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CADA NI Submission to the Curriculum Review of Northern Ireland 

30/01/2025 

1. In what capacity are you responding? Please briefly explain the nature of your 
organisation, or your role (parent, teacher, business leader, etc.). 

The Coalition of Aid and Development Agencies in Northern Ireland (CADA NI) is a coalition of 

organisations that work together to promote and support international development, humanitarian 

aid, and peace-building efforts. As a group of twenty-one member organisations, we focus on 

addressing global poverty, inequality, and the humanitarian needs of vulnerable communities, with a 

particular emphasis on both local and international cooperation. We work with communities in the 

global south to improve living conditions, advocate for human rights, and provide emergency relief in 

times of crisis. 

Our mission is to bring together people and organisations to inspire change and tackle global 

poverty. As a collective, we are also dedicated to educating the public about global issues through 

the lens of Global Citizenship Education (GCE).  

At a global level, the importance of an education that fosters understanding, creativity, and essential 

skills is clearly outlined in the foundational Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by world 

leaders in 2015. Specifically, under Goal 4, Target 4.7, it is stated that by 2030, all learners should 

"acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development," which includes, but 

is not limited to, education for sustainable development and lifestyles, human rights, gender 

equality, a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship, and an appreciation of cultural 

diversity and its contribution to sustainable development.  

For this review, we have gathered input from the following member organizations: Concern 

Worldwide, Children in Crossfire, Habitat for Humanity, Tools for Solidarity, Trócaire and Saphara. 

2. What are your views on the strengths of the Northern Ireland Curriculum? 

As a group of twenty-one member organisations with an active interest in international 

development, CADA believes that elements of Global Citizenship Education (also known as Global 

Learning, which encompasses Education for Sustainable Development) have been embedded across 

all key stages of the Northern Ireland Curriculum.  This is hugely positive in supporting learners to be 

active citizens at local and global level.  

We believe one of the key strengths of the curriculum is the autonomy it offers teachers and schools, 

allowing flexibility while still adhering to the statutory minimum requirements.  We applaud the 
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space afforded to develop school-led responses to key topics such as GCE, aligning well with the 

broader educational goals of fostering a responsible, informed, and active citizenry.  

Key strengths of the curriculum from a GCE perspective include: 

1. Promotes Critical Thinking and Awareness: Active and local citizenship encourages students 

to critically analyse global issues such as inequality, human rights, sustainability, and conflict. 

This aligns with the curriculum’s aim to develop reflective and independent learners who 

understand the complexities of the world. 

2. Encourages Intercultural Understanding: The 2007 curriculum fosters awareness of cultural 

diversity, helping students develop respect for different cultures and perspectives. This is 

crucial in a globally interconnected world, and it enhances social cohesion within Northern 

Ireland, which has a complex history of cultural and community relations. 

3. Supports Ethical and Social Responsibility: By addressing global issues like diversity and 

inclusion, poverty, and migration, the curriculum empowers students to take action and 

become responsible global citizens. It instils a sense of responsibility not just towards local 

communities, but to global society, promoting values such as justice, equality, and 

sustainability. This is evident from Foundation through to KS4. 

4. Advocates Active Participation: The curriculum, and in particular Learning for Life and Work 

(LLW), promotes student involvement in decision-making and social activism, whether 

through school-based initiatives or broader community projects. This helps students develop 

a sense of agency and confidence in making positive changes in their communities and the 

wider world. 

5. Integration across Subjects: GCE can be integrated across various subjects in the NI 

Curriculum, including History, Geography, Religious Education, and LLW. This allows for a 

holistic approach to learning about global issues, helping students see the connections 

between different areas of knowledge. 

6. Focus on Global and Local Contexts: While GCE focuses on global issues, the curriculum also 

encourages students to consider the local context, helping them understand how global 

problems impact Northern Ireland and vice versa. This ensures that students recognise the 

relevance of global citizenship in their own lives. 

7. Holistic Development of Students: The curriculum contributes to the development of the 

whole child, nurturing not just intellectual skills, but also emotional, social, and moral 

development. It helps learners become empathetic, socially aware, and proactive individuals 

who can contribute positively to both local and global communities. This is evident from 

Foundation to KS4. 

 

In summary, the current NI Curriculum provides a wonderful platform for Global Citizenship 

Education, promoting the growth of informed learners who are engaged, ethical, and equipped to 

tackle both local and global challenges. It also allows teachers, as independent curriculum 

developers, to play a key role in fostering connections that bridge boundaries in learning. 

3. What are your views on the weaknesses of the Northern Ireland Curriculum? 

As set out above we are conscious of a significant number of strengths in the Northern Ireland 

curriculum. Our recommendations would be to build on those strengths and to realise the potential 

that is there. However, we would point to a few specific areas of challenge.  

A. Updating to address wider social cultural changes  
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A key question is – how could the curriculum help lay clearer foundations to enable our education 

system to address the scale, depth, pace and interconnections of change in our world since 2007 so 

that students can become contributors and active citizens in the world that is evolving?  These 

changes include: 

The extent and reach of the influence of all forms of digital and social media.  In ways previously 

unimaginable, young people today are exposed to a constant, wide-ranging and highly impactful 

‘alternative education’ and schooling through their screens.  A related concern is that much of this 

social media operates at the edge of or even outside of and without accountability to democratic 

societies.  

Growth in conflict and polarisation. There is evidence that the choices and threats that face us as 

societies can be used to magnify and manipulate our greatest fears, to divide us and to commit to 

futures that involve ‘othering’ and exclusion, and growth in violence and wars.   

The impact of climate change. At local and global levels there is much greater evidence of the current 

and future impact of climate change. All of us can see this in the frequency and impact of extreme 

weather events, fires, floods and droughts.  It is also evident in the catastrophic impact of climate 

change on countries which have contributed proportionately little to global warming. 

Growth in refugees and migration. There has been substantial increase in the diversity of the school 

population and growth in newcomers in schools.  

Interconnectedness and Interdependence. The Covid pandemic brought home our 

interconnectedness and interdependence at local, national and global levels. It also highlights that 

the concern for wellbeing must also attend to its social and collective dimensions.  

 

B. Curriculum blocks to change     

At the level of the curriculum and how it works we have some key concerns.  

An avoidance of complex and controversial issues.    Is there sufficient readiness to acknowledge and 

address the multiple crisis currently facing humanity, and acknowledgement of the urgency with 

which humanity must grapple with these crises? Many of these are controversial topics, for example 

climate action and migration. They are complex to understand.  Can this result in a marginalisation of 

explicitly citizenship related dimensions of the curriculum? Does this lead to efforts to provide 

education on these areas slipping down the scale of priorities? Can they come to be seen as less 

important than other subjects, or more damagingly still, as soft subjects?  

Lack of cross curricular integration. Another key question is how can we overcome the limits imposed 

by division of teaching into specific and often siloed subject areas to ensure sufficient space for the 

cross curricular nature of the challenges we face and the knowledge, skills and understanding we 

need to develop.   

Overemphasis on academic success from early ages and throughout many years of education. Does 

this mean that much of the potential identified above gets lost in practice?    

 Overly focused on academic knowledge. Does the curriculum allow sufficient space for the huge 

learning that has taken place in terms of recognition of the need to also integrate social emotional 

learning and to ensure that students learn to understand the world or emotions, what they are, how 

they shape our lives and most importantly, how they can be regulated? Given widely acknowledged 
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concerns about mental health in young people in Northern Ireland, is enough space given to new 

understandings of trauma, how it affects us, and how we can better respond to it? Specifically, how 

does the curriculum take on board Department of Education and Department of Health ‘Children and 

Young People’s Emotional Health and Wellbeing in Education Framework’, and the CCEA ‘SEL Primary 

Guidance’? 

C. Specific curriculum points.   

The following are areas where CADA members identified more specific points for attention to 

support children and young people to be able to act as active global citizens, make sense of 

information that they see online and support their educational development into adulthood: 

Media and digital literacy:  

• Increase the focus on critical evaluation of media, fake news and the impact of media, 

including Artificial Intelligence,  on society.  

• We see critical thinking as the most important skill to teach students of all ages (given the 

rising threat of mis/disinformation) and it is relevant for every aspect of the curriculum, as 

well as children’s own lives.  

• All parts of the curriculum should encourage children to question information and 

understand what a reliable source is, as well as the context and agenda of all people who 

create content or write/deliver information. 

• Students need to be taught critical thinking skills before they are regularly online, so they are 

able to comfortably discern the agenda and reliability of media outlets. 

Climate Change:  

• Although terms such as environment, sustainability and biodiversity are mainstreamed, 

there appears to be no mention of climate change. We see this as a significant gap in the NI 

Curriculum.  

• Explicit recognition should be given to the interdependent relationship between humanity 

and the natural environment.  

• The concept of climate change should be introduced from foundation stage, taught explicitly 

at KS2, KS3 and explored further at KS4, including an exploration of climate justice and 

individual and national responsibilities.  

• This could be further emphasised Post-16. Example subject areas include geography, science, 

LLW (Local and Global Citizenship) and design and technology. 

Inclusion of diverse experiences:  

• Books, poems and other resources, especially those that tell the first-hand experiences of 

students’ peers from around the world, should be embedded.  

• These should highlight the voices and experiences of people from low-income countries, not 

just the Global North, without emphasising pity or reinforcing stereotypes of helplessness. 

• In the primary curriculum, “Develop an awareness and respect for other cultures” could be 

strengthened by adding ‘and a curiosity’ to support the intrinsic value of learning and to 

encourage children to take an interest in others.  

• All of the above could be strengthened by examining the impact and harm that stereotyping 

others can have on all of us. 
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Other: 

• Citizenship should be changed to “Active Citizenship” to encourage active participation and 

emphasise citizens’ role of responsibility in the world  

• The Sustainable Development Goals are currently absent from the guidelines – there are no 

references to their predecessor (the Millenium Development Goals). Including these would 

emphasise the interdependent nature of the world around us and provide opportunities for 

cross-curricula learning. Specifically, we recommend the inclusion of a reference to the 

importance of SDG 4: Quality Education. Target 4.7 provides the impetus for ensuring that all 

learners access quality Global Citizenship Education (GCE). 

• Active listening should replace ‘listening’ 

• Local and global links could be emphasised: how do our actions here impact others around 

the world? 

• We need consideration for a specific subject that is taken seriously and that allows students 

to learn about our world, their place in it and how they can help shape a better future. This 

learning journey should go from early years to Post-16.  Areas to be included are: Human 

Rights, Climate Change/ climate justice; Politics; migration/forced migration and 

displacement – including root causes such as conflict and climate change/ “climate 

displacement”; The Sustainable Development Goals; localisation - putting voices from the 

Global South at the centre of GCE; How to become an advocate for change rather than a 

passive citizen; exploration of Climate Change and particularly Climate Justice.   

• The language of the curriculum should be updated as well  

o Some language needs to updated as it reinforces stereotypes (e.g “villagers in the 

developing world” could be changed to people living in rural areas of low-income 

countries) 

o It encourages a single story of the global south focused on disempowerment and 

poverty instead of giving a real portrait of communities facing and responding to 

challenges across the world. 

o How to become an advocate for change rather than a passive citizen. 

4. To what extent do you think the Northern Ireland Curriculum has been successfully 
implemented in schools, and what do you perceive to be the barriers (if any) to its 
implementation? 

In our view it seems there is much potential in the Northern Ireland Curriculum that has not yet been 

fully implemented. We see this unfulfilled potential as connected to some key recurring concerns.  

• The sheer volume of what teachers must cover seems to limit space to invest in important 

areas of the curriculum. As per the recommendation of the Independent Review of 

Education we think there is a need for ‘addressing the issue of excessive curriculum content’. 

• This pressure to teach so much, combined with the pressure to ‘teach to the exam’ through 

many years of children’s lives, may have the effect that many good intentions and ideas 

cannot be delivered on.  

• The lack of clarity about the success in implementing the curriculum also points to a lack of 

research to examine how well the curriculum has been implemented.  

• In 2007 a new curriculum was introduced, but we repeatedly hear that there has not been 

sufficient ongoing investment in Teacher Professional Learning to ensure effective delivery of 

what was new in the curriculum.  
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5. Bearing in mind this is a review of the curriculum, and not of qualifications or assessment, 
is there anything else you would like to draw attention to that you think should be a focus 
of the review? 

We endorse the recommendation of the Independent Review of Education to add a further purpose 
‘to develop young people as lifelong learners, able to participate successfully through life in a society 
undergoing rapid and accelerating change’. Through this recommendation we see that this would 
address some of the key concerns above, putting the focus on developing young people as learners 
(including SEL dimensions), putting a focus on education for participation in society, and putting a 
focus on preparing learners for the rapid and accelerating change learners are faced with. 

Given that lack of resources is often stated as a block to delivering citizenship education, we would 
highlight that many CADA members have experience, programmes and expertise in this area. We 
would highlight that educational authorities and institutions could be encouraged to collaborate 
more with such organisations to strengthen delivery in this area.  


