, 2012). However, many other 
Catholic Grammar schools have resisted any pressure to change.

In 2015, the Department of Education reiterated the guidance on 
transfer that they had given schools in 2009-10. However, in September 
2016, Peter Weir the new (DUP) Minister for Education reversed the 
previous policy on preventing primary schools from facilitating unregu-
lated tests saying that he supported “the right of those schools wishing to 
use academic selection as the basis for admission” (Doyle, 2020). Primary 
schools were henceforth permitted to return to supporting their pupils in 
their preparation for the transfer tests, with the new guidance and policy 
supporting “the right of those schools wishing to use academic selection 
as the basis for admission”, allowing primary schools to carry out test 
preparation during core teaching hours, to coach pupils in exam tech-
nique, and to familiarise them with a testing environment (Perry, 2016). 
Northern Ireland therefore continues to operate a system of academic 
selection (Duffy & Gallagher, 2017) and there remains highly differenti-
ated school performance embodied by what can be described as “high 
performing” grammar schools and a long tail of underachievement in 
secondary non-grammars (Borooah & Knox, 2017).

The tests remain popular. Approximately half of pupils sit the tests in 
one or other system and a proportion sit both. The Belfast Telegraph 
recorded that in the 2018/19 academic year 8,637 pupils sat the AQE 
and 7,620 sat GL (O’Neill, 2020). There are no available statistics that 
record how many pupils sat both tests.

Today, while there are a small number of grammar schools still in oper-
ation in England, selective schooling has largely been abolished in the rest 
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of Britain (Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018). In contrast, however, it has been 
maintained and remains firmly in place in Northern Ireland (Jerrim & 
Sims, 2019). Although academic selection was largely abandoned in the 
rest of the UK in favour of comprehensive schools (Donnelly & Osborne, 
2005), it remains a core feature of the education system in Northern 
Ireland and the levels of selection are above the OECD average (Jenkins 
et al., 2008).

 The Grammar School Debate

Harris and Rose (2013) describe how those in favour of a return to an 
academically selective system argue that there are not only educational 
benefits such as higher learning outcomes for students, but that selective 
schools such as grammar schools also offer social mobility to academically 
able students from the lowest income groups. According to Thompson 
(2019: 79) advocates see these schools as “the forgotten engine of social 
mobility, a beacon of opportunity for bright working-class children”.

The popularity of academic selection is understandable as for many 
parents there is a belief that their children will have a higher quality edu-
cation by attending selective grammar schools. As Bergin and McGuinness 
(2021: 151) remind us, “Access to and take-up of high-quality educa-
tional provision is the single most important factor determining career 
success, wage growth and social progression and, therefore, can be inter-
preted as a key measure of opportunity in each region”. It has also long 
been argued that grammar schools can compensate “poor but able” chil-
dren (Edwards & Whitty, 1997) as places are available for students who 
have the capacity to excel in a particular subject but otherwise would not 
fit the other criteria to be accepted (Coldron et al., 2009). Furthermore, 
not only are grammar schools proposed as being meritocratic, but there 
are claims that it is appropriate for different types of pupils to have differ-
ent kinds of education, and that teaching can best be targeted at a narrow 
ability range via selection (Coe et al., 2008).
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 The Academic Performances of Students 
in Grammar Schools

In Northern Ireland in 2016/17, 96.5% of grammar school students 
achieved 5 or more GCSEs at grades A*-C, compared with 74.4% of 
non-grammar school pupils (Department of Education, 2017: 9), and 
when consideration is given to achievement in 7 or more GCSEs (includ-
ing equivalents) at grades A*-C, the gap widens with 91.2% of grammar 
school pupils achieving this standard compared with 54.0% of non- 
grammar school pupils (Department of Education, 2017: 10). However, 
“the gap between the proportion of learners achieving five or more A*-C 
GCSE grades at grammar and non-selective schools has been steadily 
narrowing. The difference was just 16.4% in 2018/19, having dropped 
from 43% in 2008/09” (Roulston & Milliken, 2021: 5). Indeed, despite 
claims made about grammar school effectiveness, most existing studies 
report no clear advantage to either selective or non-selective systems as a 
whole (Coe et al., 2008). These studies have, however, reported that 
pupils who attend grammar schools do better than equally able pupils in 
comprehensive schools (Coe et al., 2008). More recently, research by 
Gorard and Siddiqui (2018), with the full 2015 cohort of pupils in 
England, shows that the results from grammar schools are no better than 
expected, once poverty and socio-economic status are accounted for. This 
research contends that grammar schools are no more or less effective than 
non-selective schools, once their clear difference in intake has been taken 
into account (Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018). In addition, further research in 
the United Kingdom shows that exam differences between school types, 
including state-funded selective and non-selective schools, are primarily 
due to the heritable characteristics involved in pupil admission (Smith- 
Woolley et al., 2018), and that grammar school attendance has little posi-
tive effect on other essential aspects of school life such as school 
engagement, academic wellbeing, peer relationships, self-esteem, aspira-
tions for the future, and mental health (Jerrim & Sims, 2020).

12 The Evolution of Academic Selection in Northern Ireland 



386

 The Composition of Students 
in Grammar Schools

According to Cribb et al. (2013), less than 3% of entrants to grammar 
schools qualify for free school meals, an important indicator of social 
deprivation, and pupils are less likely to attend a grammar school if their 
primary school had a high concentration of pupils from deprived back-
grounds. Thus, grammar schools can be strongly associated with social 
segregation (Coldron et al., 2009). The evidence also suggests that selec-
tive admissions criteria are not only associated with high performing stu-
dents and low levels of poverty, but low levels of special educational needs 
(West & Hind, 2007). As a school Principal in Brown et al. (2021) points 
out in relation to academic selection in Northern Ireland:

A lot of children are absolutely gutted, and they have no school for 
September. As far as they feel, not only have they failed that examination, 
but nobody wants them, and more so the special needs children. I have 
about ten special needs children who are trying to get in with us, and those 
poor children have their own difficulties but imagine what that is doing to 
their mental health and not only that but what it’s doing to the family unit 
(Brown et al., 2021: 494).

Furthermore, due to the importance and value attached to league 
tables in England, grammar schools may face greater pressures to attract 
students more likely to perform well in examinations, and as a result, 
selective schools may therefore operate practices that may be socially 
selective (Coldron et al., 2010). The official production of league tables 
of performance by individual schools was abolished in Northern Ireland 
in 2001 (McGuinness, 2001). However, schools publish their own results 
each year and these are picked up in the local press. Thus, pressures to 
produce “good” examination results relative to other schools remain.

In Northern Ireland, students from deprived backgrounds and stu-
dents with special education needs (SEN) are grossly underrepresented in 
Northern Ireland’s grammar schools (Borooah & Knox, 2015). For 
example, the most recent figures from the Department of Education 
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(2021c: 10) report that only 13.7% of grammar school pupils are entitled 
to free school meals, compared with 37.1% of non-grammar school 
pupils. The selective system could therefore be considered as being “anti- 
inclusionist” (Lambe, 2007) in that it is far from anything that could be 
regarded as inclusive (Lambe & Bones, 2006a, 2006b, 2007). There is a 
considerable body of evidence that would suggest that selection is as at 
least as much by social class as by ability, given the widespread coaching 
available to more affluent parents (Connolly et al., 2013; Shewbridge 
et al., 2014; Wilson, 2016). In consequence, “…the division into gram-
mar and non-grammar schools facilitates a form of social segregation.” 
(Nolan, 2014: 93). In the Department of Education Report of the Strategic 
Forum Working Group, there was a recognition that academic selection 
resulted in lower achieving pupils being disproportionately enrolled in 
certain schools and that “this concentration of disadvantage in some 
schools further exacerbates the negative influences of academic selection” 
(Department of Education, 2017: 4.6).

The acceptance of students from deprived backgrounds into grammar 
schools is purely based on how they fare in the Transfer Test compared 
with other students, while in order for Special Educational Needs stu-
dents to gain acceptance they need to be deemed as being capable of 
benefitting from an academic setting (Lambe & Bones, 2008). What 
largely tends to occur therefore is that more affluent, non-SEN students, 
are more likely to gain acceptance to grammar schools while the remain-
ing cohort goes to non-selective secondary schools. The outcome of this 
segregation is that educational disadvantage can be intensified. As 
Gallagher and Smith (2000) point out, the disproportionate amount of 
schools in which low ability students and disadvantaged students are 
combined ultimately compound the educational disadvantage of both 
factors.

 Impact on Achievement

Supporters of the grammar system in Northern Ireland point to what 
they see as the success of the education system there, compared to those 
countries which have removed or reduced academic selection, such as 
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England. A recent Education Minister argued that academic selection 
provided “every child, regardless of background, postcode, social group, 
religion or ethnicity the opportunity to get into one of our grammar 
schools” (cited in McMurray, 2020, 11) and claimed that the numbers of 
pupils who sit the test each year are a testament to its popularity. Even if 
the presence of academic selection were to increase educational opportu-
nities and improve educational outcomes, that has come at a cost as “the 
Northern Ireland education system is highly differentiated in terms of 
school performance [with] high performing grammar schools but a long 
tail of underachievement in secondary non-grammars” (Borooah & 
Knox, 2017, 320). Additionally, comparisons with England suggest that 
the system in Northern Ireland is not delivering for young people from 
poor backgrounds; for instance, the chances of “…young people entitled 
to free school meals not achieving the basic standard of five GCSE A*-C 
passes at 16 are three times higher than other young people in England, 
and this figure rises to being four times higher in Northern Ireland” 
(Connolly et al., 2013, xxii). Under-achievement is particularly focused 
in some groups: “Protestant FSME boys are close to the very bottom, just 
above Irish Travellers and Roma children” (Nolan, 2014, 97).

Furthermore, the evidence that grammar schools are “high perform-
ing” schools is challenged. It is demonstrably true that examination 
results of grammar school pupils, in Northern Ireland as elsewhere, tend 
to be higher than in non-grammar schools. However, it has been argued 
that any apparent additional achievement can largely be accounted for by 
the fact that grammar students are selected at the age of 11 (Manning & 
Pischke, 2006, 17). In terms of value added, grammars might not fare as 
well as they seem to as, “if the intakes to grammar schools really are 
already on a path to success …subsequent success at Key stage 4 (KS4) 
aged 16 must not be mistakenly attributed to having attended a grammar 
school in the meantime” (Gorard & Siddiqui, 2018, 912). While Borooah 
and Knox (2017), for example, use the term “high performance” to 
describe some grammar schools, they do not take into account differen-
tials in funding or the impact of academic selection in that value judge-
ment. It may be that non-selective schools are where the best performance 
is being demonstrated, relative to other factors.
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 The Unintended Consequences 
of Academic Selection

Perhaps the greatest concern surrounding selective schooling is that there 
are unintended consequences for students in other schools. It has been 
argued that grammar schools maintain social order between social strata 
(McCulloch, 2006) and facilitate inequality of opportunity (Haydn, 
2004). According to Carmichael et al. (2017), the principal reason for 
the discrepancy between the performance of grammar school students 
and comprehensive school students is due to “resource sorting”, with 
grammar schools “creaming off” resources, teachers, and pupils from 
local non-selective schools. Grammar schools, for example, are better 
funded per pupil compared to other schools because they are more likely 
than non-selective schools to have a high proportion of learners who are 
between 16 and 18 years of age, and this age group figure highly in the 
funding weightings. The corollary is lower funding levels for schools that 
may be more reliant on finances for school improvement. The whole sys-
tem is also more expensive. For example,

A selective system costs more to operate than a non-selective system because 
students are less likely to attend the school closest to their home and there-
fore require public subsidies for transporting them to school (Levaçić & 
Marsh, 2007: 171).

Indeed, The Department of Education states that they “…currently 
fund daily transport assistance to around 84,000 pupils at an annual cost 
of approximately 81 million per year” (DENI, n.d.). Grammar schools 
also tend to have fewer unqualified or inexperienced teachers, more 
teachers with an academic degree in the subject they teach, and lower 
overall teacher turnover (Allen & Bartley, 2017) as teachers may be less 
willing to teach in what might be perceived as “bottom-rung schools” 
(Carmichael et al., 2017).

In terms of the pupils, “when poor pupils are educated in schools with 
concentrations of other poor pupils, they do not progress as well as they 
would in a school with a more balanced intake” (Coldron et al., 2010: 
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19), and “if children’s performance at school depends on their peers, 
higher levels of social segregation lead to greater inequality in academic 
achievement and hence to greater inequality in later-life outcomes” 
(Jenkins et al., 2008: 21). The Association of School and College Leaders 
(2016) contend that, although the minority of deprived students that do 
gain access to a grammar school may benefit from being enrolled there 
and benefit from social mobility at an individual level, the opposite effect 
can be seen at system level, with more selection creating a less equal soci-
ety. Arguments for selective schools therefore stand against the primary 
reason that most grammar schools were abolished: “because they were 
seen as elitist, perpetuating social class divides and limiting the educa-
tional prospects of the greater number of pupils not attending those 
schools” (Harris & Rose, 2013: 152). In short, it could be argued that 
grammar schools are not serving the students that they claim to be offer-
ing opportunities and social mobility to, and that the performance ben-
efit to grammar school pupils is offset by a negative effect for those in 
nearby non-selective schools (Morris & Perry, 2017).

It must also be noted that not every child wishing to attend a grammar 
school can do so and places great pressure on students and on their fami-
lies. The personal disappointment of not getting a place at a grammar 
school (where siblings may have already attended), coupled with a sense 
of failure is something that children may never recover from (Gardner & 
Cowan, 2005). Byrne and Gallagher (2004: 171) found that grammar 
schools and secondary schools attached considerable importance to 
induction and pastoral care in secondary schools, with “an explicit aim of 
rebuilding the self-esteem and confidence of their pupil intake, particu-
larly in the aftermath of selection”. They report that senior staff often 
talked about dealing with the “casualties” of selection and of having to 
“pick up the pieces”. For example, one secondary school principal spoke 
of having to nurse students “back to mental health” and raise their 
perceptions:

… just really trying to get them to believe in themselves. There is no ques-
tion that some (pupils) when they arrive here do perceive themselves as not 
good enough. They maybe don’t perceive themselves as failures necessarily, 
but they perceive themselves to be not as good as some of their friends who 
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have gone elsewhere. We really need to start working on that very quickly. 
And we do that at all levels, from the lowest ability right up (Byrne & 
Gallagher, 2004: 171).

The intense pressure to perform in the Transfer Test has also been 
reported to distort the curriculum and teaching and learning in primary 
schools (Brown et al., 2021; Gallagher & Smith, 2000; Gallagher, 2006) 
as teachers try to prepare students for such a high-stakes examination.

The Covid-19 pandemic has also caused a new flurry of attention on 
academic selection, with some in the media claiming that the delays or 
abandonment of the tests undermine the rationale for previous testing 
systems (Miller, 2020). Dickson and Macmilllan (2020) note the inequal-
ities in access to grammar schools in England in pre-pandemic times, but 
caution that “the likely widening attainment gap as a result of Covid-19 
school closures will exacerbate inequalities in access to grammar schools” 
(Dickson & Macmilllan, 2020: 1). In Northern Ireland, the transfer tests 
were cancelled for 2021 entry to grammar schools as a result of the pan-
demic, and schools set their own criteria which were non-academic. A 
number of schools (mainly Catholic grammars) and one Integrated 
school with a grammar stream announced that they would not be using 
academic selection for entry to their schools in 2022.

 Conclusion

Academic selection has been firmly established in Northern Ireland since 
1947 and has been resistant to any of the arguments for change despite 
being widely and regularly the subject of debate in Northern Ireland 
(Gardner, 2016). Its supporters argue that academic selection “creates a 
culture of academic excellence and avoids the alternative of a system that 
is driven by parental wealth” (cited in McMurray, 2020: 5). The link 
between selection and the noted under-attainment for some groups in 
society is rejected. The Education minister, Peter Weir, stated in the NI 
Assembly in July 2020, that “the obsession with transfer tests as being 
critical to underachievement massively misses the point. It creates both a 
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distraction and also actually I think focuses in, largely speaking, on the 
wrong issue” (cited in McMurray, 2020: 11).

However, there are two key components which crystallise the debate. 
One focuses on the broader purpose of education. The distorting impact 
that academic selection has on the curriculum for all children, and not 
just restricted to the years approaching the transfer test but throughout 
much of primary education and, to compensate for the focus on the test 
in upper primary, on early secondary education has been well docu-
mented (Gallagher & Smith, 2000; Shewbridge et al., 2014). It can also 
skew parental perceptions. Parents seem to feel that the unregulated 
transfer tests have more authority than Key Stage tests for example 
(Shewbridge et al., 2014: 66) and there is a pressure, when assessment is 
focused on a summative high-stakes examination, that formative assess-
ment can lose credibility for teachers, learners and parents (Looney, 2011).

There is also a wider question of rights as all children are entitled to an 
effective education in accordance with Article 29(1) of the UN Committee 
on the Rights of the Child. It has been noted that “The use of academic 
selection at transition has been identified as presenting a challenge to the 
provision of an effective education and has been repeatedly criticised by 
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child” (McMurray, 2020: 28). 
Indeed, a United Nations Committee explicitly recommended that the 
NI Executive should “abolish the practice of unregulated admission tests 
to access post-primary education in NI” (UNCRC, 2016), a call which 
has been echoed by the Children’s Commissioner (NICCYP, 2017) and 
the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (2018). Similarly, 
Shewbridge et al. (2014) in the OECD report noted “clear structural 
challenges to equity at the post-primary level, with a high concentration 
of less socially and economically advantaged students in the non-selective 
post-primary schools” (2014: 21).

The last suspension of the Northern Ireland Assembly ended in January 
2020 and a blueprint for the future, New Decade, New Approach, was 
unanimously agreed by all parties, committing the Northern Ireland 
Assembly to a radical examination of the current education system in 
Northern Ireland through an Independent Review. The then Education 
Minister accepted that such a review would include consideration of the sys-
tem of academic selection (McMurray, 2020, 11). The outcome of that pro-
cess will shape Northern Ireland’s education system for a generation or more.
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