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RAISE East Belfast 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 localities’ 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:

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

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES
Raising achievement and addressing educational disadvantage;
and
Raising aspirations through a whole community approach to education

RAISING ACHIEVEMENT

v Raising standards with a focus on increasing literacy, numeracy and digital skills
outcomes for all pupils;

v" Reduce the gap between FSME and non-FSME pupils;

v Improve pathways for children which motivate and support leamers at risk of exclusion,
marginalisation and underachievement;

v Increase opportunities and empower education professionals through professional
leaming programmes.

RAISING ASPIRATIONS

¥ Increase the value of education to families and children;

INTERMEDIARY BENEFITS

v Increase pupil attendance, engagement, confidence and aspiration;
v Increase the proportion of school leavers going to positive destinations;

v Improve relationships between education settings and children and young people,
parents and community;

v Build capacity within communities and increase collective impact through a whole
community approach.

1 Belfast has been sub divided into four areas.

E @ @ Education

dsp”“rmﬂs & A(#’EVEHEW www.education-ni.gov.uk




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 startin
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 outin 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 East Belfast 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 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 website?. 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
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Introducing the RAISE East Belfast Locality

The RAISE East Belfast locality is within the Belfast City Council local government district
(LGD) and includes the Super Output Area (SOA’s), Ballymacarrett (1,2 & 3), The Mount (1
& 2), Woodstock (1, 2 & 3) and Bloomfield (1 &3). These areas are referred to as ‘Inner
East’, stretching from the city centre outwards and largely considered as communities
that live in the shadow of H&W cranes, with close ties to the legacy of the shipyard and
other similar industries. A large part of the RAISE locality is within the Inner East Belfast
Neighbourhood Renewal Area and parts of the area are also included in the Urban
Villages initiative as a result of multiple levels of deprivation.

The map shows the RAISE East Belfast SOA’s: Ballymacarrett (1,2 & 3), The Mount (1 & 2),
Woodstock (1, 2 & 3) and Bloomfield (1 &3).

Figures from the Inner East Neighbourhood Renewal Profile (2022)% indicate that there are
approximately 25, 411 people living within the Neighbourhood Renewal Area of East
Belfast. Across this area, 5182 young people are aged between 0-15 years, and it’s
estimated that 49% of the population aged between 0-19 years are living in poverty.

Within the RAISE East Belfast locality, there are 3,433 pupils enrolled across nursery,
primary and post primary schools, according to school census data for 2024/25 “.

3 Neighbourhood Renewal Area Profiles 2022 - Belfast | Department for Communities
4 Data source: NI Annual School census
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https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/neighbourhood-renewal-area-profiles-2022-belfast

The East Belfast RAISE locality had 232 pupils enrolled in the nursery sector, 1,797 pupils
enrolled in the Primary sector and 1,404 pupils enrolled in Post Primary (including Years
13 and 14).

There is an increasing diversity amongst the population of this part of East Belfast, with
people from a range of socio-economic backgrounds living and working in these
communities and an increasing ethnically diverse community making these areas in East
Belfast their home.

The RAISE Programme has engaged with key stakeholders through over 40 individual
meetings as well as: an engagement event with community, schools and other interested
stakeholders; consultation workshops with children and young people and parents /
carers; a Strategic Area Plan workshop for stakeholders and; a series of meetings of the
Locality Reference Group.
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Key Statistics - Why is the RAISE Programme needed in East
Belfast?

The vision for RAISE East Belfast is:

To build confidence for parents and children through nurturing connections from
cradle to career and embedding a trauma informed relational approach across the
local community. Through improving social infrastructure connections around the

school and community, it will improve education attainment and aspirations for the
young people in East Belfast.

The statistics below set out the need for RAISE in the East Belfast locality. Department of
Education data® shows that:

e 58.3% of RAISE pupils in East Belfast RAISE locality are in receipt of Free School Meals.
This is compared to the Northern Ireland average of 25.9%.

e 21% of pupils identified as SEN Category 1 and 2, whilst 11.1% have a statement of
Special Educational Needs.

e 1.3% of pupils are Care Experienced Young People.

e Thecurrentabsence rate across the locality is 13.3%. which is significantly higherthan
the Northern Ireland average of 8.2%.

e In terms of attainment, 52.2% of pupils having completed GCSEs have not achieved
five or more GCSEs including English and Maths.

e The suspension rate across the RAISE East Belfast Locality is 2.72%. The Northern
Ireland average is 1.8% °.

e With growing diversity present across East Belfast, this has been reflected in the pupil
demographics with 20.3% of pupils within this locality identified as minority ethnic
pupils who come from a range of nationalities.

5 Data source: NI Annual School census
8 Pupil suspensions and expulsions | Department of Education
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https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/pupil-suspensions-and-expulsions#:~:text=The%20following%20data%20contain%20suspensions%20and%20expulsions%20data,annually%20publishes%20data%20on%20pupil%20suspensions%20and%20expulsions.

e 19.1% of these are categorised as newcomer pupils suggesting a level of language
support is required and that these pupils are relatively new members of our local
communities’.

The data contained in the table below relates to the 10 SOAs identified in RAISE East
Belfast.

Pupil Numbers: 3,433 (including nursery pupils)
Statemented Pupils: 376

Stages 1&2: 711

Total SEN: 1,087

FSME: 1,975

Minority ethnic pupils: 735

Children looked after: 43

Irish Traveller: fewer than 5

Roma: 44

% of school leavers Not achieving 5+ GCSEs A*-C incl. Eng/Math 2017/18 to
2021/22: 52%

Leaving education, the majority of young people enter into Further Education, with 39%
of young people taking this path when leaving school. 22% of young people go directly
into employment, and a further 22% go into Higher Education. A further 13% of young
people go onto training with 4% of school leavers becoming unemployed or going to
‘other destinations’.

Within the East Belfast Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership (CYPSP)® the
main themes for the current year’s action plan are focused around;

e Poverty & Cost of Living

e Mental Health and Emotional Health

e School Disruption

e Early Intervention Support

Throughout these areas, there are several gaps identified in terms of provision,
specifically around support for children under four years old outside the Sure Start area
as well as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) support post diagnoses and counselling and
therapeutic services. Support for teenagers and also cost of living pressures have also
been highlighted as gaps in terms of provision.

7 Data source: NI Annual School census
8 Data source: NI Annual School leavers survey
® Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership (CYPSP)
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https://cypsp.hscni.net/

Whilst CYPSP do not have resources to support the delivery of programmes, they support
the strategic priorities and direction for localities in terms of shared planning and
development for Children and Young People.

The percentage of school leavers not achieving five or more GCSEs including English and
Maths has demonstrated a sizable change, with the Inner East Belfast Neighbourhood
Renewal Report highlighting that the numbers of young people achieving their GCSE
grades has almost tripled between 2005 and the reports publication in 2022. Below is the
Neighbourhood Renewal Area Profile Report Education Summary for Inner East Belfast'™.

1ION SUMMc

Attendance rate in primary school
children has decreased (% of half days
attended) 92%

Attendance rate in Post - primary school
children has increased (% of half days
attended) 89%

Average primary school class size has
increased between 2006-2021

Attainment

% of those achieving at least 5 GCSE's
grades A*-C (or equiv) has more than
doubled

% of those achieving at least 5 GCSE's
grades A*-C (incl English and Maths) has
almost tripled

»® oo a

19 Neighbourhood Renewal Area Profiles 2022 - Belfast | Department for Communities
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https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/neighbourhood-renewal-area-profiles-2022-belfast

Key Stakeholders, Existing Collaboration and Complementary
Investment

There are a number of key strategic plans and programmes which impact the RAISE
locality.

This includes the Belfast Agenda, produced by Belfast City Council. The RAISE
Programme’s Strategic Objectives and the Department of Education’s vision that “every
child and young person is happy, learning and succeeding” aligns with the strategic intent
of the Belfast Agenda' which outlines that “every child and young person is supported in
their wellbeing and learning”.

The Tackling Educational Inequalities Theme within the Belfast Agenda recognises the
importance of a “whole community approach” which is referenced on numerous
occasions in the Belfast Agenda Action Plan. This is the key methodology of the RAISE
programme included in the Strategic objective ‘Raising aspirations through a whole
community approach’. Both the Belfast Agenda and RAISE draw on the “A Fair Start”
report’? as the informing document. It is therefore crucial that close working relationships
are established and maintained with Belfast City Council to ensure that RAISE and the
Belfast Agenda are aligned and work together to achieve their respective outcomes.

Itis important to note that whilst the Belfast Agenda and Belfast City Council operate on
a citywide basis, the RAISE Programme will focus on smaller sections of the city due to
the criteria used to selectthe SOAs. All of the actions contained within the Belfast Agenda
Tackling Education Inequalities theme align with the priorities and objectives laid out in
this Strategic Area Plan.

The Belfast City Council Citywide GCSE programme focuses on raising GCSE attainment
and bridging the gap between FSME and non-FSME pupils, offering additional after
school revision classes supporting the achievement of pupils from D-C grades.

The Belfast City Council Hardship Programme gives participating schools the autonomy
to design stigma free projects that help tackle poverty with projects including, breakfast
clubs, healthy eating initiatives, uniform assistance, stationary support and Period
poverty projects.

Both the Citywide GCSE and the Hardship Programmes will be ending in August 2025.

1 Belfast Agenda 2024 - 2028 | Your say Belfast
2 A Fair Start — Final Report & Action Plan | Department of Education
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https://yoursay.belfastcity.gov.uk/belfast-agenda-2024-2028
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.

East Belfast has a strong community infrastructure. There are many community and
voluntary organisations across the locality who deliver education and support for
children, young people and their families such as; Action Mental Health-New Life,
Barnardo’s, Bloomfield Community Association, Community Development Workers in
Belfast City Council, East Belfast Alternatives, East Belfast Mission Aspire Project, East
Belfast Sure Start, Ledley Hall Boys and Girls Club Trust, Oasis Caring in Action, Phoenix
Education, Save the Children, Short Strand Community Forum, UHub, Charter NI,
Walkway Community Association, Willowfield Parish Community Association and Youth
Initiatives.

The main Strategic Partnerships with a remit across East Belfast are East Belfast
Community Development Agency (EBCDA) and EastSide Partnership (ESP).

EastSide Learning- (part of EastSide Partnership) was established in 2014 promotes
partnership working between schools and communities providing strategic support and
coordinating interventions such as; EastSide Early Years Network, EastSide Early
Learning Community, After school/ homework clubs/ summer learning programmes and
connection to Primary Principals Forum and the East Belfast Area Learning Community
(EBALC).

EastSide Early Years Network - Facilitated by EastSide Learning with representation
from 26 early years providers including private daycares, pre-school play groups, nursery
provision and East Belfast Sure Start who acts as chair.

EastSide Early Learning Community - Facilitated by EastSide Learning in partnership
with Save the Children and Sure Start, this includes representation from statutory bodies
and other professionals interested in outcomes for children.

East Belfast Family Support Hubs - The RAISE Locality is served by the Inner East Family
Support Hub managed by East Belfast Alternatives.

East Belfast Locality Planning Group (LPG) - The Children and Young People Strategic
Partnership (CYPSP) for the locality which brings people together to strategically plan for
the outcomes for children and young people across East Belfast and is made up of
representatives of Statutory providers, community and voluntary organisations.

Belfast Outcomes Group - The CYPSP locality planning groups feed into this Belfast wide
Outcomes Group and representatives from East Belfast LPG sit on this group. This
Outcomes group plans strategically for improving children and young people’s outcomes
across the city.

Department of 1 1
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Inner East Neighbourhood Partnership - The Inner East Neighbourhood Partnership
(IENP) was established in 2005 to carry out the task outlined in the Department for
Communities (DfC) ‘People and Place’ document: ‘to develop an Action Plan for
Neighbourhood Renewal for the area’. IENP covers the Short Strand, lower end of
Newtownards Road, Albertbridge Road, part of Beersbridge, The Mount, Woodstock
Road and lower end of Ravenhill Road areas in East Belfast. Facilitation and
administration services are provided by the Neighbourhood Renewal Coordinator at
EastSide Partnership. The partnership is made up of community, statutory and elected
members with a current registration of 27 individuals/groups.

East Belfast Youth Connect - A consortium led by Phoenix with Ledley Hall Boys and
Girls Trust, Oasis Caring in Action and Walkway Community Association. They deliver
the Supporting People And Resilient Communities (SPARC) project. The three year
project, started in July 2025 and addresses critical gaps in services for marginalised
young people and families aiming to improve mental health support for young people,
strengthen family and community support networks, reduce anti-social behaviour,
increase engagement in positive activities, and improve emotional resilience and life
skills.

Youth Practitioners Forum - East Belfast Youth Practitioners' Forum is facilitated by
EBCDA and its purpose is to support youth practitioners working in East Belfast
communities, supporting and enhancing the day-to-day practice with young people.

East Belfast Primary Principals Group - The East Belfast Primary Principals group meet
to discuss sectoral challenges, plan together on common educational themes and share
good practice.

East Belfast Area Learning Community for Post-Primary School Principals (EBALC) -
EBALC provides a forum for the post primary sector to plan and organise professional
development opportunities, engage with other key strategic partners and organise
around shared interests and challenges. They deliver the Entitlement Framework.

Extended Schools Clusters- 10 primary schools and 5 post primary schools in East
Belfast are in receipt of extended schools funding and make up an Extended school
cluster. They come together to agree funding priorities, identify key challenges and
organise as a cluster to enhance and develop curriculum access for pupils from
marginalised and disadvantaged backgrounds.

Further & Higher Education - The main further education provider is Belfast Metropolitan
College which delivers from Level 1 qualifications up to Level 5 and HND. There are
community-based training initiatives which also deliver employment training to young

RAISE Fdueation
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people, such as Belfast Works. Across the city there is an active presence of both Queens
University and Ulster University who deliver widening participation programmes to
support students to access higher education.

Phoenix Education Centre - is a community-based, accredited education provider that
offers open-access training to the public. Their programmes include Essential Skills in
Literacy, Numeracy, and ICT, as well as a wide range of OCN-accredited courses such as
Drugs and Substance Misuse, Mental Health for Young People, Personal Development
and Wellbeing, Vocational Skills, and Good Relations & Diversity. They also offer courses
in British Sign Language and Employability, all designed to build confidence, skills, and
progression pathways for learners of all ages.

Youth Service - this provision is both Education Authority (EA) controlled provision and
EA funded provision. In the RAISE locality, EA controlled provision consists of an area
project, with a full-time youth centre in Doyle Youth Club, Short Strand and a part time
youth centre in Archway Youth Club in Lomond Avenue. EA also fund provision through
the Local Area Funded groups who work to a Local Area Specification. Ledley Hall Boys
and Girls Trust currently hold the specification for Mount and Woodstock areas and
receive funding through Children in Need to deliver a homework club. Ledley Hall Boys
and Girls Trust and Youth Initiatives based in Ballymac/St Christophers Church hold a
full-time specification in the RAISE area and Walkway hold a part-time specification.

Outside of EA funding there are a range of Uniformed groups that deliver programmes
across the locality, particularly across the Church sector, who utilise volunteers and
access funding through alternative sources.

Other provision and networks/forums - include the Anti-Poverty Network, Community
Development Café, Churches Network, Health Forum, Inner East Forum and Good
Relations Forum. There are also specific projects like the Legacy Project (EastSide) and
Nxt Gen Youth (OASIS Caring in Action) both offering OCNs to targeted groups of young
people.

Significant investments - in a range of education and in tackling educational
disadvantage in East Belfast include Sure Start, WRAP, Nurture, Extended Schools, the
Pathway Fund, EA’s SEN Early Years Inclusion Service and the Pre-school Education
Inclusion Support Fund (PSEISF).

Funding through the PEACE PLUS programmes for Community Empowerment
Employability, Sport for Peace Employability and the Inspiring Future Belfast-Youth
Programme. This programme works across four different age groups (9-12; 12-15; 16-18;
and 19-25 years) to enable young people to become agents of peace in their communities

RAISE Fdueation
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and beyond, with the goal of promoting and understanding peace among the younger
generation and inspire future Belfast.

Other government departments, including the Executive Office, the Department of
Communities, Department of Justice and the Department of Health also invest in East
Belfast. Programmes include Communities in Transition, the Planned Interventions
Programme, T-BUC Camps Programme, Fresh Start, Community Initiative to Reduce
Violence (CIRV) and a range of other programmes aimed at those from minority ethnic
backgrounds, refugees and asylum seekers.

epartment of 1 4
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Needs Analysis

Views of Children and Young People

The RAISE Programme are using the Lundy Model of Participation'. 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 Plan.

Department of Education commissioned Stranmillis Centre for Research in Educational
Underachievement (CREU) to engage with young people to inform the development of
Strategic Area Plans. 12 young people in a local youth setting, six boys and six girls aged
between 13-17 participated in a ‘Young Experts by Experience’ group undertaken by
Stranmillis CREU.

The young people in the youth setting placed a real value on community and being
together. They expressed strong connections to family and their peer groups and
identified their social lives and cultural identity as being important to them. However,
they also identified a number of community draw backs, specifically referring to physical
spaces within their community as ‘dirty streets’ and ‘bad houses’ as well as making
reference to drug usage in the area and ‘dodgy people’.

Key concern for the young people was around mental health and poor mental health
experienced by many young people. When asked about aspirations they had a wide range
of aspirations that tended to be linked to vocational and non-professional career choices.
When asked how they could achieve these goals, they were unsure of how to get there or
who could help but reflected on the influence of parents and teachers to push them to
achieve.

In terms of what could make things better for them, the young people talked about
improved sports facilities as well as improved healthcare system, the young experts
reflected on the current pressures in health and also the increase in vaping for young
people, expressing that these should be priorities to be addressed. When asked about
education the young people had several suggestions linked to curriculum content,
pedagogy, assessment, additional support and enhanced teaching. The young people
suggested that lessons needed to be more engaging and interactive to help children stay
focused with more free time and wider range of extra-curricular activities available to

3 Enabling the meaningful participation of children and young people globally: The Lundy Model | Research |
Queen's University Belfast
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them. They expressed a desire for reduced assessments and rewards for achieving good
grades.

Furthermore, the young people called for additional revision classes and access to
tutoring for allyoung people as opposed to those who can afford it with specific reference
to providing additional support within grammar schools where they recognised that some
children can fall behind without the additional support. Finally, this group of young
experts highlighted the need for further training for teachers to enhance their pedagogical
practice.

A further workshop was facilitated by the Locality Co-Ordinator in a local post primary
setting with 13 young people who make up the school council, participating across years
8-14. Similar views were expressed by the Student Council pupils who highlighted the
social opportunities within their communities as a real benefit yet also acknowledged
safety concerns which impacted on them going out in the evening time. In terms of
education, the young people highlighted more opportunities to have lessons recorded
and chances to catch up on lessons missed, reflecting that it’s really easy to fall behind
if they miss school or classes. They reflected positive relationships with teachers and
class assistants as being important factors in asking for additional help and support and
also highlighted the need for additional support for young people and families coming
from working class communities, recognising the barriers that young people from these
communities’ face. These young people also advocated for breakfast clubs and
additional support to address ‘holiday hunger’ recognising that this is a challenge for
many families who are struggling financially.

Mental health was also highlighted by the young people in terms of support to deal with
anxiety, particularly the proactive approaches that the school have undertaken to
support them. Some suggestions to further improve this support structure was to utilise
peer support across the year groups, along with transition support from primary to post
primary and specific support for neurodiverse young people and increasing the visibility
and support for LGBTQI+ within school to outside organisations. Many of the young
people expressed a desire that there would be more consequences for bullying both
within and outside of school.

Views of Parents and Carers

Parenting Focus were also commissioned by the Department of Education to engage with
parents to inform the development of Strategic Area Plans. The parent and carers focus
group facilitated by Parenting Focus was with a Dad’s group, consisting of 15 dads with
children aged between 6 months to 14 years of age. Throughout their discussion, they

Department of 1 6
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spoke openly about their experiences engaging with school, issues with confidence and
their own academic abilities as well as concerns about their wider community.

Several dads acknowledged they had little direct involvement with their child’s school,
either because they lacked confidence or because they felt unwelcome. They believed
that schools often fail to recognise the importance of community relationships and that
having outreach workers or local community staff involved in school engagement would
make a significant difference.

Many struggled with their own literacy and numeracy skills and felt embarrassed when
trying to help with homework. They worried their children would think they were "stupid"
and, as a result, often avoided getting involved. However, there was a strong willingness
to be involved. Importantly, they emphasised that they would only participate in learning
programmes if held in a community setting and would not attend if invited directly by the
school.

Many parents welcomed the emotional regulation programmes being delivered in school
but felt that there needed to be more support for their children in terms of emotional
health and wellbeing. They believed schools needed to take a much more trauma-
informed approach, particularly in recognising the impact of poverty, family breakdown,
and community issues on children’s behaviour.

They expressed concerns that schools were disconnected, with many teachers from
middle class backgrounds and unable to appreciate the financial struggles and burdens
that were present in the local community.

The parents also highlighted their concerns for their children’s safety and wellbeing,
particularly in regards to the impact of drug dealing across the community and how easy
it is to get drawn into criminality, indicating that for many young people they see it as a
viable route to financial stability.

In terms of wider safety concerns the dad’s felt unequipped to deal with the new dangers
that the online world pose for children and young people. They raised concerns about the
impact of social media on their children’s wellbeing and felt that there was a ‘desperate
need’ for better education around these issues for both parents and children. They
believed schools and community organisations should work together to provide more
structured support, including early intervention programmes, mentoring schemes, and
safer spaces for young people to talk openly about the pressures they face.

The fathers saw sport as a key positive influence in children’s lives and wanted more
funded opportunities for extracurricular activities. They suggested activities such as

RAISE Fdueation
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mountain climbing, boxing, cinema trips, and free summer clubs to keep young people
engaged and away from negative influences. The group also discussed the importance of
bonfires as a social experience for young people. While they recognised the issues of
anti-social behaviour and drinking, they felt there was no clear alternative for teenagers
in the area. They were unsure how to make bonfires safer while still preserving them as
an important community tradition.

The fathers highlighted several key changes they believed would help schools better
support children and families. Financially, they called for more grants for school
uniforms, PE kits, and school trips. They stressed the need for better communication
between schools and parents, including more face-to-face meetings and opportunities
for parental input on key decisions. They also saw a greater role for community
organisations in bridging the gap between parents and schools, particularly through
outreach workers and locally based support staff. In terms of education, they wanted
schools to provide more drug awareness, online safety education, and real-life skills such
as budgeting. The fathers also strongly supported more dedicated dads’ programmes and
opportunities to be actively involved in their children’s education.

Parenting Focus also carried out a parent survey. 85 parents / carers from East Belfast
responded. Parents /carers responded from each education sector (27% early years, 80%
primary and 29% post-primary). 36% of parents / carers who responded to the survey
had neurodiverse children and 29% children with special educational needs. There was
also 45% of parents / carers who responded ‘other’ to the question about which
particular group their children belonged to and whether they may need additional
support.

59% of respondents had not difficulties with their child attending school. 28% responded
that their child experienced school related anxiety and 20% experienced school refusal /
avoidance. The main barriers to their children engaging in learning were additional
learning needs, lack of confidence / motivation, anxiety or emotional distress and family
challenges (e.g. caring responsibilities).

Speech, language and communication, reading skills, accessing the curriculum and
support with GCSE English and Maths (older pupils) were the areas in which parents /
carers believed their child needed extra support. Targeted small group learning was the
most popular additional learning support followed by creative approaches to learning
inside school, learning through play, creative approaches to learning outside of school
and afterschool and breakfast clubs.

Additionally 26% of parents of children in primary school responded that their child
would benefit from more support managing their emotions and behaviour and 33%
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thought this kind of support would be useful after school. In relation to support for
themselves, parents / carers most popular response was for support with their child’s
emotional regulation, improved communication with school, parenting programmes,
better links for family support hubs and parent support groups within school.

Gaps in provision

Across the locality, there is a lot of capacity within local organisations to deliver support
to families and the community. Organisations are used to working in partnership with
different settings on a professional level, however a ‘community connector’ has been
identified, by all stakeholders, particularly the education sector, as a key role in terms of
being the bridge between schools, homes and support services.

Opportunities have been identified to build upon previous capacity building programmes
for early years professionals to enhance awareness of speech, language and
communication development and needs. Previous work can be expanded upon and
enhanced to develop training and capacity building across the early years, nursery and
primary sector to improve interventions and language skills in our youngest children.

There is strong capacity across the community and education sectors in East Belfast who
have demonstrated their ability to develop and deliver programmes suitable for their local
communities and flexible to meet growing needs. These organisations have also
demonstrated their ability to work in partnership to enhance their offering and support
capacity building within smaller organisations.

In consideration of the data and feedback from children and young people, parents and
carers and the wider group of stakeholders there have been four key areas of priority
identified in the form of:

Transition and Engagement Support
Speech, Language and Communication
Literacy and Numeracy

Ll A S

Parent and Family Support
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Emerging Priorities

Emerging Priority — Transitions and Engagement

Consistently, throughout engagement with stakeholders and the Locality Reference
Group the need to focus on key transition stages across the lives of children and families
has been highlighted as a crucial area for support. There has been broad recognition of
the challenges faced, particularly by boys in terms of engagement in education between
the ages of 9 and 13 years as well as the vital role of transition support for younger
children and parents moving through early years to primary sectors.

Local school and community leaders have talked about the capacity to engage parents
through establishing increased connections between homes, school and community to
support transitions with pupils and their families, connecting in with existing support
networks and enhancing the support structures around the pupil, the home and the
school. Effective transitions help to minimize learning loss, prevent school-related
anxiety and reduce the likelihood of disengagement from education.

There has been a strong case made for a trauma informed approach to be consistently
adapted across the RAISE locality to help support pupils and families to address the
impacts of adverse childhood experiences (ACE’s) as well as intergenerational trauma
faced by communities, such as in East Belfast where many were significantly impacted
by the Northern Ireland Conflict.

Research produced by the Pheonix Education Centre' references that up to 32% of the
population of Northern Ireland have experienced seven+ ACEs. Recent studies’ have
highlighted the disparity between those from lower socio-economic backgrounds in
terms of their exposure to ACEs in comparison to those from the most affluent
communities, twice as many people from lower socio -economic backgrounds identified
as experience four + or more ACEs.

Additionally, this study highlighted the direct impact on learning for those who
experienced ACE’s and found that they were less likely to have attended or achieved in
school. When compared to those who reported no childhood adversity, those with four
or more ACEs were 4.48 times more likely to report special educational needs and 8.96
times more likely to have been excluded from school.

School leaders identified the significance of a whole community approach to improved
transitions and engagementin learning. School leaders on the Locality Reference Groups

14 Literature Review: Impact of Trauma Informed and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy. - Phoenix Education Centre
15 prevalence and impact of adverse childhood experiences in Northern Ireland Colm Walsh - Search
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represented the views of their school networks and recognised the benefit for schools of
having improved connectivity with services provided by community, voluntary and other
statutory organisations.

Through a wide range of stakeholder engagements, the consistent adoption of a trauma
informed relational approaches to support these transition periods for children and their
families has been identified as a high priority. There is a strong capacity within the local
community and voluntary sector to embed a culture of trauma informed practice in the
delivery of the RAISE Programme to build connections and to support and enhance
outcomes for children and young people.

Emerging Priority — Speech, Language and Communication

It is estimated that around 50% of 2 year old children in East Belfast have a significant
level of speech language or communication need and that 20-30% of children at this level
have age-appropriate levels of language development.’® This has meant that children
may be kept in nursery settings longer than anticipated due to the need for extended
preparation for primary school and support once in primary school.

An Early Learning Community pilot in 2023 developed a Speech, Language and
Communication (SLC) Learning Journey for Practitioners. The evaluation showed
significant skill development for participants. The skills learned were embedded and had
an impact on how staff plan their play invitations, interact with the children and these in
turn support each child’s development. There was an immediate impact on practice and
there is a strong intent to supplement this across education and community settings.

Emerging Priority — Literacy and Numeracy

Transform Ed (2025)", recognises literacy and numeracy as the essential foundation of
all education. There is consensus that without literacy and numeracy skills, unlocking the
wider curriculum becomes even more challenging, and yet within the RAISE locality
achievement in literacy and numeracy is low with 52% of pupils not achieving 5 or more
GCSEs including English and Maths. This is the benchmark in terms of available data,
however reflections from local schoolleaders and youth workers demonstrate the limited
capacity and need for intervention much earlier than the GCSE stage.

6 Reports & Resources - EastSide Early Learning Community Report-Understanding-the-Early-Language-
Development-of-Young-Children-3-Years-Old-and-Under-.pdf

17 TransformED NI: Transforming teaching and learning: a strategy for Educational Excellence in Northern Ireland -
Documents | Department of Education
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Throughout engagement with parents, they identified their own challenges in terms of
being able to support their children to develop literacy and numeracy skills, as well as
their challenges in attending the support sessions offered by schools.

Within the locality, Belfast City Council have supported a GCSE revision programme that
was mainly delivered within school settings in the East Belfast but has been rolled out in
community settings in other localities in Belfast. The KPMG report'® into the impact of
those interventions demonstrated a 69% success rate in terms of supporting pupils
underachieving and at risk of not achieving a C grade in English and Maths to achieve aC
grade. Other educational interventions in the Neighbourhood Renewal area have also
shown impact, with the 2022 profile indicating that achievement rates have almost
tripled since 2005".

Yet despite these interventions’ proven success, there is still a need for more
interventions to continue this trajectory of improvement to reach more pupils in need of
support. There is the potential for in-school revision to be supplemented by community-
based revision. Young people reflected this through their consultation, suggesting that
enhanced revision and access to tutoring support was important to them to support the
removal of barriers to achieving. Through utilising the strong sense of community
expressed by parents/carers and young people to offer increased literacy and humeracy
support, not simply in school but also in community and youth settings to reach more
young people and continue to increase attainment for these pupils.

Emerging Priority — Parent and Family Support

A central theme throughout all discussions was the role of parents in their children’s
learning and aspirations. Identified by Knox (2025)?° as a perceived cause of educational
underachievement, the benefit of improved parental engagement and positive
community role models is a key area of focus for the locality. Through the parental focus
group, the dads expressed a real desire to become engaged in their children’s school life,
however, as is reflected in the Parenting Focus report parents across all localities
communication and engagement with schools and be a huge barrier to participation.

Improving relationships between education settings and families and the wider
community is of key importance to this locality. The proposed Community Connector
roles will play a vital role in strengthening these connections.

8 KPMG, Belfast City Council, Review of the Belfast GCSE Revision Support Programme and Mini-Literacy Project,
2023

9 Neighbourhood Renewal Area Profiles 2022 - Belfast | Department for Communities

20 Educational underachievement in Northern Ireland - Research Matters
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The parents demonstrated strong connections to the local community and the
community support networks that were in existence and suggested this conduit for
increasing engagement and participation with the local schools. Similarly, when
discussion priorities with local schools and community leaders, the concept of a
community connector was highlighted as a significant priority. This role will focus on
education - delivering on RAISE objectives. It will be informed by children and young
people, families, communities and schools. It will support and complement existing
family support services.
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Summary of Key Needs Identified

The table below provides a summary of the key needs identified in East Belfast. Further
detail is provided in the RAISE Belfast Strategic Area Plan Strategic Objectives section.

Priority Objective

Ranking

1. Improve attendance and engagement in learning for pupils and parents
/ carers

Through School Connectors, across three transition stages, strengthening
community and school connections with children, young people and
families through enhancing parental support within the local community.

2. Develop capacity in Speech, Language and Communication skills

To develop capacity across community settings including playgroups,
daycares and parent and toddler groups and educational settings through
locally developed programmes and evidenced based training to enhance
speech and language skills for young children.

3. Support effective educational transitions

To support effective transition to post-primary school through a Key Stage 2
and 3 transition programme to minimise those targeted groups who are at
risk of disengaging from education.

4. Improve attainment in GCSE English and Maths

Through a community-based literacy and numeracy support for Year 11 and
12 pupils providing targeted GCSE revision programmes, delivered in
partnership with post-primary schools and local community organisations.

5. Improve literacy, numeracy and digital skills

Through a Key Stage 2 and 3 targeted programme which aims to reduce the
gap between standardised attainment measures or equivalent scoring
among pupils identified by their schools, through flexible afterschool or in-
school delivery.

6. Improve access to positive destinations
Through increased guidance and localised industrial links.

Department of 24
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7. Embed trauma informed, restorative practices in schools and
community

Through all school and community professionals in all SOA’s to support
parents to recognise the impact of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
on educational achievement and aspirations.

8. Highlight the academic and community achievements of young local
role models
Creating opportunities to celebrate their success and raise aspirations.
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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 website?'.

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.

21 RAISE Locality-Led Projects
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RAISE East Belfast Strategic Area Plan Objectives

Targets to be achieved between January
2026 - August 2027.

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit

Parents and school leaders have
identified the communication
challenges they currently

Will include qualitative and
quantitative data collection
from children, young people,

Up to 25% of
parents / carers.

Referrals from primary and post
primary schools initially
selecting the pupils to be

Objective Rationale Measures Who will Scale of Support Potential Solutions Priority /
benefit? Ranking
OBJECTIVE 1: IMPROVE ATTENDANCE AND ENGAGEMENT IN LEARNING FOR PUPILS AND PARENTS / CARERS
To improve attendance and engagement | A trauma informed approach, | Against an agreed baseline | Nursery - P3. Up to 130 nursery | It is anticipated that a project 1.
in learning for pupils and parents / carers, | consistently adapted across the | using the rates of children. could deliver this objective (High)
through School connectors, across three | RAISE locality will help support | attendance. P7-Yo. through three ‘connectors’
transition stages, strengthening community | pupils and families to address Up to 1000 | roles based in the community
and school connections with children, | the impacts of adverse | Areduction in the number of | Yr10-12. primary  school | working closely with schools
young people and families through | childhood experiences (ACEs) | pupilsinthe selected cohort: pupils. with their focus solely on
enhancing parental support within the local | on pupils and parents | ‘atrisk’ category. Parents / carers. education - delivering the
community. experience of engaging in | Improved parental Up to 800 post | objectives in the RAISE
learning. engagement with schools. primary pupils Programme.
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Build capacity in communities and increase | experience in terms of engaging | parents / carers and supported.
collective impact through whole community | each other, despite a keen | stakeholders.
approach. willingness to do so, and the Target is children and young
impact that this has on the people at key educational
educational outcomes for the transition points.
children and young people.
The role is not to deliver
Confidence of parents, negative services. It is to increase
experiences of school, capacity parental engagement with
of staff and the time needed to schools, signpost to existing
develop those relationships are services, build relationships,
seen as huge barriers to this level support other RAISE activities in
of engagement. the locality, and facilitate
shared learning between
The parents focus group, school families, community  and
leaders and Locality Reference schools.
Group identified the importance
of connections and utilising the This shared learning between
local community sector to families, community and
become a bridge to facilitate schools will leave a legacy of
relationship building, offering improved knowledge and
support to parents and schools. understanding relating to
education within the locality.
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OBJECTIVE 2: DEVELOP CAPACITY IN SPEECH, LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Speech, Language and Communication The benefits of developing | Against an agreed baseline | Children Ages 0 | Upto 90 children. It is anticipated that a project | 2.
To develop capacity across community | speech and language skills have | measurementtoolforspeech, |- 4 and their could deliver this objective by | (High)
settings including playgroups, daycares and | been well documented. Within | language and communication | parents Up to 12 early enhancing and further
parent and toddler groups and educational | East Belfast there has been a | skills. years .
settings  through locally developed | focus on this area of work as a | Agreed measurement of | Early years | practitioners. deve{opmg speech and language
programmes and evidenced based training | strategic priority and a number of | practitioner skill set with | practitioners practices proven to work in the
to enhance speech and language skills for | initiatives have demonstrated a | 100% of participants Up to 75% of | locality across early years and
young children. positive impact. implementing improved parents / carers. foundation stage staff.
practice.

Targets to be achieved between January | This objective seeks to build By delivering enhanced Speech
2026 - August 2027. upon the impact of capacity and Language programmes to

building work which parents to embed this workin the
Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit demonstrated that the home environment.
Raising standards with afocus on increasing | awareness raising of speech and
literacy, numeracy and digital skills | language skills had a positive ] )
outcomes for all pupils. impact on children’s verbal By promoting parent / child

development, play skills with relationships antenatal to 1st

staff modelling positive language 1001 days to literacy and

skills. numeracy programmes for Key

Stage 1.
28
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OBJECTIVE 3: SUPPORT EFFECTIVE EDUCATIONAL TRANSITIONS

Transitions Support To support effective
transition to post-primary school through a
Key Stage 2 and 3 transition programme to
minimise those targeted groups who are at
risk of disengaging from education.

Targets to be achieved between January
2026 — August 2027.

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit

Improve relationships between education
settings and children and young people,
parents and community.

Local stakeholders and school
leaders have identified that
between the ages of 9-14 their
young people go through a
broad transition stage that has
a lasting impact on their
engagement and attainment.

During this time, they have
identified that young people are
at increasing risk of
underachieving academically,

developing poor attendance
patterns and behaviour
becomes increasingly
challenging.

Community leaders have also
identified this as a time, when
particularly young boys are at
risk of becoming engaged in
anticommunity activity.

This programme would aim to
engage these young people to
transition through this period
positively, providing skills to
adapt to change, utilising skills
of the local youth and
community sector to develop a
community-based  transition
programme that would build
connections between the
school sectors, community and
the pupils in need.

Against an agreed baseline
using the rates of
attendance.
A reduction in the number
of pupils in the selected
cohort: ‘at risk’ category.

A reduction in
suspension/expulsion?

Improved parental
engagement with schools.
Will  include qualitative
and quantitative data
collection from children,
young people, parents /
carers and stakeholders.

Ages 9- 14.
Proportion of
selected young
people Yr9 — 11 at
risk of
disengagement
from learning/

being excluded.

Up to 140 children
and young people.

Up to 25% of
parents/ carers.

It is anticipated that a project
could focus on preparing
pupils for the transition to
post-primary school, reducing
anxiety and risk of dis-
engagement from school for
both parents and children.

The aim is to strengthen links
between community
organisations, primary
schools, and their feeder post-
primary  schools through
enhanced, youth-based
transition support.

Children and young people will
be selected by schools who
are atrisk of being excluded.
Support will be delivered by:
e improving transition
pathways
e motivate and support
learners at risk of
exclusion,
marginalisation, and
underachievement.
e aprogramme of work to

enhance existing
practices aiming to
develop a trauma
informed relational
approach to support

young people at risk of
exclusion from school.
e anemphasis on raising
aspirations through a
combined youth work
and school-based
approach, delivering
events, workshops, and
programmes that build
confidence,
connection, and
readiness for the next
stage of education.

(High)
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OBJECTIVE 4: IMPROVE ATTAINMENT IN GCSE ENGLISH AND MATHS

To improve attainment in GCSE English In terms of attainment, 52.2% of | Monitoring Year 11 and 12 Up to 200 pupils. | It is anticipated that that a | 4.

and Maths through a community-based pupils having completed GCSEs | GCSE Cross-agency partnership with project could use a community | (Medium)
literacy and numeracy support for Year 11 have not achieved five or more | attainment schools identifying pupils most based, relational approach and

and 12 pupils providing targeted GCSE GCSEs including English and | data. in need, particularly those with reward-based incentives.

revision programmes, delivered in
partnership with post-primary schools and
local community organisations.

Targets to be achieved between January
2026 - August 2027.

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit

Raising standards with a focus on
increasing literacy, numeracy and digital
skills outcomes for all pupils.

for revision classes

Maths.

Previous programmes have
shown the impact of additional
teaching to support pupils to
achieve a C grade or higher in
GCSE English and Maths.

Models of both in community
delivery and in school delivery
of programmes have been well
developed across Belfast, most
recently with the Belfast GCSE
revision programme which
demonstrated 69% success
rate of pupils achieving grade
C14. Within this specific
programme the locality has
discussed someissuesinterms
of the roll out of that
programme and therefore has

focused on enhancing GCSE

support through a community
approach to enhance provision
in the
community, working in
partnership across the locality.

low attendance or difficult

school relationships.

This could include:

e to referring pupils to
appropriate localised
provision to  build
engagement, improve
attainment, and foster
a positive learner
identity alongside
achieving their GCSE C
or above in English and
Maths.

e enhanced community-
based GCSE revision
classes to increase
GCSE attainment for
pupilsinyear11and 12
working in partnership
with the local post
primary sector.

Current  provision already
exists, opportunities to
enhance or further develop
programmes with evidence
base of impact.

Department of
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OBJECTIVE 5: IMPROVE LITERACY, NUMERACY AND DIGITAL SKILLS
To deliver Key Stage 2 and 3 targeted | Whilst recognising the impact Monitoring GCSE attainment Pupils Small groups of | Itis anticipated that with could | 5.
programme which aims to improve | of the GCSE revision sessions, data. across KS 2 pupils identified | include: (Medium)
literacy, numeracy and digital skills | the need has also been and 3. by the schools e facilitated sessions by
reducing the gap between CAT 4, PTE,PTMor | highlighted for intervention to Improved parental engagement who would qualified teaching staff
equivalent among pupils identified by their | take place at an earlier stage to in literacy, numeracy and digital Parents benefit most and supported by
schools, through flexible afterschool or in- | support the improvement in skills at Key Stage 2 and 3. from this trusted community
school delivery. literacy and numeracy targeted partners, which would
standards across the locality. approach, engage parents with
Targets to be achieved between January practical tools to
2026 — August 2027. This would enable pupils to be support learning at
supported within their school home, including
Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit setting but also enhance after guidance on PTE, PTM,
Raising standards with afocus onincreasing | schools and homework clubs to and digital learning
literacy, numeracy and digital skills | develop literacy and numeracy goals.
outcomes for all pupils. sessions, facilitated by trained e Co-ordinated and
teachers to increase standards. supported through the
community connector
Current  provision  already model to  support
exists, opportunities to parents to be fully
enhance or further develop engaged in learning and
programmes with evidence to support the sharing
base of impact. of information between
school and community
support settings.

e literacy and numeracy
interventions across the
locality using in school
and community-based
revision classes
working in partnership
with the local
community and school
sector.
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OBJECTIVE 6: IMPROVE ACCESS TO POSITIVE DESTINATIONS

To improve access to positive career
destinations through increased guidance
and localised industrial links.

Targets to be achieved between January
2026 — August 2027.

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit
Increase the value of education to families
and children.

The RAISE East Belfast locality
has had long establish
relationship with the local
industries around the docklands
and into wider manufacturing.

The economic landscape around
this area has changed
dramatically over the decades
and this objective seeks to
establish stronger links and
opportunities with employers
and showcase these links and
opportunities to both young
school leavers, young people
post 16+ but also their parents.

This is to help raise aspirationsin
the home and create support

pathways to ensure young
people have access the
employment opportunities

within East Belfast and the
broader Belfast area.

Against an agreed baseline
using careers advice uptake
and awareness of options for
pupils 14+.

Against an agreed baseline
using careers advice uptake
and awareness of options for
the parents of pupils 14+.

Pupils
alongside
parents.

14+

Cohort of pupils
14+ interested in
careers with
local industries
and employers.

It is anticipated that this could
include:

working in partnership
with careers service,
the local economic
development team in
Belfast City Council,
community

organisations and
training providers to

provide enhance
careers events and
awareness of local

opportunities,
specifically looking to

develop links with
local industries and
employers.
developing
community-based
careers advice for
young people and
parents through
events/workshops

that develop links with
local businesses and
industry to create
opportunities at earlier

stages to increase
aspirations.

Opportunities to
develop bespoke
localised programme
that is more

accessible to parents
due to the community
lead.

(Medium)
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OBJECTIVE 7: EMBED TRAUMA INFORMED, RESTORATIVE PRACTICES IN SCHOOLS AND COMMUNITY

To embed trauma informed, restorative | There is a strong culture of Levels of community-buy | School staff. Broad across the | Itis anticipated that to 7.
practices through all school and | trauma informed practice that in to this way of working locality in | embed a culture of trauma (Medium)
community professionals in all SOA’s to has been developed across the and feedback from | Staff in community schools and | informed practice across all
support parents to recognise the impact of | local community sector. parents. based youth and community settings this project could:
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) on education settings. settings. e increase capacity
educational achievement and aspirations. This objective seeks to embed building and agreed

this approach broader, to Parents. local community
Targets to be achieved between January include the schools and approaches to support
2026 — August 2027. education settings, ensure parents and families to

appropriate awareness and

recognise the impact of

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit training is present within the ACEs.

Increase the value of education to families locality. The aim is that by e Create a culture of

and children. adapting this awareness and trauma informed,
approach this will increase restorative practice
awareness amongst parents already exists,

and families.

opportunity to expand
this approach and
develop consistency.

Skills exist within the local
community to support and
embed this approach.
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OBJECTIVE 8: HIGHLIGHT THE ACADEMIC AND COMMUNITY ACHIEVEMENTS OF YOUNG LOCAL ROLE MODELS

To highlight the achievements of young | This objective aims to provide Evaluation of events Children and young Up to 100 | It is anticipated that the | 8.
local role models and creating | opportunities to showcase and increased levels people, parents / children, young | potential solution could be to | (Medium)
opportunities to celebrate their success and local role models and to create of confidence in carers, schools and people and | host community events across
raise aspirations. an opportunity to celebrate the participants. community. parents/carers. | the year which would celebrate

success of local young people the achievements of young
Targets to be achieved between January | who achieve both academically people within the locality as an
2026 — August 2027. and socially. opportunity to highlight to their

peer group the value in

Lead RAISE Intermediary Benefit There is a recognition that achieving academically or
Increase pupil attendance, engagement, | whilst this prize giving and achieving personal goals.
confidence and aspiration. incentivisation’s occur during

whole school events, it is felt Host events to showcase

that having a community positive local role models to

equivalent would have a increase aspirations and utilise

beneficial impact on increasing opportunities to celebrate

aspiration amongst peer groups success of local young people.

and highlighting the pride that

the local community has in

their young people engaged in

positive activities.
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