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ONE SMALL STEP 
Tony Macaulay is married to Lesley and lives in Magherafelt. They have two children, Beth (14) and Hope (12) who are students at North Coast Integrated College.

My children were born in the mid 1990s, a time when it seemed like the Troubles might really be over and that peace might at last be possible. We were living in Magherafelt at the time, one of the few towns in Northern Ireland at that stage with no integrated schools.

As we began to consider our children’s education my wife and I decided that we wanted our children to be educated with children of different faiths and none. We felt it would help them to grow up without the old sectarianism that was so familiar to us and we hoped that it would be normal for them to have friends from different backgrounds. We also believed that Northern Ireland could never become a peaceful and healthy society while children continued to grow up in two ‘parallel universes’, not even meeting someone from the ‘other side’ until they went to work or university.

But there was no integrated school in our town and we soon discovered that if we wanted the choice of integrated education we would have to start a school ourselves.  It was a big shock to realise that even though the 1998 Agreement talks about promoting integrated education, the reality is that it’s up to parents to start integrated schools.  I never dreamed that I would be involved in setting up a school, and neither did the other parents who came together to form a steering group. We were just an ordinary group of parents from very different backgrounds with a shared goal of our children being educated together. Some of the parents were from ‘mixed’ relationships and felt that integrated education was the only option for their children. Other parents, like us, simply believed that this would be a small contribution to making our community a safer and healthier place by breaking down some of the barriers that separated us from our neighbours.

We had our first meeting in 1997, and with support from the NI Council for Integrated Education we embarked on two years of hard work. As a team of volunteers we did everything from organising public meetings to giving out leaflets in the local shopping centre, from fundraising events to developing a school prospectus. We organised family fun days to promote the school and to bring families together who had never met before. I remember at one event cooking burgers on a barbecue, giving a speech to parents, controlling a bouncy castle and then sweeping up the floor, all within two hours! 

We organised a competition to come up with a name for our school, we had to find a site for the school and then design a school uniform. We had to recruit a principal and teachers. We offered them jobs in a school they couldn’t see.  The biggest challenge of all was to convince enough parents to enrol their children in a school that didn’t exist, so that the Department of Education would fund the development. We just made it. We reached our target enrolment number the night before the Minister made the decision.  

By August 1999, we had a name (Spires Integrated Primary School), a uniform, a principal and teachers, around 50 pupils starting in September, but a site that was still a field full of sheep. Remarkably, we opened the school in mobile classrooms on 1st September 1999, one of the proudest days of my life.  Ten years on Spires is a thriving school and I believe the small steps we took as parents has made a lasting contribution to building peace in the minds of our children and in the town where we lived.
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The One Small Step Campaign is being run in association with the Community Relations Council. If you have a story to tell contact  rmullan@nicrc.org.uk or tel 028 9022 7500.

