
Mainstreaming 
Shared  

Education 
Strategy 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Mainstreaming:

 the process of becoming accepted as normal by most people; 
 the process of making something start to be considered normal.
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Sharing and collaboration in education has a long history 
in Northern Ireland. 

A report by a Ministerial Advisory Group, published in 
2013, made a range of recommendations on how to 
advance the concept of Shared Education, originating from 
the desire to bring children and young people from the 
two main communities here together to learn, in order to 
help us overcome traditional divisions and move forward in 
a post conflict era. 

A formal Shared Education policy (Sharing Works, 2015) 
and relevant legislation (Shared Education NI Act 2016) 
followed. These are considered as key enablers of the 
significant progress we have seen in taking Shared 
Education forward in recent years, supported by two 
funded programmes with assistance from other partners; 
the Delivering Social Change Shared Education Signature 

Project (DSC SESP), and the European Union PEACE IV 
Shared Education programme comprised of two projects 
supporting both the school and pre-school phases.  In 
addition, further investment has been made available 
through the Department of Education (DE) which has 
laid the groundwork for the current transition towards 
mainstreaming Shared Education.  

The benefits and positive impact of Shared Education, 
in an educational, economic and societal sense, are well 
established through various evaluation reports and pieces 
of external research. Many schools and other educational 
settings have embraced the concept of Shared Education. 
Involvement is on a voluntary basis with approximately 
63% of primary, post primary and special schools 
participating according to the latest figures (June 2021). 
However, it is acknowledged that we need to go further to 
maximise the potential impact of Shared Education. 

MAINSTREAMING SHARED EDUCATION STRATEGY

Executive Summary
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In light of the success to date, and to build upon the 
existing policy, legislative and financial framework, the 
DE wishes to make Shared Education accepted, normal 
practice across the education system as a whole and to 
embed the concept more fully.

Therefore, ‘mainstreaming’ Shared Education was 
considered the next logical step. 

The resulting Mainstreaming Shared Education Strategy 
attempts to plot out the initial way forward in further 
developing Shared Education and its supporting delivery 
arrangements over the longer term, in line with earlier 
commitments made in Sharing Works. It is recognised 
that this is an iterative, and somewhat complex, process 
to manage which will involve convergence of different 
funding streams including, in time, the upcoming PEACE 
PLUS programme. 

This Strategy has been guided and shaped by many 
informed contributions, including several evaluations 
of the funded Shared Education programmes, seeking 
views from practitioners, children and young people, and 
academic research. It has been developed by the DE, 
working closely with other educational bodies, and in 
consultation with a bespoke Stakeholder Reference Group.  

Chapter 1 sets out further historical background, and the 
broader political, social, policy and economic context in 
which Shared Education operates. The benefits and impact 
of Shared Education, and the substantial progress made 
against the actions contained in the 2015 Sharing Works 
policy document are also outlined here, alongside details 
of the funding made available to date to advance Shared 
Education, and the envisaged way forward.  

The development of this Strategy has been guided by the 
key principles set out in Chapter 2, aligned with the vision 
for Shared Education:

An education system where Shared Education is 
embedded in partnership working across religious 
and socio-economic divides, that delivers educational 
benefits, and promotes a culture of inclusivity, 
respect and mutual understanding, contributing to 
community cohesion and good relations.

The objectives identified to support implementation of 
the Strategy are formulated around six key areas. The 
objectives are: 

�� Participation and Collaboration:   To provide 
the opportunity for all children and young people 
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to participate in quality Shared Education, on a 
continued and progressive basis.

�� Capacity Building:  To develop the education 
workforce, so it is equipped to deliver and support 
quality Shared Education.

�� Support and Resources:  To provide the 
infrastructure and resources to support Shared 
Education partnerships to deliver quality Shared 
Education.

�� Communication:  To promote a common and 
widespread understanding of the definition of Shared 
Education, its purpose, benefits, how to get involved, 
and its relationship to other policy areas.

�� Monitoring and Evaluation:  To measure 
the impacts of Shared Education, including 
the evaluation of attitudinal change, at both a 
partnership and system level. 

�� Governance and Accountability:  To implement 
delivery arrangements for Shared Education over the 
longer term that are sustainable and provide value 
for money, accountability and governance of public 
funds. 

Each of these key areas is explored in turn in Chapter 3, 
structured around three broad questions:

�� Where are we, what have we achieved?  - 
outlines the current position; what progress we have 
made in terms of Shared Education provision to 
date;

�� What have we learned?  -  sets out the key 
findings of a wealth of evaluative evidence 
emanating from funded Shared Education 
programmes which has informed the future direction 
of mainstreaming; and crucially

�� What do we need to do, where do we want to 
go, how will we get there?  -  envisages how 
Shared Education will be further developed, setting 
out a range of high level aspirational statements  
of intent. 

The latter of these three questions is considered the most 
important as it indicates the desired destination to which 
we are headed. 

Summary detail on what has been considered under each 
of the six key areas is outlined below. 
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Key Area 1: 
Participation and Collaboration

The mainstreaming of 
Shared Education seeks to 
provide opportunities for all 
children and young people 
to participate in high quality 
Shared Education, delivered 

through educational settings. 

To achieve this, all those with 
a role in the Northern Ireland 

education system will need to play a 
part. This section of the Strategy has 

therefore considered those who need to participate and 
collaborate to support mainstreaming and fully embed 
Shared Education - pupils, practitioners, leadership, 
partnerships, parents and community, and at a wider 
system level beyond the operational environment.   

Pupil Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� All children and young people in Northern Ireland 
have the opportunity to experience quality shared 
learning which meets the aims of Shared Education 

in a safe and secure environment at every stage of 
their educational journey.

�� All children and young people see Shared Education 
as a normal part of their education and they are 
actively involved in the planning and evaluation of 
shared activity across partnerships.

�� All children and young people are given opportunities 
to explore and learn about good relations, respect 
for identity, diversity and community cohesion in and 
through shared learning experiences which must be 
relevant to the pupils’ unique local circumstances.

�� Shared Education experiences are able to continue 
beyond the school setting for all children and young 
people in youth settings.

Teacher/Practitioner Level 

We want to be in a position where:

�� Teachers/practitioners recognise, understand the 
benefits of and are committed to Shared Education. 

�� Teachers/practitioners are provided with 
opportunities to establish professional relationships 
and learning communities with peers from their 
partner setting and others across various sectors and 
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school phases.  This will assist in their ability to plan 
collaboratively, share expertise and develop new and 
existing resources.

�� The teacher/practitioner voice is captured across 
schools/partnerships to inform current practice, next 
practice and how Shared Education is coordinated 
and led across settings.  

Leadership Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� Pre-school/School/Youth leadership, principals, 
Senior Leadership Teams, Management Committees 
and Boards of Governors (or equivalent) value, 
promote and actively encourage Shared Education 
through their collaboration so that it is normal 
practice embedded within the culture and ethos of 
the organisation.

�� Shared Education is clearly visible within, and an 
integral part of, the School Development Plan (or 
equivalent of participating organisations), with 
evidence of collaborative planning, monitoring, 
evaluating and reporting on Shared Education at all 
levels.  

�� Leadership empower and enable their workforce to 
deliver quality Shared Education.

�� Leadership explore opportunities to efficiently and 
effectively use and share resources in order to 
improve learning experiences for pupils, ensuring 
changes in leadership and the movement of staff do 
not disrupt the operation of the Shared Education 
partnership.

Partnership Level

We want to be in a position where:	

�� All educational settings across Northern Ireland have 
the opportunity to commence, continue or enhance 
Shared Education partnership working, addressing 
gaps in provision where they exist.

�� All partnership settings have a clear pathway for 
children and young people to participate in Shared 
Education. 

�� Shared Education benefits are strengthened 
through collaboration in transition across and 
between school phases, for example pre-school/
primary and primary/post-primary, through youth 
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services involvement at all phases, and by further 
strengthening relations with local communities.

�� Partnerships are aware of and make full use of 
opportunities available through other funding 
streams to enhance Shared Education programmes.

Parents and Community Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� Partnerships are at the heart of the local community 
and seek to instil the culture, ethos and respect for 
others promoted through Shared Education.

�� Parents, care givers and the wider community are 
aware of the benefits of Shared Education and are 
supportive of and engaged in Shared Education.

�� School Development Plans, or equivalent, include 
specific plans for engaging with parents, care givers 
and the wider community.  Parents and care giver 
voices are used to inform Shared Education 
provision.

�� Partnerships are engaged with, connected to, and 
supported by other individuals, groups and agencies 
within their local and wider community to enhance 
the delivery of Shared Education.

System Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� All organisations with a role in the education system 
or in community relations work collaboratively to 
help shape future decisions around the advancement 
of Shared Education.

�� The DE and the Education Authority (EA) continue 
to work together and in partnership with others to 
set the strategic direction for Shared Education, 
setting out the key priorities and objectives for the 
advancement of Shared Education.

�� The DE further embeds Shared Education throughout 
its policy framework including its statutory areas of 
responsibility for pre-school, primary, post-primary, 
special schools, Education Other Than At School 
centres, youth settings and Outdoor Education 
Centres.   

�� The EA, as the responsible authority for the 
provision and delivery of education (including youth 
services), embeds Shared Education within the 
functions and services it provides for schools and the 
Youth Service, ensuring that efficient and effective 
use is made of any Shared Education funding 
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provided.  The EA’s Performance 
and Engagement Committee, 
on behalf of, and in the name 
of the EA Board, continues to 
oversee the management of 
EA’s performance and delivery 
of agreed outcomes by ensuring 
the effective delivery of all EA’s 
statutory functions including 
encouraging, facilitating and 
promoting Shared Education.

�� Those named education and sectoral 
bodies with duties and powers within the Act 
continue to develop their role and responsibilities in 
relation to Shared Education.  The DE supports and 
challenges its Arms Length Bodies (ALBs) to ensure 
that existing and proposed educational policies and 
services seek to encourage, facilitate and, where 
applicable, promote Shared Education.

�� The Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) 
continue to regularly monitor, evaluate and report 
on Shared Education learning experiences in 
partnerships. 

Key Area 2: 
Capacity Building

All those with a part to play in making 
Shared Education normal practice must 
have the knowledge, experience and 
capability to carry out their role. 

This section considers how we 
enhance the skills and abilities 

within partnerships at both a teacher/
practitioner and leadership level, and 

ensure appropriate support is available across 
the education system in enabling educational 

settings to deliver high quality Shared Education 
experiences for children and young people.

Teacher/Practitioner Level

We want to be in a position where: 

�� There is an understanding of the definition, purpose 
and benefits of Shared Education and all teachers/
practitioners are aware of the Sharing Works policy 
and the Mainstreaming Shared Education Strategy, 
including its vision, aims and guiding principles.
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�� Teachers/practitioners have the skills, knowledge 
and ability to deliver quality Shared Education.

�� Teacher/practitioners have opportunities and 
easier access to engage in, and contribute to the 
development of, different forms of professional 
development.

�� We can establish professional learning communities/
networks, in line with the Learning Leaders strategy, 
to share practice and build professional relationships. 

�� Teachers/practitioners are aware of the range of 
professional development opportunities open to them 
and the various resources available, and can use 
these to support the delivery of Shared Education.

Leadership Level

We want to be in a position where: 

�� All leaders understand the definition, purpose and 
benefits of Shared Education and are aware of the 
Sharing Works policy and the Mainstreaming Shared 
Education Strategy, including its vision, aims and 
guiding principles. 

�� All leaders have the knowledge, understanding and 
skills to lead Shared Education partnership working 

within their own organisations and across the 
partnership, enabling and empowering the whole 
workforce to be involved in the delivery, or support, 
of Shared Education.

�� All leaders have the opportunity to engage in, 
and contribute to the development of, training 
programmes which equip them with capacity to 
undertake their leadership role across the Shared 
Education partnership.

System Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� Educational organisations understand the definition, 
purpose and benefits of Shared Education and 
are aware of the Sharing Works policy and the 
Mainstreaming Shared Education Strategy, including 
its vision, aims and guiding principles.

�� Education bodies, including the DE, the EA, the 
Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS) and 
the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and 
Assessment (CCEA), continue to build capacity to 
comply with their respective Shared Education duties 
across all areas of their organisations, exploring 
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opportunities to build capacity in educational 
settings in a more efficient and effective way.

�� There is a culture of collaboration across 
all educational settings, organisations and 
relevant external partners which promotes 
Shared Education.

�� A range of coherent, purposeful and intentional 
professional development approaches, which 
are continuous from Initial Teacher Education 
to Senior Leadership, are provided to support the 
expansion of good practice in planning, delivery and 
evaluation of Shared Education.

�� The lessons learned and the relationships built 
through Shared Education and its collaborative 
communities are used as a vehicle to inform and, 
where appropriate, deliver non‑Shared Education 
professional development.

�� The ETI continue to identify and disseminate 
effective practice and high quality Shared Education 
learning and teaching experiences.

�� Alternative less expensive methods of delivery of 
capacity building measures are explored and, where 
practical, implemented across the system.

Key Area 3: 
Support and Resources

This section considers the 
infrastructure and resources 
(including human, financial, 
educational, information 
technology and physical) 
required to support partnerships 

to deliver high quality Shared 
Education, outlining the envisaged 

role and relationships of respective 
education and sectoral bodies and the 

need for a supportive policy framework. 

We want to be in a position where: 

Policy  –   The DE will set the policy direction in line 
with the Shared Education Act, Sharing Works and the 
Mainstreaming Shared Education Strategy.

Process  –  The EA will inspire, support and challenge 
partnerships in regard to the planning, delivery and 
evaluation of Shared Education.

Practice  –  A range of educational partners will work to 
support partnerships/settings to deliver, identify, evaluate 
and report on Shared Education.
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Intra/Inter Partnership Support 

We want to be in a position where: 

�� The support provided by peers is expanded and 
amplified across the system as participation levels 
increase.  Support will include intra and inter 
partnership collaboration, coaching and mentoring, 
exchange and the sharing of effective practice.

EA Support

We want to be in a position where: 

�� The EA continues to provide dedicated support 
to partnerships for the standard processes and 
practices associated with Shared Education.

�� The EA, where appropriate, aligns its services to the 
requirements of Shared Education.

DE Support

We want to be in a position where: 

�� The DE, where appropriate, aligns its policies to 
Shared Education.

�� The DE works in collaboration with all stakeholders, 
including the NI Assembly, to provide the necessary 

support and resources to Shared Education 
partnerships.

�� The DE and the ETI have in place an agreed 
process for inspecting and reporting on the quality 
and the benefits of Shared Education, which has 
considered the lessons learned and the feedback 
from stakeholders on the inspection and reporting 
processes for Shared Education.   

Education and Sectoral Bodies’ Support

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Education and Sectoral Bodies come together to 
coordinate and collaborate the support and resources 
they provide for Shared Education. 

Other External Support

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Higher Education Institutions support the 
development of practitioners, providing them with 
the knowledge, understanding and skills to prepare 
them for working in a Shared Education partnership.

�� Shared Education partnerships are able to maximise 
the access to available external support e.g. other 
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government Departments, Local District Councils, 
Community and Voluntary Organisations etc. 

Human Resources

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Professional relationships between all stakeholders 
are strengthened and utilised in order to advance 
Shared Education.

Curricular and Learning Resources

We want to be in a position where:

�� Partnerships have access to the necessary resources 
and materials which enable them to deliver high 
quality Shared Education, for example, the Pupil 
Pathway.

�� Shared Education partnerships have access to a 
library of exemplars of practice in the delivery of 
Shared Education.

�� Resources, aligned to the NI Curriculum, continue 
to be developed and refreshed in order to assist the 
delivery of Shared Education.

�� Partnerships make use of all other complementary 
resource materials and support available to them 
to enhance Shared Education delivery, for example, 
Community Use of Schools: A Guidance Toolkit for 
Schools and dedicated support structures within 
the EA, to facilitate a wide range of out of hours 
provision and maximise opportunities to engage with 
parents and the wider community. 

Financial Resources

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Partnerships are provided with financial support, 
notified in good time to facilitate long term planning 
wherever possible, which covers the inescapable 
additional costs associated with delivering quality 
Shared Education. 

Information Technology 

We want to be in a position where: 

�� An online Shared Education Hub supports the 
delivery and administration of Shared Education.



12

�� Partnerships have access to, and an understanding 
of how to use, a range of IT software and online 
material to support Shared Education delivery.

Physical Resources

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Partnerships are able to make innovative use of 
space, facilities and infrastructure to deliver effective 
Shared Education in line with relevant guidance and 
protocols which may apply.

�� Partnerships, who are in a position to, are able to 
move towards the establishment of a Shared 

Education Campus (SEC). 

Key Area 4:
Communication

Successful mainstreaming 
of Shared Education, to the 
point where it is normal 
practice, is dependent 
on securing the buy-in 
of all stakeholders and a 

commitment to change. 
This can only be achieved 

through effective communication and engagement to 
further promote understanding and acceptance of Shared 
Education across the education system and beyond into 
wider society. 

Partnership Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� Building on the strong foundations established 
through the funded projects, all partnerships are 
supported to engage effectively with their pupils, 
workforce, parents, care givers and the wider 
community to raise awareness of the work of the 
partnership, celebrate successes and promote 
the culture of Shared Education across the local 
community.

System Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� A Shared Education Communication Strategy and 
action plan are in place which outline the internal 
and external communications required to engage 
with stakeholders to raise awareness of and 
promote Shared Education both within and beyond 
the education sector and ensure the successful 
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mainstreaming of Shared Education.  
As a minimum, the Communications 
Strategy should:

	 actively promote Shared 
Education, clearly outlining 
its definition, purpose, scope, 
benefits and impact;

	 provide appropriate levels of 
information, including celebrating 
the successes of Shared Education, 
to stakeholders using the most 
effective mediums and messages; 

	 develop clear and consistent communications 
that are aligned with the vision and strategy; 

	 ensure that timely updates are shared 
with appropriate stakeholders in relation to 
implementation progress, what to expect in the 
future and how they will be impacted; and 

	 create opportunities for stakeholders to engage 
and share their views, which will be used to 
help inform the future development of Shared 
Education.

Key Area 5: 
Monitoring and Evaluation

Ensuring robust monitoring and evaluation 
processes are in place, at both a 
partnership and system level, is critical to 
the successful delivery of mainstreaming, 
allowing for the collating, assessing and 
reporting of data which can reveal the 

extent, quality, impact and advancement of 
Shared Education. 

Underpinning these efforts is the ultimate goal 
of driving improvement, to be structured around an 

Outcomes Based Accountability (OBA) approach which 
considers the three key questions:

�� How much did we do?
�� How well did we do it?  
�� Is anyone better off as a result?  

Partnership Level

We want to be in a position where: 

�� Partnerships have a clear understanding of the 
monitoring and evaluation requirements expected of 
them.



14

�� Each partnership setting has Shared Education 
embedded in its School Development Plan or 
equivalent, supplemented by an annual action plan 
based on common needs which includes key targets 
and outcomes for Shared Education and identifies 
how these will be monitored and evaluated.

�� Partnerships use the self-evaluation tools to reflect 
on current practice; identify and celebrate the 
strengths of the partnership; identify and address 
areas for improvement in shared activity; plan for 
joint practice development; and focus on raising 
standards through partnership working.

�� Each partnership makes available, as and when 
required, an evaluation report which, as a minimum, 
provides detail on participation; impact on 
educational benefits; pupils’ and practitioners’ views; 
community relations; and Shared Education budgets 
and spend. 

System Level

We want to be in a position where: 

�� A monitoring and evaluation framework is in place 
which clearly defines outcomes, success criteria, 

metrics and methodology for the evaluation of 
Shared Education.  The framework includes a means 
of reporting participation rates and evaluating 
educational benefits, efficient and effective use of 
resources, equality of opportunity, good relations 
and respect for identity, diversity and community 
cohesion, in line with the requirements of the Act. 

�� The Shared Education monitoring and evaluation 
framework will, where possible, identify and 
incorporate information from existing monitoring and 
evaluation processes that can complement and be 
used to measure the quality and impact of Shared 
Education.

�� Monitoring and evaluation processes are able to 
demonstrate impact, identify good practice and 
promote the success of Shared Education, while 
addressing areas for continuous improvement.

�� The ETI continue to develop and promote self-
evaluation to help partnerships to self-assess their 
practices, methodologies and capacity in relation to 
the delivery of Shared Education.

�� The ETI review Shared Education in its inspection 
reports, particularly in relation to the added value, 
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the quality and effectiveness, the efficient and 
effective use of resources, and the sustainability of 
the Shared Education learning experiences.  The 
Chief Inspector regularly reports on the range and 
extent of Shared Education learning experiences 
across the education sector, highlighting good 
practice and making recommendations regarding 
how these could be extended and improved.

At whatever level, the monitoring and evaluation of 
Shared Education in a mainstreamed environment should:

�� Take account of the context within which the 
organisation is working;

�� Improve Shared Education delivery and the 
impact it has on children and young people;

�� Identify any gaps in provision in 
mainstreamed Shared Education, 
for example in participation, in the 
knowledge and skills of practitioners, or 
in the support and resources available to 
assist partnerships;

�� Make the best use of available IT systems to 
gather, collate and report on Shared Education 

activities, to deliver common and consistent 
monitoring and evaluation information that can be 
aggregated into population level data;

�� Be proportionate and not add additional burden 
on the system.  Data will be collected locally and 
centrally from a number of sources, including 
schools and other educational settings, education 
and sectoral bodies, academic research and 
commissioned reports; and 

�� Be used to inform and improve decision making.

Key Area 6: 
Governance and Accountability

All Shared Education stakeholders have 
a collective responsibility and, in some 
cases, an obligation to carry out their 
role, whether it be in an individual 
educational setting or in a supporting 
organisation, to create an education 
system which provides children and 

young people with positive Shared 
Education learning experiences, which, 

in turn, deliver educational benefits 
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and contribute to the development of a more peaceful, 
inclusive and shared society. 

This section explores the various governance and 
accountability mechanisms, at both a partnership and 
system level, by which we will ensure the effective use 
and value for money of public funds. 

Partnership Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� Those with a responsibility for governance across 
partnerships, for example, Boards of Governors/
Management Committees, work collaboratively 
to support and challenge the promotion and 
implementation of Shared Education. Leadership 
roles are distributed amongst the workforce to 
empower staff to lead in the planning for, and the 
development of, Shared Education. 

�� Those with a responsibility for leading Shared 
Education capture and make available the evidence 
to demonstrate the impact of Shared Education 
within their partnership and take steps to ensure 
other forms of collaboration complement, but do not 
duplicate, Shared Education activities.

�� Partnerships work collaboratively with support 
organisations, including the EA and education and 
sectoral bodies, to review, modify and update 
practices and processes associated with Shared 
Education in order to demonstrate continual 
improvement.  

System Level

We want to be in a position where:

�� The long term delivery arrangements for Shared 
Education, including financial support, participation 
and monitoring and evaluation, are co-designed and 
agreed by all parties involved to ensure they are 
fit for purpose while not being overly bureaucratic.  
Through involvement in the co-design process, 
stakeholders demonstrate their commitment to 
their roles and responsibilities in advancing Shared 
Education.

�� Organisations responsible for supporting Shared 
Education partnerships report regularly to highlight 
the positive impact and progression of Shared 
Education, reflected in the biennial report to the NI 
Assembly. 
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�� Existing governance structures are used to continue 
to hold organisations responsible for supporting 
Shared Education partnerships to account for the 
quality, impact and value for money of their Shared 
Education activities, to deliver the best possible 
outcomes for children and young people.

�� The ETI support and challenge partnerships to 
demonstrate and improve the quality and impact of 
their Shared Education provision.

Implementation

It is recognised that there are a range of challenges to 
address moving forward as we seek to further progress 
and embed Shared Education over the coming years. 

The detail of how we will work towards the statements 
of intent highlighted in the bullet points above, i.e. 
the specific actions to be taken forward to support 
implementation of the Mainstreaming Shared Education 
Strategy, will be outlined in subsequent ‘delivery plans’ 
which will follow publication of this document. 

Further information around this is provided in Chapter 4 
‘Conclusion and Implementation’.

Fundamentally, the Mainstreaming Shared Education 
Strategy represents a change in approach.  It seeks to 
recognise the importance of Shared Education and the role 
it plays in supporting the education of children and young 
people, helping to realise a range of wider societal benefits 
through promoting respect for good relations, identity, 
diversity and community cohesion.
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