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Delegates, I would like to welcome all of you to our annual congress in the historic town of Wexford.   As President, on behalf of TUI members, I want to thank you for your continued involvement and the service to the union.  It is reassuring at a time when self gain is widely promoted that you are still prepared to give so generously of your time and expertise in the interest of improving the lot of others. 

Kofi Annan once said “education is a human right with immense power to transform. On its foundation rests the cornerstone of freedom, democracy and sustainable development.” This I believe should be kept in mind over the next few days as we discuss our future policies.  It is important that we leave here on Thursday ready, willing and able for the challenging times ahead.
BENCHMARKING

The first concern of a trade union is the salary and conditions of service of its members. In relation to recent pay awards, whether that be the Towards 2016 Agreement or the Report from the Public Service Benchmarking Body, workers have not benefited from the economic success they have contributed to.  The TUI is particularly angry and dismayed at the recent Benchmarking Report that recommended pay increases to just 15 out of 109 grades examined, most of which were concentrated at more senior levels.  

Benchmarking is a failed process. It suits employers because the pay of all public sector workers is compared with the worst employers in the private sector.  In my view there is something seriously wrong in the private sector, where low paid workers are given little or no increases while senior managers award themselves huge sums of money.  This is now being replicated in the public sector.  We now know that direct comparison of public sector employees with private sector employees has one effect, and one effect only, - highly paid public servants are being “levelled up” and middle and lower paid public servants are being “levelled down”.   

In the recent Benchmarking process TUI made well researched and well argued written and oral submissions in regard to a number of grades including teachers and lectures, principals and grades such as Adult Education Officers and those employed in Youthreach centres.  All these claims were dismissed. The only education grade that was awarded any increase was principals of primary schools.  The Government asked the public service unions to trust that the benchmarking process would deliver on their justifiable claims but we have been left empty handed.  The fact that top public servants along with senior politicians and legal figures received huge pay increases under a separate process is leading to polarisation and resentment and has to stop.   

Some people, as Government ministers and corporate bosses have recently shown, are quiet capable of feathering their own nests while at the same time urging pay restraint on the rest of us.  Let us note what the economist John Kenneth Galbraith said, “The salary of the chief executive of a large corporation is not a market award for achievement.  It is frequently in the nature of a warm personal gesture by the individual to himself”. Do Government and employers seriously expect us to repeat our failures?  Trade unions have been out manoeuvred by Government and employers. We need to learn from our failures and be better prepared for any future negotiations. 

NATIONAL WAGE AGREEMENTS
Social partnership has been stretched to breaking point.  Workers are facing one act of provocation after another.  The Towards 2016 Agreement’s failed to deliver pay increases that kept pace with inflation and also failed to reward us for our contribution as educators to sustainable economic prosperity.  

I have often wondered when is the best time for workers to look for a pay increase. In good times we are told it will damage our competitiveness.  Now that we have returned to ‘fiscal rectitude’, belt-tightening and hair-shirt-wearing we are told we cannot afford it. National Wage Agreement in the recent past has benefited the economy but not the worker who contributed to it. It has also led to increasing workloads for teachers and lecturers and an obsession with performance. 

The TUI Executive’s acceptance of the Towards 2016 Agreement was reluctant, and conditional. The main consequence of not accepting the agreement was that our members would get no increase at all. The Executive felt that it was very important to be in at the negotiations to limit the “give” being demanded by the employer side.  We negotiated hard on all the issues and will continue to do so in all future negotiations.   

The trade union movement has a difficult task ahead as talks on a new pay agreement are due to start in the next few weeks.  There is to be a Special ICTU Delegate Congress to decide if the trade unions will enter new pay talks.  TUI has advised the ICTU that we will not participate in negotiations on changes to our conditions of service unless the outcome of such negotiations is voted on by TUI members only.  TUI put down a motion to this affect at the ICTU Biennial Conference in 2007.  It was ruled out of order and our challenge to that decision was narrowly defeated. TUI has told the ICTU that this issue must be discussed and decided on by the delegates at the upcoming Special Conference on Pay.  

If there is to be a new pay agreement, and that is a very big ‘if’, then it must be an agreement that concentrates on pay.  The ICTU has to find a way for workers to be compensated for inflation as well as benefiting from a share of the economic growth they have created.  Our contribution to economic growth has been massive and this must be rewarded.  

Moderisation and flexibility should be about working smarter rather than longer.   The term “modernisation” has been debased and devalued by government and employers.  It has become a byword for additional bureaucratic demands that add nothing to the quality of educational provision but instead deflects teachers and lecturers from their core task of teaching and learning.  To date modernization and flexibility has not meant better facilities, smaller classes, better training, equipment or methodologies.  Flexibility, modernisation and change should be about delivering a better service rather than the narrow focus on changes in our conditions of service.   

TEACHERS EXPERIENCING PROFESSIONAL DIFFICULTIES
The strength of the Irish education system is built largely upon the excellence of its teachers.  The morale of the teaching profession is being undermined by the media fixation with the tiny minority of teachers experiencing professional difficulties.  It is a source of great frustration to the great majority of excellent teachers that their efforts are not recognised and reaffirmed.  They feel their work goes unheralded and unappreciated. 
Like all professions a very small number of teachers experience ongoing professional difficulties. One then has to ask why?  Is it not because there is no proper induction for new teachers?   Is it not because there are inadequate support services for teachers?  Is it not because of the miserly level of continuing professional development available to teachers?  Is it not because of the growing problem of indiscipline in our schools?  Is it not because there is innovation fatigue and work overload caused by the ever increasing demands of new legislation and changes in our society without the provision of the necessary resources? 

Teaching had become more difficult in recent years as teachers in the classroom try to cope with a changed society. The teacher unions are involved in discussions with the Department at the moment. It is unacceptable to the TUI for any party to these discussions to use the media as a tool to progress their own agenda.  

I want to assure you that the TUI will accept nothing less than the involvement of independent professionals - the Department inspectorate in this case - in assessing the competency of teachers. To do otherwise would deny teachers what every other profession would expect as a basic right - the entitlement to be assessed by a knowledgeable, independent person or persons.  

INCLUSION
"Good schools, like good societies and good families, celebrate and cherish diversity." 

Quality public education, a cornerstone of a democratic society, has the task of providing equality of educational opportunity for all children. It is fundamental to the well being of society through its contribution to economic, social and cultural development. If students come to our schools from strong, healthy functioning families, it makes our job easier.  If they do not it makes our job more important. 

Ireland has a high quality education system but not an equitable one.  TUI does not accept a dual system of education. In our schools and in our country all our children are special and should be treated as special.  Schools paid for out of the public funds should reflect the spread of student ability and diversity in society and in their local community. 

As I have said before, and I make no apologies for it, the TUI unreservedly condemns the practice of some schools that connive not to enrol all the children from their local area.  The Minister and her Department - have acknowledged that there is a serious problem but when is she going to do something about it?  She appears to have closed her eyes and wished it away; “the head in the sand” approach.  Schools that demonstrate loyalty to their communities, that apply public policy in regard to integration, are buckling under the pressure of carrying a disproportionate burden while schools that show contempt for public policy are allowed to soak up public funds unchecked.  

An official Department audit of school enrolment policies has been going on for many years and we have no information on when- if ever - it will be published. However, one would have to be cynical about such an exercise in the first place. Schools that exclude students are unlikely to admit as much.  We in TUI have had to conclude that the audit is, first and last, a cynical excuse for the Minister to continue to do nothing.  

Some people seem to think that if you pay for something then it must be better.  We as a society must have enough imagination to lay the foundations for a more equitable system of education.  The OECD Pisa study singles out Finland, Estonia and Ireland as countries “where parents can rely on high and consistent performance standards across schools in the entire education system”. It goes on to say that parents “can be less concerned about their choice of school in order to obtain high performance”.  The Minister must use her extensive statutory and executive powers to ensure that all children have access to their local school where they can be educated in an inclusive environment with siblings, friends and neighbours. She must bring to heel those school managements that ignore public policy on inclusion. 

INDIVIDUAL EDUCATION PLANS
In the Towards 2016 Action Plan for post-primary schools the union insisted on the inclusion of a statement confirming that the implementation of EPSEN Act has resource implications.  TUI members cannot and will not implement the “Guidelines on the Individual Education Plan Process”, good and necessary as they are, unless we get additional resources in terms of personnel, time and training to implement them.  The TUI will not be a party to any charade or deception on parents which creates the illusion that schools can offer IEPs to students diagnosed with special education needs.  In the past year the Department has given no indication that it understands the level of investment needed to implement the EPSEN Act fairly and effectively. We hope that it is not now unspoken policy to let our members live horse. Continued inaction is unacceptable. The Minister has to move from sound bites to a solution on this issue.  

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGISTS
Ability to pay must never be the criterion for access to the services of a school psychologist.  All students must be able to have a psychological assessment within a reasonable period of time.  This will allow them access to effective learning opportunities suited to their needs and ability.  I stated last year that it was unacceptable that a charity organisation like the St. Vincent de Paul should be asked to pay for private assessments. It is still unacceptable but it is still happening.  The service must be provided as right to those that need it.  Currently there are 138 Educational Psychologists.  However, it’s not enough if we still have principals looking to charitable organisations to fund what should be provided as a right by the state.  The Department has confirmed plans to recruit more this year and into 2009.  It must however be borne in mind that the current target of 200 was set at a time when the full implications of the EPSEN Act and of the needs generated by newcomers were not known or understood. Delay in expanding provision in this area represents a failure to provide equality of educational opportunity to the most vulnerable of our children.

ETHNIC STUDENTS 

The European Parliament declared 2008 “European Year of Intercultural Dialogue”.  It is expected that the year will promote intercultural dialogue and raise awareness among European citizens.

 This is very appropriate for Ireland at this time.  Irish society has changed from a largely monocultural and monolingual one to a multicultural and multilingual one.  If Ireland is to promote a positive attitude to multiculturalism, schools must be provided with the necessary resources and personnel to cope with vulnerable minorities and their children who came here for a better life. 

All schools must welcome students from different ethnic groups.  The TUI condemns schools that do not. Schools must promote among their students respect for cultural diversity as well as providing opportunities to learn from different cultural traditions. The Department has improved the language support available to schools in the past year to cater for the needs of those for whom English is not their first language.  But to fully cater for the needs of these students, who have enriched our classes and brought diversity to our country we must invest beyond this.  All teachers need support in embracing multiculturalism and helping students integrate.  If we get this one wrong, Ireland will have to deal with a segregated society, and the enormous problems that will follow when those students grow up.

STUDENT DISRUPTION

TUI is very aware of the increasing problems caused by student indiscipline. This takes it toll on the entire school community including students, parents and teachers. The rights of students who wish to learn and of the teacher to teach are being subordinated to the rights of the disruptive student. 

Because teachers’ time is taken up dealing with student disruption they have less time to teach effectively. This leads to many other problems including increased stress among teachers and loss of morale, job satisfaction and general disillusionment.  

Indiscipline effects more than teachers.  It is a matter of immediate concern to parents because it deprives their children of a proper learning environment.  The Minister recently announced her intention to amend Section 29 of the Education Act to take account the Task Force recommendation on the Appeals Process. This is welcomed as it recognizes the rights of the majority to an education free from disruption.  It will also assist employers in delivering on their legal obligation with regard to a duty of care to employees. 

TUI welcomed the establishment of the Behavioural Support Service. Early indications suggest that the service can be effective and valuable.  Nonetheless, it presently only offers support to 50 schools.  What we have seen is small scale and under funded and this vital area continues to be under resourced.  TUI now calls on the Minister to extend availability of the service and to provide Support Classroom to schools which meet objective criteria?  Increased funding and supports are needed as a matter of urgency to implement the full range of recommendations set out in the Task Force on Student Behaviour.  

CURRICULUM CHANGES 
Work is continuing with the review and reform of curriculum and assessment at second level at both junior cycle and senior cycle. Some of the proposed changes, while positive, will have considerable impact on the workload of teachers.   

Teachers and lecturers are being constantly told of the need to modernize.  TUI members welcome change but are at a loss to understand the recent decision by the Minister not to proceed with the introduction of the new art and technologies syllabi.  This decision is hugely damaging to subjects that are vital to the economic and cultural well-being of the country.  It makes a mockery of the consultative process that underpins the development of new syllabi and the Department's claim that it wants to modernise the second level curriculum.  It nails once and for all the lie that it is teachers who obstruct progressive change.  It is unacceptable that subjects which, by definition, need to change as society changes should be forced to retain curricula which have become outdated.  Quality and innovation costs but the Department seems to be too imaginatively impoverished to recognise this basic fact. 

Investing in science and technology laboratories is the only way to reverse the crisis in the science subjects. Facilities that enable students to enjoy a "hands on" approach would help to arrest the fall-off in demand for science subjects.  The NCCA is proposing to introduce a second mode of assessment in science subjects in order that practical and experimental work is rewarded.  The TUI believes this is a welcome innovation, but only if properly resourced.  It will not be party to any innovation that puts extra work on already overburdened science teachers.  If the NCCA and the Department are serious about practical work then the provision of laboratory technicians is a pre requisite.  This is common practice across most European countries.  The fact that Irish schools did without them in the past and that it will require increased financial commitment is no longer a sustainable argument.  Aside from the educational value of such investment modern health and safety legislation make it a necessity. 

NATIONAL SKILLS STRATEGY
Ireland, with its open trading economy, has achieved much in recent years. The Expert Group on Future Skills Needs published its fifth report Towards a National Skills Strategy in March 2007.  This was an important milestone in informing Government policy with regard to developing the skills of the Irish workforce into the future.  The report shows that a significant percentage of the current workforce has low skills and qualifications.  These workers also have a poor record of participation in life long learning.  Bill Clinton once said, “We earn what we learn”.  

The report argues that raising skills levels is the key to this country remaining successful and competitive.  The provision of a wide range of educational opportunities that will improve qualifications and skills has taken a new importance.  Today’s Leaving Cert student will have at least four different jobs during their lifetime and there are about 500,000 people currently in employment who need to continually up-skill.  

Our education and training systems must adapt and be innovative in order to build the well educated, highly skilled workforce that will be required to sustain a knowledge based economy.  This presents a massive challenge as well as a significant opportunity to our educational institutions. The VEC Sector and the IoT Sector are well placed to respond to the recommendations set out in the National Skills Strategy if properly resourced and supported.  

FURTHER EDUCATION 
Further and Adult Education has expanded significantly to meet the ever changing needs of school leavers and adult learners.  TUI members have been innovative in the past in responding to learner needs and will continue to do so if provided with the necessary structures and resources.  However, the same innovative and generous spirit must be shown by the employer side.  They must understand that we are dealing with a diverse range of students and must not get caught up in a narrow focus of unit costs.  They must realize that planning and investment for the future is essential. 

The revised structures as outlined in McIver Report must be put in place to allow the sector to develop and grow further.  Discussions with the Minister and the Department on new structures in the PLC sector are ongoing at the moment.  These negotiations have been slow but it is important that we get the right result.  

The implementation of new quality assurance policies and procedures across all programmes in further and adult education is of particular concern.  This has implications for those working in Post Leaving Certificate Colleges, Youthreach and Traveller Education, Prison Education Centres and Adult Education Services.  It will affect the working condition and practices of part-time and full-time staff.   TUI is involved in discussions the IVEA, the Department and FETAC in order to reach agreement on the general approaches, systems and resources that should apply.  We hope that significant progress will be made in this area over the next couple of months.  

At a recent Conference organised by the IVEA the Minister for State, Mr Sean Haughey, spoke about the need for parity of esteem for the Further and Adult Education Sector with the other education sectors. If the Minister values the contribution made by the Further Education Sector then he must provide parity of resources also.  

YOUTHREACH
TUI members, who work in Youthreach centres, teach the most disadvantaged young people. Participants are taught Junior and Leaving Certificate subjects and a range of courses leading to FETAC awards.  TUI will continue to insist that those persons working in Youthreach Centres will have pay and conditions similar to teachers. It is intolerable that the work of our members though identical to that in schools is not recognised as teaching.

THIRD LEVEL
The Institutes of Technology have been remarkably successful in responding to skills and qualifications needs.  They have a proven record of innovation, offering a wide range of courses to a diverse student population.  TUI has serious concerns that many institutes have had an overall funding increase of just 1%.  This is totally inadequate given the level of pay increases, both incremental and normal, due this year.  In effect it amounts to a very significant cut.  This is totally unacceptable, particularly as institutes are already under-funded when compared with other third level sectors. It is a priority for TUI that funding is increased to allow institutes to continue their vital contribution to the economic success of their local and regional communities. 

Lecturers are facing additional workload.  E-learning, greater demands for research, varying modes of assessment, student placement in industry are all becoming an increasing part of the job of a lecturer. The missing resource is time.  Time to carry out the additional functions is now required.  Time to do their work effectively.   

TUI insists that the state must provide access to third level education as a right.  Investors see services such as education as one of the major new opportunities for profit but the union will continue to oppose the increasing attempt to privatise higher education.  

We also utterly reject the call of university presidents for a return of third level fees.  The evidence is clear in showing that the abolition of fees has democratized third level education, making it available as a real option to the children of lower middle-income earners.  A return of third level fees would only serve to restrict access to those who can best afford it.   What the abolition of fees has not achieved is to bring in students from marginalized communities. It was never going to do so. What is needed to achieve this is what we are demanding – greatly increased investment in primary and post-primary education to ensure that children actually get as far as the third level portal.

FIXED TERM ACT
TUI continues to make progress in improving the conditions of employment of fixed term teachers.  Fixed term teachers who have been awarded contracts of indefinite duration now enjoy the same job security as permanent teachers.  TUI has been engaged in ongoing discussion with the Department and the Management Bodies to secure further improvements in the conditions of service of fixed term teachers. 

CONCLUDING POINTS 
Investment in education is investment in Ireland’s future. A quality education from an early age shapes a persons future and is the best route to a stronger economy.  At a time when our knowledge based economy demands increasingly higher skills to stay competitive, well resourced schooling and education is key.  As a country Ireland has experienced a time of unprecedented prosperity. This prosperity is due in no small way to the investment in education by earlier and poorer generations. Despite this in our schools and colleges teachers and lecturers on a daily basis have to come to terms with the consequences of ongoing under funding in education.  

The Taoiseach, Mr. Ahern recently said that his Government would “avoid taking short term knee-jerk reactions which would damage our long term prospects”. The TUI will continue to demand that this Government not repeat the mistakes of former Governments by slamming the brakes on investment in education.  The government has promised there will be no slowdown in spending on infrastructure. There is no more important infrastructure than a well educated workforce.  Ireland is still a wealthy country.  We will not let them use the excuse of economic downturns for not continuing to improve and build our education system.   

The OECD Pisa study shows that Irish students are performing as well as or better than most of their counterparts in other OECD countries. This is all the more remarkable when we then see that Irish funding of education is so far behind these countries. Ireland comes last out of 30 countries in terms of annual expenditure per second level student.  It shares this shameful position with Mexico, Greece and the Slovak Republic. This shows that investment in education continues to be neglected, despite periodic echoing of hollow sentiments about levelling the playing field for all the children of the nation.  As Benjamin Franklin said, "An investment in knowledge pays the best interest." 

A different “race to the bottom” is happening in the workplace. Employers want to get more for less.  Someone once said “If hard work was such a wonderful thing, surely the rich would have kept it all to themselves”.  The power of unions in the private sector is being eroded - this erosion must not be allowed to affect workers in the public sector.  One thing we know is that employers and government do not give out money or improve workers conditions out of the goodness of their heart.  It is important that al workers realise that it through the hard work of trade unions that improvements in salaries, benefits and working conditions are achieved and maintained.  It is vital, delegates, that we revitalise union participation in our schools and colleges. We must make sure that all eligible persons are recruited into membership. Being active and informed is for all members, not just the few.  

Teacher unity is vital in order to strengthen our power.  Let us all make a concerted effort towards unity. We must not get bogged down in our differences. We need to focus on strengthening our similarities so that we can become a strong and powerful movement in the public sector. Let us move forward together and avoid the trap of divide and conquer.  Lets take the option of ‘united we stand’ in the face of adversity. 

RETIREMENT OF JIM DORNEY 
Changes have taken place in TUI Head Office in the recent past. We lost one general secretary and gained another.   As you are aware, Jim Dorney retired at the end of February 2008 and has been replaced by Peter MacMenamin.  

Jim was a true trade unionist and educationalist and continues to be held in the high of esteem in trade union and education circles.  Jim fought with vigour, commitment and tactical dexterity on behalf of the members and has made a highly valued contribution to Irish education.  His departure is a big loss to the TUI and we wish him well in his retirement.  

I would like to wish his successor, Mr. Peter MacMenanin every success during his time as General Secretary. Peter has a proven record of success and I know that will continue into the future.

Delegates, this is a unique occasion for me. I attended my first TUI Congress here in Whites Hotel back in 1978 and it is a pleasure that my final Annual Congress as President is also here.  I look forward to your lively and passionate deliberations over the next three days and I look forward to continued involved with the TUI for some years to come.  Thank you.  
