SCHOOL AGE MOTHERS

Statement by Department of Education
The Department shares the concern of all agencies, statutory and voluntary, about the numbers of teen parents and, in particular, the longer term impact on the life chances of early parenthood on the young mother and her baby.  The Department recognises the importance of improving educational attainment for these young women and has been working steadily since 1996 to develop suitable support services.

The Department in partnership with the Education and Library Boards and the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools developed an agreed policy framework for service development to support pregnant and parenting schoolgirls in 1997.  The framework has its underpinning principle that the best place for the continued education of a pregnant schoolgirl or school age mother is in school and that all support should be directed towards facilitating her to complete compulsory education and remain in education beyond Year 12 if this is appropriate.  In September 2000 all post primary schools with female pupils were advised of this position.

Pregnant and parenting schoolgirls are registered pupils of a school and as such expected to attend, health permitting.  Pregnancy is not a school discipline issue.  Schools have been asked to advise pupils who become pregnant of the support services which are in place and, with the pupil’s permission, make a referral to the relevant Education Welfare Service.  In this way a pupil can access the support which is available through the School Age Mothers’ (SAMs) Programme.  This position has been reiterated regularly through posters and information leaflets distributed to schools and by the operations of a tailored website.

The SAMs Programme is funded by the Department and organised by a Regional Co-ordinator based with Barnardo’s Young Parents Network.  The SAMs Programme operates in all Education and Library Board areas and in a manner which is responsive to local needs.  The Programme provides support with the educational as well as the social, emotional and personal development needs of the young women who participate.  It provides an opportunity and the support necessary to allow the young woman to adjust to her change in circumstances and to plan for the future in a non-judgemental environment.  Some 140 young women participated in the 2004/05 school year and the Programme staff do maintain contact with others.

The Department’s obligations to pregnant and parenting schoolgirls are the same as those for all pupils, in brief, to ensure that pupils are enabled to complete compulsory education and remain in education beyond school leaving age if they so wish.  In this instance the Department has given a policy lead and provided the resources for a support programme specifically designed to meet the needs of these young women, including child care.  The Department expects all schools to be supportive of pupils who become pregnant and is not aware of any recent situations where discrimination on the grounds of pregnancy have been alleged.  The Department will take seriously any complaint made to us.

