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RAISE Ballymena Strategic Area Plan  
 
What is the RAISE Programme?   
 
The RAISE Programme is a whole community and place-based approach to tackling 
educational disadvantage in 18 localities1 across Northern Ireland, supporting the 
Department of Education’s vision that “every child and young person is happy, learning 
and succeeding”.  
 
TransformED NI, a Strategy for Educational Excellence in Northern Ireland, outlines the 
Minister of Education’s priorities in a comprehensive strategy for the transformation of 
teaching and learning in Northern Ireland. The RAISE Programme is the signature 
approach to tackling educational disadvantage in this regard and will complement 
existing school-based programmes. 
 
The RAISE Programme’s Strategic Objectives are:  

• Raising achievement and addressing educational disadvantage; and 
• Raising aspirations through a whole community approach to education.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Belfast has been sub divided into four areas. 
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The RAISE Programme helps to deliver on the mission set by the ‘A Fair Start’ report to 
ensure all children and young people regardless of background are given the best start in 
life. It aims to raise educational achievement and aspirations using a combination of 
Locality-Led Projects and Cross-Cutting Initiatives. 
 
A series of Locality-Led Projects will be identified through an open call to deliver against 
the objectives and needs set out in the Strategic Area Plan for each RAISE locality. Cross-
Cutting Initiatives will complement locality led projects by responding in a strategic way 
to priorities common to several localities and bringing additional opportunities to 
communities around key themes. 
 
This bespoke Strategic Area Plan sets out the context for this locality and identifies the 
key issues that underpin educational disadvantage in the area, highlights potential 
proposals on how to address the identified gaps in provision and support the educational 
achievement of children and young people in the locality. 
 
This Plan has been developed through a co-design process involving public engagement 
and creative approaches to give voice to organisations, children and young people and 
parents in the locality. The Department of Education recognises the commitment of local 
stakeholders and the Locality Reference Group to this co-design process. The Locality 
Reference Group has played a critical role in informing, shaping, and developing this 
Strategic Area Plan on behalf of the locality. It was produced in accordance with the 
guidance on the development of a Strategic Area Plan which can be found on the DE 
website2.  This Plan is owned by the locality and the Locality Reference Group.  
 
The Department of Education recognises the commitment of local stakeholders and the 
Locality Reference Group to this co-design process. 
 
  

 
2 Developing a Locality Strategic Area Plan, Department of Education 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/developing-locality-strategic-area-plan
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/developing-locality-strategic-area-plan
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/developing-locality-strategic-area-plan
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Introducing the RAISE Ballymena Locality  
 
Ballymena is a principal town in County Antrim, with a population of approximately 
31,250 residents, making it the seventh-largest town in Northern Ireland3. Of this total, 
around 7,073 individuals (22.6%) are aged 0–18 years, slightly above the Northern Ireland 
average (21%), and reflecting a strong presence of children and young people in the area.  
 
The town is located within the Antrim North and West Parliamentary Constituency, 
established at the 2024 UK General Election, and falls under the jurisdiction of the Mid 
and East Antrim Borough Council. The borough, formed in 2015 through the merger of the 
former Ballymena, Carrickfergus and Larne councils, is divided into seven District 
Electoral Areas (DEAs): Ballymena, Bannside, Braid, Carrick Castle, Coast Road, 
Knockagh and Larne Lough. Ballymena town lies primarily within the Ballymena DEA, 
though parts of its wider urban and rural settlements extend into Braid and Bannside.  
 
The map below illustrates the Super Output Areas (SOAs) within the Ballymena locality, 
outlining the geographic scope of the RAISE Programme.  
 

 
The RAISE Ballymena 
Locality comprises 7 
Super Output Areas 
(SOAs): Ballee, 
Ballykeel, Castle 
Demesne, Dunclug, 
Fair Green, Harryville, 
and Moat.  

 
 
 
 

For the identified SOA’s, the proportion of pupils entitled to Free School Meals (FSME), 
those identified as Newcomer pupils, pupils with Special Educational Needs or 
Additional Educational Needs (SEN/AEN), Children Looked After, and pupils from 
Minority Ethnic Communities are all notably higher than the Northern Ireland average. It 
is of particular significance that Ballymena is home to the second-largest Roma 
population in Northern Ireland. 
 
 

 
3 https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/census/census-2021 
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Ballymena is defined by its diverse and evolving demographic profile. Alongside long-
established single-identity areas, the town is home to a significant settled Irish Traveller 
community, particularly within the Doury Road estate in Dunclug, as well as one of the 
largest Roma populations in Northern Ireland. In recent years, Ballymena has become 
increasingly multicultural, with a growing number of residents born outside Northern 
Ireland and rising enrolment of Minority Ethnic pupils in local schools.  
 
While this increased diversity enriches the towns cultural identity, stakeholders continue 
to highlight ongoing issues such as racism, intolerance, and hate crime, alongside 
barriers faced by LGBTQ+ young people and other Section 75 groups.  
 
At the same time, Ballymena continues to reflect historical societal divisions rooted in 
broader political and religious contexts. Some neighbourhoods remain segregated, and 
tensions between communities persist, particularly within interface areas where 
children and young people are more exposed to negative influences. In response, youth 
provision across the locality has prioritised targeted interventions designed to promote 
resilience, cohesion, and positive cross-community relationships.  
 
The development of the RAISE Programme has been shaped by extensive local 
engagement. Through consultations with schools, community and voluntary 
organisations, statutory services, parents, and young people, the Local Coordinator has 
ensured that local priorities and lived experiences are at the heart of the Strategic Area 
Plan. A Locality Reference Group (LRG), bringing together representatives from 
education, youth, health, statutory agencies, and community groups, plays a central role 
in shaping the direction of the programme and driving collaborative solutions.  
 
Ballymena is a locality of contrasts, a place where deep-rooted traditions meet growing 
diversity, and where rich community strengths exist alongside enduring challenges. It is 
within this complex social and cultural context that the RAISE Programme works to 
strengthen community connections, celebrate diversity, and create opportunities for 
every child and young person to succeed.  
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Key Statistics - Why is the RAISE Programme needed in 
Ballymena?  
 
The vision for RAISE Ballymena is: 
 

Ballymena is a community which has a well-earned reputation for hard work. We 
recognise that the challenges which face us as a community will require us to work 

together to ensure that we give all our children the future they deserve. To do this 
we will bring together the skills and resources to provide opportunities for our 

children to succeed. 
 
The statistics below set out the context behind the need for RAISE in the Ballymena 
locality.  
 

▪ 22.6% of Ballymena’s population are aged between 0-18 years old, compared with 
the Northern Ireland average of 21%.4  
 

▪ Across Ballymena, 44% of children aged 0-19 years old are living in poverty.5 
 

▪ In Ballymena as a whole, of those claiming income support, 59% are claiming as 
Lone Parents. 
 

▪ 43.9% of pupils within the RAISE Ballymena locality are in receipt of Free School 
Meals. This is compared to the Northern Ireland average of 25.9%6. 
 

▪ The absence rate for the RAISE Ballymena SOAs is 11.8% which is significantly 
higher than the Northern Ireland average of 8.2%. 
 

▪ In Ballymena, 50.3% of pupils did NOT achieve 5+ GCSEs A-C including English & 
Maths (2017/18 to 2021/22) compared to the Northern Ireland average of 25.3%. 
 

▪ In Ballymena 29% of school leavers go on to Higher Education, significantly less 
than the Northern Ireland average of 40%.  
 

▪ RAISE Ballymena locality has the second highest proportion of Roma pupils in 
Northern Ireland, at 5.7%. The Northern Ireland average is 0.3%. 
 

 
4 https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/census/census-2021 
5 Neighbourhood Renewal Area (Source DFC 2022) 
6 Data source: NI Annual School census 
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▪ 22% of RAISE pupils in the Ballymena locality are categorised as SEN & AEN. 
 

▪ Approximately 20% of under-25’s are Not in Education, Employment or Training 
(NEET), nearly double the Northern Ireland average of 10.3%.7 
 

The data contained in the table below relates to the 8 SOAs identified in RAISE 
Ballymena8.  
 

Pupil Numbers: 2621 (including nursery pupils) 
FSME: 1,150 
Newcomer Pupils: 539 
Children Looked After: 53 
Statemented Pupils: 247 
SEN Category 1 & 2 334 
Total SEN: 581 
Irish Traveller: 43 
Roma: 150 
Minority Ethnic 
Communities: 223 
% of School Leavers Not Achieving 5+ GCSEs A*-C incl. Eng/Math 2017/18 to 
2021/22: 50.30% 

 
The data for Ballymena highlights a range of complex and interlinked issues that place 
significant pressure on children, families and education providers. In several parts of the 
locality, persistent socio-economic disadvantage impacts school readiness, attendance 
and attainment, with many families facing financial pressures that influence children’s 
ability to fully participate in learning. Rising costs of living, housing instability, and limited 
access to early years provision contribute to inequalities from the earliest stages of 
education, leaving some children entering school at a disadvantage. Schools across 
Ballymena report increasing demand for Special Educational Needs and Additional 
Educational Needs (SEN/AEN) support, yet access to timely assessments and specialist 
provision remains limited. This places additional strain on classroom resources and 
challenges schools’ capacity to provide tailored support that meets the diverse needs of 
learners. 
 
Alongside these pressures, a combination of persistent absenteeism, language barriers 
for newcomer pupils, and the growing impact of trauma and Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) further affect engagement and progress. Children living in 

 
7 Neighbourhood Renewal Area (Source DFC 2022) 
8 Data source: NI Annual School census 
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households affected by poverty, poor mental health, or substance misuse are at 
heightened risk of disengagement from education, while increasing emotional wellbeing 
needs place additional demand on schools and local services. These factors combine to 
create gaps in attainment, reduce opportunities for positive post-school pathways and 
deepen educational inequalities across the locality. Without targeted and sustained 
responses, these challenges risk limiting aspirations and outcomes for children and 
young people in Ballymena.  
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Existing Collaboration and Complementary Investment  
 
The RAISE Programme in Ballymena aligns with the Department of Education’s vision that 
“every child and young person is happy, learning and succeeding.” Its objectives 
complement the Putting People First Community Plan (2017–2032), which sets out Mid 
and East Antrim Borough Council’s priorities across five key themes, including Progress 
in Education9. Both strategies share a commitment to improving attainment, wellbeing, 
and aspiration through a whole-community approach, drawing on the “A Fair Start” 
report10 as a guiding framework. Close collaboration across local partners is central to 
ensuring resources are aligned and used effectively to deliver improved outcomes for 
children, young people, and families. 
 
Ballymena benefits from a strong network of statutory, voluntary, community and 
educational partners working collectively to tackle educational disadvantage and 
support children’s wellbeing. At the heart of this collaboration are the Neighbourhood 
Renewal Area Partnerships, which focus on Ballymena South and Ballymena North, 
delivering targeted support through programmes addressing childcare, early years 
development, mental health, employability, and community cohesion. The Ballymena 
South Community Cluster brings together nine local community organisations, providing 
a wide range of tailored services including youth programmes, training, family support 
and senior activities. 
 
Partnership working is strengthened through the Family Support Hubs, coordinated by 
Action for Children, which connect families to early intervention services, and through 
SureStart Ballymena, delivering integrated health, learning, and parental support for 
children under four. The Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership (CYPSP) and 
its Locality Planning Groups further support outcome-driven planning, ensuring services 
meet local needs and respond to gaps in provision. 
 
Collaboration across the education sector is supported by the Ballymena Learning 
Together Area Learning Community (ALC), a partnership of nine post-primary schools 
which works to broaden curriculum access though the Entitlement Framework, 
strengthen inclusion, and support smooth transitions from primary to post-primary and 
into further education or employment. Shared Education Partnerships also play a key 
role, bringing together schools from different community backgrounds to promote 
mutual understanding and improve literacy, numeracy, and wellbeing outcomes. 
Alongside this, Extended Schools Clusters enable schools to work jointly with local 
organisations to deliver wraparound services for children and families. 

 
9  Putting People First - The Mid and East Antrim Community Plan by Mid and East Antrim Borough Council  
10 A Fair Start – Final Report & Action Plan | Department of Education 

https://issuu.com/meabc/docs/community_plan
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/fair-start-final-report-action-plan#:~:text=The%20Expert%20Panel%20on%20educational%20underachievement%20submitted%20its,endorsed%20by%20the%20Executive%20on%2027%20May%202021.
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Youth engagement is further supported through the Education Authority’s Youth Service, 
which delivers programmes such as REACH and FLARE, promoting resilience, 
confidence and wellbeing. In addition, organisations such as Start360, Bytes, Turning 
Point, VOYPIC, the Interethnic Forum and Barnardo’s provide targeted interventions for 
young people at risk of disengagement, offering life skills training, mentoring and support 
for emotional health and inclusion. 
 
Partnerships in Ballymena are closely aligned with the Putting People First Community 
Plan, ensuring that the RAISE Programme contributes to wider priorities around 
education, employability, wellbeing and inclusion. Collaboration with the Education and 
Employment Thematic Group ensures alignment between statutory policy and local 
delivery, while engagement with the Policing and Community Safety Partnership (PCSP) 
and Northern Health and Social Care Trust (NHSCT) strengthens joint responses to 
issues affecting young people’s safety, health and community wellbeing. 
 
Significant investment underpins this collaborative effort. The Department of Education 
provides funding for SureStart, Nurture provision, Extended Schools, the Pathway Fund 
and RISE NI, alongside the Emotional Wellbeing Teams in Schools and the Independent 
Counselling Service, supporting early intervention and inclusion. The Department for the 
Economy contributes through Skills for Life and Work, Apprenticeships NI, and 
investment in the redevelopment of the Northern Regional College Ballymena campus, 
which will create modern facilities and expand access to training and higher education. 
The Department for Communities invests through Neighbourhood Renewal and Labour 
Market Partnerships, supporting skills development, employability and community-led 
initiatives. 
 
Ballymena also benefits from significant funding through the PEACEPLUS programme, 
with up to €5.8 million allocated regionally to support initiatives focused on shared 
education, youth engagement and mental health. This includes flagship programmes 
such as ASPIRE, Youth Action NI, YMCA Ireland, Springboard Opportunities and Action 
Mental Health, all of which will deliver benefits locally. Together, these resources enable 
a coordinated approach to addressing educational underachievement, reducing 
inequality and improving life chances. 
 
Through strong partnerships and sustained investment, Ballymena is delivering a joined-
up response to the challenges faced by children and young people. By aligning local 
delivery with the strategic objectives of RAISE, Putting People First and A Fair Start, 
partners are working collectively to build capacity, improve attainment and create better 
pathways into education, training and employment. This whole-community approach is 
central to ensuring that every child and young person in Ballymena has the opportunity 
to achieve. 
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Needs Analysis  
 
Views of Children and Young People  
On behalf of the RAISE Programme, Stranmillis University College was commissioned to 
carry out engagement with children and young people across Ballymena to inform this 
Strategic Area Plan. The RAISE programme has adopted the Lundy Model of Participation 
(2007). This rights-based framework ensured that children and young people were 
provided with a safe and inclusive space to express their views, were supported to 
develop and articulate their voice, had their views actively listened to by an audience with 
the power to act, and saw their input have genuine influence on the development of the 
Strategic Area Plan11.  
 
An initial workshop facilitated by Stranmillis University College engaged nine participants 
of varying ages at a community-based session. This was followed by further 
consultations led by the Locality Co-ordinator, involving seven young people aged 10–15 
years from across the RAISE Ballymena SOAs. These sessions were delivered in 
educational and youth work settings and followed the same participatory methodology 
as the Stranmillis-led workshop. In total, sixteen children and young people aged 8–18 
years were directly consulted in RAISE Ballymena through engagement with the 
community and voluntary youth sector, statutory youth services, and schools. 
 
Broader regional engagement was captured through a dedicated RAISE Regional 
Consultation Event, attended by seventy children and young people. Participants 
represented a wide range of backgrounds and settings, including mainstream and 
alternative education, Irish Medium education, youth-led groups, care-experienced 
individuals, and members of Muslim and Traveller communities. This event provided a 
platform to further explore and validate key priorities in education for the Ballymena 
locality.  
 
Some of the key themes highlighted by the young people included: 

▪ Poverty and Financial Pressures – the “cost of things” such as school uniforms, 
food, travel and activities was raised as a barrier to participation in school and 
community life. 

▪ Mental Health and Wellbeing – young people expressed concerns about stress, 
anxiety and suicide rates, with frustration at long wait times for youth-focused 
mental health services. 

▪ Community Safety and Drugs – participants highlighted anti-social behaviour and 
visible drug use as growing concerns, with several saying they “don’t always feel 
safe” in some parts of Ballymena. 

 
11 The Lundy Model | Research | Queen's University Belfast, 2014 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/Research/case-studies/childrens-participation-lundy-model.html
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▪ Discrimination and Belonging – some reported feeling judged for where they live 
or how they look, sharing sentiments such as “people look down on you because 
of where you’re from.” 

▪ Education and School Relationships – experiences of school were mixed. Young 
people highlighted negative relationships with some teachers and felt 
suspensions often failed to address underlying issues. They asked for more 
supportive, interactive teaching and teachers who “understand their situation.” 

▪ Aspirations and Future Pathways – participants expressed ambition but reported 
limited local opportunities for apprenticeships, vocational training, and careers 
guidance. 

▪ Safe and Inclusive Spaces – youth clubs were praised, but many called for more 
safe, accessible spaces for socialising, creativity, and positive activities. 

 
What young people said would make the biggest difference: 

▪ More accessible, local mental health and wellbeing support. 
▪ More vocational pathways, apprenticeships and career advice to support 

aspirations. 
▪ Investment in youth clubs and safe spaces where they can connect and belong. 
▪ Better communication and relationships between teachers and pupils. 
▪ Affordable access to school activities, sports and social events. 

 
Views of Parents and Carers 
Parenting Focus, commissioned by the Department of Education, facilitated engagement 
with parents and carers within the Ballymena RAISE locality. A total of 17 parents 
participated in a focus group session, supported by a wider parent survey circulated 
across the locality. This session gathered views on education, mental health, parental 
support and access to local services.  
 
Recurring themes raised by parents and carers included: 

▪ Support for Learning and SEN Provision – parents reported difficulties accessing 
timely assessments and consistent support for children with Special Educational 
Needs, particularly around SEN, ASD and ADHD. 

▪ Access to Services – families described fragmented systems and a lack of joined-
up working between schools, health services and community providers. Several 
said they often had to “fight” to get help even when schools were supportive. 

▪ Mental Health and Wellbeing – rising levels of anxiety, low self-esteem and 
behavioural challenges among children were a common concern. Parents called 
for earlier intervention, local counselling and family-based wellbeing support. 

▪ Relationships with Schools – several parents felt judged or unsupported by 
schools, with one parent explaining, “They say they want us involved, but when we 
go in, they make us feel stupid.” 
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▪ Alternative and Flexible Education – families called for more properly funded 
alternative education options for children unable to cope in mainstream settings, 
alongside pathways back into learning where possible. 

▪ Financial Pressures – rising costs for uniforms, transport, lunches and 
extracurricular activities were identified as significant barriers to participation. 

▪ Community and Safety – concerns were raised about anti-social behaviour and a 
lack of safe, inclusive spaces. Parents requested more investment in youth 
facilities and cross-community programmes. 

 
What parents and carers said would make the biggest difference: 

▪ Clearer, faster access to SEN assessments and support. 
▪ More joined-up working between schools, health and community services. 
▪ Better access to local, family-centred mental health support. 
▪ Properly funded, flexible alternative education options. 
▪ Greater investment in safe spaces and youth provision for children and teenagers. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The views of young people and parents in Ballymena highlights the urgent need for greater 
support with mental health, access to services and affordable opportunities for learning 
and participation. Parents emphasised the importance of stronger relationship between 
schools, communities and services, alongside more flexible education pathways. Their 
voices underlined a shared ambition for every child in Ballymena to feel supported, 
included and able to achieve.  
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Gaps in provision  
 
The development of this Strategic Area Plan has been informed by extensive engagement 
with children, young people, parents, schools and community partners, alongside 
detailed analysis of local data and research. Guided by the Locality Reference Group, this 
process has identified where existing provision is valued but insufficient, and where 
significant gaps remain in services for children, young people, and families in Ballymena. 
 
There is a broad range of investment and support already in place across the locality, with 
organisations such as Castle Tower School, Northern Regional College (NRC), Action for 
Children, Start360, Bytes Project and the Education Authority Youth Service delivering a 
variety of targeted programmes. These include specialist SEN provision, outreach 
programmes supporting school readiness, vocational pathways for disengaged learners, 
youth work initiatives such as REACH and FLARE, and multi-agency family support 
through services like the Northern Early Intervention Support Service and Family Support 
Hubs. However, stakeholders highlighted that these services lack sufficient capacity to 
meet growing levels of need. Long waiting lists, limited staffing, fragmented delivery and 
short-term funding cycles mean that many children and families are unable to access 
support at the right time, and opportunities to intervene early are often missed. 
 
In addition, there are critical gaps in provision where little or no targeted support currently 
exists. There is insufficient consistency in early years and school readiness programmes, 
a lack of accessible and flexible pathways for those disengaging from mainstream 
education, and limited specialist provision for pupils experiencing persistent 
absenteeism, trauma and barriers to learning. While Northern Regional College offers 
strong vocational opportunities and outreach, demand for flexible pathways continues 
to exceed supply. Stakeholders also raised particular concerns around racial prejudice, 
cultural bias and bullying, especially affecting Newcomer, Traveller and Roma pupils, 
which negatively impacts confidence, attendance and attainment. The absence of 
coordinated responses to these issues leaves many young people without adequate 
protection or tailored interventions. 
 
Through consultation and analysis, the Locality Reference Group has identified the 
following emerging priorities as critical to addressing these gaps and improving 
outcomes for children and young people: 

▪ School Readiness & Early Years Development 
▪ Disengagement, Attainment & Risk of Becoming NEET 
▪ Special Educational Needs & Additional Educational Needs (SEN/AEN)  
▪ Racial Prejudice, Cultural Bias & Bullying 
▪ Positive Destinations & Skills Pathways 
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These priorities reflect a shared understanding that while Ballymena benefits from strong 
local organisations and committed partners, existing provision is fragmented, 
oversubscribed, or missing entirely in key areas. Without additional capacity, improved 
coordination and sustained delivery, educational inequalities are likely to deepen, 
limiting opportunities for children and young people to achieve their full potential. 
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Emerging Priorities 
 
Emerging Priority - School Readiness & Early Years Development 
The Locality Reference Group (LRG) and wider stakeholder engagement agreed that 
school readiness and early years development represent the most critical priority for 
Ballymena, with the greatest potential to deliver long-term impact on educational 
outcomes, attendance, and overall readiness to learn. Stakeholders consistently 
highlighted that children who enter school without the necessary social, emotional, 
language and communication skills are more likely to fall behind in literacy and 
attainment from the outset. Without targeted, coordinated investment at this earliest 
stage, these disadvantages compound over time, widening the attainment gap and 
increasing disengagement later in education. 
 
Evidence gathered from across Ballymena demonstrates that while early intervention 
works, current provision lacks the capacity, consistency and integration required to meet 
growing need. There are strong foundations to build on through services such as the 
Public Health Nursing Programme, Action for Children’s Northern Early Intervention 
Support Service, HomeStart Ballymena and early years outreach delivered by the 
Northern Regional College. These services deliver parenting support, play-based 
development programmes, speech and language interventions and transition-focused 
activities. However, gaps in capacity, reach and coordination mean that too many 
children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds and Minority Ethnic 
Communities, including Roma and Traveller families, are still starting school without the 
skills and confidence they need to succeed. 
 
Key Challenges Identified by Stakeholders: 

▪ Delayed Development: An increasing number of children are entering P1 with 
delayed speech, language and communication skills, impacting literacy, 
confidence and readiness to learn. 

▪ Missed Intervention Windows: Waiting lists for speech and language therapy and 
other developmental supports mean children often do not receive help when it is 
most effective. 

▪ Inconsistent Transitions: Limited and inconsistent programmes to support 
transitions between early years, nursery and primary school leave some children 
unprepared for structured learning environments. 

▪ Barriers for Families: Parents frequently report limited awareness of available 
support and face barriers in accessing information, funding and early intervention 
programmes. These challenges are particularly acute within Roma, Traveller and 
Newcomer communities, where language, cultural differences and trust can 
affect engagement. 
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▪ Capacity Constraints: While strong services exist, practitioners highlighted that 
current provision cannot meet demand and is often reliant on short-term funding, 
creating fragmented delivery and inconsistent impact. 

 
The LRG has emphasised the need to extend and integrate proven approaches, such as 
the Public Health Nursing model and Action for Children’s early intervention 
programmes, ensuring support is available to more families across Ballymena. Increased 
investment in school readiness initiatives, parental engagement strategies and 
collaborative early years models will be critical in ensuring that every child enters P1 
ready to learn, attend and achieve. Without this targeted focus, attainment gaps will 
continue to widen, and schools will face increasing pressures supporting children who 
start their education already behind. 
 

Emerging Priority– Attainment Gaps, Disengagement & Educational 
Inequalities 
The Locality Reference Group (LRG) and extensive stakeholder engagement identified 
tackling disengagement and attainment gaps as a top priority for Ballymena, given its 
significant impact on children and young people’s confidence, participation and longer-
term outcomes. Despite targeted strategies, Ballymena continues to experience some of 
the highest levels of persistent disengagement and underachievement in Northern 
Ireland. Between 2017/18 and 2021/22, 50.3% of pupils in the locality did not achieve five 
GCSEs (A–C), including English and Maths, compared to the Northern Ireland average of 
25.3%12. 
 
Consultations highlighted that disengagement is closely linked to widening attainment 
gaps. Schools, parents and youth workers report growing concerns about children who 
are either already disengaged or at high risk of becoming so. The locality has a persistent 
absence rate of 11.8%, significantly above the Northern Ireland average of 8.2%, 
signalling systemic challenges in keeping children engaged in learning. Stakeholders also 
reported that bullying, racial prejudice, and cultural intolerance contribute directly to 
school avoidance, particularly for Roma, Traveller, and Newcomer pupils. Among priority 
groups, including Care-Experienced Young People and those entitled to Free School 
Meals (FSME), the combination of poverty, trauma and unmet learning needs further 
increases the risk of withdrawal from education. 
 
Schools consistently emphasised their ability to identify early warning signs of 
disengagement yet highlighted that limited Education Welfare Service (EWS) capacity 
and high referral thresholds are impacting on timely interventions. Support is often 
triggered only after significant deterioration in attendance or attainment, meaning many 

 
12 Data source: NI Annual School census 
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children miss critical opportunities for early help. While Ballymena benefits from 
programmes delivered by Action for Children, Northern Regional College outreach, Bytes 
Project mentoring and Education Authority youth provision, stakeholders stressed that 
these services are oversubscribed, fragmented and short-term funded, leaving many at-
risk children without sufficient support. 
 
Key Challenges Identified by Stakeholders: 

▪ High Levels of Disengagement: Ballymena’s persistent absence rate (11.8%) is 
significantly above the Northern Ireland average, increasing the risk of poor 
attainment and long-term disadvantage. 

▪ Priority Groups Disproportionately Affected: Roma, Traveller, Newcomer, Care-
Experienced, and FSME pupils face overlapping barriers, including language 
needs, trauma, cultural exclusion and systemic bias, which heighten the risk of 
disengagement. 

▪ Bullying, Racism & Cultural Intolerance: Stakeholders highlighted growing 
concerns about racial prejudice and bullying affecting attendance, confidence 
and school participation. 

▪ Early Identification Without Early Intervention: While schools can spot early signs 
of disengagement, EWS capacity constraints and high referral thresholds delay 
support, allowing issues to escalate. 

▪ Lack of Flexible Learning Pathways: For pupils who struggle to engage in 
mainstream provision, tailored education pathways and progression routes 
remain limited. 

▪ Fragmented Support Systems: Existing services play a critical role but are 
stretched, disconnected and reliant on short-term funding, reducing their ability 
to sustain impact. 

 
The LRG emphasises that reducing disengagement and closing the attainment gap are 
inseparable goals. Achieving this requires a whole-system response, one that identifies 
risk earlier, strengthens inclusive teaching models, expands proven programmes and 
coordinates support between schools, statutory services and community providers. 
Without sustained focus, Ballymena risks entrenching a cycle where disengagement 
drives underachievement, limiting opportunities for the most vulnerable children and 
young people. 
 

Emerging Priority – SEN & AEN - Transitions, and Positive Destinations  
Provision for children and young people with Special Educational Needs (SEN) and 
Additional Educational Needs (AEN) remains one of the most significant challenges in 
Ballymena, particularly in supporting young people to achieve positive destinations after 
leaving school. Stakeholders consistently highlighted gaps in timely assessment, 
tailored support and structured pathways into further education, training, or 
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employment. With 22% of pupils in the Ballymena RAISE locality identified as having 
SEN/AEN, a figure significantly higher than the Northern Ireland average, local services 
including schools, face considerable pressure to meet demand and prepare young 
people for adulthood.  
 
Consultations with parents, practitioners and schools revealed that many young people 
with SEN/AEN leave education without the qualifications, skills, or confidence needed to 
successfully transition to the next stage. Stakeholders repeatedly emphasised that 
supporting these learners requires a whole-child approach that goes beyond academic 
attainment, focusing on the development of personal, social and communication skills 
essential for independence and employability. The absence of coordinated progression 
pathways creates anxiety for families, limits opportunities and often leads to long-term 
disengagement from education, training and the workforce.  
 
The Locality Reference Group (LRG) identified the need to build on and expand 
successful models already operating in Ballymena. Castle Tower Special School provides 
a strong example of effective specialist provision, combining tailored teaching, family 
engagement, structured transition planning and life-skills development to support 
positive destinations. Stakeholders highlighted the potential to extend these approaches 
into mainstream schools, enabling greater sharing of expertise and consistent, high-
quality support for children with SEN and AEN across the locality. Programmes such as 
the AEL Transitions Programme also demonstrate the value of person-centred planning, 
combining vocational training, soft skills development, mentoring and sustained support 
to prepare young people for meaningful participation in education, training and 
employment.  
 
Additionally, the Department for the Economy Minister (June 2025) highlighted systemic 
challenges, including insufficient placements, inconsistent eligibility criteria and a lack 
of clear information on post-school options for young people with SEN13. These gaps 
reduce choice, create uncertainty for families and limit young people’s opportunities to 
fulfil their potential.  
 
Key Challenges Identified by Stakeholders: 

▪ High Prevalence of SEN/AEN Needs: 22% of pupils in Ballymena are identified as 
having SEN/AEN, placing pressure on local services and provision.  

▪ Transition Gaps: There is a lack of structured, supported pathways from school 
into further education, training, apprenticeships and employment for young 
people with SEN/AEN.  

 
13 Minister's speech - Review of Post-School Education, Skills, and Training Provision, and associated legislative protections, for 
Young People with Special Educational Needs - 16 June 2025 | Department for the Economy 

https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/ministers-speech-review-post-school-education-skills-and-training-provision-and-associated-legislative-protections-young-people-special-educational-needs-16-june-2025
https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/articles/ministers-speech-review-post-school-education-skills-and-training-provision-and-associated-legislative-protections-young-people-special-educational-needs-16-june-2025
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▪ Underdeveloped Personal & Social Skills: Stakeholders stressed the importance 
of focusing on personal, social and communication development to prepare 
young people for independence and positive destinations.  

▪ Limited Access to Tailored Opportunities: Young people and families reported 
restricted access to suitable vocational and life-skills programmes aligned to their 
needs.  

▪ Scaling Proven Models: The Castle Tower model and AEL Transitions Programme 
demonstrate effective person-centred practice, but capacity is limited and 
opportunities to replicate success across the locality remain underused.  

▪ Cross-Agency Coordination Gaps: Better alignment between education, health, 
training providers and employers is needed to deliver more consistent pathways 
and positive outcomes.  

▪ Insufficient Information & Guidance: Families reported a lack of clear, accessible 
information about post-school options, increasing anxiety and reducing informed 
decision-making.  

 
The LRG emphasises the need for a coordinated, person-centred approach to improve 
outcomes for children and young people with SEN and AEN. By scaling effective models, 
embedding the development of personal, social and communication skills into provision, 
and strengthening partnerships between schools, training providers, employers and 
statutory services, Ballymena can ensure that more young people with SEN/AEN 
transition successfully into positive destinations. Without this investment, too many risk 
leaving education without the confidence, skills and support needed to thrive in 
adulthood. 
 

Emerging Priority - Tackling Racial Prejudice, Bullying & Building Cultural 
Awareness  
Through engagement with young people, parents, school and community partners, the 
Locality Reference Group (LRG) identified the need to address racial prejudice, bullying  
and cultural misunderstandings to support better educational outcomes in Ballymena. 
Stakeholders highlighted that incidents of bullying, discrimination and intolerance 
negatively affect children and young people’s confidence, sense of belonging, 
attendance and engagement with learning.  
 
Ballymena has become increasingly diverse, with a growing number of children and 
families from Minority Ethnic Communities, Newcomer and multilingual backgrounds. 
While this enriches the locality, schools and services report that responding effectively 
to cultural differences, language needs and community tensions remains challenging. 
Young people consulted through RAISE engagement sessions described how racial 
prejudice, cultural bias and bullying make it harder to feel accepted in school, 
sometimes leading to school avoidance, reduced attainment and disengagement.  
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Stakeholders highlighted the importance of building cultural awareness and 
understanding among pupils, parents and professionals to foster inclusion and improve 
educational success:  

▪ For pupils: Creating learning environments where diversity is valued and 
understood helps reduce bullying and prejudice while improving young people’s 
sense of belonging, confidence and engagement. Embedding cultural awareness 
into curriculum, school life and youth provision helps pupils develop empathy, 
mutual respect and stronger peer relationships.  
 

▪ For parents and families: Engagement can be challenging for some Newcomer 
and Minority Ethnic families due to language barriers, unfamiliarity with school 
systems and cultural differences. Stakeholders highlighted the need to provide 
accessible information, translation support and culturally sensitive approaches 
to help parents feel confident participating in their child’s education. Stronger 
connections between schools and families build trust and support better 
outcomes for children.  

 
This priority also focuses on building the capacity of professionals to engage effectively 
with Ballymena’s diverse communities. Stakeholders emphasised the need for training, 
partnership working and shared learning to improve responses to prejudice, bullying and 
inclusion challenges. Examples include anti-racism workshops, cultural competence 
training and cross-agency collaboration to ensure that consistent, informed approaches 
are in place across schools and services.  
 
Key Challenges Identified by Stakeholders: 

▪ Impact on Educational Outcomes: Bullying, racial prejudice and cultural 
misunderstandings affect attendance, engagement and attainment for many 
pupils.  

▪ Limited Cultural Awareness: Stakeholders identified a need for better 
understanding of diversity across schools, services and the wider community to 
support inclusion.  

▪ Barriers to Parental Engagement: Families from Newcomer and Minority Ethnic 
communities often face language and cultural barriers, reducing access to 
information and limiting involvement in education.  

▪ Inconsistent Responses Across Schools: While some schools have strong anti-
bullying and inclusion frameworks, others lack structured policies, leading to 
unequal experiences for pupils and families.  

▪ Capacity Gaps in Services: Schools and professionals require greater training 
and tools to address prejudice, bullying and cultural misunderstandings 
effectively.  
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▪ Sharing Learning & Good Practice: Opportunities for peer learning, cross-agency 
training and partnership working remain limited, resulting in inconsistent 
approaches across the locality.  

 
The LRG emphasises that promoting cultural awareness and tackling racial prejudice 
requires a collaborative, whole-community approach. By building capacity among 
schools and services, improving engagement with families and embedding inclusive 
practices, Ballymena can create environments where all children and young people feel 
safe, valued and supported to succeed. 
 

Emerging Priority – Positive Destinations, Skills & Reducing Risk of NEET 
The Locality Reference Group (LRG) identified the need to reduce the risk of young people 
becoming Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET) as a priority for Ballymena. 
While many young people successfully transition into education, training, or work, a 
growing number leave school without qualifications, confidence, or clear pathways to 
positive destinations. The challenge is particularly acute in Ballymena, where only 29% 
of school leavers progress to higher education compared with the Northern Ireland 
average of 40%. 
 
The issue is further highlighted by figures showing that approximately 20% of under-25s 
in Ballymena are NEET, nearly double the NI average of 10.3% (Neighbourhood Renewal 
Area Profiles, 202214). These outcomes are often linked to multiple and overlapping 
vulnerabilities, including care experience, exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs), persistent attendance issues, social exclusion and risk of offending. Without 
earlier and more coordinated support, these young people face significant barriers in 
accessing further education, skills development and employment opportunities, 
increasing the risk of long-term disadvantage. 
 
Consultations with young people revealed frustration at the limited availability of 
accessible training, apprenticeships and re-engagement programmes. Stakeholders 
also highlighted concerns about an overemphasis on academic routes, with fewer 
practical, technical and skills-based options available. While organisations such as the 
Northern Regional College (NRC), Start360, Bytes Project, and the Education Authority 
Youth Service deliver valuable training and employability programmes, stakeholders 
consistently reported that existing provision is fragmented, oversubscribed and reliant on 
short-term funding. The AEL Transitions Programme was repeatedly referenced as an 
example of good practice, demonstrating the value of person-centred planning by 
combining vocational training, soft skills development, mentoring, and structured 
support. However, demand for programmes like this significantly exceeds capacity. 

 
14 Neighbourhood Renewal Area (Source DFC 2022) 
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Key Challenges Identified by Stakeholders: 
▪ High Risk of NEET Outcomes: Approximately 20% of under-25s in Ballymena are 

NEET, nearly double the NI average (10.3%), reflecting structural inequalities and 
limited opportunities. 

▪ Low Progression into Higher Education: Only 29% of school leavers in Ballymena 
progress to higher education, compared with 40% across NI, reducing future 
prospects for many young people. 

▪ Multiple Overlapping Vulnerabilities: Care-Experienced Young People, those 
exposed to ACEs, persistent absentees, and those at risk of offending are 
disproportionately represented among young people becoming NEET. 

▪ Limited Skills-Based Pathways: Apprenticeships, employer-led training, and 
work-based programmes remain restricted and inconsistently available. 

▪ Scaling Up Proven Models: The AEL Transitions Programme shows the value of 
person-centred approaches, but current provision cannot meet local demand. 

▪ Fragmented & Short-Term Provision: While NRC, Start360, Bytes Project, and EA 
Youth Service provide vital programmes, services remain under-resourced, 
disconnected, and unsustainable without longer-term investment. 

▪ Employer Partnerships Underdeveloped: Stakeholders identified the need for 
stronger collaboration between schools, training providers, employers and 
statutory services to better align pathways with local labour market opportunities. 

 
The LRG emphasises the need for a coordinated and sustained approach to reduce NEET 
risk by scaling up successful models, strengthening employer partnerships and ensuring 
earlier, targeted interventions for the most vulnerable young people. Without greater 
investment in accessible, person-centred pathways, Ballymena faces the risk of 
increasing numbers of young people disengaging completely from education, training 
and employment, deepening inequalities and limiting opportunities for future success. 
 
In addition to the emerging priorities, stakeholders identified several overarching issues 
that continue to influence educational outcomes across the locality:  

▪ Poverty and Inequality - high levels of socio-economic deprivation, with child 
poverty rates reaching up to 44% in some areas, continue to impact attendance, 
attainment and participation.  

▪ Emotional Health and Wellbeing - rising mental health pressures among children 
and young people, combined with long waiting times for support, affect 
engagement and readiness to learn.  

▪ Fragmented Services - limited coordination between education, health and 
community services results in duplication, gaps and delays in accessing timely 
support.  

▪ Sustainability of Provision - many effective programmes operate on short-term 
funding, reducing their ability to meet demand and deliver lasting outcomes.  
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▪ Complex Social Challenges - wider issues, including substance misuse, inter-
community tensions and exposure to trauma, continue to affect young people’s 
wellbeing, engagement and educational success. 
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Summary of Key Needs Identified  
 
The table below provides a summary of the key needs identified in Ballymena. Further 
detail is provided in the RAISE Ballymena Strategic Area Plan Strategic Objectives 
section. 
 

Priority 
Ranking 

Objective 

1. To improve school readiness and attendance at Key Stages 1 and 2 by 
establishing a dedicated home school liaison team, equipping parents with 
strategies to use at home to support the emotional regulation of children.  

2. To reengage pupils in school who have disengaged from learning, at risk of 
non-attainment at Key Stage 4. 

3. To increase the number of SEN and AEN pupils aged 14-19 transitioning to 
employment, long term volunteering and/or further education. 

4. To improve inclusion, cultural competence and educational outcomes for 
children and young people from Newcomers, Roma, Irish Traveller, and 
other Minority Ethnic backgrounds.  

5. To strengthen collaboration and build capacity across the RAISE Ballymena 
locality to share expertise, improve access to support and develop joint 
responses to issues such as racial prejudice, bulling and cultural 
misunderstanding. 

6. To improve post-16 pathways and reduce the number of young people at risk 
of becoming Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET), by delivering 
a coordinated, multi-agency programme of guidance, training and 
progression opportunities. 
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Next Steps 
 
To deliver against the objectives and identified needs set out in this Strategic Area Plan a 
series of Locality-Led Projects will be identified through an open call for projects. Project 
proposals are invited from a wide range of organisations. Further information is available 
in guidance notes on the DE website15. 
 
Organisations will submit a Locality-Led Project Identification Template for 
consideration by an Assessment Panel against agreed assessment criteria. Decisions on 
the range of projects to be supported in each Locality will be taken by the RAISE 
Programme Board.  
  

 
15 https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/raise-locality-led-projects 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/raise-locality-led-projects
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/raise-locality-led-projects


 
 

RAISE Ballymena Strategic Area Plan Objectives 

 
Objective 

 
Rationale 

 
Measures 

 
Who will benefit? 

 
Scale of Support 

 
Potential Solutions 

Priority / 
Ranking 

 
Objective 1: Readiness to Learn & Attendance 

To improve readiness to learn 
and attendance at Key Stages 1 
and 2 by establishing a 
dedicated home school liaison 
team, working with parents 
equipping them with strategies 
to use at home to support the 
emotional regulation of children 
and engagement in learning.  
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Increase pupil attendance, 
engagement, confidence and 
aspirations. 

Attendance is highlighted as a 
key area for improvement by 
both the LRG and the Parenting 
Focus consultation. 
 
The link between CYP 
experience anxiety, low self-
esteem, or emotional 
dysregulation and absenteeism 
is well established (BMJ).  
 
EWS in Schools report CYP in NI 
are 25% more likely to require 
support for mental health 
issues. 
 
40% of pupils in locality are Key 
Stages 1 & 2. 
 
This locality has the second 
highest proportion of Roma 
pupils in Northern Ireland, at 
5.7%. 
 

Attendance data  
 
Number of families engaged. 
 
Reduction in Behavioural 
Incidents. 
 
Pre and post survey with 
parents, children, and teachers 
to assess confidence in using 
emotional regulation strategies, 
perceived changes in children’s 
behaviours. 
 

Key Stage 1 & 2 pupils from the 
locality identified by schools on 
the basis of need, using criteria 
such as:  
 
▪ FSME pupils 
▪ Pupils with Tier 2 absence 
▪ Pupils from particular 

Minority Ethnic 
Communities including 
Roma and Traveller 
Communities 

▪ Pupils experiencing bullying 
or racial prejudice. 

 
 

1,044 (40%) pupils are in Key 
Stage 1 & 2 in the locality.  
 
539 (20.6%) pupils in locality are 
receiving FSME. 
 
20% of Key Stage 1 & 2 pupils are 
likely to be in the Tier 2 absence 
category and in need of support 
and this equates to 200 pupils 
over two years. 
 
150 (5.7%) pupils in locality are 
from the Roma background. 
 

It is anticipated that a home school liaison 
team could be established to work closely 
with schools in identifying pupils and work 
directly with parents to support them in 
helping their child with emotional regulation 
and engaging in learning. 
 
The team could be made up of 2-3 
professionals with experience of supporting 
parents and children’s emotional regulation 
and wellbeing.  
 
They can be either school, or community 
based, but working in partnership with 
schools.  
 
The team would be expected to work closely 
with existing parental engagement in school 
and with statutory services i.e. CAMHS, EWS, 
School Nursing 
 

1. 
 
(High) 
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Objective 2: Reengaging Pupils to Improve Attainment  
To reengage pupils in school 
who have disengaged from 
learning and/or at risk of non-
attainment at Key Stage 4 by 
providing a range of diverse 
learning opportunities in 
literacy, numeracy, digital 
skills, vocational skills and life 
skills, supporting their 
progression into further 
education, employment, or 
training.  
 
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Improve pathways for children 
which motivate and support 
learners at risk of exclusion, 
marginalisation, or under-
achievement. 

Between 2017/18-2021/22 the 
number of pupils NOT achieving 
5 GCSEs grade A*-C including 
Maths and English in the locality 
is 50.3% compared to NI average 
of 25.3%. 
 
The LRG have identified this as 
an area needing addressed. 
There is a concern about a 
cohort of pupils at Key Stage 4 
that are likely to leave school 
without qualifications and may 
not currently be in school to help 
them re-engage with school and 
gain motivation for achieving 
qualifications.  
 
The average absentee rate for 
the locality is 11.8% which is 
significantly higher than NI 
average, 8.2%. 
 

Attendance data 
 
Reduction in suspension/ 
expulsions. 
 
Improvements in GCSE/Level 2 
attainment with emphasis on 
English and Maths. 
 
Numbers of pupils moving on to 
employment, education, or 
training.  
 
Pre and post surveys on 
participation, motivation, 
confidence etc.  
 

Year 11 & 12 pupils who have 
disengaged from learning, at risk 
of underachieving.  
 
Pupils will be identified on a 
need’s basis by school, 
community or youth, health 
practitioners.  
 
Focus on pupils who:   
▪ Have restricted/reduced 

timetables.  
▪ Have issues at home 

affecting attendance. 
▪ Are Care Experienced young 

people.  
▪ Are engaging with statutory 

support services and have 
been referred to social 
services, CAMHS, YJA.  

▪ Have English as their 
second language and one 
not spoken within the family 
home.  

▪ Are at risk of offending (14+ 
years), linking with YJA. 

38-50 pupils in Tier 3, Severe 
Chronic attendance.  
 
65-80 pupils in Tier 2, Chronic 
attendance. 
 
365 (14%) of pupils in the RAISE 
locality are in Years 11 & 12. 

It is expected that any potential 
project would work closely with 
schools. The programme of 
support could include:  
 
• Literacy, numerary and 

digital skills learning 
opportunities with an 
employment focus. 

• Young person-centred 
planning - allow participants 
to outline preferred learning 
style and options for 
support.  

• Life skills/personal and 
social development 
sessions aimed at 
enhancing confidence, 
communication, 
collaboration and 
motivation. 

 
The programme should focus on 
reengaging pupils into the 
school settings and not displace 
statutory schooling for the 
pupils involved.  
 
Potential collaboration of 
community & voluntary 
organisations working closely 
with schools and Northern 
Regional College (NRC) to 
deliver a programme to extend 
the reach and good practice of 
existing models.  

2.  
 
(High) 
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Objective 3: SEN & AEN Pathways to Learning & Employment 

To increase the number of SEN 
and AEN pupils aged 14-19 
transitioning to employment, 
long term volunteering and/or 
further education, by delivering 
a programme which provides 
additional access to inclusive 
learning and/or work 
placements in locations, 
supported by key mentoring staff 
to improve personal, social, and 
communicative skills.  
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Increase the proportion of 
school leavers going to positive 
destinations. 

Evidence of existing local 
programmes provides a strong 
foundation to extend their reach 
and amplify impact.  
 
22% of 2,621 RAISE pupils for 
Ballymena locality are 
categorised as SEN & AEN. 
 
Parents during the consultation 
identified this as key issue. 
 
LRG feedback highlights that 
inconsistent support leaves SEN 
learners without clear post-
school pathways, contributing 
to high NEET rates. 

Number of pupils supported by 
the programme.  
 
Number of qualifications 
achieved.  
 
Number into positive pathways 
such as employment, 
volunteering, or further 
education.  
 
Use of tools to measure 
improvements in competencies 
such as confidence, inter-
personal skills, resilience, 
communication, motivation etc. 

SEN & AEN young people aged 
14-19 identified on the basis of 
need. 
 
Pupils will be identified by 
schools from any of the schools 
in the Ballymena Learning 
Together ALC.  
 

In the locality, 22% of RAISE 
pupils, totalling 581 children and 
young people are identified as 
being SEN or AEN. 
 
335 pupils in the locality are in 
Years 12-14.  
 

Potential collaboration of 
community & voluntary 
organisations working closely 
with schools to deliver a 
programme to extend the reach 
of existing models of good 
practice delivered locally.  
 
Programme to be delivered at 
off-campus locations during 
school hours.  
 
The programme could provide:  
• Access to qualifications  
• Mentoring support  
• Access to work 

tours/placements 
• Social and recreational 

activities  
• Life skill development  
• Links between young people 

and families, host school 
and placement setting. 

 
This programme should not 
displace statutory schooling for 
the pupils involved. 
 

3. 
 
(High) 
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Objective 4: Improving Cultural Competence & Bullying Reduction to Support Educational Success 

To improve inclusion, cultural 
competence, and educational 
outcomes for children and 
young people from Newcomers, 
Roma, Irish Traveller, and other 
Minority Ethnic backgrounds by 
delivering a coordinated, multi-
agency programme of support.  
 
This will be achieved by 
implemented targeted initiatives 
within schools and communities 
that raise awareness of cultural 
diversity, challenge racial 
prejudice, and reduce bullying.  
 
The programme will equip 
pupils, parents, educators and 
school leaders with the 
knowledge, skills, and 
confidence to build respectful 
relationships and foster a sense 
of belonging for every child.  
 
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Improve relationships between 
settings and children and young 
people, parents and community. 

The LRG have identified this as 
an area needing addressed. 
 
This locality has the second 
highest proportion of Roma 
pupils in Northern Ireland, at 
5.7%. 
 
8.5% of RAISE locality pupils are 
from a Minority Ethnic 
Community. 
 
Recent unrest in Ballymena has 
highlighted the need for targeted 
support for families and schools 
to address the impact on 
Minority Ethnic Communities 
and ensure inclusive, safe, and 
effective learning environments. 
 
 

Number of schools, families, 
and community groups 
participating across all SOAs. 
 
Attendance and engagement 
rates in workshops, training 
sessions, and events. 
 
Pre- and post-programme 
surveys assessing  
▪ Cultural competence and 

understanding among 
pupils, parents and 
educators.  

▪ Feelings of safety, inclusion 
and belonging. 

 
Reduction in reported incidents 
of bullying or discrimination 
related to ethnicity or culture. 
 
Improved educational 
engagement and outcomes for 
Newcomer, Roma, Irish Traveller 
and Minority Ethnic children in 
Ballymena.  

Primary and post-primary 
schools in the locality based on 
need, with the highest number of 
pupils who are from the 
following communities: 
 
▪ Newcomer 
▪ Roma  
▪ Irish traveller  
▪ Minority Ethnic pupils  

 
Focus on SOAs in Ballymena 
where the tensions or 
segregation are most 
pronounced to ensure 
interventions are targeted, not 
diluted.  

All primary and post-primary 
schools in the locality.  
 
150 (5.7%) pupils in the locality 
are from the Roma background. 
 
43 (1.6%) pupils in the locality 
are from the Traveller 
community.  
 
223 (8.5%) pupils in the locality 
are from a Minority Ethnic 
Community.  

 It is anticipated that a 
structured programme of 
training be delivered across all 
schools and education settings 
serving SOAs in Ballymena. 
 
Programme may include: 
▪ Workshops, assemblies, 

and teacher training. 
▪ Developer tailor materials 

that reflect the Ballymena 
contexts. 

▪ Use best practice 
frameworks including DE 
Anti-bullying policies and 
possible approaches e.g., 
Roots of Empathy, 
Restorative Practice to 
address specific challenges 
raised by the Ballymena 
schools. 

 
 
This programme should 
complement, not duplicate the 
existing provisions implemented 
following the recent unrest.  
 

4. 
 
(Medium) 
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Objective 5: Building Capacity For Inclusive Education 

To strengthen collaboration and 
build capacity across the RAISE 
Ballymena locality by delivering 
a coordinated programme of 
partnership working.  
 
This will be achieved by 
establishing structured 
connections between primary 
and post-primary schools, local 
organisations, and service 
providers to share expertise, 
improve access to support, and 
develop joint responses to 
issues such as racial prejudice, 
bullying, and cultural 
misunderstanding.  
 
By improving coordination, we 
will ensure more effective use of 
existing resources, reduce 
duplication, and create a 
stronger, more inclusive 
education and community 
network that benefits every child 
and family.  
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Improve relationships between 
education settings and children 
and young people, parents and 
community. 
 
 

The LRG have identified this as 
an area needing addressed. 
 
This locality has the second 
highest proportion of Roma 
pupils in Northern Ireland, at 
5.7%. 
 
8.5% of RAISE locality pupils are 
from a minority ethnic 
community. 
 
Recent unrest in Ballymena has 
highlighted the need for targeted 
support for families and schools 
to address the impact on 
Minority Ethnic Communities 
and ensure inclusive, safe and 
effective learning environments. 
 

Number of schools actively 
engaged in the Ballymena 
Schools Inclusion Network. 
 
Number of multi-agency 
partners collaborating. 
 
Evidence of improved 
information sharing between 
schools and services. 
 
Number of community 
connector referrals successful 
linking families to support 
services. 
 
Schools reporting increase 
confidence in tackling racial 
prejudice, bulling and inclusion 
challenges.  

Primary and post-primary 
schools in the locality based on 
need, with the highest number of 
pupils who are from the 
following communities: 
 
▪ Newcomer 
▪ Roma  
▪ Irish traveller  
▪ Minority Ethnic pupils  
 
 

All primary and post-primary 
schools in the locality.  
 
150 (5.7%) pupils in the locality 
are from the Roma background. 
 
43 (1.6%) pupils in the locality 
are from the Traveller 
community.  
 
223 (8.5%) pupils in the locality 
are from a Minority Ethnic 
Community. 

There are a number of possible 
solutions available: 
 
1. Establish a Schools Inclusion 
Network, who will 
▪ Create a dedicated network of 

primary and post-primary 
schools within the locality to 
share best practice, resources, 
and approaches to tackling 
bullying, cultural prejudice, 
and inclusion challenges.  

▪ Enable school leaders to 
collaborate strategically, 
reducing duplication and 
ensuing consistent messaging 
across schools. 

▪ Align the networks work with 
the EA Community in Schools 
team and EHWB Framework to 
ensure integration with wider 
EA strategies.  

 
2. Employ a Community 
Connector, whose role will be: 
▪ Act as a link between schools, 

statutory partners and 
community organisations. 

▪ Map existing local services and 
programmes. 

▪ Connect schools with the right 
supports quickly, improving 
responsiveness for families 
and children. 

▪ Facilitate cross-agency 
collaboration, ensuring that 
education, health, and 
community teams work 
together. 

 
3. Expand Existing Model into 
other areas 
▪ Build on the success of the 

Harryville Hub. 
▪ Deliver holistic support to 

families and schools through 
cross -sector collaboration. 

▪ Hubs act as a central point of 
access for families seeking 
advice, inclusion support and 
pathways to wider services. 

 

5. 
 
(Low) 
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Objective 6: Ballymena Pathways – Creating Opportunities for Every Young Person 

To improve post-16 pathways 
and reduce the number of young 
people at risk of becoming Not in 
Education, Employment or 
Training (NEET), by delivering a 
coordinated multi-agency 
programme of guidance, training 
and progression opportunities in 
the RAISE Ballymena Locality.  
 
Timescale: January 2026 - 
August 2027 
 
 
 
Lead RAISE Intermediary 
Benefit  
Increase the proportion of 
school leavers going to positive 
destinations. 
 

This was highlighted as a key 
area for improvement by both 
the LRG and the Parenting Focus 
consultation. 
 
In 2023/24, only 29% pupils 
RAISE Ballymena locality, 
progressed in Higher Education, 
compared to NI average, 40%. 
 
Between 2017/18-2021/22 the 
number of pupils NOT achieving 
5 GCSEs grade A*-C including 
Maths and English in the locality 
is 50.3% compared to NI average 
of 25.3%. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reduction in the number of 
young people at risk of 
becoming NEET. 
 
Improve access to vocational 
courses, apprenticeships, and 
local job opportunities. 
 
Number of young people 
receiving independent careers 
advice. 
 
Number of parents/carers 
attending post-16 information 
sessions. 
 

Post-16 pupils at risk of 
becoming NEET as identified on 
a needs basis by school, 
community, or youth services. 
 
Focus on pupils who:   
▪ Have  issues at home 

affecting attendance. 
▪ Are care experienced young 

people.  
▪ Are engaging with statutory 

support services such as 
social services, CAMHs, 
YJA.  

▪ Have English as their 
second language and one 
not spoken within the family 
home.  

▪ Are at risk of offending (14+ 
years), linking with YJA. 

All post-primary schools in the 
RAISE SOAs. 
 
162 (6%) of pupils in the RAISE 
locality are in Years 13 & 14. 

The programme will deliver a 
coordinated post-16 support 
model in Ballymena, ensuring 
that every young person has 
access to the information, 
training, and opportunities they 
need to move into further 
education, training or 
employment.  
 
By bring schools, training 
providers, community 
organisations and local 
employers together, creating a 
joined-up system that tackles 
disengagement.  
 
Programme components will 
include: 
▪ Independent impartial 

careers advice. 
▪ Delivery early engagement 

sessions for pupils and 
parents, ensuring families 
understand all available 
options well before GCSE 
and A-Level results. 

▪ Developed a centralised 
digital resource hub with 
localised information on FE 
courses, apprenticeships, 
and training programmes. 

▪ Work with Careers Service 
NI and NRC to ensure clear, 
timely guidance is 
accessible.  

▪ Partner with NRC, training 
providers and employers to 
increase the number of 
local vocational training 
places. 

 

6. 
 
(Low) 

 

  



 
 

 


