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Background 

The Youth Assembly was established in June 2021. The current 90 Youth Assembly Members took 

their seats in October 2023. At the time of recruitment, they were in school years 9-12 which is 

approximately age 12-16. They are a diverse group. Membership includes young people from every 

constituency and recruitment was designed to ensure proportionate representation of Section 75 

categories including gender, religious background, race, care experience, sexuality, disability, and 

young people with caring responsibilities. 

The Youth Assembly was established to perform three functions:  

• To engage with the work of the Northern Ireland Assembly, specifically with Assembly 

Committees on legislation and inquiries relevant to young people;  

• To undertake project work generated by the three Youth Assembly committees; and 

• To enable consultation with government Departments and to participate in youth voice 

projects. 

Developing the Skills for Northern Ireland’s Future 

Youth Assembly Members received a briefing from Public Accounts Committee staff and deputy 

Chair Cheryl Brownlee MLA on 22 January 2025. They had an opportunity to ask questions and 

discuss the key points. Youth Assembly Members will attend the Public Accounts Committee 

meeting on 30 January 2025 to present their views. 

Youth Assembly Members gave their views via a Mentimeter survey. The survey results can be 

accessed in Appendix A. 

The Youth Assembly Members wish to record their gratitude to the Committee staff and to Cheryl 

Brownlee MLA for meeting with them which has been invaluable to them in understanding the 

inquiry and forming their views. 
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Youth Assembly Views 

Youth Assembly Members welcomed this inquiry and the opportunity to take part. Eleven Members 

attended the online meeting on 22 January. Most of the Members who attended the meeting are 

students in Grammar schools.  This is coincidental, however this should be taken into account when 

interpreting the survey results. 

Access to qualifications 

Most of the Members stated that they had access to a wide range of qualifications and were made 

aware of a variety of options. Members described that, in their schools, progression from GCSEs to 

A levels is a ‘default’ expectation. “Going to Tech is seen as a last resort”. Most of the Members said 

that they were not encouraged to explore alternatives to school-based provision at post-16. 

They reported that they were required to achieve a certain number of points in their GCSEs in order 

to be allowed to return in Sixth Form. If they do not do well in AS (lower sixth), they will not be 

allowed back to complete the A level in upper sixth. 

One Member, who attends an all-ability school, said that her school provides a range of 

qualifications at post-16 including BTECs, apprenticeships and A levels.  

Members would like to have more GCSE options including Politics, PE, economics, and a wider 

variety of languages. Some said that they do not feel they have enough choice as they have to study 

certain subjects (e.g. English, maths, science, languages) and, depending how the choices boxes are 

laid out, they can be limited in the combinations they can choose. 

Members reported that if you do not wish to choose academic subjects, there are few or no 

vocational qualifications to choose from. They felt that challenges with fitting the subjects into the 

timetable means that they can’t always access the subjects they wish to study. One Member said 

that the timetabling and subject option process seemed to prioritise the top students.  
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Guidance 

Members felt that they received adequate careers guidance when choosing qualifications and most 

said that the advice provided was useful though there was a great emphasis on the A levels to 

university pathway within their schools.  

They had opportunities to meet with a range of adults including teachers, careers teachers, external 

careers advisors and external organisations. 

Members said they would like more one-to-one, personalised advice which would include 

consideration of grades but also individual strengths and interests. They would like clearer 

information on what to expect from the qualifications (i.e. how much coursework will there be? 

when are the exams?)  and where this could lead. 

One Member said that, as a young carer, she would like advice on how to manage her 

responsibilities at home and plan for her own career. 

One Member reported that the careers advisor they met couldn’t access their previous grades and 

therefore they felt that the advice they were able to provide was limited.  

They would like opportunities to find out more about careers through guided research and work 

experience. They would value advice from former students and more information on study 

opportunities abroad. 

Academic v. vocational qualifications 

The vast majority of Members stated that academic and vocational qualifications are not equally 

promoted or valued. 

Members felt that, in their schools, they were expected to continue on to Sixth form to study A 

levels. Many said that only academic subjects were available at their school. They further said that 

apprenticeships were “undervalued” and “only seen as an option if you’re struggling with 

academics”. They would like less focus on university as the only option. 

Some Members reported that teachers in their schools encourage pupils to take “their subject” for 

GCSE or A level even if it may not a good fit and make pupils feel guilty if they don’t choose it. They 
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stated that this was because the teacher did not want to have their timetable filled with ‘Learning 

for Life and work’ lessons. 

One Member reported that teachers in some subject areas were more open to vocational routes 

e.g. teachers of Home Economics, but that this depended on the subject. 

Skills needs in Northern Ireland 

Most Members are not aware of the skills needs in Northern Ireland. A brief discussion was held 

following the survey about the importance of the following areas to the Northern Ireland’s future 

economy: STEM, ICT, creative and digital media, agri-food sector, business and financial services, 

manufacturing and engineering, renewable energies, and health and life sciences.  

Members were equally split on whether the current curriculum aligns to these areas. 

Collaborative practices and duplication 

Members were split on the question of collaborative practices between schools and Further 

education (FE) colleges. They suggested that it is more common in non-selective post primary 

schools than in grammar schools.  

They are aware of some examples of duplication citing schools which offer vocational courses such 

as beauty, childcare, technology which are also offered at the local FE college. 

Further comments 

Views on work experience came about through a discussion following the survey. Members 

reported that work experience which is organised through their school is becoming less common as 

schools cannot afford the insurance required for pupils. They agreed that work experience is an 

important part of exploring future careers. They said that, where a school does not offer a work 

experience programme, they must organise this themselves without help from their school. 

Members felt that careers education must begin earlier in the school journey and that there should 

be better links between schools, local businesses and FE colleges.  
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Appendix A Mentimeter responses 
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