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Some 20 years ago, President, I was in the position you are in now; I had the privilege to chair and preside over Congress. At the time it was the high point of my experience with the Teachers’ Union of Ireland.   Standing here today as your General Secretary is a high point of similar dimensions.   It is a privilege to be General Secretary of this great union of ours and to those who have supported and assisted me over many years, both directly or indirectly, I thank you and I ask you for your continuing support.

President, when I had the privilege to chair Congress, I realised that in order to understand what was happening in front of me on the floor of Congress, it was necessary to listen very carefully and to watch very carefully to know what was really happening.   Since that time I have consistently applied that lesson of listening.   Listening to what is said at Congress.   Listening to what is said in the branch meetings.   Listening to what is said by the members and by their representatives around the country – and as General Secretary it is my intention to continue that process, to continue listening and to continue taking my guide and my instructions from your voices and from your decisions.   Because, I believe very fundamentally, that in a democratic organisation such as ours, the central point of that democracy is informed decision making by the members.   
One of my favourite political quotations which I believe runs to the very heart of the democratic process comes from one of the founding fathers of the United States, one of the authors of the American constitution, Thomas Jefferson, where he stated his belief as follows:

“When the people are well informed they can be trusted with their own government.”

As General Secretary I intend to live by that principle. 

In order that you will make informed decisions, one of the major factors of my job is to provide information directly to members - through the Officials, through the Executive Committee and through the Branches. I will seek to do this to the best of my ability.   However, in saying this, I do recognise that even with the communications systems that we have used we continue to have a difficulty in communicating the views of the union, practices of the union and the advice of the union to some of our members.   We need to devise better and more extensive means of communication and I have already begun to explore this as a priority.

I am formally presenting this Annual Report to you today, which I do without going into the details of its contents which are for discussion later during congress.  Even vital matters such as Pay determination and the Benchmarking process I would hope to address subsequently.  In effect I am introducing myself to you as your new General Secretary – something that has not been done within TUI for 25 years.  I do this despite the fact that many of you have seen me here on this platform for many, many years.  I want to take this opportunity to highlight some of what I believe are the crucial issues facing this union and some of my priorities, which I have learned from the listening process that I spoke of, which I hold very deeply and which I intend to address during my period of time as your General Secretary.   These priorities fall under two very broad areas.   

The quality of the education service that this state chooses to make available to its people; and the basic trade union issue of conditions of service and rates of pay for members.

These two areas are entirely compatible with one another, though it might not seem that way to some.  But is in not obvious that a well motivated teaching force, well paid with good conditions of service will continue to attract, motivate and most important retain the very best to our ranks.  I am talking about conditions that will allow our members to do their chosen life’s work in the best possible manner, prioritising what is important, discarding the trivial in the interests of the students and of the service.  

I give as one example, time: time to do the job.  It is frequently said of our society that we are asset rich but time poor. Whatever about asset rich most teachers and lecturers are time poor.  So much has been added to the job at all levels that is time demanding, yet the same number of hours are in the day and the same teaching load is demanded.  How can this increased demand be accommodated in the same working week along with the same demand for class contact and retain the same level of quality?  It can’t.  Time needs to be allowed for our members to do the job that is required of them.  

Note I do not use the term time off, as it is not time off that we seek but time to do the job.  

This is in the interest of both the teacher and of the service – and as with any proposal which shares both interests its examination must be prioritised. This is one of the principles of partnership, which, despite widespread concerns, we are committed to through National Agreements and I am committed to by conviction. 

I believe that genuine partnership is the best way of doing our business.  I don’t believe it has failed because I don’t believe it has been tried.  It has not been tried because of the failure at Department of Education and Science level and at employer level to give a genuine commitment to partnership.   I believe that this union needs to say that the Teachers’ Union of Ireland does partnership; but if partnership does not work or does not deliver or if our partners fail in the process we do fighting as well; we will protect the interest of our members in traditional trade union ways – and you had better believe it.

As an education union it is right and proper that we would strive for excellence both in the delivery and in the overall quality of that service.  As educationalists we strive for a high quality service.  It has frequently been said that Ireland has a world-class education system and I believe it does – in parts.    

You can go into a school and you will see well-filled libraries, well-appointed classrooms, high tech facilities, laboratories and workshops that would be the envy of many.   Maybe some of you don’t recognise this.   Maybe that’s because this is an image of the schools or the colleges that carefully select their students, schools or colleges which charge substantial fees and where the vast majority of the students are extremely well motivated and have home support that is without question.   Maybe this is because the person painting the picture of this world-class education system didn’t visit the small rural school, which has been waiting for refurbishment for the last 25 years.   Or the Youthreach Centre in inner city that is probably beyond renovation but still caters for 25 disadvantaged young adults.   Or the institute, where the scientific equipment or the machines in the workshops are out-dated.  Maybe it is that the world-class education system doesn’t extend this far.   

I believe that we do have a world-class education system for those who can afford it and for those that are selected to benefit from it.   For others, it’s not quite so good and this is an indictment of our state.   It highlights our divided society.   It has been said that the quality of an education service is one of the best measures of the health of a society.   I don’t think we measure up very well based on this criterion.   It has been said that denial of equality of educational opportunity is one of the most vicious forms of discrimination, particularly because it is vested on the young.   I think our society and our Government stands indicted on that count also.

President, you and I met the Minister for Education and Science recently in the lead up to this Congress and you will recall that the first thing she told us was that the economy is in a bad shape, the tax returns are down so we shouldn’t be looking for too much.  Colleagues, I have no intention of following that piece of Ministerial advice.  Tax returns may be down but I say now to the Minister and to Government that, whatever the state of the economy, if you believe that we cannot invest in Education you are wrong; the truth is we cannot afford not to invest in education.  

Looked at in purely economic terms spending on education is an investment and one with a very good return.  Look at the investment, particularly in higher education in the 70s and 80s following an OECD report entitled “Investment in Education”.  The enormous developments at both second and third level education following that investment laid the way for the huge economic development in the 90s.  This was not a co-incidence.  Investment in education leads to economic growth.  Most Western and English speaking countries are now realising this.  Within a high wage economy which we have and which want, employment must be driven by the knowledge sector.  The recently elected Labour Prime Minister of Australia put it well when announcing a huge increasing in education expenditure when he said that the alternative to improving the education standards of his country was to let it become a beach resort for Japan and a mining area for China.  

In Ireland we have a report that points to a similar direction for Ireland. A recent Forfas report on Expert Skills Needs states that half a million people need to have their education standards improved over the next twelve years in order to maintain economic development in the Knowledge Economy.  Most of these half a million people are currently at work and will continue at work; so their education needs must be addressed in their workplace or there must be a means to facilitate their release from work.  Our members working in VECs, Institutes of Technology and elsewhere are ideally placed to be involved with this process and I have had discussions with appropriate parties in this regard and the Executive has at my request agreed to the holding of a TUI seminar to address this very issue in the near future.  

What response have we seen from Government?  Not a lot.

Government, Minister, please listen, please pay attention, please do what is obviously the right thing to do.

Colleagues, I will never stop seeking further expenditure by the state on education.   I will never stop seeking a world class education service for each and every one of the young people of this country so that they can avail of this education system and continue with it to the best of their ability and in accordance with their needs.   I will never stop seeking the removal of inequalities in the system, inequalities which distort school populations and which allow schools to select their students to the exclusion of those with educational disadvantage; inequalities which lead to the world class system for some and a concentration of disadvantage in other schools which in turn leads to that disadvantage being amplified in these students, inequalities in the lack of the role-out of the government policy on school discipline leading to the majority of students having their education disrupted by the tiny minority.  I will never be satisfied with the concept of equality of access being propped up by the private sector, much less by philanthropists who base themselves abroad for the purpose of tax avoidance.

There are resources available for those with special needs.  Why are these resources not available in all second level schools?  This would immediately remove one of the excuses so often offered to parents by some schools which say – “Actually we here don’t have those resources, we can’t cater for your child with disadvantage but if you go to that other school you will find that they have the resource”.   Translate – “We here in this private school don’t want the trouble of dealing with your difficulties, go off to that public school where there are lots more of your kind, we only want the privileged so we can perpetuate this privilege.”   

At our recent meeting the Minister told us that it is necessary to have resources for disadvantage in all Primary schools because all Primary schools have pupils in need of special attention. She went on to say that not all post primary schools have these needs because they do not all have these students.  

Why is that Minister? 

Is it because your Government’s eloquently stated policy of eliminating the discriminatory practices in certain schools has failed or is being ignored at the behest of the privileged? 

Is it because you have stood by in the full knowledge that these selective practices continue to be carried out?  

Is it not a disgrace that our Minister can admit to these selective practices and use them to justify the denial of resources for students with educational disadvantage from all schools thereby allowing this discrimination to continue?

Let me turn to a new issue we are grappling with in all our schools and colleges. We have a lot of students coming into our schools now for whom English is not their first language.  Their families have come to this country to make their lives here and we welcome them.  They add to our diversity and to our prosperity.  The Department of Education does not make adequate provision for them to enable them that fundamental right – the right to communicate.  Language provision is inadequate both at the level of teaching and at the level of the need for translation facilities for their parents to understand what the teacher is telling them.  Parent teacher meetings are deemed important but are they not a bit useless if the teacher and the parent cannot communicate in a common language? Or where the pupil has to act as translator?  Another discrimination, another inequality. 

I believe, and I have recent preliminary legal advice which I sought from an eminent source, that the state, Ireland, may well be denying legal rights and entitlements to those of its number who are being denied the rights of equality of educational opportunity.  I am advised that rights, either established under our constitution, or rights established under European law may be being denied to those citizens who may have a redress.  We will pursue this and we will utilise this advice in the best way possible to end this discriminatory practice.
We are speaking of Education as a right, as a civil right, as a Human Right.  The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights clearly states and I quote:

Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

Do all of our children, all of our people enjoy that right?  Is higher education equally accessible to all on the basis of merit?  I think not.

The declaration goes on to say: 

Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

Aren’t these all the inequalities that concern us?

Seamus Heany writing recently on the 60th anniversary of the Declaration said it  adds weight to the lighter side of inequality where society is unbalanced.  He is not new to this topic and to mark the Declaration’s 25th anniversary he wrote the poem From the Republic of Conscience. In that he wrote 

When you arrived in the Republic of Conscience you carried with you only what you had  “and very soon your symptoms of creeping privilege disappeared.” 

Privilege is not creeping in this Republic of ours it is rampant.  It is reinforced by our selective educational system, which is simultaneously both world class, grossly inadequate and discriminatory.

This union will continue to point to any practices that are discriminatory or that stand in the way of equality of educational opportunity for all.  How can we do otherwise?   How can we settle for anything less than a world-class education system which all can avail of to the maximum of their ability and according to their needs?   

Do we have to wait until the 70th, 80th or even the centenary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights to see its full implementation in terms of Educational opportunity?

It is for these reasons that the long-standing policy of the Teachers’ Union of Ireland has been for an education service that is free at the point of entry, non-selective, multi-denominational and publicly accountable in all respects.   

None of those demands have been met and none have gone away. To borrow Heaney’s thoughts I want this union to be the union of Conscience.
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