As we gather for the final annual conference of the Association of Northern Ireland Education and Library Boards, preparations for handing on the baton to the Education and Skills Authority from the Education and Library Boards are well advanced.  However, while our conference is again about looking to the future of education in N.Ireland, it is important at this gathering of many who have committed so much of their working lives to making our five Education and Library Boards such a success to take a little time to look back.
Over the last 36 years, the five boards have played a pivotal role in the development of our education system.  They have been responsible for the implementation of education policies and initiatives which have moulded our education provision into a service of which we can be rightly proud.  The strength of the Education and Library Boards is their ability to deliver a high quality service at a local level directly meeting the needs of people in their areas.  This has been achieved over the last 36 years through the combined efforts of all of those employed by the Education and Library Boards.  
We must recognise that our success has been based on the commitment of the staff employed at every level within our organisations, from the meals service to the youth service, from the yellow bus drivers to the Chief Executives.  Every one of them has his/her focus on the children who benefit from our schools and services.  Their combined efforts have laid the foundations for the Education and Skills Authority to build a 21st century education service which meets the needs of not only the children in our schools but for their children and grandchildren.  
A great debt of gratitude is owed to all of those who have worked for the Education and Library Boards for their commitment to the service particularly since the last 36 years has covered some of the darkest hours in our country.  Throughout some very difficult years, the Education and Library Board employees continued to provide the service required to ensure that the children of that time had the opportunity of an excellent education, maintaining normality in abnormal times.
As we look forward to the future and the transition to the Education and Skills Authority, school improvement is at the core of educational policy.  
As we begin the second decade of the 21st century, the successful implementation of a suite of policies and initiatives including “Every School a Good School”, the Entitlement Framework and the related Area Based Planning will be the cornerstones of sustainable school improvement.
Just this week, we have received the findings and recommendations from the exercise commissioned by the Minister to examine the concept of area-based planning in the post primary sector that is related to the Entitlement Framework.  By 2013, the efficient delivery of the Entitlement Framework will provide every child in a post-primary school with the widest range of courses at Key Stage 4 and Post-16 levels.  In delivering this range of courses to every child, our schools will collaborate in ways that we have yet to fully develop.  The Learning Communities and Partnerships established in every Education and Library Board area have, with the support of our staff, already begun the work of delivering the Entitlement Framework and the findings from the Area Based Planning exercise will inform their work for years to come.
The implementation of the “Every School a Good School” policy places our school governors and school leaders as the focus for sustainable improvement into the future.  This core educational policy sets out in clear detail the responsibilities that governors and school leaders have for school improvement and the degree of accountability that now rests on the governors of our schools.  The successful implementation of this key policy by our school leaders will be measured by the impact it makes on each child in the classroom.  Strong and accountable governance of our schools will be key to school improvement and, over the years, the Education and Library Boards have provided the training and expertise that our school governors will need in this important work.
Like all of the success achieved by the Education and Library Boards over the last 36 years, the success of these key policies and initiatives will depend not on the policymakers but on those charged with the responsibility to deliver them in the classroom and those who will support them in this work.  
I am convinced that we have the leadership in our schools to successfully implement these policies and initiatives and to provide our children with a 21st century education system which meets their needs and those of a changing world.  
Our conference takes school improvement and leadership as its theme and we look forward to hearing from our speakers who will inform and inspire all of us at this pivotal time in the development of our education service in N.Ireland.   

