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Grammars
dealt blow
by union’s
exam snub

Ulster Hall’s multi-million
revamp nears completion

By Simon Doyle
Education Correspondent

THOUSANDS of teachers
look set to refuse to pre-
pare children for new
grammar school entrance
tests putting them on a

collision course with parents.
The largest union in Catholic

schools will strike a blow to break-
away grammars by encouraging
members to boycott admissions
examinations.
Primary teachers could cause

chaos by abandoning the practice
of ‘coaching’ while secondary staff
would decline offers to supervise,
set and mark tests.
The position of the Irish National

Teachers’ Organisation (INTO) is
likely to be replicated by other
unions which are equally opposed
to academic selection at 11.
However, concern has been

expressed that a stand against the
continuation of selection could
benefit richer families who can
afford out-of-school tuition.
More than 40 grammars look set

to ignore guidance from education
minister Caitriona Ruane that asks
them to operate non-academic
admissions criteria only.
Schools are planning to use

either the English and maths-
based common entrance assess-
ment or a verbal reasoning test.
Both camps claim their exams

will not distort the revised cur-
riculum which is designed to allow
more class time for teaching and
less for practice papers.
Some principals have said they

want coaching to continue but
have acknowledged there could be
problems preparing for separate
exams. Parents will demand that
children be prepared for new tests

as they were for the 11-plus.
However, the 11-plus operated

under a legal framework for aca-
demic selection and in an unregu-
lated system unions have a basis
on which to effectively challenge
the practice.
Ahead of its northern conference

this week, the INTO has restated
its opposition to selection and
added that it would support mem-
bers choosing to have no involve-
ment with entrance tests.
It added that members were

required by law to implement the
curriculum.
Unlike the 11-plus, the new tests

will be taken in grammar schools
instead of primary classrooms,
meaning there will be a depend-
ence on secondary staff to super-
vise and mark.
Teachers will refuse this. INTO

northern secretary Frank Bunting
said verbal reasoning tests were
“a shocking retreat into the past”.
“Coaching will once again flour-

ish as an industry. The people who
will suffer most will be the children
whose parents cannot afford to
have them coached,” he said.
Meanwhile, Bishop Donal McKe-

own, Commission for Catholic
Education chairman, has warned
against allowing an unregulated
transfer system.
In a letter, he said the single-

minded selectionist approach
worked on an assumption that
those who were already blessed
needed to be further advantaged.
He added there was time for civic

society to find a more creative
vision for the future than that
offered by those proposing the
long-term use of entrance tests.
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BELFAST lord mayor Tom Hartley
has been given one of the first
looks inside the Ulster Hall as it

nears the end of its two-year multi-
million-pound refurbishment.
Dressed in a hard hat and fluorescent

vest, the Sinn Fein councillor oversaw
some of the major renovation that has
taken place in the landmark building.
The reopening of the ‘Grand dame of

Bedford Street’ will be celebrated with
a gala concert on March 6.
One of oldest buildings owned by

Belfast City Council, the Ulster Hall
was purchased in 1902 for £13,500.
It has since played host to important

sporting, musical and political events.
In 1869 Charles Dickens addressed a

crowd there. It later hosted rallies by
republican, loyalist and unionist
groups.
In 1986 Ulster Resistance was

launched there in opposition to the
Anglo-Irish Agreement, with former
DUP leader and first minister Ian Pais-
ley in attendance.
Loyalist killer Michael Stone was

granted leave from prison to attend an-
other rally in 1998.
In 2002, during a Sinn Fein rally at the

hall, 2,000 republicans stood for The
Soldier’s Song.

The hall is also famous for being the
venue at which Led Zeppelin first
played Stairway to Heaven live.
The reopening marks the start of a

momentous year for Belfast, with a
number of landmark buildings in the
city opening their doors again follow-
ing refurbishment and new develop-
ments.
As well as the City Hall, due to reopen

in August, St Malachy’s Church and the
Ulster Museum, the Queen’s
University Library, St Anne’s Square
and new commercial, hotel and
residential developments are all sched-
uled for completion.

■ MASTER OF HALL HE SURVEYS: Lord Mayor Tom Hartley was suitably impressed when he was given a sneak preview of the Ulster
Hall as it nears the end of its two-year, £7.4 million refurbishment


