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Introduction 

Teresa Whitaker 

This is a compilation of essays written by twenty five students who were undertaking a module 

entitled ‘Intercultural education1’; one component of a Master’s of Arts in Teaching and Learning ‐ a 

Level 9 programme on the National Framework of Qualifications (Quality and Qualifications Ireland 

(QQI) 2012)). These students  were current teachers in various educational sectors  including early 

childhood education and care, primary and post‐primary schools. The assessment for this module was 

a 3000‐word essay, based on a reflective analysis of the conduct of a designed classroom or school‐

based intervention, aimed to promote intercultural awareness and improve social inclusion(Whitaker 

2013). 

Intercultural education is education that eschews discrimination of any sort; the module  was 

structured around the range of discrimination targeted in Irish legislation and policies prohibiting 

discrimination on nine grounds: gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, 

disability, race or discrimination against members of the Traveller community. The Education Act 

(1998) (Government of Ireland 1998a) enshrines respect for diversity; the Employment Equality Act 

1998 (Government of Ireland 1998b) and the Unfair Dismissals Acts 1973 – 1993 (Government of 

Ireland 1977) and the Equal Status Acts  2000 ‐2004 prohibit discrimination in employment, on nine 

grounds. Subject to certain exemptions, schools are also bound by these Acts; the “grounds” in the 

equality legislation are various aspects of our personal identities: gender, marital status, family status, 

sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race or discrimination against members of the Traveller 

community(Lodge & Lynch 2004). The Intercultural Education Strategy (Department of Education and 

Skills and the Office of the Minister for Integration 2010) states that it is imperative that teachers in 

initial teacher education learn about intercultural education and that qualified teachers engage in 

modules on interculturalism through continuous professional development.  

Intercultural education is education that takes the anti‐bias (Derman‐Sparks & A.B.C. Task Force 1989) 

curriculum approach, which is: 

an active/activist approach to challenging prejudice, stereotyping, bias, and the “isms”. In a society 

in which institutional structures create and maintain sexism, racism, and handicappism, it is not 
sufficient to be non biased (and also highly unlikely), nor is it sufficient to be an observer. It is 

necessary for each individual to actively intervene, to challenge and counter the personal and 

institutional behaviors that perpetuate oppression (p.3).  

The school is an important agency of socialisation in which pupils and students will internalise the 

norms and values of society (Giddens 2009). It is imperative that the school does not through the 

                                                              
1I gratefully acknowledgeDr. Máirín Kennywho co‐authored the module for her immense contribution.  
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hidden curriculum perpetuate stigmatisation of and discrimination against certain groups such as 

Travellers, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people and others who may be perceived as being 

different than the dominant social group in society.   

Ball, Maguire and Braun (2012) suggest that policies are made by governments to solve 

problems (such as ethnic or religious diversity) but that teachers have to decode these policies and 

enact them in schools (Ball et al. 2012). ‘Policy is done by and done to teachers; they are actors and 

subjects, subject to and objects of policy. Policy is written onto bodies and produces particular 

subject positions’ (Ball, Maguire and Braun 2012, p. 3). They suggest that the enactment of policy is 

a creative and interpretive act carried out by teachers; this creativity is evident in the way in which 

the teachers enact intercultural policies in the real world and put text into practice.  

Students were required to examine various Acts, policies (including the intercultural education 

guidelines for early childhood education, (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

2009)primary and post‐primary schools(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

2005)(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2006)) and strategies (Department of 

Education and Skills and the Office of the Minister for Integration 2010) in order to implement 

interventions in the form of inclusive practices for their own educational settings.  

The discussion and range of scenarios outlined in these essays highlight the importance of this module 

on interculturalism and demonstrate how teachers reflected on intercultural policies and put them 

into practice. Students wrote essays on a variety of topics: race/ethnicity (n=7), promoting awareness 

of intercultural guidelines (n=4), religion (n=4), Travellers (n=1), sexual orientation (homosexuality) 

(1), increasing parental involvement (n=1) conflict resolution (n=2), policy development (n=1), racism 

(n=1), identity (2) and promoting equal opportunities (n=1). These essays revealed the myriad ways 

in which the intercultural guidelines were implemented; in some cases teachers used exemplars from 

the NCCA (2005; 2007) website and in other cases they came up with their own creative ideas and 

interventions. 

These essays provide a valuable resource for teachers because they provide real world 

examples of putting policies into practice in the classroom and the school. I’m very grateful to them 

for allowing their essays to be used, and also for all their hard work in engaging with the module 

materials, for thinking up creative interventions, putting them into practice in the classroom and 

school and for writing up their reports.   
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Conflict resolution intervention strategy with girls in junior infants 

Miriam McDonald 

Introduction 

This paper critically reflects upon the process and outcomes of a classroom based intervention 

designed to equip Junior Infant girls with the necessary skills to navigate conflicts arising from 

differences in a multi-ethnic classroom. Firstly, the impetus to design the classroom based 

intervention in my classroom is explored. Secondly, relevant literature underpinning the principles 

informing the intervention in question is critically assessed. Thirdly, the methodologies and 

outcomes of the intervention are described. Lastly, the process undertaken and the subsequent 

results are critically analysed.  

At the outset, I would like to elucidate some of the terminology used in this paper. For the purposes 

of this discussion the term ‘diversity’ refers to the diverse nature of Irish society in terms of ‘social 

class, gender, returned Irish emigrants, family status, minority groups and the majority group’ 

(Office of the Minister for Children, 2006, p.45). ‘Intercultural Education’ is education that 

‘respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all aspects of life, promotes 

equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination, and provides values upon which 

equality is built’ (NCCA, 2005, p.169). 

Rationale 

The cohort of children who are participating in this intervention are pupils in Junior Infants in an all 

girls urban Primary School. There are twenty seven pupils in this class, aged between four and five 

years. Fourteen of the pupils have a parent or parents who were not born in Ireland. There are also 

many observable differences in terms of social class, family status and minority groups. 

Consequently, this class is described as diverse and multi-ethnic throughout the course of this 

discussion. The intervention in question was designed in response to some worrying trends amongst 

the pupils in my care. Informal teacher observation in the school playground pointed towards 

significant conflict amongst the girls in my class. In some cases, the conflict arose as a direct result 

of difference amongst pupils. For example, observational notes taken during the school year 

document one child saying ‘No-one wants to play with J. She can play with her sister instead’. I was 
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taken aback by some of the biased opinions amongst these young children in my class, and deduced 

that a conscious intervention based upon relevant theoretical principles would be appropriate.  

Research Question: How can I support Junior Infant girls in navigating conflicts amongst peers 

arising from differences in a multi-ethnic classroom? 

Literature Review 

Much literature on the topic corroborates with the presence of negative attitudes towards difference 

amongst children witnessed in my classroom. The Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare 

Providers (2006) note that children as young as three years can exhibit negative attitudes towards 

difference. Many research studies conclude that societal factors influence the way in which young 

children perceive difference. Here, young children are cognisant of differences amongst their peers 

in terms of skin colour, language, gender and physical ability. And thus, the child becomes familiar 

with the spoken and unspoken messages about differences that are transmitted by the environment 

that the child occupies, and behaves accordingly (Hohensee & Derman Spark, 1992). In Ireland, 

conflicts arising from differences amongst pupils are most likely to surface in relation to religion, 

social class, family structures, sexual orientation, disability, gender, and ethnicity (Office of the 

Minister of Children, 2006). More specifically, my classroom displays observable differences 

amongst pupils in terms of religion, social class, family structure and ethnicity.  

Durkheim suggests that the function of the formal education system is to internalise social rules 

(Giddens, 2009). Furthermore, some literature suggests that within the education system, a ‘hidden 

curriculum’ exists, whereby pupils learn discipline, hierarchy and passive acceptance of the status 

quo (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Similarly, Gatto (2002) proposes that the compulsory school system 

offers compulsory subordination for all. In effect, the hidden curriculum teaches children to ‘know 

their place in life and sit still in it’ (Giddens, 2009).  In stark contrast, The Intercultural Guidelines 

(2005) assert that it is education that ‘promotes equality and human rights challenges unfair 

discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is built’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 3). Perhaps, 

the education system can be used as a way of internalising social rules that promote equality, 

promote human rights and challenge unfair discrimination. The intervention in question is grounded 

in this principle, that formal education can be used as a force for good within society.  

Embedded in this modus operandi is the belief that opportunities to challenge unfair discrimination 

permeate the school day and do not take the form of ‘one-off’ lessons (NCCA, 2005, p.53). 

Hohensee & Derman Spark (1992) suggest that ‘teachable moments’ that arise from everyday 
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interactions with pupils can provide an appropriate starting point for promoting a celebration of 

difference amongst peers and contexts for teaching appropriate strategies for conflict resolution. 

Considering that the content of Intercultural Education is embedded across the curriculum, it is best 

taught in an integrated, cross-curricular way (NCCA, 2005).  In the intervention under discussion, 

the content encompasses the curricular areas of English and Drama. Literature on the topic suggests 

that drama is considered an appropriate tool for exploring the issue of conflict resolution as it 

enables the child to problem-solve in their own world. For young children, this is very empowering 

(Akroyd & Boulton, 2004). 

Webster-Stratton (1999) advises that the satisfactory development of empathy in young children is a 

lengthy process. In light of the developmental stage of the pupils in my class, it is possible to 

deduce that all of the children have personalities that are characterised as ‘self-centred and 

‘egocentric’ (Webster- Stratton, 1999, p.271). Nonetheless, it is considered achievable for teachers 

to encourage pupils’ awareness of the perspectives and feelings of one another (Webster-Stratton, 

1999).  Indeed, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment Intercultural Education 

Guidelines (2005) confirm that Intercultural Education is important ‘for all children irrespective of 

their age’ (p.4). Consequently, the development of empathy and conflict resolution is an appropriate 

and essential skill for children to learn from a young age. From this point of view, the relevant 

literature on the topic confirms that the pupils in my class are ideally placed for the classroom based 

intervention in question.  

Webster-Stratton (1999) suggests that conflict resolution is an important facet in maintaining 

healthy friendships. In the absence of this skill, the most aggressive child is likely to get his or her 

own way, a scenario that is detrimental to the well-being of all of the children involved. The 

aggressive child learns that undesirable behaviour garners the desired effect, and the less aggressive 

child learns to be a victim. Alternatively, teachers could enable students to approach conflict with 

the expectation to achieve a win-win situation. Here, it is constructive if the pupils learn to identify 

their personal emotional responses to conflict situations so they can respond appropriately to them 

(NCCA, 2005). Positive self-talk enables children to regulate their emotions (Webster-Stratton, 

1999). For example, following rejection from a peer in the playground, a child might say ‘I will find 

someone else to play with’ instead of ‘nobody likes me, there’s nothing I can do’. Here, the solution 

to conflict amongst young children is to equip them with the necessary problem-solving techniques.  
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Field Work 

As discussed previously, it is vital that any Intercultural Education intervention undertaken is 

designed carefully to permeate the curriculum. Consequently, the intervention under consideration 

is designed to integrate with the everyday course of action in the Junior Infant classroom. To this 

end, an exemplar from the Drama book The Toymaker’s Workshop and other tales (Ackroyd & 

Boulton, 2004) was chosen as the principal stimulus for this intervention. The exemplar focuses on 

an intervention based upon a character from a familiar Nursery Rhyme. Through drama, the 

children discover that Humpty Dumpty was sitting on the wall because nobody would play with 

him. The children are encouraged to question Humpty Dumpty about why he is sitting on the wall, 

and are invited to use an appropriate tone of voice whilst talking to someone who was upset. Next, 

the children come up with solutions to Humpty Dumpty’s predicament. In this context, the concept 

of positive self-talk was introduced to enable the children to brainstorm positive language to replace 

the negative self-talk that was encountered. This segment of the intervention was underpinned by 

the theoretical principles of Webster-Stratton (1999) and NCCA (2005) mentioned previously.  

In the concluding stages of this unit of work, the teacher assumes the role of a belligerent child who 

is unwilling to play with Humpty Dumpty because he is different, and the children attempt to 

persuade the other child of the reasons why he or she should play with Humpty. The intention at 

this stage of the unit of work is to see the children bring the child around to a more sensitive, 

unprejudiced position (Ackroyd & Boulton, 2004). Reflection forms the final stage of this unit of 

work. Here, the children consider the situation and articulate their perspectives verbally.  

The stated aims of this unit of work are ‘to encourage a celebration of difference’, ‘to develop 

empathy’ and ‘to practise coordination and a sense of rhythm’ (Ackroyd et al, 2004, p.43). In 

addition, the unit of work encompasses content objectives from several curricular areas. For 

example, a relevant content objective in the Social Personal and Health Education curriculum is that 

the child will be enabled ‘to resolve conflict with others’ (NCCA, 1999, p.21). Additionally, a 

content objective from the English curriculum is that the child will be enabled to ‘use language to 

perform social functions’ (NCCA, 1999, p.18). By including ‘positive self-talk’ as described by 

Webster-Stratton (2004), which was described in some detail previously, I endeavoured to allow the 

children to identify and use appropriate language to assist in resolving conflict (p.273).  

Discussion and Conclusions 

There is an array of valuable lessons that I, as a Junior Infant teacher, have learned from conducting 

this conflict resolution intervention strategy. Inevitably, certain aspects of the intervention strategy 
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proved very successful and entirely worthwhile, whereas other aspects of my pedagogy would 

benefit from being re-assessed and altered in line with the experience garnered from conducting this 

unit of work. Consequently, critical reflection upon this endeavour is considered favourable to 

decipher the meaningful methodologies employed from the unproductive methods. Boud, Keogh 

and Walker (1985) suggest that critical reflection requires the teacher to return to the experience, 

concentrate on the feelings associated with the experience and re-evaluate the experience in the 

light of present knowledge. This new knowledge can then be integrated into the teacher’s 

conceptual framework (p. 26–31). For the purposes of this reflection, I intend to use the reflection 

framework proposed by Brookfield (1995). Here, four lenses are used to view the pedagogy. 

 Firstly, our autobiographies as learners provide an essential lens through which we can analyse and 

reflect upon our instruction. During the course of this piece of research, I kept a reflection log 

documenting the progress of the intervention. Throughout the reflection process, this is a helpful 

document that details the successes and shortcomings of this intervention. For example, in the first 

lesson, the pupils in my class were very amused that other children were calling Humpty Dumpty 

cruel names. I noted that ‘not many seemed to show emerging empathy skills at this stage’ 

(Appendix i). In this instance, I believe that the pupils in this cohort were having fun, but were not 

taking the exercise as seriously as I had hoped. This is something that I had not anticipated. 

However, the pupils’ enthusiasm for the task ‘provided a good stimulus to engage in the topic at 

hand’ (Appendix i).  

The second lesson was designed to enable the pupils to ‘use language to argue a moral case’ and to 

‘encourage the children to stick to what is right despite pressure to do otherwise’ (Appendix i). I felt 

that the pupils did argue a good moral case for playing with Humpty Dumpty, but they were not up 

to withstanding pressure to stick to what is right (Appendix i). On reflection, I believe that the 

pupils needed more time practicing positive self-talk and problem solving, and that introducing 

arguing a moral case against a teacher in role proved too demanding for the pupils in question. In 

future, I believe that I should focus the objectives of Drama lessons to scaffold the children’s 

learning more appropriately. Whilst reflecting on the third and final lesson I noted that two key 

conclusions were reached by the children at the end of this intervention. Firstly, that ‘Humpty 

Dumpty should stop being so sad and do something about his situation or the other children should 

go over and talk to him’ and secondly ‘that Humpty Dumpty may look different, but he still has 

feelings…and some of his differences might make him fun to play with’ (Appendix i). On 

reflection, the key aims of the intervention were reached, as illustrated by the teacher reflection log. 
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Yet, the true success of the intervention will be calculated over the coming weeks on further 

observation and reflection upon the pupils’ attitudes and behaviours towards difference in this 

multi-ethnic classroom.  

In addition, our colleagues’ experiences and perceptions can provide a valuable lens through which 

we can view our own practice. Regrettably, I did not seek the insight of my colleagues in the 

implementation of this research. On reflection, the experiences and attitudes of my colleagues may 

have added to this experience by suggesting alternative methodologies, and by critically evaluating 

my work. This is a mistake that I have learned from, and will employ the experience and expertise 

of my colleagues on similar endeavours in the future.  

Significantly, our students’ eyes provide a valuable third lens through which we can evaluate our 

practice. Throughout this research, I gathered data on student responses to the unit of work through 

a written log (Appendix ii). Unsurprisingly, every student response could not be documented, as to 

do so manually would interrupt the flow of the lesson. On reflection, it might have been useful to 

record my interactions with the pupils electronically. This would have provided me with more 

comprehensive and accurate data to evaluate the intervention in question. Nonetheless, the 

information gleaned from the pupil responses is an essential part of the assessment of this piece of 

research. As mentioned previously, the pupils found the initial exercise in the unit of work 

humorous. The students laughed when I explained, in role, that the children call Humpty Dumpty 

scrambled and boiled. By reflecting on this through the eyes of a student, it is possible to deduce 

that they felt that it those names were funny, and this could possibly be translated into attitudes and 

behaviours towards difference in my diverse classroom. Similarly, reactions such as ‘He’s just an 

egg’ (Appendix ii) indicate a degree of apathy towards difference. On the other, hand it is possible 

that the pupils may have just been unconcerned with the welfare of an inanimate object! 

Fortunately, pupil responses to the intervention strategy largely improved as the unit of work 

progressed. For example, ‘he is good at rolling down hills and that is fun’ (Appendix ii) 

demonstrated a positive attitude towards difference, and revealed an understanding that difference 

can be advantageous if viewed through the correct lens. Finally, the pupil responses indicate that the 

pupils had shown some degree of mastery in the form of positive self-talk. For example, ‘he could 

stop being sad and play with other kids’. This is a skill that could be transferred to the playground 

setting. As with before, the true test for the success of this skill will be if pupils employ this strategy 

in real life situations in the future. 
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Lastly, theoretical literature provides a critical lens through which we can reflect upon our practice. 

In designing this intervention strategy, theoretical literature underpinned the methodologies 

undertaken. This is referenced and discussed previously. Furthermore, alterations that would be 

taken to tailor the theoretical literature to the specific needs of my class grouping are indicated. 

However, on completion of the intervention under discussion, further reading revealed additional 

theoretical principles which may have been useful throughout this course of action. For example, 

my earlier assertion that communication and collaboration with colleagues would have been 

advantageous is consistent with the assertions made by Hohensee & Derman Spark (1992). This 

theoretical literature maintains that cooperative learning amongst teachers is the best approach for 

developing one’s anti-bias awareness and knowledge. 

Furthermore, selected theoretical literature suggests that parental involvement would have 

strengthened the intervention. By informing parents that Intercultural Education, with an emphasis 

on conflict resolution, is an important part of the curriculum, the parents could complement and 

acknowledge their central role in the child’s education (NCCA, 2005). In the future I will consider 

inviting parents to become part of intercultural events and developing strategies to involve the wider 

community in an intercultural approach.  

Finally, theoretical principles can enable us to keep perspective by remaining cognisant of the wider 

social, economic and political processes that can affect our practice (Mc Lean, 2007). For example, 

Arthur (1993) argues that changing attitudes and beliefs takes time. Each person views the world 

through his or her own perspective and it is with assistance that they will learn to appreciate the 

perspectives of others. In this regard, it is important to remember that the pupils that participated in 

this research are in the early stages of their formal education, and that conflict resolution forms part 

of a plethora of necessary skills that will need to be developed as time goes on. 

Concluding Comments 

In conclusion, this intervention centred on conflict resolution in a multi-ethnic classroom was 

administered with varying degrees of success. The observed achievements and shortcoming of this 

intervention were critically assessed. Recommendations for the future implementation of an 

intervention similar to this have been noted and explained. It is important to consider this 

intervention in the context of a wider and ‘hidden’ focus in Intercultural Education that is intended 

to permeate the school day. Finally, the intervention in question needs to be placed in the context of 

a broader focus on Intercultural Education that is anticipated to be implemented throughout the 
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formal education system. I have learned a lot from conducting this piece of research and will use the 

lessons gleaned from it in the future. 
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Developing a consistent framework for conflict resolution 

Vivienne Lamont 

Introduction 

Conflict is an inevitable and natural occurrence among pupils and it can arise on a daily basis. From 

experience of dealing with conflict among pupils, the code of behaviour does not necessarily equip 

a teacher with solving conflict. The function of the code of behaviour is to advise pupils on 

expected appropriate behaviour. In the event of inappropriate behaviour certain sanctions are 

outlined in the code in response to inappropriate behaviour. 

The rationale for focusing on conflict resolution question is that it is incumbent on every teacher to 

be aware that the code of behaviour does not equip them to deal with conflict. Therefore, the ability 

to deal effectively with conflict resolution among pupils is an essential teacher skill that contributes 

to the emotional well-being of the whole school community. As an educator, it is important to 

enable pupils to recognise within themselves possible triggers of conflict and to enable them to 

avoid conflict situations in the future. In essence, managing difficult behaviour where many people 

of varying faiths, beliefs and values gather together is vital to a positive learning environment. 

An inconsistent approach to dealing with conflict exists among the educators of this school. An 

awareness of an effective and consistent framework of conflict resolution by all educators in this 

school needs to be recorded and implemented.  

Research question: “Does the school code of behaviour help teacher’s to deal with conflict among 

pupils?” 

Literature review 

A high proportion of pupils in this school come from a disadvantaged background, both 

economically and socially. It is also enriched with a diversity of many cultures. It is important to 

recognise these factors, as it heightens the teacher’s awareness and understanding of the potential 

problems associated with living in a disadvantaged home or area. 

A classic study in the sociology of education is the discussion of cultural reproduction. Research 

carried out by Paul Willis (1977) in a school in the city of Birmingham still remains an important 

sociological investigation. “Willis found that the lads had an acute and perceptive understanding of 

the school’s authority system- but used this to fight the system rather than work with it. They saw 
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the school as an alien environment, but one they could manipulate to their own ends”. (Giddens 

2009, p. 839). 

This kind of challenge to a teacher’s authority is in evidence in the school environment. It appears 

that for a minority of pupils creating conflict situations with either a teacher or another pupil is a 

tactic to gain attention, even though that attention can be negative. One pupil disclosed to a teacher: 

“I would prefer any kind of attention, rather than being invisible in this school”. 

While conflict is not restricted to this kind of school, it is perhaps more prevalent as pupils tend to 

have to deal with a wide range of personal and domestic problems. These problems can manifest 

themselves as inappropriate behaviour. Research from Lodge and Lynch (2004, p.72-73) state that: 

“Even individual students with distinct accents or lifestyles can experience verbal abuse and 

bullying by their peers due to their difference.”  

This assertion that “difference” is often a trigger to conflict is very much a reality in this school. 

The key to avoiding conflict arising from perceived differences lies with the teacher and the whole 

school community collaborating together in celebrating the diversity within the school. A whole 

school approach to celebrating different cultures can include designated days to raise awareness of 

customs, food and music. This gives children a first-hand real- life experience and understanding of 

other cultures 

According to the National Educational Welfare Board (2008) “By giving students insight into their 

own and others’ behaviour, the school can equip them to think about and understand what makes 

people behave in particular ways”. P.26. From experience, this is the basic building block of dealing 

with conflict. Raising awareness of pupil inappropriate behaviour can take place in an informal and 

formal way in the classroom. This gives a pupil the opportunity to gain an insight into their personal 

conflict and that of others. Pupils are often confused and dismayed at their inappropriate behaviour. 

While sanctions can be imposed on the pupil, they become meaningless when a pupil is really 

crying out for help. Fostering awareness enables pupils to explore their feelings in a safe and varied 

way; e.g., through guided discussion, art work, group work, drama and role play. 

The National Council for Curriculum Assessment Intercultural guidelines (2005) state that: 

“Conflict should be seen as natural and normal and can be viewed as an opportunity to arrive at 

solutions and bring positive change”.p.74. The guidelines provide teachers with four clear 

principles that underlie approaches to conflict resolution. The first principle asserts that conflict 
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should not be avoided. The focus is on enabling pupils to develop negotiating skills through 

experiencing conflicts. 

The second principle is based on separating people from the problem. Conflict brings strong 

emotions to the fore and difference of opinions and facts. While it is important to deal with these 

issues, it is equally important that pupils are able to talk, listen and see things from another point of 

view. 

The third principle focusses on mutual interests of each other rather than positions. Exploring 

shared interests and finding common ground among pupils provides them with an opportunity for 

respecting and tolerating one another. 

The final principle encourages pupils to look at possible solutions to conflict themselves. This 

process should not be rushed and a variety of solutions can come from reflection and discussion. 

 According to the NCCA Intercultural guidelines, “When people are not skilled in the process of 

conflict negotiation they may need a facilitator to aid the process of resolution”. p74. Collaboration 

with all the educational partners, i.e. teachers, parents and pupils provide support and guidance for 

all involved in dealing with conflict situations. 

Field work 

Timeframe 

Exploratory research took place over a two week period. This took place in the school playground 

as conflict situations mostly arise at play time. The pupils in this playground are from fifth and sixth 

class. Information was documented in a running record of observations and conversations with three 

teachers specifically chosen for this research. It was agreed in advance with the teachers that one 

class per week would be assigned to conflict intervention strategies and managing difficult 

behaviour. 

 Research Participants 

In order to gain a wider perspective on how teachers deal with conflict situations among pupils, the 

three teachers chosen have varying levels of teaching experience. Pseudonyms have been used to 

protect their identities. Observation included noting the type of conflict i.e. verbal or physical. Was 

the conflict racist in nature? Was the conflict observed before? Are the same pupils involved in 

conflict situations? It was noted how each teacher handled each conflict situation and the outcomes 

of their intervention. 
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Research observations 

Teacher 1 –Olivia 

Olivia is a newly qualified teacher. This is her first year teaching and she teaches fifth class boys. 

Initially, when asked the research question, “Does the school code of behaviour help you to deal 

with conflict among pupils?” her immediate response was that the code gave her no concrete skills 

to deal with conflict. During the first week of research, Olivia explained that she tries her best to 

solve conflict at play time as it arises. Her usual response to conflict is to separate the pupils and ask 

them to stand at the wall for the duration of the playtime. This was carried out irrespective of the 

nature of the conflict. Olivia disclosed that at times she is overwhelmed at the level of responsibility 

involved in teaching. Olivia uses SPHE classes to give her pupils strategies to prevent conflict 

situations.  She feels that her teacher training did not equip her with the necessary strategies or skills 

involved in conflict resolution. The outcome for the pupils engaged in conflict was that they were 

punished by being denied playtime. No other intervention was noted. During the second week, 

Olivia tried to put the four principles suggested by the NCCA Intercultural guidelines into practise. 

She expressed difficulty, at first, grappling with the new concepts of intervention. However, she felt 

confident that with experience she could effectively deal with conflict in the future. 

Teacher 2 – Sophie 

Sophie has been teaching for eight years. When asked the research question, Sophie concluded that 

the code of behaviour only gives a teacher sanctions that can be imposed on a pupil in the event of 

unacceptable behaviour. It was observed that Sophie diffused conflicts such as physical fighting by 

separating pupils from each other immediately. When the pupils had calmed down, she asked them 

in turn what the conflict was about. Sanctions were placed on both pupils. This included no play 

time for the following day, extra homework and a note sent home to their parents/guardians 

regarding their behaviour. It was noted that no real in-depth resolution of the conflict took place. 

Sophie believes that conflicts can only be solved if the pupils have to bear consequences for their 

behaviour. She feels that other teachers in the school should impose more sanctions on pupils as a 

deterrent to prevent inappropriate behaviour. She is deeply frustrated that some teachers appear to 

be too lenient on pupils, particularly those frequently involved in conflict in the playground. The 

outcome for these pupils was that sanctions were imposed and no other intervention strategies were 

observed. During week two, Sophie admitted that her attitude to conflict is entrenched within her 

and that she would find it an on-going challenge to embrace new strategies to deal with conflict.  
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Teacher 3 – Adam 

Adam has been teaching for nineteen years. He believes that conflict resolution and the skills 

needed to deal effectively with conflict come from experience and practise. It was observed during 

the two week period that Adam had adopted a methodical and calm way of dealing with conflict. It 

was also noted that two pupils had been involved in name calling, which is totally unacceptable 

behaviour in this school. Each pupil was asked to step aside and given time to calm down. After a 

short period of time, Adam asked the pupils the nature of the conflict. Each pupil was given time to 

express their feelings in a non-judgemental way, i.e. Adam listened at first. Adam asked the pupils 

what they considered an effective resolution to the conflict and gave them time to reflect on their 

solution. As both of these pupils are frequently involved in conflict, Adam suggested that they do 

not play together for a while and remain calm for the rest of the play time. It was observed that 

Adam imposed no sanctions on these pupils; instead, he was trying to bring awareness to the pupils 

that the root of their conflict is jealousy of each other’s sporting abilities. He wanted the pupils to 

come to the realisation that they need to accept each other’s sports’ skills so that they can have a 

safe and happy play time. It was observed that both pupils remained calm for the duration of play 

time. Adam believes that the key to conflict resolution is a consistent approach from each teacher 

and one that places emphasis on the ability of the pupil to gain insight into their own conflict. 

Discussion 

During the two week research period, two forty minutes lessons were devoted to equipping the three 

chosen teachers with strategies on how to deal with conflict situations. In advance of these lessons 

each teacher was given a copy of Chapter Four, Classroom Planning: p.37-131 of the NCCA 

Intercultural Education in the Primary School (2005). Each teacher was asked to note in particular 

the four principles underlying the approaches to conflict resolution in advance of the lessons. 

Exemplar 12, p. 78 (NCCA 2005) was used with the pupils during the two week research period. 

This exemplar develops a wide range of conflict and peace related skills through discussion and 

exploration of real conflicts that the pupils had been involved in during playtime. 

 The pupils were organised in pairs. They were given key questions, taken from Exemplar 12, to 

discuss with each other. (See Appendix 1)  They were reminded to be respectful of each other’s 

feelings and to listen to one another. Each teacher used the Interactive White Board to note the 

responses of each pupil. With the whole class, the teacher, through guided discussion, elicited from 

the pupils how they handle conflict and what kind of conflict gives rise to feelings of anger. The 

lessons ended with a whole class discussion about styles of conflict resolution.  
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After each lesson, a lengthy discussion took place with each teacher. The discussion centred on the 

effectiveness of the NCCA Intercultural guidelines and the impact it had on them at resolving 

conflict among pupils. The main insight gained was that pupils need to take a bigger responsibility 

in order to control conflict situations. They have a need to talk about conflict formally and 

informally on a regular basis. In turn, the teachers felt that over a longer period of time their 

handling of conflict would improve from continuous guided discussions in class about conflict 

resolution.  

The code of behaviour in this school was discussed to ascertain if it is congruent with the NCCA 

Intercultural guidelines. The code includes the following: “Every effort will be made by all 

members of the staff to adopt a positive approach to the question of behaviour in the school”. It was 

argued that the code of behaviour allows teachers to use their own initiatives and resources in 

dealing with conflict and that the code is not congruent with the NCCA Intercultural guidelines. The 

discussion continued with a detailed look at the code of behaviour in this school.  It lists the 

expected behaviour of pupils in relation to uniform, punctuality, absences and homework. It goes on 

to list the possible strategies that may be used to show disapproval of unacceptable behaviour. It 

concludes with sanctions such as suspension, supervision by a parent and gross misbehaviour 

resulting in expulsion. 

The discussion also included the possibility of introducing to other staff members the NCCA’s 

guidelines on resolving conflict. The teachers agreed that an awareness of the document would be 

beneficial to all staff members, including Special Needs Assistants. It was pointed out that S.N.A’s 

frequently have to deal with conflict involving all pupils during play time and not necessarily the 

pupil to which that they are assigned. 

The possibility of drafting a framework for resolving conflict for all teachers was also discussed. 

This was hotly debated and it was felt that this kind of approach would be over prescriptive i.e. that 

there already exists enough policies and procedures in the school. It was argued that while 

consistency is an essential requirement, it is also important to take into account the individual 

circumstances of each pupil. Further to this debate, it was noted that each teacher, in accordance 

with the school’s code of behaviour, should have flexibility and allowed an individual approach to 

dealing with conflict. 

Collaborating with each other staff members was also discussed. Each teacher felt that it was only 

necessary to collaborate with the Principal in the event of a major conflict situation. It was agreed 

that deciding on when to collaborate with the Principal was subjective. For instance, Olivia felt a 
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greater need to consult and collaborate with other members of staff, including the Principal. She 

explained that this stemmed for her lack of experience in dealing with conflict among pupils. The 

other teachers felt capable of dealing with conflict situations entirely on their own. It was suggested 

that this approach leads to isolation and a higher level of frustration and “burn-out” among staff. 

However, on balance they asserted that it is the sole duty and responsibility of each teacher to deal 

with conflict among pupils as it arises in the playground or classroom. 

The guidelines are helpful at increasing awareness and discussion of conflict. However, for a small 

minority of pupils the guidelines appeared to have had no impact on their behaviour. These pupils 

are defiant in the face of being challenged about their behaviour. In light of the research carried out 

by Paul Willis (1977), the school is very much an alien environment to them. These pupils find it 

difficult to adapt to the social aspect of the school environment. They react by craving attention, 

albeit negative attention. Intense behavioural management strategies are needed to deal with this 

kind of pupil. According to the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (2005) “For some pupils, it 

may be necessary to design a behaviour management plan, in which specific, short-term, 

behavioural objectives are set as a result of discussion with the child, parent(s) and teacher.” p.18. 

One teacher discussed a behavioural management plan for a pupil that included drawing up a 

behaviour contract, rewards for good behaviour and strategies to deal with anger and conflict 

situations. 

Conclusion 

The research carried out for this paper shows that the code of behaviour in this school does not 

equip teachers to deal with conflict among pupils. Resolving conflict is a teacher skill that is learned 

through experience and policy guidelines. Sanctions outlined in the code of behaviour are put in 

place. However, it is clear that undesirable behaviour and sanctions imposed are highly subjective. 

In general, the code of behaviour that exists in this school is successful for the majority of pupils 

and has greatly enhanced their learning experience. Therefore, the majority of pupils experience 

conflict occasionally and is usually resolved harmoniously. Continuous undesirable behaviour is 

displayed by a minority of pupils. A more rigorous behaviour management strategy is required, as 

was evidenced throughout the research period. 

 It has proven difficult to change the attitudes and approaches of teachers at resolving conflict. 

Teachers prefer to use their own initiative and deal with conflict situations on their terms.  
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Research suggests that a consistent approach to dealing with conflict is important. As collaboration 

among teachers is not frequently exercised in this school, how can we as educators deal effectively 

with the minority of pupils that need consistency in order to achieve desirable and socially 

acceptable behaviour? The implementation of a consistent approach to conflict is an on-going 

challenge for teachers in this school. 

The NCCA (2005, p. 76) guidelines state: “The capacity to manage conflict and to manage oneself 

in conflict is an important skill.”. The research and observation carried out of the three teachers has 

shown that enabling pupils to gain insights into their behaviour through guided discussion and role 

play has a positive impact on pupil behaviour. Conversely, a teachers’ inability to manage conflict 

has a negative impact on pupil behaviour. These skills are important as the pupil learns them for life 

and in turn will use these skills to deal with conflict in their future lives. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1 

Ask the pupils to organise themselves in pairs. The pupils will need to experience, discuss and role-

play each of these questions in order to become skilled in making appropriate decisions. 

 

 

 

  

• Do you get more/less 
likely than others to get 
upset? 
• Are you more or less 
likely than others to get 
into a wight. 

• How did you feel? 

• What did you do? • Think of three conwlicts 
between people in 
which you were recently 
involved. 

Conwlict  Response 

My 
conwlict 
style 

My 
feelings 
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Ensuring social inclusion in a school in an army camp by including children and parents as 

‘agents of change’ 

Ciaran O’Toole 

Introduction 

In this essay I will describe an intervention to promote social inclusion in my school by actively 

including parents as agents of change.  A ‘Maths for Fun’ initiative was introduced in 1st and 2nd 

classes and parents from mixed social classes were targeted as volunteers. This initiative is 

highlighted in the DEIS action plan (pg84) as being a positive methodology to employ.  One week 

was spent on organising the parents, the games and the training while the project was run once a 

week for four weeks. The intervention was a success in that parents became more involved in their 

children’s education and became more confident and sociable with each week. 

Research question: How can the inclusion of children and parents from diverse backgrounds be 

improved in my school for the benefit of the greater school culture? 

Rationale 

The pupils in this unique DEIS band 1 school, situated on an army camp, come from extremely 

contrasting degrees of wealth and social status and traditionally bring with them a mentality of 

superiority and inferiority deriving from the army caste. The parental makeup consists of high rank 

and low rank army officials, wealthy land owners, welfare dependants, young single mothers and 

non nationals. The school is regularly vandalised which has affected its appearance. Parental 

involvement is poor and the attitude is apathetic. The low social standing in such an area has lead to 

drug and alcohol problems, marriage break ups, teenage pregnancies, poor general and personal 

health, neglect, poor literacy levels and inadequate education. A more positive school culture 

through appreciation and respect for all in the school and broader community is required. Increased 

self confidence, ownership, inclusion, respect, emotional intelligence and ambition are important 

objectives. Using the parents as the ‘agents of change’ could result in an enhanced school culture. 

Traditionally children who were born into military families joined the army having finished the 

junior cycle of secondary school and often with limited education. However this is starting to 

change due to cuts in military personnel and level of difficulty passing the recruitment phases. 
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Nepotism and cronyism is no long as potent which encourages children to have broader 

expectations, for which education is a fundamental. According to the DEIS action plan “under-

achievement in school can have inter-generational effects on families and their communities” 

(Department of Education and Science, 2005, p. 16). This would reciprocate the social disadvantage 

and exclusion for decades if we do not face up to the issues presently. There are high levels of SEN 

and behavioural issues with a number of emotionally disturbed children. There are also high 

incidences of conflict and low levels of coping abilities. 

 

Literature review 

The above school synopsis, although quite unique, contains many common denominators of a 

typical disadvantaged area which is educationally categorised as being DEIS. Educational 

disadvantage is described as “the impediments to education arising from social or economic 

disadvantage which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools” 

(Irish Government, 1998). 

According to ‘Charting our Education Future - White paper on Education’, those most 

disadvantaged in society are “least able to exercise their rights as parents”, therefore it is imperative 

that we direct measures specifically towards disadvantaged communities in order “to avoid 

increasing the gap of inequality through socio-economic differences” (Department of Education , 

1995, p. 52). Many of the barriers to the educational progress of children can be caused by issues 

outside the education system. “These barriers can be financial, family and health related, 

social/communal, cultural and geographic or a combination of any of these” (Department of 

Education and Science, 2005, p. 16) according to the DEIS action plan. But how can these barriers 

be overcome? It is essential to “adopt a range of measures aimed at fostering active parental 

partnership with school” (Department of Education , 1995) not alone for practical reasons but as 

laid down by the National Education Policy. Active and positive parental involvement can act as a 

conduit in combating educational disadvantage and dissolving the barriers of social inclusion which 

exist while simultaneously enhancing the school culture. However this is easier said than done 

having already identified the reluctance of parents to become involved in the school culture and the 

alienation of the school in terms of the broader community. The NCCA guidelines agreed that 

“people may engage in this process with different levels of enthusiasm”. These have lead to social 

inequalities over time. So how do we facilitate a social change? Weber argued that values and ideas 

impact equally on social change (Giddens, 2009 cited (NCCA, 2005)). 
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Diversity, inclusion and conflict 

According to ‘Schools and Equal Status Acts’ a large challenge “lies in the role that schools have in 

helping students develop their ideas and values” (Irish Government ). In essence it highlights that 

this is done directly through what is taught and indirectly through the school’s ethos and culture 

(Irish Government , p. 17). To create an inclusive school culture and one that values diversity it is 

important that all the members of the community of the school are included in the process (NCCA, 

2005). This includes children, parents, teachers, support, staff, and management. The Schools and 

the equal status acts noted that “the inclusive school prevents and combats discrimination” (Irish 

Government , p. 1) while DEIS is built on the premise that prevention is better than cure. “It is one 

that respects, values and accommodates diversity across all nine grounds in the equality legislation” 

(Department of Education and Science, 2005). Marital status, family status, religion and race are 

some of the grounds upon which discrimination is present in this particular case. A 2000 

Eurobarometer study found that in Ireland only 31 per cent of people supported promoting equality 

at all levels of social life, which was the lowest in the European Union (NCCA, 2005). 

 

Troyna and Hatcher‘s framework for evaluating conflict among children highlighted: structural, 

political and cultural derivational levels of conflict. From these levels the school must consider who 

has the power and how they have it. Being mindful of the general attitude towards status in the area 

how does the school become egalitarian and how will the parents view the inclusion policies of the 

school or the kind of thinking that informs these? What level of real support is there for such 

policies? According to Parsons (Giddens, A, 2009), in a society marked by major social 

inequalities, an education system that supports it must reinforce these social inequalities. Troyna 

and Hatcher asked “what is the story for the children involved – family context, events, threats and 

challenges, strengths and hopes?” (Troyna and Hatcher). It is necessary to highlight that the 

curriculum “recognises that children live in and are part of society” and that their personal 

development is deeply affected by this. 

 

Fieldwork 

The need to improve integration of educational inclusion and the need to enhance delivery 

structures exists, both externally and within the Department, according to the DEIS action plan 

(Department of Education and Science, 2005, p. 23). The involvement of parents, family members 

and the community must be further strengthened. Planning and co-ordination needs to be developed 

further. There are many agencies and strategies (e.g. The Lisbon Strategy, the National Anti-



 42 

Poverty Strategy (NAPS) and the National Action Plans against Poverty and Social Exclusion) 

advocating for educational reform in the context of tackling poverty and social exclusion yet 

schools are still in the strongest position to implement a change of attitudes. However according to 

the DEIS action plan a major weakness lies in the insufficient training provided to schools and 

teachers, a view that has been supported by the educational disadvantage committee in their 

publication ‘A More Integrated and Effective Delivery of School-based Educational Inclusion 

Measures’. It highlighted a “limited attention to educational inclusion issues in pre-service and in–

service teacher education” (Department of Education and Science, 2005, p. 22). School plans are an 

important baseline for approaching and nurturing the values and ideas of the children. However 

they must contain characteristics, such as; “being responsive to local needs, centrally involving 

parents and showing integration and partnership” (Education Disadvantage Committee, 2009). The 

home school links policy should include initiatives aimed at raising awareness of the parents’ role 

in the child’s learning (Department of Education , 1995) while access to Home/School/Community 

Liaison services (including literacy and numeracy initiatives involving parents and family 

members) (Department of Education and Science, 2005, p. 84) can also be advantageous.  

For the fieldwork a number of approaches were selected in order to promote the inclusion of 

targeted parents and the general school culture in terms of policy and practice. ‘Maths for fun’, an 

‘Open day’, review of policy and the teaching of citizenship were chosen as suitable catalysts for 

this research. The information shall be recorded using a running record in a notebook and feedback 

forms. The research carried out for this essay complied with the BERA (2011) ethics guidelines in 

that no information has been included that would identify the school or the people in question.  

 

‘Maths for Fun’ 

As the school is currently in the midst of a numeracy self evaluation it was decided to run a ‘Maths 

for Fun’ initiative in 1st and 2nd classes and to target particular parents from mixed social classes as 

volunteers. This initiative is highlighted in the DEIS action plan (pg84) as being a positive 

methodology to employ.  One week would be spent on organising the parents, the games and the 

training while the project would run once a week for four weeks. Parental involvement and social 

class issues shall be monitored. The author, a Home School Community Liaison co-ordinator, was 

responsible for contacting targeted parents individually and encouraging them to become involved. 

Home visits were made to each house and the project was explained. Out of the 10 parents that were 

selected 7 volunteered to participate but only after some persuasion and initial reluctance. The times 

and dates were selected and a range of suitable maths games were purchased. The following week 

the HSCL co-ordinator held an informal training morning to show the parents how ‘Maths for Fun’ 
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operated. They were invited into the parents’ room for tea and coffee and it was demonstrated how 

the games are played, how to question the children and how to deal with discipline or behavioural 

issues if they arise. On the following Friday six parents arrived at the school for the first ‘Maths for 

Fun’ session. These sessions continued each Friday for four weeks. At the end of the initiative 

feedback was sought from the parents, teachers and the children. These feedbacks, as well as 

observations, were used as the assessment tools.  

 

Observations 

Initially the parents were very slow to communicate in the parent’s room prior to the exercise. A lot 

of them came with a friend or partner. They were quite nervous beforehand also and displayed low 

self esteem. They were visibly nervous with the children and required a little support from the 

author and class teacher. The children themselves were bemused to see their parents in their 

classrooms doing maths with other students. Some children were noticeably shocked. After four 

sessions however the parents were much more confident with the children and with the games, 

commanding attention and respect during the sessions. After each session they were invited back to 

the parents’ room for a cup of tea with the HSCL co-ordinator and the class teachers. They became 

more confident and sociable with each week. A list of the responses to the feedback form can be 

found in the appendices (appendix A). 

 

Open and Induction day 

At the time of this project the school was actively enrolling students for the following September 

and so an ‘Open day’ was proposed with this paper in mind. The purpose of this was to invite new 

families in to view the school and also the existing families. However, prior to this, a concerted 

effort to clean up the school was required in order to make it physically more attractive, externally 

and internally. The HSCL co-ordinator, in conjunction with the Parents Association, compiled a list 

of ‘things to do’ and began a campaign to get parents and people from the local community to 

volunteer their time and energy. The timeframe for this project was two weeks, to coincide with the 

selected date for the event. It was hoped that this would be a unique initiative to empower the 

parents and facilitate ownership of the school and also as a strategy to improve interactions amongst 

the parents. This intervention is assessed on participation, involvement and improvement to the 

schools appearance.  

 

Observations 
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It was difficult to secure the services of parents for a variety of different reasons but mainly out of 

apathy. However several parents and grandparents did volunteer. The school was cleaned 

thoroughly, two skips of rubbish were filled, flowers and vegetables were sown, rooms were 

painted and sandwiches and cakes were made to welcome new parents. Four of the current Junior 

Infants parents who recently undertook a 6 week course in ‘Child development and Play’ through 

the HSCL scheme came in to talk to the incoming parents about their experiences. There was a 

tangible sense of ownership, confidence and pride during these endeavours. One of the incoming 

parents commented on the ‘great atmosphere’ of the school and the involvement of the parents.  

 

Policy and practice 

The author also decided to analyse the school’s ‘Inclusion policy’ to see what amendments, if any, 

needed to be made in order to be more individual to this particular place and time. The policy was 

analysed by the author and then reviewed by the whole staff during the next staff meeting with a 

particular focus on social class issues. Once amendments were made it was sent to the parents 

association for their input, uploaded to the internet for one week for the parents to review, before 

being presented to the Board of Management to be ratified at the next Board meeting. Any 

amendments to the current policy are viewed as outcomes in the context of assessment of 

intervention.  

Observations 

During the analysis of the schools inclusion policy between the staff and the parents, areas such as 

SEN, language support and racism were identified as being ‘strong’. However a number of 

weaknesses were identified. These were; monitoring and prevention of exclusion, promotion of 

integration and solidarity, parental inclusion and the teaching of inclusion in relation to SPHE and 

other cross curricular opportunities. These were amended and put to the BOM to be ratified. During 

the staff discussion a more concerted effort to teach citizenship and find opportunities for inclusion 

and citizenship was proposed and roundly welcomed. The senior class teachers admitted to 

neglecting the SPHE curriculum. They decided to teach the ‘developing citizenship’ lessons from 

the Intercultural Ed pdf over the next few weeks and to prioritise this particularly area in future 

planning. Explicit teaching of social inclusion was identified as being a weakness and therefore 

should be employed more consciously in the classroom and in the planning phases.  
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Discussion and conclusion 

Overall this exercise has been a fascinating project in terms of analysing the sociological nature of 

the school and its citizens. Although some of the issues have been commonly understood for years, 

it has never actually been dissected and researched for constructive development to take place. Due 

to the historic nature of the area and fear of clashing with the rigid army structure the nature of 

socialism itself has been swept under the carpet. According to Cole (2008) “Discussing socialism in 

schools may be seen as one of the last taboos” (Hill, Dave (Editor); Robertson, Leena Helavaara 

(Editor), 2009, p. 52) and this is particularly evident in this school. The leadership, management, 

staff and parents need to regularly revisit the schools policies to ensure inclusion and citizenship are 

promoted and prejudices are prevented.  Using Haberman's (1994) five-step approach to facing 

prejudices would go a certain distance to setting a positive platform from which to develop. This 

includes: analyzing prejudices; seeking the sources of the beliefs; examining the benefits of 

prejudice; considering the effects of prejudices; and planning to eliminate prejudices (Reed, C, 

1996). For social inclusion to manifest, schools need to concentrate on “curriculum, pastoral 

systems, attitudes and teaching methods” (Walker, David; Webb, Julie; Thomas, Gary, 1997). As a 

DEIS band 1 school targets are set out in the school’s SIP and in the DEIS plan which place a major 

emphasis on literacy and numeracy. Teachers confessed to focusing on these particular areas over 

the likes of citizenship and inclusion. Therefore a whole school plan on inclusion, to supplement the 

schools amended inclusion policy, is required. Insufficient attention to the teaching, ethos and 

policies has caused a degree of exclusion to occur. According to Wright, Weekes and McGlaughlin 

“exclusion may say more about the needs of the school than it does about the pupil being excluded” 

(Wright, Cecile Weekes, Debbie McGlaughlin, Alex , 1999). However this seems to be a universal 

issue. Lynch and Lodge compounded the failure of education as a social institution to eliminate 

social-class-related inequalities, drawing from studies that highlighted how little life chances had 

changed between social classes despite many educational interventions (Lynch, Kathleen; Lodge, 

Ann, 2002).  

Morgan (1997) suggests that schools operate as societies in microcosm, with their own cultures and 

sub-cultures, substances which make up the general ‘school ethos’ and ‘hidden curriculum’ 

according to Wright, Weekes and McGlaughlin. The ethos of the school, which sets the temperature 

for the school culture, is an area that needs regular attention. Assessment of the ethos of a school is 

important for “situating the relationships which take place within it” (Wright, Cecile; Weekes, 

Debbie; McGaughlin, Alex, 1999, p. 15). As certain teachers have interests in particular subjects 
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and tend to teach them more, how does that affect the teaching of inclusion? Will we be relying on 

teachers with a particular passion for social inclusion to drive egalitarianism in our schools? The 

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire advocated for teachers and academics to become more active 

‘cultural workers’ in their personal lifestyles. This is a very different view of the teacher to the” 

'teacher as technician', delivering someone else's curriculum, as de-theorized and thereby de-

skilled” (Hill, Dave (Editor); Robertson, Leena Helavaara (Editor), 2009, p. 324).  

Providing a well structured and well organised delivery of inclusion and citizenship, both as a 

subject and via cross curricular means, should help to alleviate exclusion of children from different 

social classes and discrimination of children on the grounds of marital and family status. A whole 

school plan for citizenship and inclusion is required to ensure each teacher covers explicit 

objectives which are individual to the school. This teaching must be supported by policies and a 

school ethos which is sensitive to the uniqueness of the locality and its people. These documents are 

fundamental cornerstones of the school culture and identity. But if the management of a school fails 

to acknowledge these fundamentals, how can progress be made? Parental involvement, as seen 

during the course of the fieldwork, has the potential to improve the child’s view of the home school 

relationship and constructive co-operation which merits positive attitudes towards education and 

enables academic success. Not alone does the child directly benefit from parental involvement but 

the school culture also is improved through the fostering of respect, empowerment, support, 

ownership and equality. But getting all of the parents enthused is still an issue. How can high levels 

of detachment and apathy be broken? How can the importance of education and parental 

involvement be transmitted and understood by parents on the lower socio economic scale?  

The research for this report brought to light the needs of the school and how these needs are 

currently being addressed and how they could be improved. There is much room for improvement 

however identification is the first step on the road to creating an inclusive school which challenges 

diversity and discrimination and disseminates positivity into the local community. While we have a 

long way to go, we are certainly making strides. 

“It is clear from the Irish experience that educational initiatives based in schools can raise the 

educational level of the adults involved, and result in a general sense of empowerment in the local 

community. Parental involvement, especially in areas of socio-economic deprivation, does not just 

benefit the children and the school - it is a crucial aspect of lifelong learning.”  

 (Parents as Partners in Schooling (1997) cited in Department of Education and Science (2005)) 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

‘Maths for Fun’ feedback –Teachers 

How did you find maths for fun? 

 

It was very enjoyable. The children loved the interaction with the parents and the opportunity to 

play in different groups each week. 

Very beneficial for the children. Not just for maths purposes but it helped encourage group work, 

co-operation and social skills also 

 

What did you find helpful about maths for fun? 

 

The variety and quality of games and resources provided 

It revises important topics such as time as well as helping to improve the childrens number skills. It 

was a great opportunity for parents to get involved in the childrens education.  

 

Any negative points? 

 

Nothing in particular. Very good initiative. 

 

 

Games you would like to include? 
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IWB games would be very useful and could be a great way of showing parents what educational 

games are available online. 

The number games are great but i think if we could get more games which focus on the strand of 

measures such as time, length, weight etc that would really help to reinforce learning in these areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Maths for Fun’ feedback –Parents 

Did you like Maths for fun? 

Yes i did like it 

Yes it was really good to see children playing and helping each other. They enjoyed the games 

Yes i found it very interesting and a great opportunity for the kids to learn new things 

Yes it was 

Yes i thought it was a great idea and a fun way of introducing maths in other wayts rather than just 

sums. 

Yes  

What did you not like? 

Nothin the kids are great 

Nothing it was great to see all the kids involved 

The kids had a great time and it didn’t feel like learning. They were adding and subtracting without 

even knowing 
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Benefits of maths for fun? 

The kids found it fun 

Playing the games with the children is fun as they were learning how to add and subtract as the 

games were played. 

Kids learning together as a group and learning maths as a game. 

The kids didn’t realise they were doing adding and subtracting while playing games 

Its great to see the kids playing maths and learning loads. They enjoy the games so much and have 

lots of fun 

Its great to see the kids skills of maths and to see what level their at 

 

Any recommendations/comments? 

More parent needed 

If there were more parents involved it would be good for the children. And the groups would be 

smaller. Maybe 1 adult to 4 children as most of the games are 2-4 players 

Most games with more than four players due to numbers in the class 

Maybe alittle more time because we were just getting into the games and it was time to go again 

It is good to see the kids learning and to see them interact with each other 

It was good to see the kids interact with each other.  

 

SPELLING AND GRAMMATICAL ERRORS HAVE BEEN DIRECTLY TRANSCRIBED. 

‘Maths for Fun’ feedback –Children 

Did you like Maths for fun? What did you like about it? 

Yes 

Lots of games 

I liked bingo and giving my mammy a chocolate bunny 

I loved it 

Yes because it was fun 

Ya. I liked the bingo it is fun. 

Yes it was fun 

I liked it because it was fun 

Yes i liked giving out the easter eggs 

It was biliant fun espechely seeing my mammy. Are we going to be doing it next year? 
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Yes i did like it infackt i would like to do it agen. I was happy becaus my mammy came. The 

parents were verey kind. I loved the pizza game.  

It was fun. The parents were kind 

I like it becos no won was fiting or crying and we all wor plang togetr 

I like playing with the games. I like when the parents come i and play with us. The parents were so 

nice 

Yes it was gret fun! The perents playd with us.  

I liked playing with the parents 

 

What did you not like? 

Nothing 

Nuthing 

Nothing  

When everyone stated fighting 

I did not like the shapes game of the joney game. The honey game was to easy and the shape game 

was snap i play snap to much. 

I did not like wen i lost 

I would have liked my mammy to have helped.  

 

What games did you like? 

Space chase 

Bingo, snakes and ladders, card games 

 

 

Any suggestions? 

Nothin 

Mor perents 

No 

Play more games 

Thank you for bring us loads of games and for allowing the parents to come in thank you. I LOVED 

MATHS FOR FUN. 

Thank you i don’t want it to go i love it 

 

SPELLING AND GRAMMATICAL ERRORS HAVE BEEN DIRECTLY TRANSCRIBED. 
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Intercultural Education – Promoting Equal Opportunities through school policies 

By Sarah Railton 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Ireland today is a diverse country. The students in our primary schools (hereafter referred to simply 

as schools) come from many lands. Some students have special educational needs. Some students 

are members of the Traveller community. Some students come from single parent households. It is 

a challenge for teachers and schools to ensure that equal opportunities are afforded to all pupils. 

This was certainly the case when I was employed in Ireland. I had students from many different 

backgrounds in my class and felt challenged to ensure they all had equal opportunities in my 

classroom. While there was an equal opportunities policy (see Appendix 1) in place in the school it 

was a short, one page document, which lacked detail and provided no suggestions as to how to 

ensure equality of opportunity in the classroom and in the school as a whole.  I therefore felt it was 

important to explore the issue of equal opportunity policies further. 

 

An equal opportunities policy is an important element of an inclusive school. Inclusive schools 

respect, value and accommodate diversity, make reasonable accommodation for students with 

disabilities and seek to provide positive experiences, a sense of belonging and positive outcomes 

(such as access, personal development and achieving education credentials) for all students (Lodge 

and Lynch, 2004). It is my belief that every school needs to have a comprehensive equal 

opportunities policy in place as part of becoming an inclusive school.  This study, as a result, 

examines a small number of policies from Irish schools along with published documents, such as 

those from the Department of Education and Science (DES) and the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), etc., which include the issue of equal opportunities.  It also 

seeks to ascertain whether or not a policy template for equal opportunities has been published for 

use by Irish schools.  

Research question: How can we ensure that equal opportunities are afforded to all pupils in 

the Irish primary school? 
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Literature Review 

According to Baker et al (2004, p.25) ‘the role of equality is to provide a fair basis for managing 

resources by strengthening the minimum to which everyone is entitled and using equality of 

opportunity to regulate the competition for advantage’. From a liberal egalitarian viewpoint equality 

of opportunity means that ‘people should, in some sense, have an equal chance to compete for 

social advantages’ (Baker et al, 2004, p.25). Much has been written about equality of opportunity in 

education. The NCCA sets out the legislation and policy context for equality in Ireland in its 

document entitled Intercultural Education in the Primary School: Guidelines for Schools (2005). 

The Equal Status Acts 2000-2004 promote equality and prohibit discrimination, harassment and 

related behaviour. The Equal Status Act (2000) makes it illegal to discriminate against someone 

based on nine grounds. These are gender, marital status, family status, age, disability, race, sexual 

orientation, religious belief and membership of the Traveller community. The Act states (pp. 15-17) 

that educational establishments should not discriminate in relation to admission or the terms of 

conditions of admission, access to courses, facilities and benefits or any other term or condition of 

participation. Equality of Opportunity is also mentioned a number of times in the Education Act 

(1998) which states that schools need ‘to promote equality of access to and participation in 

education and to promote the means whereby students may benefit from education’ (p.10). The Act 

also mentions equality of opportunity for both males and females (p.13) and equality of opportunity 

in relation to the schools admissions policy (p. 20).  

The Association of Secondary Teachers Ireland (ASTI) echoes Irish legislation surrounding 

equality of opportunity and notes on its website that students should enjoy equal opportunities in 

terms of access and provision and a climate which welcomes students from different backgrounds 

and promotes their full integration. The ASTI also note that the DES should provide the resources 

necessary for promoting and achieving equal opportunities in our schools. Such resources include 

pre-service and in-service training for teachers and non-discriminatory textbooks (ASTI, no date).  

While the ASTI is a union for second level teachers much of the information on their website 

regarding equal opportunities is relevant and pertinent to primary education also. Education is also a 

human right (United Nations, 1948). It is a right that ‘has an enabling function in relation to the 

attainment of other rights’ (Baker et al, 2004, p.141). Equality in education matters because of this. 

It is important that schools and teachers do their best to ensure that each and every pupil receives 

equal opportunities in education, enabling them to become active, global citizens. ‘Equality in 

education matters therefore because education is indispensable for the full exercise of people’s 

capabilities, choices and freedoms in an information-driven age’ (Baker et al, 2004, p.141).  
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In the Whitepaper ‘Charting our Education Future’ the DES (1995) highlights equality are a key 

consideration underpinning their educational policy. The NCCA sees intercultural education as a 

major component of ensuring equality in our schools. The NCCA’s Intercultural Guidelines note 

that the primary school curriculum ‘recognises the diversity of beliefs, values and aspirations of all 

religious and cultural groupings in Irish society and acknowledges that it has a “responsibility for 

promoting tolerance and respect for diversity in both school and the community” ‘ (NCCA, 2005, 

p.17). The National Education Welfare Board (NEWB) has produced a document entitled 

Developing a code of behaviour – guidelines for schools (2008) which assists schools in developing 

policy relating to behaviour and dealing with unacceptable behaviour. ‘The code of behaviour is a 

key tool in enabling the school authorities to support the learning of every student in the school’ 

(p2) which is essential in ensuring equality of opportunity for students. One of the basic principles 

underpinning a successful code of behaviour is that of promoting equality for all members of the 

community, preventing discrimination and allowing for appropriate accommodation of difference in 

accordance with the Equal Status Acts 2000-2004.  

Finally, the DES has made efforts to ensure equality of opportunity in schools for disadvantaged 

pupils with its initiative Delivering Equality of Opportunity in School: An Action Plan for 

Educational Inclusion (DEIS) (2005a). DEIS believes that ‘every child and young person deserves 

an equal chance to access, participate in and benefit from education’  (p. 7) and DEIS aims to 

‘ensure that the educational needs of children and young people from disadvantaged communities 

are prioritised and effectively addressed’ (p. 9).  Through the principles of the curriculum, 

educational policy and the legislation in place in Ireland it is clear that much is being written about 

equality. However, policies at school level need to be improved and teachers need training and 

practical examples to ensure all their pupils are being afforded equal opportunities in the classroom.  

Field Work Report 

I began my research by examining five equal opportunity policies from primary schools in Ireland. 

One school was a relatively small school with teachers teaching consecutive classes. Two schools 

were medium sized schools. The fifth school was a large school. I found the policies to vary greatly 

from school to school. While all schools referred, to some extent, to Irish legislation regarding 

equality (the Equal Status Act 2000, the Employment Equality Act 1998 and the Education Act 

1998) two schools (school A and school B) had very basic, short, one page policies that lacked 

substance and were, in my opinion, of little aid to the staff, students and parents of the school 

(Appendices 1, 2). The policies lacked detail and included generic statements, for example, ‘The 

school aims to provide equal opportunities to all staff and children’ (Appendix 1) and ‘It is the 
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policy of […] to give boys and girls equal opportunities in curricular areas’ (Appendix 2). Neither 

school A nor school B provided examples of how such equal opportunities were to be achieved nor 

did they elaborate in any way upon such points.  

In contrast, the policy in school C (see appendix 3) is twenty pages long and includes thirteen 

sections and two appendices. The document clearly sets out the rationale for an equal opportunities 

policy and establishes the policy within the relevant legislation.  Included in the policy are headings 

such as aims, resources, staff development and success criteria. It also contains sections on 

organisational areas and the curriculum. Headings listed under the organisational areas section 

include enrolment, communication, parental involvement, uniform, anti-racism and extra-curricular 

activities. The policy provides examples of what is being done in the school to ensure equal 

opportunities, for instance, in the parental involvement section suggestions as to how parents can be 

involved in the life of the school are given, e.g. the Parent Teacher association, helping with sports 

coaching or gardening and assisting in the school library.  

The policies of schools D and E contain many of the same headings as those found in school C’s 

policy. However, School D is the only school that lists the nine grounds on which discrimination is 

prohibited. School D also includes a note on intercultural education in its policy. This note states 

that ‘in order to educate them to live in such a society, we want to encourage children to regard all 

people as being of equal value and worth’ (p.4) and as a result the school includes a list of 

objectives they aim to fulfil. Examples of these objectives include recognising similarities and 

differences in a culturally diverse society and celebrating them in a positive way, building 

children’s knowledge of other religions and cultures and ensuring that displays reflect a range of 

cultures. School E meanwhile adheres to the Anti-Racism Charter included in the INTO 

Intercultural Guidelines for Schools document (2001, p.22) (see appendix 6).  

Having contrasted and compared the policies I had collected I then began to search for templates 

and guidelines from government agencies and departments to assist schools in the development of 

such a policy. The DES (1999) document ‘Developing a school plan: Guidelines for schools’ 

provides a generic guide to developing policies in schools. Policies are seen as an integral part of 

the school plan and ‘the provision of equality of opportunity for girls and boys in the total 

curriculum’ (p.24) is one of the policies listed in the document for inclusion in the school plan.The 

guidelines see the provision of equal opportunities for all children as one of the basic tenets of 

education and state that schools ‘need to plan in order to provide opportunities for all children to 

develop their educational potential to the full’ (p. 26).  The DES also produced a booklet entitled 
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Schools and the Equal Status Acts (2005b). The booklet includes some worthwhile information 

regarding equality and schools and much of its content could be included within an equal 

opportunities policy.  

The Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO), in cooperation with the Primary School 

Development Planning Support (SDPS) team, has published a template for an equal opportunities 

policy on the INTO website in the members area. It is entitled ‘Policy in Relation to Access and 

Participation (Equal Opportunities)’. It sets out some useful questions that schools might like to 

consider when developing their own policy and includes suggested steps to follow in drawing up an 

equal opportunities policy, or indeed any policy. While the template is grounded in the relevant 

legislation schools are reminded ‘to consult up to date circulars, recent legislation or guidelines 

from relevant agencies if they have specific queries regarding this topic’ (INTO, no date).  

The policy outlines areas of organization, including enrolment, staff, parental involvement and 

uniform as well as section on the curriculum. The template includes a number of questions under 

each heading for schools to reflect on and answer. These answers then form the policy itself. The 

template concludes with the headings of success criteria, roles and responsibilities, implementation 

date, timeline for review and ratification and communication. It is clear from studying the template 

that school C used this comprehensive template when writing its own equal opportunities policy.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

As a result of my research I have made two observations. Firstly, it is clear to me that much has 

been published regarding the issue of equal opportunities. It is a very topical issue in education 

today and ‘the promotion of equality has grown as a focus of public policy in Ireland in recent 

years’ (DES, 2005b).  This is as a result of legislation and the increased diversity of pupils enrolled 

in our schools. Under the Equal Status Acts schools are liable for discrimination or harassment and 

it is therefore important for schools to have a detailed equal opportunities policy in place (DES, 

2005b). All staff members and parents should be made aware of the policy and it should be 

regularly reviewed and updated as necessary (DES, 1999). There are many Irish publications that 

address equality and its importance in education. However, while an INTO template for a policy on 

equal opportunities does exist it is not being used by all schools. Only one of the five schools whose 

policies I examined were using the template. I myself only happened across the template through 

reading an article regarding equality in the November 2003 issue of the INTO’s InTouch magazine 

which mentioned a template was available in the members section of the INTO website. In previous 

searches I had not come across such a template.  
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Secondly, it is also clear to me that practical strategies that promote equality of opportunity need to 

be put in place in schools alongside the provision of more teacher training for teachers in Irish 

primary schools – both pre-service and in-service. This is echoed by both the ASTI, as mentioned 

previously, and by Lodge and Lynch (2004) who state that strategies for change will need to include 

‘a change of culture and attitudes of the way we think about and relate to people who are different 

from us, a change in organisational practices to promote and achieve equality and a change in 

practices and processes that shape legislation, economic relations, political relations, cultural 

relations and affective relations’ (p.102). Strategies must inform education partners about equality, 

develop good equality practices and promote equality in national educational planning. Practical 

examples include providing in-service training about equality legislation, integrating education 

about and for equality into the teacher training programmes and devising equality action plans (not 

just policies) with definite targets, measurable objectives, specific timescales, clear reporting 

mechanisms and implementation strategies. Barriers to education experienced by certain groups 

must be proactively removed and, if equality in education is to be promoted in a substantive 

manner, resources should be invested in achieving it (Lodge and Lynch, 2004).  

The DES (1999) states that issues related to equality of opportunity include teachers’ expectations 

of pupils, consistency in pupil assessment, ensuring equality of amount and quality of interaction 

time when teaching boys and girls in the same classroom, provision of equal opportunities in the 

curriculum for girls and boys, e.g. organising games, playing games, selecting songs, organising art 

and craft activities, organising work on the computer(s), cooking, knitting, etc., allocation of 

curriculum time, school space, school facilities and school equipment and allocation of tasks within 

the classroom.  Of course, ensuring equality of opportunity for all pupils is also a major part of 

intercultural education. The NCCA Intercultural Education in the Primary School: Guidelines for 

Schools publication (2005) includes a chapter on planning from an intercultural perspective. The 

guidelines state that, under the Education Act (1998) schools are required ‘to ensure that the school 

plan supports principles of equality of access and participation’ (p. 29) and that this should be 

reflected ‘in the school’s general organizational policies [and] the school plan should formally set 

out the measures the school proposes to take to achieve these objectives’ (p. 29). The guidelines 

suggest including a section on Intercultural Education in every section of the school and in each 

policy. This is a practical step that all schools can take and it provides schools with the opportunity 

to think about equality, inclusion and diversity in all aspects of school life.  
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The guidelines contain many other useful suggestions to consider when thinking about inclusive 

education and equality of opportunity. These include steps in welcoming new children, information 

on choosing appropriate resources and planning the physical and social environments of both the 

school as a whole and the classroom. Checklists and examples are included, for example, when 

considering the physical environment of the classroom some areas for consideration are listed. 

These are classroom displays which represent diversity in Ireland in a positive way, toys and play 

equipment which represent diversity as a normal part of life and art materials such as crayons 

available in a range of colours so that children can depict different a range of skin colours.  

In conclusion, having examined the issue of equality thoroughly I am left with two final questions. 

Firstly, are a policy and some practical strategies enough to ensure equality of opportunity in our 

schools? And secondly, can schools ever fully achieve equal opportunity for all?  While I am 

optimistic that more progress can still be made inequality in our education system is still very much 

present. Stiglitz (2013) states that even in a more egalitarian society than ours children born to poor 

or poorly educated parents are less likely to rise to the middle class than a child born to parents with 

college degrees. I fear he is correct.  

Concluding Comments  

This short study showed how a lack of uniformity exists throughout national schools in Ireland with 

regards to equal opportunities policy. It revealed that a policy template has been published by the 

INTO and is available for schools to use. From the five policies examined however it is clear that 

not all schools are using the template. While improvement has been made regarding equality of 

opportunity in our schools there is clearly much yet to be done. To ensure that progress is made all 

education partners must work together, including school staff, parents, the Department of Education 

and Science and the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, among others. Examples of 

good practice need to be disseminated nationally (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). Through cooperation 

and improved awareness we, as educators, can ensure that equal opportunities are afforded to all 

pupils in our schools.    
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 – Equal Opportunities policy SCHOOL A 

 

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES POLICY STATEMENT 

The school is committed to providing an environment in which all children and staff are able to 

realise their full potential and contribute to the success of the school irrespective of race, gender or 

disability. 

The school is committed to identifying and eliminating any discriminatory attitudes, procedures and 

practices within the organisation. All staff are expected to support these principles and apply them 

in practice. 

The school aims to ensure that no employee or job applicant is discriminated against, whether 

directly, or indirectly, on the grounds of gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, marital status, 

religion or disability, subject to the Equal Status Act 2000, Part 2, Section 7 C. 

The school aims to provide equal opportunities to all staff and children. 

Appendix 2 – Equal Opportunities policy SCHOOL B 

 

For Male and Female Staff and Students Educ. Act – ’98:9(e) &Equal Status Act 2000 

• The Equal Status Act 2000 precludes discrimination on grounds of gender in the provision of 

services (including education). 

•  It is the policy of [name of school] to give boys and girls equal opportunities in curricular areas. 

• The Employment Equality Act, 1997 precludes discrimination on grounds of gender in the 

employment of staff. Nothing will appear in an advertisement which will indicate a 

preference for one gender over the other. Neither will any questions be asked at interview 

which could be interpreted as discriminating on grounds of gender. 
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The school’s policy in this regard is enshrined in the statement that, “This school is an Equal 

Opportunities Employer.” 

Appendix 3 -Equal Opportunities policy SCHOOL C (pdf format) 

Please see the uploaded PDF file entitled ‘School C Equal Opportunities policy’. 

Appendix 4 - Equal Opportunities policy SCHOOL D 

 

Please see the uploaded PDF file entitled ‘School D Equal Opportunities policy’.  

Appendix 5 - Equal Opportunities policy SCHOOL E 

SCHOOL POLICY IN RELATION TO EQUALITY OF ACCESS AND PARTICIPATION OF 

PUPILS FROM ALL SOCIAL AND ETHNIC BACKGROUNDS 

 

(EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES POLICY) 

 

School Educational and Religious Philosophy: 

 

[school name] is a school where each individual pupil is made to feel that he/she belongs to a 

community which (a) promotes the development of self discipline, (b) encourages each pupil to 

recognise his/her potential and (c) helps him/her to acquire a good self image. 

 

While the school acknowledges the importance of academic excellence it strives to contribute to all 

aspects of each pupil’s development – spiritual, emotional, social, cultural, creative and moral. 

 

The school takes account of the changing social and economic conditions of our country and 

nurtures in each pupil those attitudes and skills that enable him/her to cope with these changes. It 

endeavours to foster attitudes and skills that will enable a positive use of leisure time both now and 

in later life. It encourages an attitude of responsibility and care for our planet as well as an attitude 

of practical concern for the local and school environment. 

 

While the school recognises that all children are equal in the sight of God, we will have special 

regard for the poor and less privileged in our school community. The school will grant every 
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possible assistance to those pupils that are materially poor and we will strive to diminish any 

consequent disadvantage to those pupils. The school will endeavour to show special consideration 

to those pupils that are emotionally deprived through the loss of a parent or through family 

breakdown. 

 

Enrolment: 

 All pupils are welcome to enrol in our school irrespective of race, religion, membership of the 

traveller community, family status, or disability (accepting that [name of school] is a Catholic 

School and will have the ethos of a Catholic school but which will respect the individual 

freedom of all its community members.). 

 Pupils will be placed in age appropriate classes upon entering the school where possible. 

 Subject to the terms of the Admission Policy we enrol pupils of other faiths or no faith in the 

school and respect their beliefs and practices. Consultation with parents of these pupils takes 

place on enrolment. Each child is welcome to attend and benefit from the Catholic religious 

education programme. If parents have difficulty with this the Principal shall meet with them to 

see if an accommodation can be reached. Parents are welcome to view the Religious programme 

taught – at its core is the commandment ‘Love God and love your neighbour’. Sensitivity is 

always shown when pupils cannot participate in liturgical celebrations. Pupils that do not wish 

to participate in religion or R.S.E. lessons will have the option of withdrawing from those 

classes if the parents so wish. However these pupils may have to be supervised by their parents.  

 Non-National pupils will be offered English language support through the support of a specific 

teacher of English for a portion of each school day. 

 Pupils from the Travelling Community will be given access to the services of the Teacher for 

Travellers Scheme and will be given access to the services of the S.E.T. teacher as a right 

(should same be required). 

 

Home School Communication: 

 

 Pupils that come from homes where there is marital breakdown or parental separation will have 

procedures put in place so as to allow for both parents to be kept informed of pupil progress e.g. 

separate report cards, separate Parent Teacher meetings etc. 

 In the case of parents of Foreign National pupils and those that have been identified as having 

difficulties in the area of literacy arrangements are in place so that these parents can visit with the 
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school Principal and class teacher on a regular basis so that an oral student report may be given to 

them re their child/children. 

 Parents of Foreign National pupils and those of the Traveller Community will be informed in detail 

(orally), at the time of enrolment, of the role of the school and the expected role of the parents. 

Items such as discipline and code of acceptable behaviour will be explained in detail so that a 

common approach may be taken both at home and in school. 

 

Uniform: 

 

 The Board of Management has access to monies to assist those families that have difficulty 

in paying for the full school uniform and school tracksuit. This scheme is in addition to the 

current Health Executive scheme. 

 The uniform for boys is grey shirt, striped tie, grey trousers and green jumper. The girls 

have grey pinafore, blue blouse, royal blue cardigan, navy, white grey tights/ socks and 

black shoes. Both boys and girls are allowed to wear the same school tracksuit. The school 

jacket introduced in September 2008 is compulsory for all students except for 1st class boys 

and 6th class girls (exemption applies for this year only). 

 All pupils of whatever background or ethnic group are required to wear the full school 

uniform or school tracksuit. 

 

 

Attendance: 

 All parents are made aware at the beginning of the school year of the implications of The 

Education Welfare Act 2000. 

 Absences outside the set school holidays are treated under the arrangements of The Education 

Welfare Act 2000 and will be recorded in line with the provisions of this Act. Parents will be 

informed of the procedures to be followed in cases of absences exceeding 20 days during the school 

year. (See School Attendance Policy for further details). 

 

 

Anti -Racism Charter: 

 The school adheres to the Anti Racism Charter as published by the I.N.T.O. in “The 

Intercultural Guidelines for Schools”, copy enclosed.  
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 Those that breach the conditions of this charter will be subject to the school discipline and 

sanctions as in the normal manner. 

 Al such incidents will be recorded in the school incident book in the normal manner and will be 

subject to the same methods of investigation as are all breaches of school rules/discipline. 

 The Anti-Racism Charter will be displayed in the main corridors of the school and in the school 

staff-room. 

 

Homework: 

 

 Homework is allocated to all pupils on an ability to complete basis. Each teacher ensures that all 

homework allocated to the pupils in their class is appropriate to the educational attainment of 

the pupil their academic ability and is underpinned by a policy of allowing each child the chance 

to succeed in the homework allotted. 

 Those pupils with a designated educational need will have their homework closely aligned to 

the content of their I.E.P./I.P.L.P. 

 Pupils from the Traveller Community or Foreign National background will also have their 

homework closely aligned to their specific education programme and the work of the specialist 

teachers in this area. 

 Homework will be allotted in such a manner so as not to be prescriptive to any particular child 

but rather that it can be complete by each child with the basic resources available to all. 

 

Resources: 

 

 A diversity of textbooks will be reflected in all the textbooks used throughout the school. 

 Multicultural images will be used in as far as possible in each classroom and in all school 

displays. 

 The use of the Internet will be encouraged as means of exploring the intercultural nature of our 

current society. 

 The principle of Gender Equality and Racial Equality will underpin all images of projects and 

posters used throughout the school. 

 

Assessment: 
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 All assessment procedures will be made as suitable as possible to all communities within the 

school i.e. learning groups and racial groups. Teacher produced tests will reflect the learning 

reality of all groups within the school. 

 Particular attention will be placed on tracking the results of all ethnic groups within the school. 

The focus will also be placed on comparing trends in test results as regards gender groups 

within the school so that any discrepancies can be addressed as soon as possible. 

 Those pupils that are learning English for the first time or those that have literacy problems will 

have the assessments methods tailored to their particular needs and will be assessed on a more 

regular basis than the main student body. 

 

Extra Curricular Activities: 

 

 All extra Curricular Activities that are offered by the school are available to all school pupils 

regardless of gender, ethnic group, or social status. These activities will be free to all and 

provisions will be put in place to assist families in the purchase of the requisite sports/safety 

equipment as required. 

 

Curricular Areas:  

 

 All pupils will have equal access to all curricular areas regardless of gender, ethnic 

community, or educational standard achieved within the school. 

 Each child will be engaged in intellectually stimulating work that will be appropriate to 

his/her intellectual ability. 

 Children will be encouraged to explore other languages that may be in their classroom, apart 

from their own, and to learn a little of these languages. 

 Teaching methodologies that support integration and promote equality of participation will 

be strongly encouraged in all classrooms. 

 The full use of I.C.T. will be encouraged in each classroom as a means of meeting the needs 

of all pupils in the curricular areas.  

 Teachers will be encouraged to identify specific lessons that support and promote respect for 

diversity. 

 Pupils that qualify under the provisions of Circular 14/87 will be exempt from the study of 

Irish, on the written request of parents and in compliance with procedures in Circular 14/87 
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 All textbooks used in the school will adhere to the principles of equality and respect for 

diversity. 

 The selection of the class novel will be guided by the appropriate betrayal of all peoples. 

 Opportunities will be afforded where possible for the analysis of the media coverage of key 

news stories from other countries. 

 It will be undertaken to ensure that there is a balance between the hero/heroine, portrayal of 

perpetrators, gender ratio, principal characters inn history e.g. Ghandi, Mandela, Luther 

King, Emily Pankhurst, Queen Maeve, Cleopatra etc.  

 Topics such as slavery, war, Child Labour, emigration etc. will be covered in an equal and 

respectful manner. 

 People from other countries, cultures, national flags etc. will be covered in the area of 

Geography. 

 Areas such as “Myself” and “Myself and Others” and Media will be explored for 

opportunities to promote equality and diversity I the area of S.P.H.E. 

 In the area of religion, opportunities will be explored for the study of commonalty of other 

religions, understanding other religions and mutual respect for beliefs etc. 

 In the curricular area of Art, exploration of famous artists, ethnic art, international aspects of 

art and famous artists will be encouraged. 

The above are only examples of how the curriculum can be explored as a means of promoting 

equality and acceptance of ethnic diversity within the school community. 

 

Success Criteria: 

 Awareness of Languages within the school community and the concept of equality and 

justice. 

 Reduction of the incidents of bullying within the school community. 

 Improvement in the level of pupil attainment within the school in all curricular areas in 

particular the area of literacy. 

 Parental feedback as to the satisfaction level with the values being promoted within the 

school. 

 

 

Roles and Responsibilities: 

The main groups with responsibility for the promotion and success of this policy within the school 

are as follows 
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 The School Principal 

 The Teaching Staff of the school. 

 The S.N.A. Staff of the school. 

 The Ancillary Staff of the school 

 The Parents and the community at large that have contact with the school and its pupils. 

 The Parents Association of the school. 

 The Board of Management of the school in supporting the school policy and providing the 

identified resources as outlined in this policy document. 

 

This policy was drawn up by the school staff and was ratified by the School Board of Management 

at their meeting on _______________ 

 

The policy will be reviewed in September 2010 by the school staff and the B.O.M.  

 

 

The Board of Management has ratified this policy 

 

Signed: __________________________                 Date: _____________ 

 

Chairperson 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 

6 – Anti-

racism 

Charter, 
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p.22 INTO Intercultural Guidelines for Schools 
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Promoting awareness of intercultural education among staff in the Primary School 

Grace O’ Sullivan 

 

Research question 

How can I promote awareness of the importance of intercultural education among the teaching staff 

in my school?  

 

Rationale 

My rationale for this question above was prompted by the realisation of the lack of policy and 

intercultural education practice within the school I work in. The children in this school are 

predominantly white and Catholic. The school has a Christian ethos with a large emphasis placed on 

traditional Irish culture such as GAA and Irish music. A small percentage (0.5%) of pupils comes 

from diverse ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds. In dealing with a mono-cultural school, I 

am concerned that the students will not be equipped fully in dealing with the ever growing diverse 

society in which we live. This lack of policy and practice means that we as a staff are not equipping 

our students with the knowledge and skills they require to understand and accept other cultures and 

beliefs. My focus therefore is on the staff of the school in an effort to direct some attention to the 

promotion of intercultural education.  

This paper will describe an intervention I developed with the staff in the school. Observations were 

made and an action plan was set in place, observed and evaluated. I raised awareness of 

intercultural education amongst staff a staff meeting by playing a DVD from the DICE project 

which demonstrated different methods of applying intercultural education in a cross curricular and 

practical manner.  I then circulated the Intercultural Education in the Primary School Guidelines 

(NCCA, 2005) and highlighted the most useful sections in relation to their specific class level with 

regard to classroom planning, approach and methodology. On the whole, the intervention was a 

success it raised awareness among the staff and it is intended that we will create a policy on 

interculturalism which will be published on the school website.  

 

Literature review 

Durkheim argues that ‘schooling enables children to internalise the social rules that contribute to the 

functioning of society’ (Giddens, 2009, p. 834).Durkheim’s functionalist approach to sociology 
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sprung from the main concern of upholding moral guidelines. Not unlike Durkheim, Parsons held 

the view that the function of education was to move a student from the specific standards and needs 

of the family to the universal standards and needs of society. These corresponding sociological 

theories would lead me to question the actual needs of today’s society and to probe further the 

educational system in which I teach and its overall makeup.  

 

The Central Statistics Office (CSO) demonstrates the rapidly diversifying social fabric in Ireland 

today. The figures show that out of the 188 represented countries represented in Ireland that 82% of 

these are from ten countries: the UK, Poland, Lithuania, Nigeria, Latvia, USA, China, Germany, the 

Philippines and France. The majority of people (88.85%) in Ireland are Irish nationals (CSO, 2007). 

According to the UNESCO Guidelines on Intercultural Educationwe are living in a world 

‘experiencing rapid change, and where cultural, political, economic and social upheaval challenges 

traditional ways of life’(UNESCO, 2006, p. 8). It claims, ‘education has a major role to play in 

promoting social cohesion and peaceful coexistence.’  It encourages programmes that promote 

dialogue between students of different cultures, beliefs and religions.  Stating ‘education can make 

an important and meaningful contribution to sustainable and tolerant societies.’Without question we 

are dealing with a more diverse society than ever before in Ireland today. This diversity is then 

reflected in our schools and classrooms. According to the Department of Education and Skills 

(DES, 2004), the Demographics and Population Composition ‘the composition of our student 

population has changed significantly in recent years with students now coming from a variety of 

cultural and ethnical backgrounds’ (Skills, 2004, p. 4).  

As outlined in the NCCA (2005) Intercultural Education in the Primary School Guidelines, school 

planning, and classroom planning are of particular importance. When dealing with school planning 

(Chapter 3) the guidelines recommends that all members of the community of the school, children, 

parents, support staff and management are included in the process of creating a school that ‘values 

cultural diversity.’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 26). They are also collectively responsible for the maintaining 

of an inclusive and intercultural school.  It is my aim to explore further the policy and practice in 

my school and whether it has implemented the Intercultural Education Guidelines; the guidelines 

note that not all participants may engage in this process of school planning with the same level of 

enthusiasm and that some may be resistant to certain initiatives. This is a point to remain mindful of 

this throughout research and fieldwork.  Such pursuits of mine in addressing the question may 

provide an impetus for staff, myself included to explore these issues and develop a further sense of 

‘the normality of diversity’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 26).  
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According to Lodge and Lynch (2005), ‘A plan for integrating education about and for equality into 

the teacher education curriculum should be developed’. A cyclical process of conducting and using 

an intercultural perspective begins with a school review developing a school mission and action 

plan, and the monitoring of progress.  What is most noteworthy in this case is that each of these 

plans are required under the Education Act (1998) to ensure that the plans have an Intercultural 

Education heading for each policy addressed. As well as policy intercultural education must filter 

through to all sections of school life. The NCCA  (2005, chapter 3, p.30) outline that a number of 

factors be considered when creating an inclusive intercultural school. The incorporation of 

intercultural and anti- discrimination approach to staff development and equality of access and 

participation must be present. Intercultural education should be promoted in the classroom. A 

means of recording and reporting of racist incidences should be in place.An inclusive physical and 

social environment is in the school. Age appropriate placement is provided. Language support is 

provided and an appropriate selection of resources for teaching and learning should be present. 

Special events in the calendar of a diversity of cultures should be celebrated.  The development of a 

school ethos which celebrates diversity and promotes equality is also highlighted.  

Classroom practices are covered in chapter four (NCCA, 2005). It covers the areas of reviews, areas 

of current practice such as: choosing classroom resources, integrating thematic planning of lesson 

content, interculturalism across the curriculum areas and identifying intercultural opportunities 

across the curriculum. The guidelines argue that interculturalism occurs naturally in everyday 

attitudes and in the everyday life of a classroom and school. As educators we must be aware and 

ready to not only implement intercultural education through careful planning and policy but also be 

prepared to recognise and observe situations as they occur naturally within the classroom. It is these 

naturally occurring scenarios which can make for the most interesting lessons and should be viewed 

as opportunities which cannot be planned for.  

It is more likely that appropriate attitudes and values will be developed by children if these 
values are integrated within the day to- day, minute to minute life of the classroom than if 
they are only dealt within the content of lessons’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 43).  

 

Field work 

A whole school approach was taken in order to assess the current application of intercultural 

education in the school. Areas of practice and policy by staff were observed. The findings were that 

the school had no intercultural/inclusive/EAL policy.  ‘Classroom displays should represent 

diversity in Ireland in a positive way. (NCCA, p. 41).Following observations in classrooms, in the 

corridors and in play areas within and surrounding the school, displays are lacking in intercultural 
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and diversity themes. The reading resources teachers had in use were examined in a select three 

libraries within the school. These libraries were from a Junior Infant classroom a school hall library 

and a resource room library. It was observed that no multi- lingual books were available and few 

multicultural books were in stock. The only other language in books found was Irish and the only 

example of a multicultural book was a book on a life in Kenya. When a school unintentionally 

prioritises the culture of one ethnic group to the detriment of others, it may be deemed guilty of 

‘indirect racism and institutional racism’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 23). The staff in a school that are 

responsible for policies and practice and the cultivation of a school ethos should be vigilant in 

ensuring that culture, beliefs and the way of life for all children in the school are respected. One can 

only deduce from the observations above that there is a lack of awareness overall and so a lack of 

practice and policy within this school.  

 

Action Plan 

A number of actions were designed in order to encourage the staff of the school to reflect on current 

practice and embrace a more inclusive approach to education within the school. This occurred 

during the rare staff meetings. Prior to the meeting I got my principal’s permission by 

demonstrating my current observations and highlighting the need to implement some change around 

the issue.  

 

Implementation of plan 

The first attempt at raising the awareness amongst staff surrounding intercultural education was to 

approach the issue at a staff meeting.  The DICE project DVD was played for the staff which 

demonstrated different methods of applying intercultural education in a cross curricular and 

practical manner.  The Intercultural Education in the Primary School Guidelines were circulated and 

highlighted and staff were made aware of the most useful sections were to them in relation to their 

specific class level with regard to classroom planning, approach and methodology (Chapters  4 and 

5). It was proposed that we as a staff address the issue of policy surrounding the area in the school. 

With a view to then getting the policy approved by the Board of Management and subsequently 

published on the school website. A staff policy writing committee was formed.  

 

As stated in the guidelines ‘active learning is crucial to learning the meaning of responsible 

citizenship’. (NCCA, 2005, p. 134). A list of resources for each member of staff was circulated. 

Staff could draw from this list of resources when implementing intercultural practices in our school 
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(See appendix 1).  A range of resources are available here and cover a number and wide range of 

core inclusive values and project work which could potentially take effect.  

As suggested in the NCCA Guidelines it is essential for teachers to intervene immediately in the 

classroom rather than ‘waiting to see if the behaviour will change on its own’ (NCCA, 2005, p. 44). 

With this in mind the concept of introducing an anti- racism book was proposed to staff. Any racist 

comments or incidences among staff or pupils are to be placed in the book. This book would then 

be reviewed by staff at each staff meeting. It was reviewed at the end of a three week trial period. 

Some incidences and comments within can be viewed in (appendix 2). To protect the identities of 

the personnel and students involved in this section, identities are withheld by entering initials of 

names.    

 

Outcomes 

The outcomes of undertaking a staff information approach to introducing a number of aspects of 

intercultural education were overall positive for me on a personal and professional basis. Inducing 

further thought and heightening awareness of intercultural education was one which is not easily 

surmounted. ‘Profound change involves professionals grappling with fundamental beliefs, 

dispositions and habits and altering practice on the basis of experience.’ (NCCA, Leading and 

Supporting Change in Schools- discussion paper, p. 14). Changing current practice will not happen 

expeditiously and will be a process that can be monitored over time. However the process of change 

has begun.  

The outcomes which I have personally gained from the exploration of this topic to the 

implementation of the action plan have been overwhelming positive. I have been challenged to view 

the school community in a sociological sense. Through this I have gained a depth of understanding 

regarding the composition of the school and community.  As the Guidelines on intercultural 

education forewarned, some people will engage in this process of change with varying degrees of 

enthusiasm. ‘Most of the real change will depend on the voluntary actions and goodwill of all the 

members of the school community’. (NCCA, Intercultural education in the Primary Classroom, 

2005, p. 26). Some attitudes I encountered from certain members of staff were far from enthusiastic 

and shockingly regressive as illustrated in a quote from a colleague: ‘This has nothing to do with 

us! We don’t have any of ‘them’ in this school’. On a whole the actions undertaken for the 

promotion of intercultural education within the school have certainly highlighted and brought to the 

attention of the staff how we could adopt intercultural education into our curriculum and overall 

school ethos. Since commencing this intervention, I have observed more intercultural education 
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cross curricular activity within classrooms and around the school (see appendix 3).  Members of 

staff are responding to the action plan assuredly and have demonstrated further interest by 

approaching me with additional suggestions for the betterment of the school. Although my focus 

has been directly on policy and practice amongst staff;these implementations will as a result filter 

through to pupils and the ultimate aim of making their school a more inclusive place of learning 

will follow.  

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

When approaching this research question the Intercultural Education guidelines were key to 

underpinning the aims of the Primary School Curriculum in the context of growing cultural and 

ethnic diversity. They facilitate schools and teachers to create an inclusive culture and environment.   

The Guidelines have also been a useful resource to draw from for school planning, classroom 

planning approaches and methodologies and assessment.   

To presume (as was done at the beginning of this research) that any school can be ‘monoculture’ or 

homogenous in its demographic makeup is a very naïve and narrow viewpoint.  An insight which 

has been gained through literature is that culture does not define us or determine a group of people. 

Within a seemingly uniform community of people many diversifying elements can be 

identified.‘Within the white Irish settled population there is great diversity of values, beliefs and w 

ays of life. Other ethnic and national groups also display a great deal of diversity. Recognising this 

is important in overcoming stereotyping.’ (NCCA, Intercultural education in the Primary 

Classroom, 2005, p. 59). Race alone is a complex and diverse concept within which many 

alternating factors can be identified and classified as differences.  Points of unification or 

diversification may be age, gender, race, culture, ethnicity, race, disability and socio- economic 

background. There may be 25 Irish children in a class however they may differ or find commonality 

in religion, gender, family background, sexuality, colour and way of life. According to Whitaker 

(2013) ‘In order to create truly inclusive schools and inclusive societies we need to embrace more 

than forty shades of green’. 

 

Assessment of research question 

Some questions are still pending at this conclusive stage. Is real change being affected through the 

staff of the school? ‘Realising deep educational change can only happen through teachers and 

school management and their interactions and relationships with the learner. This kind of change 

has to see teachers, truly, as the key agents of change’ (NCCA, Leading and Supporting Change in 
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Schools- discussion paper, p. 16). Deep educational change is something which is not easily 

achieved. A process of evolving and supporting is how change should be viewed. Monitoring this 

change and progress can be achieved through various assessment methods. In this case a review of 

policy on a yearly basis or as a situation may arise that would affect policy structure. Assessment in 

the school could be a revisit of policy and a concrete school action plan put in place. Within the 

classroom a number of assessment methods may be applied from teacher observation, teacher - 

designed tasks and tests, work samples, portfolios, projects, curriculum profiles, diagnostic tests and 

standardised tests. (NCCA, 2005, p. 153). Positive profiling proves to be the most holistic and 

positive approach to assessment in the classroom according to the guidelines. These profiles focus 

on what the child can do thus enabling the development of a learning programme which identifies 

what can be taught next.  

 

Questions remaining 

Questions regarding staff and the future of intercultural education in the school await further 

clarification. If staff wishes to professionally develop their knowledge on the matter, how can they 

access in-career development in intercultural education? As staff endeavour to implement future 

projects are there sufficient means of support and collaboration opportunity provided in the school? 

As the study was focused on teaching staff alone within the school, how can it be ensured that the 

entire staff,  inclusive of SNA’s, caretaker, janitors etc. is aware of practice and policy?  

 

Policy versus practice 

Although the initiative undertaken to improve policy was a valid and worthwhile exercise for the 

betterment of the school, the practice put in place out of the three implementations were of far 

greater value to the teacher and the children involved.The practical application of intercultural 

education within the classroom and in the school is overall far superior in effectiveness. According 

to Lodge and Lynch (2005, p. 102) ‘change in organisational practices to promote and achieve 

equality’ is one of the strategies for change. It also argues that in bringing about real change schools 

should implement ‘equality action plans (not just write policies) with definite targets, measurable 

objectives and specific timescales as well as having clear reporting mechanisms and implementing 

strategies’ (Lodge and Lynch, 2005, p. 106) should be addressed.   
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Concluding Comments 

According to the Runnymede Commission (2000): ‘Every society needs to be cohesive as well as 

respectful of diversity, and must find ways of nurturing diversity while fostering a common sense of 

belonging and a shared identity among its constituent members. Within these differences 

commonalities are found.’ It is these differences and commonalities which are equally present and 

worthy of recognition and celebration. This sociological study has been enlightening professionally 

and personally. It has been a challenge to preconceptions held by the author surrounding identity 

and inclusiveness. While homogenous or mono-cultural groups can exist; by naming a group mono-

cultural and homogenous in its makeup is failing to notice the intricacies any fabric of society 

boasts. Failing to acknowledge difference is failing to recognise the normality of diversity. Each 

teacher and member of a school community has a role to play in ensuring an accepting an inclusive 

learning environment is catered for.  Intercultural education is therefore a vital element to the 

curriculum and ethos of any school.   
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Appendix 1 

Intercultural Education ‐Classroom Resources for Teachers 

 

Lift off- Introducing Human Rights Education within the Primary Curriculum.  

This is a ten week programme designed to teach about children’s rights and responsibilities within 

the context of the SPHE curriculum. This is available from Amnesty International Irish section.  

E-mail: info@amnesty.ie 

Kids like Us- Irish and Kenyan kids together. Actionaid. 

This pack draws comparisons between Kenyan and Irish cultures and lifestyles. It contains 

photographs, a teachers handbook and pupil worksheets. Available from Actionaid Ireland. 

 Email: info@actionaidireland.org 

 

Let’s Co-operate 

Peace Pledge Union, Uk. Over 200 games and activities for children that promote co-operation and 

peaceful conflict solving. Available from Trócaire Resource Centres or via  

Email: resources@trócaire.ie 

Let’s Play together 

Over 300 co-operative games for all ages. Available from Trócaire resource centres or via e-mail- 

resources@trocaire.ie 

Let’s Eat - children  and their food around the world.  

Available from Oxfam. Email: Oxfam:bebc.co.uk 

Local citizen; Global Citizen Christian Aid 

This pack explores themes of development, interdependence and relationships.  

Available from Christian Aid: Dublin@christianaid.org.  
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One Day We had to run! 

Stories of children from third world countries. Email: Oxfam@bebc.co.uk  

Partners in Rights- Creative activities for exploring rights and citizenship. 

This pack uses a range of approaches to help children learn to respect diversity both locally and 

globally. Available from Oxfam via e-mail: Oxfam@bebc.co.uk 

Photo Opportunities 2000- Photographs for the Primary School. 

This pack is has a number of thought provoking photographs from all over the world showing 

people engaged in ordinary everyday tasks.  

Available from: resources@trocaire.ie  

Rafiki 

This is an interactive cd rom with games, puzzles an d adventures. It introduces children to others in 

different parts of the world.  

This is available from: resources@trocaire.ie 

Refugees- A resource book for Primary Schools 

This is a book containing background information and classroom activities. Available from Trocaire 

resource centres or: resources@trocaire.ie 

Rights for young Children Posters 

A set of posters demonstrating the rights of young children. 

Available from: orders@plymbridge.com 

Winners All  

A useful booklet which has co-operative games and trust building activities for all ages. 

Available from: resources@trocaire.ie  

Anti‐ Racism Log. 

Samples of entries into anti-racism book. 
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Comments gathered after a three week trial period. For the protection of identities of participants 

initials have been used.  

Entry date: 10/4/13 

Incident: Fifth class boy, G.H was pushing and making racist remarks to L.P (a Nigerian child) on 

the school yard during break time.  G.H was saying ‘Get of the pitch. You do not belong here.’  

Action taken: teacher on yard, Ms. K.L brought both students aside and questioned G.H about what 

was meant by those remarks. Parents of the students were contacted regarding the issue and G.H (as 

per school anti-bullying policy) was on detention supervised by principal at the next lunch break.  

Progress since incident: G.H has apologised to L.P and both students are now playing soccer at 

break since with no further complaints to add.  

Entry date: 11/4/13 

Incident: Junior infant child N.C (diagnosed with Turner’s Syndrome) was questioned by other 

children in the class regarding the need for a special chair.  

Action taken: Junior Infant teacher, Ms. A.H carried out a lesson on ‘our classroom’. Within which 

the issue of furniture and special chairs were discussed. N.C voluntarily spoke to the class about her 

understanding of why she needed such a chair.  

Progress since incident: Children in the class seem to have gained a deeper insight into why the 

specially adapted furniture in the classroom was there and why the class is fitted with a surround 

sound system and microphone for the teacher. No comments have been passed since.  

Entry date: 16/4/13 

Incident: Senior Infants: class teacher Ms. D.R was reading ‘Handa’s Surprise’ (a book based on an 

African child’s walk to the water carrying fruit) to the class. Child E.O.R asked: ‘Why is Handa’s 

skin dirty?’. 

Action taken: Class teacher explained about the climate in Africa and how many African people are 

born with darker skin. This then led to a further follow up lesson on Africa and an invitation from 

the class was extended to an older Nigerian pupil who travels to Nigeria regularly to come and 

answer some questions about what Nigeria is like for the class.  
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Progress since incident: the children have a much better understanding of Africa and African 

culture.  

 

Entry date: 17/4/13 

Incident: Sixth class teacher Mr. O’ N-F ‘s observation in the classroom during an S.P.H.E  lesson 

being held on ‘What it means to be Irish.’ Polish student was last to be chosen for a team. Teacher 

overheard a pupil’s remarks: ‘She isn’t Irish anyway’.  

Action taken: Teacher spoke to the student who made the remark and highlighted that the other 

student was being excluded and that such comments were not appropriate. Teacher spoke to the 

student that remarks were made about.  

Progress since incident:  Teacher Mr. O’ N-F referred to intercultural education guidelines and 

classroom resources list circulated. The teacher realised that the children did not know about one 

another’s backgrounds and that such a comment came from a lack of understanding. Teacher will be 

focusing the next lesson on communicative and co-operative games found at Let’s Play together 

(1989) Greenprint- resources@trociare.ie  

Images of Intercultural Education in the School:  

Image 1: 3rd class: Photograph of project work on China image. 

Image 2: 4th class: Anti bullying posters on display in the school image.   

Image 3: 6th class: Let’s play together- class playing the group games to promote teamwork and 

inclusion image.  

Image 4: Senior Infants: We all belong. SPHE lesson image. 
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Promoting intercultural education in a DEIS post‐primary school 

Anne Lavelle 

 

Introduction 

One of the biggest challenges in Ireland today is how to meet the needs of culturally diverse 

students. Policy documents such as the Intercultural Guidelines have set out clearly the central 

points of intercultural education as: “education which respects, celebrates and recognises the 

normality of diversity in all parts of human life and education which promotes equality and human 

rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is built” 

NCCA (2005). 

 

I teach in a second level mixed hybrid school which is under the auspices of our local diocese and 

VEC. Our school is a DEIS school with a student population of 470 students, 25 of these students 

are of Eastern European origin, one comes from an East Asian background, three of our students are 

Travellers and 16 are students visiting from the EU as illustrated in the table below: 

Student Population Total 

 

Irish 429 

East European 23 

East Asian  

 

1 

Travellers   3 
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Visiting  EU students  16      

Total  460 

 

Table 1: Diversity of student population in our post-primary school 

This means that almost one in every ten students that I meet in the morning as I walk through our 

school doors is a newcomer or non –national. This provoked many questions:  

Did we embrace this diversity in our school? Did these students feel part of our learning/ school 

community? Diversity is multifaceted and in reality, diversity is linked to acceptance. Did we as a 

learning community accept that these students came from differing and different backgrounds? 

Most important of all, could we truthfully say that we are an inclusive school? 

My rationale for this project is to discover whether our school is making provisions for the new 

cultural diversity of our new student population.  Were the teachers ready for this development and 

had the school made provisions for it?  This prompted an investigation into the school’s policy on 

interculturalism; I found that it did not exist. As our school is under the aegis of our local 

Vocational Education Committee (VEC), I downloaded their thirteen policies. The Equality and 

Diversity policy included three bullet points, under its heading, Policy Statement and cited the main 

provisions under the Employment Equality Act, 1998 and the Equality Status Act 2000 (See 

Appendix 1).  There was no reference to any other policy. 

An intervention was carried out with students in a transition year class; this involved brainstorming 

the concept of interculturalism and dividing the class into four groups. Each group focussed on a 

different aspect of promoting interculturalism such as creating welcoming boards, acting as 

translators and interpreters, creating a welcoming booklet and a buddy system. The intervention was 

very successful and we are now in the process of preparing a school policy on interculturalism  for 

our school.   

Literature Review 

Interculturalism means more than respecting ethnic diversity (Whitaker 2013).  Research shows that 

the term itself is an all-encompassing concept which acknowledges that diversity is normal and 

normality is diverse and in society (Kenny, 2009). Intercultural Education has two focal points: it 

celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all areas of human life and sensitises the 

learner to the idea that humans have naturally developed a range of different ways of life, customs 
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and worldviews, and that this breadth of human life enriches all of us.It promotes equality and 

human rights and challenges unfair discrimination (NCCA, 2005).This recognition of diversity as 

the norm in our society and our obligation to embrace and celebrate same  has been underpinned by 

legislation (Education Act 1998), Equal Status Acts (2000 to 2004). The fact that the concept of 

interculturalism has now been accepted as an integral aspect of policy documents and that we now 

have guidelines on Intercultural Education at both primary and post-primary level heralds an 

acceptance and recognition of diversity as part of our culture in this country. And it is fitting that 

this development should be embedded in schools that are inclusive: 

 

The inclusive school prevents and combats discrimination. It is one that respects, values and 

accommodates diversity across all nine grounds in the equality legislation – gender,marital 

status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race and membership of the 

Traveller community. It seeks positive experiences, a sense of belonging and outcomes for all 

students across the nine grounds. Outcomes include access, participation, personal 

development and achieving education credentials (Equality Authority, 2005).  

 

In the primary and second level sectors Intercultural Guidelines (NCCA, 2005) have been 

developed and an Intercultural Educational  Strategy has been launched. In the case of the latter, a 

framework has been clearly set out, with laudable aims, namely that all students experience an 

education that “respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish society and 

is conducted in a spirit of partnership” (Education Act, 1998). All education providers are assisted 

with ensuring that inclusion and integration within an intercultural learning environment become 

the norm. However, Devine ( 2011) noted that while there has been a great deal of policy making 

there has been much less focus on implementation ( Devine, 2011). Furthermore Devine argued that 

while we welcome this new diversity in society, we are uncertain as to how to deal with it. She 

presented powerful arguments in her keynote address in support of her central tenet that the 

application of interculturalism to all schools was vital irrespective of whether schools had  a 

minority ethnic pupil population or not. In 2010, the Department of Education and Skills, together 

with the Office of the Minister for Education outlined their aims for an Intercultural Education 

Strategy. These were to ensure that: 

1. all students experience an education that “respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages 

and traditions in Irish society and is conducted in a spirit of partnership” (Education Act, 

1998). 
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2. all education providers are assisted with ensuring that inclusion and integration within an 

intercultural learning environment become the norm. 

It became apparent to me that a whole school approach was needed with regard to the development 

of a vision of a school in which diversity was actively embraced and celebrated. This would mean 

contributions from all of the partners in our school community and that would in turn set a marker 

for an inclusive respectful consultative process. 

The White Paper on Adult Education, “Learning for Life”, notes that intercultural education 

provides the opportunity to view “difference as something to be celebrated and which is enriching 

to the totality of the society” (Department of Education and Skills (“Department”, “DES”), 2000: 

34). With this in mind I wondered if that was the case in our own school? 

 

Field Work 

In my Transition Year class I have a diverse student body: I have two students from the Travelling 

community, four European visitors, and two students with an East European background. In terms 

of the class environment, I had ensured that there were posters and visuals with affirming messages 

to boost students’ confidence and self esteem. As an English Department, we had also ensured that 

we included a diverse range of literature in our school library, however, we had never actually had a 

discussion on diversity nor indeed, was there an intercultural ethos permeating through the 

classroom.  Research on the internet yielded some excellent starting points in the form of resources 

which could be used in the classroom setting. A YouTube video provided the initial stimulus to 

engage the students. 

I asked questions of the students to ascertain their level of awareness on the concept of 

interculturalism.  I then introduced the students to the following definition of interculturalism: It is 

education which respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all parts of human 

life. It sensitises the learner to the idea that humans have naturally developed a range of 

differentways of life, customs and worldviews, and that this breadth of human life enriches all of us. 

It is education which promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and 

promotes the values upon which equality is built. (NCCA, 2003). 

We then had a brainstorming session during which I asked the students what they took this 

definition to mean. One of the students (Ladina) came up with the idea that the definition could be 

summed up as:  Respecting difference, promoting equality and valuing who we are. This student 

was a visiting European student from Switzerland who was a member of the tiny Romaunch 

community and she recounted for us during the lesson how she felt like an outsider. She told us that 
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the motto in her school was: All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They 

are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of 

brotherhood (Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights). 

 We had seen Ladina as a Swiss person. The next ten minutes of the lesson revealed that she was 

from Graubunden, one of the most culturally diverse areas of the South Eastern area of Switzerland, 

who did not as we presumed, speak French, Italian or German as her first language, but rather 

Romansh. Nor did we know that she was one of only 70,000 citizens of Switzerland who spoke this 

language, the roots of which could be traced back to Latin and which had only been confirmed as a 

National language in 1938. Furthermore Romansh was not a homogenous language, but rather was 

a language with various dialects, each of which varied significantly from each other. It was a 

fascinating moment not just for the students, but for me also. Ladina described the sense of isolation 

which she felt in her native country and to a more significant degree, here in Ireland where no one 

seemed to have heard of the language. She explained the involvement of her family in campaigning 

to have this language protected as they valued it as part of their identity. 

In response, Terry, one of our Travelling community members spoke about his language of Cant 

and Gamman which he used widely within his community, but that he could not use it in school, 

because he would not be understood. Because Terry’s family were settled Travellers, they were not 

regarded as “real” Travellers in the wider Traveller community and yet the “settled” local 

community regarded them as Travellers. He told us that he was going to England because he did not 

feel a part of any community. 

Here, we had two fascinating perspectives on culture, difference language and values and this was a 

rich source of knowledge from a single class group. Think of what would be the case given a whole 

school approach. In light of the above and given the feedback from the students, we then held a 

brainstorming session, with the various ideas posted on our class board. I then divided the students 

into groups of five and asked each group to elect a chairperson, to act as spokesperson and to come 

up with a practical way in which we could promote interculturalism in our school. The following 

were the outcomes of this deliberation. 

 

Group 1: The first group came up with the idea of creating welcome boards, to be located at the 

reception area of the school. Each welcome board would welcome members of our school 

community and visitors to our school in seven different  languages, which would represent all of 

our student cohort. All of the students in this group study Art and Construction Studies and are in 

the process of completing these welcoming boards. 
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Group 2: The second group volunteered to act as translators and interpreters at our information 

evening for incoming students. During their conversations they ascertained that a significant 

number of parents of newcomer students did not have English as their first language. This was a 

huge success and the feedback from those parents was very positive. 

 

Group 3: The third group proposed to put together a welcome booklet, which would include 

information about the school; outline our Code of Behaviour and so forth in seven different 

languages, again to help those parents and students, whose first language was not English. 

 

Group 4: The fourth group decided to organise a Buddy system, for the incoming first year group, 

so that they could act as Mentors, in order to ensure that students did not feel isolated, or nervous 

about asking questions. This they felt would engender a sense of confidence in the students. 

 

In addition, I invited a former student from Lida, a small place in Belarus, to give a talk on her 

experience, both in our school and in Ireland. This particular student came to Ireland at the age of 

eleven, with little English, yet obtained an A1 grade in Leaving Certificate English, higher level last 

year. Currently she is in her first year in university.  

There had been a high level of engagement during these discussions of interculturalism and it 

represents the beginning of a whole school approach to the subject of interculturalism. At the end of 

this double period of class, I asked the students to complete a short questionnaire (See Appendix 2). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Through developing this intervention with my class and from discussions in our school, it would 

seem that a significant number of teachers, myself included, do not reflect enough on the changing 

social landscape in our country and indeed in our schools. As a practitioner of education, I took for 

granted that our non national students come to our school, settled in, got on with curricular demands 

and the exigencies of the school day. I had not previously reflected on what coping strategies they 

had, if any, to deal with the acceptance, inclusion, being valued and being in a position to avail of 

equality of educational opportunity. I had not previously thought of examining our school ethos in 

terms of its commitment to inclusion. 

The pupils that are coming into our classroom are increasingly an ethnically diverse group, we need 

to move away from a focus on needs to embracing the notion of rights of both minority and 

majority ethnic children (Devine, 2004). As far back as 2004, Dr Dympna Devine in a keynote 

address to the INTO had outlined the changing student profiles in our classrooms, emphasising at 
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the same time, the rights of these students. Somehow, my awareness of this issue had been lost in 

terms of my personal acknowledgement of this development and indeed in terms of our lack of 

school policy on this issue. Policies had been prepared in a consultative manner in our school for 

almost every facet of school life, but not in the area of interculturalism. 

Having had the opportunity to familiarise myself with the guidelines prepared by the NCCA 

regarding interculturalism in the post-primary School, it has been an enriching learning journey, 

enhanced all the more by the fact that we are now in the process of preparing a school policy on 

interculturalism  for our school.  The guidelines have been most helpful in providing a framework 

for us to consult and work from.  All of our partners in education are involved in this consultative 

process – Senior Management, Teaching staff, Board of Management, Student Council, Parents 

Association and members of our local VEC. Our working group has held two meetings so far and 

we hope to have a draft policy ready for the end of May 2013. The guidelines are accessible for all 

involved and each chapter has resulted in reflective, insightful discussion and observation. Our 

policy will reflect, a recognition  of the changing face of our local community and our student 

profile. That can only enhance our understanding of each other. 

In terms of my own insights, I have learned that in reality, intercultural education is about 

facilitating processes to enable the discovery of mutual relationships and the dismantling of barriers. 

That is a process and any process take time to tease out differences and recognise the elements 

which bind us together as a society. In addition, I have learned that our students are open, enquiring, 

reflective and respectful when looking at issues from a new perspective. Their contributions have 

been both enlightening and affirming which augurs well for the future of our changing society! 

Given the changing demographics of Irish society, I am surprised that we had not considered the 

inclusion of a policy on interculturalism in our school sooner.  

 

Concluding Comments 

This project onIntercultural Education has given me an insight into the relevance of this issue in 

education today. Furthermore, our working group is at present engaged in drafting a policy for our 

school, which in turn will provide the basis for our local VEC policy on interculturalism. This is a 

welcome opportunity for us to make a contribution, to foster a real understanding of the core 

principles of this topic and promote an awareness of how interculturalism applies to all schools. 

What has struck me most of all is best summed up in the following words:  

It is also very important that when we are talking about issues to do with ethnicity and 

interculturalism, it is not simply something that applies to minority ethnic children. Just as gender 
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studies is not simply something that applies to women only. Ethnicity and interculturalism apply to all 

schools regardless of whether they have a minority ethnic pupil population or not (Devine, 2004). 
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Appendix 1 

 

Policy Statement On Equality & Diversity 

 

             1.POLICY STATEMENT 

 

• Co Monaghan VEC is committed to equality of opportunity in all its policies, 

practices and services. 

 

• We shall ensure that no user of any VEC service, employee, job applicant or 

student will receive less favourable treatment due to his/her sex, martial 

status, family status, age, sexual orientation, religion, disability, race and 

membership of the Travelling community, in terms of recruitment, pay and 

conditions of work, training and work experience and opportunities for career 

promotion. 

 

• All employees will be selected, promoted and treated on the basis of their 

abilities and merits only, and according to the requirements of the job.  All 

employees will have equal opportunity to show ability and to  

          2.DISCRIMINATION 

 

The Employment Equality Act, 1998 and the Equality Status Act 2000 outlaws 

discrimination under 9 headings: 
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1. Gender Grounds 

2. Marital Status Grounds 

3. Family Status Grounds 

4. Sexual Orientation Grounds 

5. Traveller Community Membership 

6. Age Grounds 

7. Disability Grounds 

8. Race Grounds 

9. Religious Grounds 

 

Direct discrimination occurs where a person is treated less favourably than a person 

of the other sex (or a person of the same sex but of different marital status) is treated, 

or would be treated in the same circumstances. 

 

Indirect discrimination occurs when a person is obliged to comply with a 

requirement relating to employment which is not essential to the job but with which 

a substantially greater proportion of persons of the other sex, a different marital 

status, age, race etc are able to comply. 
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Appendix 2 

 

 

Questionnaire on Interculturalism  

 

1. What do you understand interculturalism to mean? 

2. Do you feel that our school welcomes all students, regardless of their background/ culture? 

3. Have you ever encountered prejudice? Give a short account. 

4. How important are the following words to you as a person 

 

 EQUALITY 

 RESPECT 

 ACCEPTANCE 
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An evaluation of the Intercultural Education in the Primary School, Guidelines for 

schools (NCCA, 2006) in an Educate Together school 

Renata Pekala 

Introduction  

 

According to the Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools: ‘Young people 

should be enabled to appreciate the richness of a diversity of cultures and be supported in practical 

ways to recognise and to challenge prejudice and discrimination where they exist’ (Department of 

Education and Science, 2002, p.34.). 

The aim of this research is to provide a brief analysis of how the Intercultural Education in 

the Primary School, Guidelines for schools (NCCA, 2006) have been implemented at our school. 

The school is an Educate Together National School and as such its ethos emphasises the importance 

of understanding, living and providing a model for interculturalism.About 20% of all students are 

newcomers and the Board of Management, the staff and the Parents’ Association have been placing 

emphasis on embracing diversity throughout all activities at the school.  

The rationale for the choice of the research question is the fact that there has been no formal 

or informal evaluation about the impact of these measures and how they comply with the NCCA 

guidelines. Three checklists were used to conduct this brief evaluation: School Review Checklist 

NCCA (2006, p.26), the School Environment Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.33) and the 

Classroom Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.39). A series of short activities were also conducted 

with a Senior Infants class to raise awareness of the theme of interculturalism. I will also reflect on 

this intervention and how it was received by this specific learning cohort so far.  

 

Literature review  

 

 Interculturality presupposes multiculturalism and is a term used referring to the relations 

between different cultural groups. One definition offered is: ‘the existence and equitable interaction 

of diverse cultures and the possibility of generating shared cultural expressions through dialogue 

and mutual respect’ (UNESCO, 2005: Article 8). The theme of intercultural education is clearly 

expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948):  

‘Education shall be directed to the full development of human personality and to the 

strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote 
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understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial and religious groups, and 

shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace.’  (UN, 1948, 

Art 26.2) 

 

 Schools do not only emulate the attitudes and behaviours of our society, they also have an 

impact on how our society develops.  In our rapidly changing world, education plays a significant 

role in promoting tolerant attitudes towards different cultures and can provide a model for peaceful 

coexistence and thus support social cohesion and sustainability. The UNESCO guidelines 

emphasise how deeply embedded intercultural education needs to be in the learning experience by 

stating:  ‘Intercultural education cannot be just a simple ‘add on’ to the regular curriculum. It needs 

to concern the learning environment as a whole’ (UNESCO 2006, p.18). Although the school 

system is not the only place where children learn intercultural skills, it plays an important role in the 

development of these thus enabling students to be more responsible citizens of our diverse society.  

Irish Context 

 The social, cultural and demographic landscape of Ireland has significantly changed since 

the 1990s, until which time the population of Ireland was largely ethnically homogenous with the 

marginalised Traveller minority group as an exception. Between the 2002 and 2006 censuses the 

number of non-Irish residents has increased by a staggering 87% from 224,000 to 420,000. By 2006 

about 10% of the population was non-Irish nationals. The 2011 census revealed a further increase: 

12% of the total population is non-Irish with the Polish overtaking the British as the largest migrant 

group in Ireland for the first time. Drudy (2009) notes how these demographic changes also 

represent changes in the challenges the education system, individual schools and teachers need to be 

prepared for.  

 The origins of the Irish Intercultural Education Strategy (IES) go back to the Government 

commitment which was made at the World Conference against Racism in Durban in 2001 to create 

and implement a National Action Plan Against Racism (NAPAR). It is one of the ten outcomes of 

NAPAR to develop a national intercultural education strategy. The aim of this strategy is to raise 

awareness of diversity and to support the creation of an intercultural learning environment which 

‘respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish society and is conducted 

in a spirit of partnership’ (Education Act, 1998). There is an extensive legal framework available to 

support intercultural education for all levels of education in Ireland from pre-school through third 

level as well as adult education.  

  Intercultural education concerns itself with two main points:  
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It is education which respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all areas 

of human life. It sensitises the learner to the idea that humans have naturally developed a 

range of different ways of life, customs and worldviews, and that this breadth of human life 

enriches all of us. It is education, which promotes equality and human rights, challenges 

unfair discrimination, and promotes the values upon which equality is built (NCCA, 2006, 

p.3.). 

  

 Integrated learning is one of the fifteen principles of learning in the Primary School 

Curriculum; as previously noted intercultural education is not an additional subject to be taught 

separately, it has to be deeply interwoven in the primary school curriculum. It starts with the 

celebration of the uniqueness of each child and by focusing not only on academic achievements, but 

also on the moral, cognitive, emotional, spiritual, social and physical aspects of the developing 

child. Racism or interculturalism are not exclusively knowledge based; experience, attitudes 

observed by peers, teachers, parents, all impact these developing values of children.  

 The curriculum also recognises that children do not live in isolation, but they are part of 

their community and our society and thus their development is greatly influenced by the interactions 

with other people. One of the main aims of the primary curriculum is to enable children to gain a 

greater understanding of the world surrounding them, through acquiring knowledge and skills, to 

learn to think critically and to develop attitudes which can help them be responsible members of our 

diverse society. From an emotional and social maturity perspective, the objectives are to help the 

children develop moral values and learn to treat others with respect. 

 These objectives can be linked to those of intercultural education with ease, children of all 

ages are interested in the world surrounding them, so by keeping a real world focus, involving 

children, parents, the local community, the theme of intercultural education can become real and 

tangible for children to grasp and to be immersed in.  

 

 In addition to the integrated curricular approach, the implementation of intercultural 

education requires a review of all aspects of the school life. A whole-school approach driven by 

leadership is needed to embrace its values, to allow for appropriate planning and governance. A 

review of teaching methods, materials used in the classroom and language teaching may be 

necessary. School Planning: Developing a School Plan–Guidelines for Primary Schools 

(Department of Education and Science, 1999) suggests that there are four main phases that might be 

helpful schools to consider: review of current practice, creation of a plan, followed by a programme 

of implementation and evaluation. The next section of this paper, the ‘field work’ concerns itself 
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with the review of current practice at the author’s Educate Together National Schools in terms of 

intercultural education.  

 

Field work 

  

The School Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.28) and the School Environment Review Checklist 

(NCCA, 2006, p.33) and the Classroom Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.39) were used to 

conduct the review. The completed checklists are available in the Appendix A - C. A brief 

discussion was conducted with the principal and two members of the Board of Management from 

the Parents’ Association (PA), who completed the checklists. This was followed up by a longer 

discussion with the two PA members, further detailing some of the comments, observations that 

they had arrived to when completing the checklist. The classroom checklist was conducted in one of 

the Senior Infants classes where observations were conducted. The principal, the class teacher as 

well as the Board Members were extremely supportive of this brief review and as a result of this 

research task, a formal review will be completed next year incorporating student and parent 

feedback.  

 

The School Review Checklist (Appendix A) focuses on the school mission and ethos. It also 

provides a good opportunity to reflect on the relevant legislation, recourse allocation and some of 

the recent changes. As our school is an Educate Together school, the values of diversity and 

interculturalism are at the heart of the core values. As outlined in the Educate Together Charter, all 

Educate Together schools are multi-denominational and as such all children have equal rights of 

access to the school. Children arriving from various religious backgrounds also represent diverse 

social and cultural backgrounds. The schools are co-educational in terms of gender. The teaching 

approach is child-centred, focused on each individual child to help them reach their full academic 

and social potential. These values are represented in the two mottos of the Educate Together 

schools: ‘“Learn Together to Live Together” and “No Child an Outsider”. The school has policies 

on pre-enrolment, admission, behaviour and discipline, child protection, anti-bullying, SEN as well 

as complaints. These policies have been created in accordance with the legal framework as laid 

down by the Education Act (1998), Education (Welfare) Act (2000) and the Equal Status Act 

(2000) as well as the Educate Together guidelines provided.  

One area of improvement identified was the lack of specific reference to racism in the anti-bullying 

policy. It was also acknowledged that more could be done to make the physical appearance of the 
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school more culturally diverse and welcoming; throughout the year holidays of different religions 

and countries have been celebrated such as Diwali, Chinese New Year, Rosh Hashanah, Christmas, 

Easter, etc., and more could have been done to document the celebrations and decorate the corridors 

with the materials as these celebrations were greatly appreciated by children, parents and staff 

alike.The availability of language support has been mentioned as a specific concern by the 

Principal, as with the legislation changes, it was difficult to secure it for the last two years and with 

about 25% of infants learning English as a second language, this is a significant consideration for 

the school.  

The two Parents’ Association members mentioned a plan they were working on to allow for better 

communication between teachers, parents and school administration. Currently text messages, notes 

in school bags, e-mails and the bulletin boards on the school web-site are used a bit inconsistently 

and there is an effort underway to make recommendations to streamline communications. 

 

The second checklist reviewed was the School Environment Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.33) 

(Appendix B), which has a focus on the physical and social environment and how it represents 

values of interculturalism. There are maps showing where children are from and welcome signs in 

different languages with flags at the entrance. However, as mentioned above, all agreed that the 

physical appearance of the school could be improved to showcase more of the celebrations of the 

holidays from around the world, as well as the artwork that children created when learning about 

different cultures. While observing the Senior Infants class, children were comparing the Indian 

mandalas they were colouring in to the Tibetan mandalas they had done previously and mentioning 

Hinduism and Buddhism, lamenting how one of the boy’s dad was from Tibet, yet none of the 

artwork was exhibited to remind the children of what they learnt or to share it with the parents.  

In terms of welcoming new children to the school, it was mentioned by one of the PA members, that 

there was recognition that in the case of newcomer Junior Infants starting at the school, the parents 

often seemed to be at loss in terms of understanding the curriculum, school customs, etc. as the Irish 

education system and the integrated curriculum is very different from what they were familiar with. 

The Parents’ Handbook attempts to help explain some basic concepts, about subjects, breaks, 

grades, however it the decision was made to update it before September with input by some 

newcomer parents. It is noteworthy that this initiative is driven entirely by the PA.  

 

When enquiring about children who join the school when they are older or throughout the school 

year, it became apparent that there were no procedural guidelines; it is the Principal who meets with 

the parents, the student and then organises a meeting for the class teacher and the family. Although 
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there are no specific checklists, this system seems to be working well for the school, although they 

were quick to admit that as they are a small school, they only have a handful of students that would 

belong to this category each year, so the individual attention can be afforded easily.   

 

The third checklist conducted was the Classroom Review Checklist (NCCA, 2006, p.39)(Appendix 

C) in one of the two Senior Infants classes. This checklist incorporates the elements of the previous 

two checklists, conducting it was however extremely interesting as it provided a view to see how 

the school-wide policies filter down to an individual classroom. The class teacher was very aware of 

intercultural education and issues because 9 out of his 28 senior infants are of newcomer families. 

He shared two specific concerns: he believes that some children in his class would need at least one 

more year of language support which is not possible under the current provision. He also admitted 

that he found it difficult at times to engage the boys who struggle with English and this can result in 

behaviour problems.  

When discussing ideas for an intervention to promote interculturalism, he mentioned that he has 

found it difficult to build a relationship with the parents of the newcomer children, due to their busy 

work schedules and difficulties in understanding English. As this year’s special focus in his class 

was music education, after some brain storming he suggested an idea for his class to perform a few 

songs in the different languages of the pupils as part of the year end fundraising performance. This 

provided an opportunity to increase parental involvement. All parents without exception have 

agreed to dedicate one hour of their time to come into the class and teach a song. Frère Jacques will 

be performed in four languages along with a song in Polish and Georgian. Although this activity is 

still under way, it already seems to be making an impact with the parents feeling that they can make 

a unique contribution and the children learning from each other.  

 

Discussion 

 

The literature reviewed both in the global and Irish contexts states without any ambiguity that 

integration, inclusion, the embracing of cultural diversity and the creation of an intercultural 

learning environment must be viewed as the norms, not as one potential approach of a utopian 

future. Yet, when discussing with teachers and parents, intercultural education is not necessarily 

viewed as a positive aspect of the Irish education system. The news and much of the media 

coverage seem to focus on the burden the newcomers are placing on the Social Welfare and 

education system.It seems prudent to remind ourselves that it is in the benefit of all students to 
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receive and experience an education that ‘respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and 

traditions in Irish society and is conducted in a spirit of partnership’ (Education Act, 1998).  

 

During the field work the Guidelines for Intercultural Education in the Primary School (NCCA, 

2006) were found to be both helpful and practical. The questions from the three checklists provided 

worked outstandingly well to initiate discussions with the different interviewees: the principal, the 

two Parents Association members of the Board and the Senior Infants Class Teacher. This material 

is very well suited to use for the review process as its simplicity allowed the focus to remain on the 

discussion rather than on the formality of completing a survey. 

 

Concluding Comments 

  

An anonymous online survey has also been created in cooperation with the PA to gain an 

understanding of what the students and families feel, could be improved. Unfortunately the results 

of this survey are not yet available and could not be included as part of this paper.   

Throughout the process of organising and completing the fieldwork: setting up the interviews, 

completing the observations, etc. I was extremely impressed by how accommodating and 

supporting the Principal, the staff, and the administrative staff were with regards to this project. The 

research was encouraged and welcomed and will be formally conducted in the school next year with 

the inclusion of the detailed online survey.Conducting this field work at the Educate Together 

setting was certainly the most rewarding undertaking throughout my studies.     
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APPENDIX A 

 

School Review Checklist 

 

    Yes 

To some 

extent 

Not 

yet 

School mission or 

vision 

Does the school mission or vision include 

a focus on helping each child towards 

achieving his or her full potential? x     

Does it reflect the principles of equality 

and diversity? x     

Does it promote a positive self-concept 

for each child? x     

Current practice 

Do all aspects of the school plan have an 

intercultural perspective?   x   

Are school organisational and 

administrative procedures fair and 

balanced? x     

Is the language of the school inclusive of 

all cultures?  x 

 

  

Is the school environment, both physical 

and social, inclusive of all cultures?   x   

Is the school complying with the relevant 

legislation in this area? x     

Other issues to 

consider 

How have our practices changed in light 

of cultural diversity in recent years? 
Yes, the 2009 Educate 

Together Intercultural 
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Planning Guidelines have 

been incorporated. 

What intercultural issues are staff most 

concerned with at the moment? 

The cut back on language  

support. Behavioural 

challenges when language 

skills are not on par with 

peers.  

Who should be involved in drawing up a 

plan for an intercultural school? 

The ET guidelines are a 

good reference point.  

What aspects of school policy and 

practice need to be addressed? 

There is no specific racism 

related bullying guide. Had 

an incident this year.  
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APPENDIX B 

 

School Environment Review Checklist 

 

 

 

    Yes 

To some 

extent Not yet 

Physical 

Environment 

Are the diverse cultures and 

ethnic groups of Ireland and 

of the school represented in 

pictures, multilingual signs, 

and other elements in the 

school’s physical 

environment?   x   

Social Environment 

Are routines in place for 

welcoming new children, for 

assisting them in becoming 

part of the school, and for 

ensuring that their culture is 

affirmed in the environment?   x   

Are there procedures in place 

for ensuring that the 

capabilities and needs of new 

children are recognised? x     

Are school routines and 

expectations made explicit in 

away that can be understood 
x     
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by all children? 

Are there procedures in place 

for dealing with racist 

incidents?   x   

Is there a variety of extra-

curricular activities to choose 

from? x     

Are special events planned to 

be as inclusive as possible 

of all the cultures in the 

school? x     

Is there recognition given to 

important festivals and special 

days of all the cultures in the 

school? x     

Are members of minority 

ethnic groups affirmed in a 

positive sense of their identity?  x 

 

  

Is the school complying with 

the relevant legislation in 

this area? x     

Choosing 

Resources 

Is there a method for vetting 

the appropriateness of images 

and messages contained in 

school texts and other 

resources  x 

 

  

APPENDIX C 
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Classroom Review Checklist 

 

    Yes 

To some 

extent Not yet 

Physical 

Environment 

checklist 

Do the pictures, language, 

notices, and other elements 

in the classroom physical 

environment reflect in a 

current 

and accurate way the diverse 

cultures and ethnic groups 

of Ireland and of the school?   x   

Social Environment 

Are routines in place for 

welcoming new children, 

for assisting them in becoming 

part of the class, 

for ensuring that their culture 

is affirmed in the 

environment and for ensuring 

that their capabilities 

and needs are recognised?   x   

Are classroom routines made 

explicit to all children? x     

Can children and teachers 

pronounce each other’s 

names properly? x     

Do children engage in co-

operative learning activities, 

which enable them to 
x     
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recognise and benefit from 

each 

other’s strengths? 

Are members of minority 

ethnic groups affirmed in a 

positive sense of their identity? x     

Have strategies for dealing 

with discriminatory behaviour 

been considered and put in 

place?   x   

Has consideration been given 

to ensuring appropriate 

language and behaviour in the 

interactions between 

teachers and children? x     

Is a supportive environment 

created for second language 

learners? x     

Choosing 

Resources 

Is there a method for vetting 

the appropriateness of 

images and messages 

contained in school texts and 

other resources? x     
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Promoting intercultural education within an early childhood education setting 

Nuala Finucane 

 

No one is born hating another person because of the colour of his skin, or his 

background or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they can learn to hate, 

they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its 

opposite. Nelson Mandela (1995, p.115) 

 

Introduction 

 

Society is not a static entity. Since the mid-1990s Ireland has experienced dramatic social, 

economic, cultural and demographic change. The ‘Celtic Tiger’ era saw unprecedented inward 

migration.  In 2011, 12% of the population were registered as non-Irish nationals (Central Statistics 

Office, 2011). This change has filtered down into our classrooms where it is not unusual to have 

children from a variety of different ethnic backgrounds. A key question from the author’s 

perspective concerns whether it is necessary to promote acceptance of ethnic diversity in early 

childhood education? The rationale for this question relates to the fact that as our population 

becomes more ethnically diverse the early childhood education sector is being presented with some 

practical challenges.  

This paper will examine the promotion of intercultural education within an early childhood 

education setting. The setting is a Montessori preschool which caters for children aged three to five 

years. A literature review will foreground the paper outlining the necessity for, addressing ethnic 

diversity in early childhood education, the importance of positive identity formation and 

acknowledging both similarities and differences in ethnic diversity. Key policy documents from an 

Irish perspective will also be analysed. Some initial classroom observations based on the children’s 
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reactions to ethnic diversity will be outlined. The implementation and evaluation of a school based 

intervention aimed at promoting intercultural awareness will be discussed.  As the intervention 

involved inputs from children, parents and the teacher, observations of the outcomes from their 

perspective will be noted. Insights gained from the intervention and literature will be examined. 

Finally, a conclusion will briefly summarise the main points and provide a final perspective on the 

research question. 

Research Question: How can I promote positive attitudes to ethnic diversity among young children 

in a Montessori school? 

Literature Review 

In seeking to explore this topic the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) state 

that Intercultural education has two central points: 

It is education which respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of 

diversity in all areas of human life. It sensitises the learner to the idea that 

humans have naturally developed a range of different ways of life, customs 

andworldviews, and that this breadth of human life enriches all of us. 

It is education, which promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair 

discrimination, and promotes the values upon which equality is built (NCCA, 

2005, p.3) 

Prior to addressing the issue of ethnic diversity it is important to understand current thinking on the 

topic. Research by Robinson and Jones Diaz (2006) found that many early childhood educators 

viewed children’s prejudice as a reflection of adult values rather than the child’s own perceptions. 

Many argued that children are not aware of difference until it is pointed out by an adult. By 

contrast, Aboud (1988) found that children between four and five years of age do show an 

awareness of ethnicity. In fact, early research such as, Horrowitz and Horowitz (1938), Clark and 

Clark (1939) and Goodman (1946) reveals that children are not only conscious about racial and 

ethnical differences but their attitudes to a group’s social status also reflect those of mainstream 

society. More recently, Murray and O’Doherty (2001, p.46) articulates that children “…can develop 

negative feelings about racial groups at an early age and it has been suggested that children as 

young as three can demonstrate an awareness of racial hierarchy in line with current adult 

prejudices”.  
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The importance of developing a strong sense of identity is highlighted throughout the literature as 

essential for successful acceptance of diversity (Connolly, 2009; Derman-Sparks and Olsen 

Edwards, 2010). It is only after a child has developed a strong sense of self that he/she can learn to 

understand and respect other individuals and groups. Smith, Cowie and Blades (2003, p.181) 

conclude “…a sense of self is used as a reference point for understanding others”. A child’s social 

experiences strongly influence their sense of identity. Up to the age of three or four years the family 

structure has an effect on the child’s sense of identity (Dowling, 2000). The transition to early 

childhood education is often a child’s first experience of values, behaviour and language that may 

be different from those they have known at home. Vandenbroeck (2008)argues that this transition 

may challenge the secure identity a child has formed at home. Awareness of this is critical for the 

early childhood educator.  

Young children not only define themselves by referencing things they have in common with others, 

known as in-group preferences; but also by emphasising difference, known as out-group prejudices 

(Connolly 2008). These in-group out-group definitions are strongly linked to children’s racial 

identity.  Value judgements can be attached to ethnic groups, which may result in exclusion. Doyle 

and Aboud (1995) found that by the age of 5 years white American children ascribe positive 

characteristics to fellow white Americans and negative characteristics to black Americans. 

However, Connolly, Smith and Kelly (2002) caution against the assumption that exclusion always 

reflects negative out-group prejudices. Rather it may indicate the development of strong in-group 

preferences. It can be argued that ethnicity and race affect young children in a variety of ways 

which can be strongly linked to a particular time and context (Singer and de Haan, 2007). 

Vandenbroeck (2008) cautions that two pitfalls need to be avoided: colour-blindness and tokenism. 

Colour blindness is where the teacher, in an attempt to treat all children equally, denies the 

differences between cultures. The children receive the unintentional message that they should adapt 

to the norms of the dominant culture as soon as possible.  Tokenism involves treating the child’s 

culture as static. Activities to celebrate festivals from a particular culture may be seen as 

stereotypical and patronising as they overlook individual history and culture. Lee, Menkart and 

Okazawa-Rey (1999) argue that the early childhood educator should avoid the ‘heroes and 

holidays’ approach to diversity.   

From an Irish perspective various policies and guidelines are relevant to this topic within the early 

childhood education sector. They include: Síolta-The National Quality Framework for Early 

Childhood Education (Centre for Early Childhood Development Education (CECDE), 2006) and 
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Áistear-The National Curriculum Framework for Early Childhood Education (NCCA, 2009) both 

identify themes of “Identity and Belonging”. Noting that if children form positive attitudes about 

diversity at an early age they are more likely to grow up viewing it as a normal part of their lives. 

Both frameworks provide practical suggestions. 

Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare Providers (Ireland, Department for Children and 

Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2006) articulates that intercultural education is a continuing challenge and 

the guidelines should not be seen as a ‘recipe book’, but rather they provide an opportunity to 

reflect one’s own attitude to diversity while also providing some practical advice.The Equal Status 

Acts 2000-2004 prohibit various forms of discrimination and harassment on nine grounds including 

race/ethnicity. Most pertinent is the requirement for admissions policies and general participation to 

be non-discriminatory.  

Field Work 

The central theme of the assignment is to devise and implement an intervention which seeks to 

promote ethnic awareness and acceptance. Specific goals include empowering each child to develop 

a positive self- and group-identity, a sense of belonging, and to support children to become 

comfortable with difference. The intervention was implemented over a two week period. The 

rationale behind this intervention lay in the fact that there is one child in the preschool whose family 

came from Nigeria. Some of the other children have made comments about the Nigerian child’s 

skin colour, such as: “Why is your skin brown?” and “Why does your hair feel different?” The 

Nigerian child, who is naturally quiet, became somewhat withdrawn when confronted with such 

questions. 

In planning an intervention McFarland, Saunders and Allen (2009) argue that an important first step 

is for the teacher to engage in a period of self-reflection. They argue that the ability to think 

critically about oneself and others is fundamental to the development of respect for difference. Such 

reflection contributes to considering alternative perspectives and influences decision making 

(Arthur et al., 2005). However, in truth, examining one’s own values and attitudes is not easy. Some 

excellent guiding questions to assist in this process are provided by the Diversity and Equality 

Guidelines for Childcare Providers, (Ireland. DCYA, 2006, pp. 4-5).  

In seeking to scope out an appropriate activity particular emphasis was placed on the knowledge of 

parents, family and community members. Building on social and cultural diversity and integrating 

an anti-bias approach throughput all aspects of school life, promotes a social model of inclusion 

(Derman-Sparks and the ABC Task Force, 1989). Families were asked to provide information on 
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how to depict and celebrate their culture, language and needs. Establishing such open 

communication between the teacher and families helps to bridge the gap between home and school 

cultures (Ireland. DCYA, 2006). The discussions proved to be most informative. All parents were 

most enthusiastic and offered to come into the class to participate in various activities. Insights were 

also gained from the identity and belonging themes within Síolta (CECDE, 2006), Áistear (NCCA, 

2010). 

An additional element of this process involved implementing appropriate activities. The focus was 

on the promotion of a positive identity and a sense of belonging through an ‘All about me’ project. 

It started with circle time discussions. Each child was invited to continue the statement, ‘I am good 

at…’ The children were then invited to contribute something positive about the group. Following on 

from this was the creation of a family tree. This activity involved parental collaboration as the 

family tree was constructed at home. Each child was given a sheet of paper which contained the 

outline of a tree. A photograph of the child was to be placed on the trunk. Pictures of family 

members were to be placed on the branches. When the completed family trees were brought back 

into school each child was given an opportunity to tell the class about their family. The origin of 

each family was discussed. This led into a lesson with the Montessori coloured globe. The children 

were shown where Ireland and Nigeria are located. The following day the family trees were hung 

on the wall around a map of the world. The children were each given a length of string and they 

placed one end onto their tree and the other on their country of origin. Over the ensuing two weeks 

the children showed great interest in each family tree, looking at the photographs and asking lots of 

questions. During this time each family was invited into the school to participate in some activities 

such as reading a story or singing a favourite song from their childhood. The Nigerian parents came 

in and discussed their life in Nigeria and Ireland. They taught the children how to say hello and 

goodbye in Yoruba, ’E ne le’ and ‘O da abo’, which proved to be very popular.  

An important element of promoting ethnic awareness involves fostering empathy and comfort with 

difference (Ireland. DCYA, 2006).  An ideal way to do this is through drama as it captures the 

imagination of all age groups. “The Name Callers”, an activity devised by Nina Czitron (2004) was 

used as it provides an opportunity to explore feelings, difference and empathy.  

All implemented interventions need to be evaluated to assess their effectiveness. In this instance 

this involved observing the children’s enthusiasm and engagement with the activities.  Circle time 

discussions were used to assess their awareness and acceptance of ethnic diversity. The children all 

spoke positively about the experience.  Parents were asked to assess whether the activities had 
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impacted on their child in any way.  In all cases they said the children had responded positively to 

the activities. The Nigerian child’s parents commented that their daughter seemed to be happier 

coming to school and had asked if she could go to another child’s house to play?  Perhaps 

coincidentally this was the first time she had been invited to a friend’s house to play.  

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to promote ethnic awareness through intercultural education within a 

preschool environment. Specific goals included: empowering each child to develop a positive self- 

and group-identity, a sense of belonging, and supporting children to become comfortable with 

difference.   

During my period of self-reflection I realised that I had fallen into one of the pitfalls highlighted by 

Vandenbroeck (2008) that of colour blindness. I was under the mistaken belief that I should 

emphasise the similarities between all of the children rather than acknowledge and celebrate their 

differences as well.  By not talking about the differences I was in effect denying the children an 

opportunity to make sense of their experiences.  I was not alone in this, as during an informal 

discussion with some of the white Irish parents they revealed that in an attempt not to say the wrong 

thing, they often responded to their child’s questions about colour and race by either changing the 

subject or silencing the child. ““Children who have been silenced often enough learn not to talk 

about race publicly. Their questions don’t go away, they just go unasked.” (Tatum, 1997, p. 36). 

Through my research and reflection I now appreciate that recognising all children as individuals and 

accepting diversity as part of the fabric of society, plays a critical role in implementing intercultural 

education.  

Through this activity I also have a heightened awareness that children entering early education 

encounter a stereotypical view of the dominant culture in books, materials and resources.   The 

predominant images are of White, English speaking, middle-class, able-bodied children from 

nuclear families.  Denman-Sparks and Olsen Edwards (2010) argue that the disadvantage of this 

bias is the resultant invisibility of certain types of people and cultures. I plan to be far more 

conscious that the resources and materials in the classroom reflect the diversity of our society 

Addressing ethnic diversity through interculturalism provides an authentic sharing of cultures and a 

genuine opportunity for learning for everyone involved. There were many meaningful exchanges of 

information, between the children themselves and between the children and adults, during each 

session.  There were no experts with all the knowledge; everyone had an input. Ultimately the hope 

is that we all develop an understanding of the uniqueness of each individual and how they 
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contribute to the rich diversity of society. While an intercultural approach recognises that one 

family from Nigeria is not representative of all Nigerians, the intervention did not really address this 

from the children’s perspective. However, from a personal perspective, it will be important not to 

make assumptions about future families from Nigeria as this could lead to flawed conclusions. 

There is often more variation within a culture group as between culture groups (Campinha-Bacote, 

1994).  

An unforeseen positive result from the intervention was that the family trees opened up the concept 

of multiple identities. Children build a confident sense of identity based on multiple groups to 

which they belong (Ireland, DCYA, 2006). One child is from a single parent family and another has 

an extended family living in the home.  The children did not make any value judgements, or pass 

negative comments. In fact they did not comment on who was not in the picture, they were just 

interested in who they could see.  So, what started out as an intervention for ethnic diversity ended 

up incorporating other areas of diversity such as family status.  

The most difficult part of this intervention was the evaluation. Measuring success is complex. There 

is no standardised test that can be administered. The only realistic option is to observe the children’s 

interaction, happiness and overall well-being. All of which are very subjective in nature. 

Preschool children are at a formative time in their development. They are starting to develop an 

appreciation of diversity. When they enter the preschool environment they are often confronted with 

diversity for the first time, as was the case in this study. The questions raised about the Nigerian 

child’s skin colour and hair texture are typical of preschool children who are sufficiently 

intellectually developed to recognise difference and quite literal in their language (Bee, 1997).   It is 

quite natural for them to talk about their observations. However, an important point to consider is 

how to develop ethnic awareness in a class that does not have any diversity? As Connolly (2009, p. 

5) argues, “There is no universal early childhood programme that can be simply ‘taken off the shelf’ 

and delivered to children regardless of the specific forms of racial and ethnic divisions within which 

they are located.”  Developing an effective programme requires an understanding of how diversity 

is affecting the lives of children in particular contexts. Therefore, the promotion of ethnic awareness 

without the presence of diversity could be problematic, but not impossible. The Montessori 

approach provides a foundation for intercultural education. Dr Montessori was an early advocate of 

interculturalism, recognising that we should understand our relationship with others and its effect on 

human unity within cultural diversity. She devised a philosophy of education where children work 

within an environment that is based on respect for themselves, others, the community, the 
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environment and the world (Montessori, 1972).  Materials such as the globes, maps and continents 

folders which contain pictures of local people, flora and fauna, all give the child an appreciation that 

the world includes so much more than they see with their own eyes.  All of which provide a basis 

for understanding but this issue is more complex than just considering it from an educational 

perspective. As is often quoted, ’the parents are the child’s primary educators’, and so therefore 

collaboration is essential. Parents need to be aware of the inclusive ethos of interculturalism within 

the school.  It is important to acknowledge the Irish policies and guidelines available. While Síolta 

(CECDE, 2006) and Áistear (NCCA, 2009)offer some general, high-level support, the Equality and 

Diversity Guidelines (Ireland, DCYA, 2006) provide a far more comprehensive approach to 

intercultural education. They equip educators “…with insights and skills to recognise and work with 

diversity and equality issues within their settings” (Ireland. DCYA, 2006, p. viii).   

Conclusion 

 

This paper has examined the promotion of intercultural education within an early childhood 

education setting. A literature review outlined the necessity for addressing ethnic diversity in early 

childhood education, the importance of positive identity formation and the significance of 

acknowledging both similarities and differences in ethnic diversity. Key policy documents from an 

Irish perspective were analysed. The implementation and evaluation of a school based intervention 

aimed at promoting intercultural awareness was examined. The insights gained from the 

intervention and literature was discussed.  

From a personal perspective this case study has highlighted that the implementation of clearly 

thought through activities can indeed have a positive effect on achieving the specific goals of 

developing a positive identity, a sense of belonging and an ability to be comfortable with difference. 

Clearly, such activities should not be seen as once off tasks but rather as part of an integrated 

philosophy to promote awareness and acceptance of ethnic diversity. 

Finally, with respect to the question: ‘Is it necessary to promote acceptance of ethnic diversity in 

early childhood education?’ research highlights that awareness of diversity exists at a young age. It 

is therefore essential that early childhood education caters for this and implements intercultural 

education whether diversity is present in the classroom or not.  
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Early childhood education holds tremendous promise for raising a new generation, with each 

child not only proud of their own heritage and identity, but committed to standing up against 

bias in all its forms (Carter and Curtis, 1994, p.112).  
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Promoting religious diversity whilst espousing a Catholic ethos 

Sinead Byrne 

 

Introduction 

Cultural diversity in contemporary Irish society has promoted key issues pertaining to equality, 

human rights, discrimination and respect. Intercultural education is education which “promotes 

equality and human rights” (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2005, p.3). 

Critically, intercultural education aims to enable children to develop an appreciation of diversity 

through engaging with and experiencing various different cultures. The interconnected issue of 

religious diversity in the Catholic primary school can presently be considered a ‘contentious’ issue. 

Brennan et al. (2005, p.1) convincingly argue that a challenge facing religious institutions in this 

millennium is whether they can embrace “unity–in-diversity, allowing all viewpoints to be accorded 

value, while at the same time preserving the essential parameters of belief, structure and practice.” 

Consequently I aim to consider, “How can my school promote religious diversity whilst still 

espousing its Catholic ethos?”  

Rationale 

The school in context is situated in an urban community. The diverse nature of the local community 

is reflected in the current school population. Almost thirty five percent of the school population is 

comprised of pupils from immigrant families. Diverse religious beliefs of Newcomer families 

include Baptist, Jehovah’s Witness, Muslim and Methodist religions. Specific parent requests 

include exemptions from religion lessons and withdrawal from the classroom during prayers. 

Traditionally the school has catered for children of Catholic faith within the local community. The 

school is situated next to a Catholic church. Class trips to the church, religious services, priest visits 

and sacramental preparation have been integral features of school life.  The school staff have 

communicated that they are currently finding it challenging to uphold the Catholic ethos of the 

school whilst remaining flexible to the needs of children of other faiths. The school staff 

understands, acknowledges and respects the faiths of other people. They are committed to fostering 

such values and beliefs amongst all of the pupils in the school.  
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Literature Review 

Religion is a form of culture which ultimately provides a sense of purpose and awareness of the 

meaning of life. Giddens (2009) asserts that religion is “a cultural system of commonly shared 

beliefs and rituals that provide a sense of ultimate meaning and purpose.” As such, religion is a key 

element in many people’s sense of ethnic, cultural, national or personal identity.  

The cultural emergence of the Catholic Church in Irish society, specifically in terms of educational 

tradition can be traced historically; from the development of the monastic schools, to the era of the 

hedge schools, critically resulting in the establishment of the Catholic system of education in the 

year 1807. Furthermore, as the majority of the population of Ireland was Catholic at the time of 

Ireland’s emancipation, the Irish constitution (Article 44) previously recognised the special position 

of Catholicism in Irish society. This Article has since been removed. School enrolments at this time 

were largely undiversified as regards denomination. For much of the twentieth century Irish primary 

schools operated in a largely homogenous society, where the level of change was gradual (Irish 

Catholic Bishops’ Conference, 2007). 

Religious diversity is now an inherent feature of modern Irish intercultural society. Census figures 

(2002, 2006) reveal that the religious profile of Ireland is changing continuously. The growing 

range of religious affiliations and the practice of such affiliations, together with those who do not 

profess to any religious belief, is now evident. Immense implications now exist for the Irish 

educational system as a result of this societal change. Ireland’s schools have principally been of 

Catholic denomination. The Economic and Social Research Institute (2009, p.33) maintains that 

“religious diversity among newcomer pupils is a challenge for the Irish school system, which is 

largely denominational in nature, especially at primary level, and under the control of the Catholic 

and Protestant Churches.” The Irish National Teacher’s Organisation document entitled 

Intercultural Education in the Primary School (2004,p. 48) also convincingly highlight  the evident 

“religious challenge” which schools of a Catholic ethos must overcome. The Report of the Forum’s 

Advisory Group (2012, p.3) concur asserting that “concerns and apprehensions” will be involved in 

any process of re-shaping religious provision. The Irish Government has worked to promote 

intercultural practices to address such issues through the introduction of both legislation and 

initiatives.  

Much of Ireland’s policy framework for education has sought to promote interculturalism and 

equality through education (NCCA, 2005). The 1995 White Paper on Education, Charting our 

Education Future emphasises the importance of equality and pluralism in educational policy. This 
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White Paper also notes that the “democratic character” of Irish society requires education to 

embrace the diverse beliefs and values of its people. The Council of Europe (2006, p.7) 

corroborates stating that democratic values, namely respect for human rights and pluralism are key 

requirements in any form of religious education. The Primary School Curriculum also recognises 

and endorses religious and cultural diversity in both schools and communities (NCCA, 2005). The 

Equal Status Act (2000) provides protection against inequality and discrimination on nine grounds; 

religious beliefs are included in this act under one of the grounds. The school in question references 

this Act in its Enrolment Policy. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the 

European Convention on Human Rights also identify the right of the parents to choose an education 

for their child which adheres to their own religious affiliations. Furthermore, the United Nations 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966) recognises these parental 

rights regarding religious education.  

Education must therefore rise to the challenges inherent in the growth of religious diversity. The 

Council of Europe (2006, p.13) assert that such a model of intercultural practice can make a 

significant contribution to peace, openness to other cultures and respect for human rights. 

Intercultural education seeks to address such key issues. It recognises that a person is not defined by 

one aspect of their lives and that people’s identities are complex and consists of many different 

layers (NCCA, 2003). Intercultural learning advocates the promotion of dialogue, mutual 

understanding and togetherness. A document published by the Catholic Schools Partnership entitled 

Catholic Primary Schools- Looking to the Future (2012, p.7) has asserted their commitment to a 

religious education which is holistic, respectful of difference and is also in dialogue with 

contemporary culture. NCCA (2005, p.86) however acknowledge the responsibility of the school to 

remain “consonant with its ethos” whilst remaining flexible in making alternative arrangements for 

pupils of differing beliefs. Advantages of religion lessons as a means to “promote tolerance” and 

understanding between faiths are also noted. Drumm (Drumm, 2013) maintains that Catholic 

schools must now redefine their identity and “reflect on what it is to be a Catholic school in 2013.” 

He suggests that school responses will vary as they endeavour to respond to the needs of the local 

community in which they are embedded. The observations and subsequent response of the school 

under consideration will now be detailed.  

Field Work 

Teacher observations (Appendix A) relating to issues of religious diversity in this school were 

recorded in a running record notebook stored in the teacher’s desk. Material produced by children in 

the form of images and poems were also recorded. The teacher’s current position in a mainstream 
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class setting with pupils preparing for the Sacrament of First Holy Communion proved beneficial 

for this research. Many issues pertaining to religious diversity were observed, particularly as 

preparations for the First Holy Communion Day became more regular and time consuming.  

There are currently four pupils, within the class group of twenty one pupils, who are of differing 

faiths. Teacher observations during this time noted the evident disconnect of these pupils during 

Alive-O lessons, prayer times and during singing practice.  Pupils did not discuss any aspects of 

their own religious beliefs or comment on the lesson at hand. School policy to date has advocated 

the exemption of these pupils from all such religious activities, whilst remaining in the classroom 

setting. In addition, teacher observations noted the absence of a collaborative and co-ordinated 

approach to provision for religious diversity within the school. Pupils have previously been 

supervised by other teachers during the church visits of their peers. Particularly, the language 

support team were often given little notice prior to the need for supervision of children not attending 

church practice. Consequently, these teachers voiced concerns that adequate planning and 

preparation of activities for this time could not occur.  

Observations of this level highlighted the need for an intervention on two levels; firstly the 

formulation of a school-based Religious Education policy which embraces the principles of 

intercultural education and secondly the classroom trial of a value-based programme founded on 

stories in the Alive–O series. A time frame of one month was allocated to the delivery of the 

intervention plan.  

The school principal responded with enthusiasm and indicated her support for the intervention 

strategies. Consultation with the school chaplain regarding the issue of religious diversity also 

resulted in positive outcomes. A questionnaire (Appendix B) was devised to elicit his views on the 

intervention at both levels. The chaplain indicated his support for the inclusion of children of 

diverse religious beliefs. This was evident in the response “accommodating measures should be put 

in place which satisfy and respect the faiths of others.” His support for the value- based programme 

sourced in stories from the Alive- O series was also evident in the response “stories which deal with 

human values are common to all citizens regardless of religious background. Pupils of other faiths 

would be welcome to participate in lessons of this nature.”  

Upon initial consultations with the school principal and chaplain it was subsequently decided to 

begin with the formulation of the school policy for Religious Education. The policy was devised in 

accordance with the NCCA Intercultural Guidelines (2005). A staff meeting to discuss key elements 

of the policy was scheduled. Colleagues communicated the need for a policy to provide clarity for 
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all members of the diverse school community regarding religious issues. Various specific elements 

requiring clarification were identified. Consultation with parents of other faiths or no faiths upon 

enrolment was specified. The need to ascertain the child’s specific religious orientation and the 

practice of this belief was asserted by numerous members of staff. Any possible implications for 

school and classroom planning should also be ascertained at this initial enrolment meeting. The 

majority of staff also supported the idea of consulting with parents about their willingness to engage 

in an inclusive values- based education programme. Staff commitment to the development of 

religious diversity was particularly evident as teachers requested a further addition to the policy. 

Critically, children will now be encouraged to speak openly in their classes about their own 

religious and cultural beliefs. This was not previously the case. The need for uniformity of 

procedures and placements was noted as a key requirement of the policy. It was also decided that 

pupils of diverse religious beliefs would be supervised by members of the Language Support team 

during sacramental preparation and would engage in activities which would benefit their learning.  

A draft religious education policy was subsequently devised and is currently awaiting the approval 

of the Board of Management.  

This strategy proved beneficial in various ways. Firstly it promoted dialogue regarding the key 

issues of interculturalism and religious diversity. This dialogue served to address key concerns 

which had been previously evident yet not adequately discussed. This intervention also inspired the 

Language Support team to create a structured plan of activities for children of differing faiths 

during times of withdrawal. Information regarding various world religions and cultures is now 

included in this pack. Projects created and completed during these times will be displayed in the 

school.  

As intercultural education is embedded in knowledge and understanding, it can be considered 

crucial that children engage with values of differing religious beliefs. An audit of the Catholic 

Alive-O programme was completed to determine the opportunities to explore such values through 

the medium of story. Kilcrann (2003) in INTO (2004, p.19) suggests that adaptations to this 

programme may serve to foster a common understanding and a respect for religious diversity.  Key 

themes including love, friendship, patience, respect and belonging were identified throughout the 

programme. Such values are common to various other religions. Trial lessons involving the themes 

of love and friendship were then designed and delivered to all pupils in the classroom setting. The 

outcome of this intervention was significant as all pupils were fully engaged and animated during 

the lessons. Pupils of other faiths were particularly participatory and communicated their feelings 

about the themes eagerly. Such a response indicates the intercultural opportunities for religious 
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diversity in the Alive-O programme. NCCA (2003, p.74) convincingly argues that religious 

education ultimately endeavours to “foster an awareness of the human search for meaning that is 

common to all peoples.” In light of such interventions it can be concluded that a balance such as 

this is required, whereby the Catholic ethos of the school and the religious beliefs of other cultures 

are celebrated in an inclusive way.  

Discussion 

Considerable insights have been gained throughout the course of this research. Teacher 

observations highlighted various challenges involved in the promotion of religious diversity in a 

Catholic school. Preparation for First Holy Communion was beginning to intensify at the time of 

this research. Consequently, time allocations to this endeavour were increased. As this occurred the 

teacher became increasingly aware of the loss of direct educational provision for children of other 

beliefs. This issue was raised in the teacher designed questionnaire with the school chaplain. 

Although he acknowledged the emphasis on religious education at certain times of the year, he 

maintained that a “balance of time” could be restored during other times of the year. The Minister 

for Education highlighted this specific issue in a recent address at the Catholic Primary School 

Management Association’s Annual Conference (2013). The Minister questioned the appropriate 

amount of time to devote to religious education and sacramental preparation in the school. He 

introduced the issue of sacramental preparation in the local parish outside of school hours, thus 

“preserving the central role of the school and class teacher in faith formation.”  

An additional key insight which I gained in the course of this research involved the willingness of 

the Catholic Church to initiate and enter into dialogue regarding the issue of religious diversity in 

schools. Progressive recommendations for the future have been outlined in various documents. A 

protocol of best practice with regard to Religious Education is advocated by the Catholic Schools 

Partnership (2012, p.11). The CSP also welcomes the development of a new curriculum in 

Religious Education and emphasises the potential of such a new curriculum to deal with concerns 

which need to be addressed. The CSP (2012, p.7) has supported the development of a pilot 

programme over a number of years to experiment with a more parish- based religious education. 

The decision to support such an initiative was made for two main reasons; firstly, in order to 

strengthen the links between parish and school and secondly, in order to take on duties of the 

Catholic schools including the sacrament of Confirmation.   

The Intercultural Guidelines were particularly insightful and have inspired and facilitated me to 

seek new opportunities to maximise learning experiences for all children in my classroom.  The 
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Guidelines were also very useful in the formulation of the School Policy for Religious Education 

which values cultural diversity. The use of an intercultural perspective whilst formulating the plan 

encouraged all participants to view school practice and procedures from a different perspective. The 

meeting scheduled to discuss the formulation of the plan was very successful and all staff 

communicated ideas and approaches which they felt the school policy would benefit from. “One of 

the underlying principles of successful school development planning is good communication 

between all members of the school community” (NCCA, 2005). Since this initial meeting many 

members of staff have contributed other ideas which would further support the development of an 

inclusive and intercultural school. One such proposal involved inviting children of other faiths to 

dress in traditional or cultural clothing on the day of the traditional First Communion photograph. 

This will be renamed a “Class photograph” and all children will receive a copy as a keepsake of the 

day. Small changes such as this are advocated in the Guidelines.  

Education about Religion and Beliefs and Ethics Programmes (ERB) are programmes which help 

pupils to learn about and understand the cultural heritage of forms of religion and beliefs of 

humankind. The Minister for Education (2013) has recently announced his interest in the 

development of ERB programmes for all primary schools in Ireland. The National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment are currently exploring the issue at his request. Programmes of this 

kind are not focused on nurturing a belief or practice system of any religion, but on an informed 

awareness of the main theist and non-theist beliefs and of key aspects of their cultural 

manifestations (Department of Education and Science, 2012). The Minister asserted that these 

programmes will supplement, rather than replace, existing faith formation programmes in schools. 

This is an interesting development which would complement the intercultural school and support 

the values of religious diversity.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this report has endeavoured to provide a reflective analysis of the conduct of a 

school-based intervention, aimed to promote intercultural awareness and to improve inclusion. 

Religious diversity was at the core of this report. Teacher observations, interventions and reflections 

were detailed. This local experience of challenges arising from religious diversity can be considered 

a reflection of the national and indeed global experience. However, interventions such as those 

detailed in this report can result in positive outcomes which in turn inspire further change.  

Although much progress has been made it can be suggested that further communication and 

compromise is necessary in order to achieve a culture of true religious diversity in the Catholic 
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school. “The dialogue between faith and culture takes place in the heart and mind of the individual 

believer, in families, in parish communities and, not least, in schools and colleges” (CSP, 2012, 

p.12).  
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Ensuring the inclusion of children from religiously diverse backgrounds (or no religion) in 6
th

 

class Confirmation year in a Catholic primary school 

John Carroll 

 

Introduction 

The 2012/2013 academic year is my first time teaching in 6th class in National School. This year has 

been a steep learning curve for me, especially in the teaching of 6th class religion, coupled with the 

preparation for the Sacrament of Confirmation. As the preparation for Confirmation is perceived to 

take up a significant amount of time throughout the year, I decided to observe exactly how much 

time was spent on the Confirmation preparation itself, and I also decided to ascertain how children 

from different religious backgrounds or no religious background were accommodated and 

incorporated into 6th class Religion lessons, if at all. 

Research question: How can I ensure the inclusion of children from religiously diverse backgrounds 

(or no religion) in 6th class Confirmation year in a Catholic primary school?  

The rational for my research is that the vast majority of the boys in my class and throughout my 

school are Roman Catholics, however, there are two boys in my class whose families are of 

different faiths namely Protestant and Hindu/Christian, as well as a boy whose family have no 

religious belief. The parents of this child had approached me earlier in the year with concerns about 

the amount of time being dedicated throughout the school to the teaching of religion, and they were 

especially worried that their son was now in 6th class and would ‘suffer’ even more due to the 

Confirmation.  

Having planned the Confirmation preparation work with my 6th class teaching partner for the period 

leading up to the ceremony, I decided to set a time frame of a period of approximately one month to 

intervene and to promote the inclusion of all boys in Religion lessons.  

Literature Review 

There were a number of key points encountered while conducting my Literature Review for this 

topic. I reviewed papers and publications by the Department of Education, the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment and the National Education Welfare Board. Also, research was 
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conducted on books dedicated to disadvantage and discrimination in teaching, including the 

teaching of religion in denominational schools and possible implications for parents of these 

children during religious lessons and ceremonies.  

One key point I encountered discusses the fact that whereas many denominational schools may be 

Catholic, Protestant, Muslim or Jewish, the fear for parents of children of a different religion or who 

have no religion at all is that their children are being subjected to religious teaching or incidental 

religious teaching during other subjects. As well as that, the majority of children who are not of the 

denomination a particular school, who in the case of my school are non-Catholic, usually stay in the 

classroom during religious instruction. At this time they may read or undertake their own work. 

However, they are constantly listening, albeit subliminally, to the Religion lesson being taught.  

Only in extreme cases are children withdrawn from the class, and with increasing pressure on 

resources, many schools are no longer in a position to provide a member of staff to supervise the 

non-practicing children during Religious instruction, so the onus is placed firmly back upon the 

parents to physically remove the child concerned for the period if they so wish. Minority belief 

parents are also concerned about the inclusion of sacramental preparation throughout the school 

day, especially parents who have no alternative school in which to enrol their children. Indeed 

Lodge and Lynch (2004, p.51) suggest ‘Another option for the parents would be to enrol their 

children into different schools.’ This is not always possible, due to geographical or transport 

reasons; however I will outline later on in this essay the paradigm shift that is taking place away 

from the denominational school towards Gaelscoileanna and Educate Together schools in recent 

times in Ireland. Indeed Tovey and Share (2003, p.194) state that ‘In 1999 the control of the 

primary schools shifted perceptibly away from church to state as the government announced that it 

was to fully fund capital development of primary schools, thus removing the reliance of church and 

parish funds. This will inevitably reduce the considerable influence of religious bodies in primary 

education and will help to reduce some of the discrimination that has existed against multi-

denominational schools’.  

The Department of Education and Skills outlines how religion should be taught in primary schools, 

highlighting importance and relevance. The Equal Status Acts (2000 to 2004) prohibit 

discrimination in Ireland on the basis of gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, 

religion, age, disability, race and membership of the Travelling Community. The National 

Education Welfare Board (2008, p.8) further protects people from discrimination by stating ‘These 

Acts also prohibit victimisation of any person who makes a complaint about discrimination’.  
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The Census of Population for 2011 shows that Ireland has become more diverse in terms of 

ethnicity and religion. Irish legislation and educational policies promote the social inclusion of 

ethnic minorities and protect them from discrimination and racism. This is reflected in the NCCA 

Guidelines (2005, p.12) which state ‘diversity in food, music, language, lifestyle, religious beliefs, 

value, ethnicity and, increasingly in skin colour are a core part of Irish life.’ Ireland continues to 

evolve as a diverse nation in relation to religion and the need for religious tolerance is more 

necessary than ever before. 

The National Centre for Curriculum and Assessment also provide various exemplars for use in 

classroom situations in order to promote interculturalism, such as listening and responding to music 

from different cultures, as well as visual arts and drama lessons. The approach I took in my 

intervention involved a mixture of the all of the above, along with religious lessons outlining the 

fundamental differences in the major religions of the world and a brief history of religion. 

The Department of Education and Science (1995, p.25) states that ‘The revised curriculum will 

reiterate the right of schools, in accordance with their religious ethos, to provide denominational 

religious education and instruction to their students, while underpinning the constitutional rights of 

parents to withdraw their children from religious education instruction.’ Schools have to ensure that 

all children have their rights protected. Dialogue between the school, the child, parents and the class 

teacher is required in order to co-ordinate the removal of children during religion lessons if so 

required.  

An important recent publication was y the 2012 ‘Report on the pilot surveys regarding parental 

preferences on primary school patronage’ by the Department of Education and Skills. Pilot surveys 

were undertaken in five parts of Ireland (Arklow, Castlebar, Tramore, Trim and Whitehall) in the 

Autumn of 2012 as a direct result of the June 2012 report of the Advisory Group to the Forum on 

Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary Sector with an aim to ascertain the level of demand for a 

wider choice in the patronage of primary schools in these certain areas. The 2012 report proposed 

that ‘the main patron (Catholic bishop) in each area should now be asked to consider re-

configuration options that would free up accommodation for at least one stream for provision by the 

first choice alternative Patron (Educate Together in each case). 

The literature I reviewed highlighted the relatively recent shift away from Roman Catholic and 

Church of Ireland schools towards Educate Together schools. If a parent sends their child to a 

denominational school, then it is expected that the school will teach their own faith in Religion 

lessons. The parents have a right to withdraw their child from the lessons if they so wish. Possibly 



 139 

the most startling publication that I encountered during my research was the survey undertaken in 

2012, which was conducted in five different areas throughout Ireland. In each case, the majority of 

parents wanted to see an end to the denominational schools in their area and their first preference as 

an alternative in each case was the Educate Together school model. This practice could see the end 

of denominational teaching and a move towards a completely different education model in Ireland. 

The fact that the Government has asked the Bishops in each of these five areas consider removing 

their patronage is a precursor of what may happen in the future. This is a clear indication of the 

general feeling of the Irish public. 

 

Field work 

As part of my Field work report, I initially decided to observe exactly how much time was spent on 

the preparation for the Confirmation in 6th class, and how much of the remainder of everyday 

schoolwork, if any, suffered. I noted the religions of all of the boys that are in my class, also noting 

if and how often they practiced religion in the home, as well as their own personal views on 

religion.  

I also delivered two specifically designed lessons on ‘World Religions’, discussing in detail the 

beliefs of the non-Catholic children in the class, as well as other main religions. We discussed 

Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, Protestant, Christian Orthodox and Russian Orthodox religions, noting both 

similarities as well as differences. Interestingly, the boy who comes from the family who do not 

practice any religion was the most knowledgeable by some distance about the topic. He shared his 

knowledge with his classmates on the whiteboard the history of the papacy as well as explaining the 

major split in religion and the creation of Protestantism.  

Having delivered the lessons, and discussed the information gathered in detail, the boys used a 

scheduled computer class to research on the internet some of the major world religions. They made 

a list of ten interesting facts about Catholic, Jewish, Hindu, Islamic and Protestant faiths in order to 

compare and contrast all of these religions.  

Because there is one boy of Hindu/Christian faith, and another of Protestant faith, I invited both of 

them to speak, only if they wanted to, about their religions, about what they do at home on a daily 

basis with their families, and if they worship somewhere as part of a larger group. They willingly 

spoke about their faith and the faith of their families. We also discussed in detail the Jewish faith 

and the Muslim faith. The boys in the class discussed the differences in the religious teachings, the 
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specific faiths and the names of the religious venues where people of similar faiths congregate. This 

proved to be extremely beneficial for all of the boys in the class.  

One fact that the boys were amazed by was the presence of Jesus in religions other than the Roman 

Catholic religion. They seemed to expect the presence of Jesus in the Protestant faith, but were very 

surprised that Jesus was also prominent in Islam, where Jesus appears as a Prophet. I feel that this 

fact certainly helped with inclusivity, that the other boys were not so ‘different’ after all, and that 

their own individual belief only slightly varied from the Roman Catholic faith.  

As this was also during the build up to the Confirmation, the three boys not partaking in the 

Confirmation were all invited to participate in the church preparation. We also had the preparation 

of the Confirmation art work as well as the writing of two Confirmation essays entitled A Saint I 

Admire and What My Confirmation Means to Me. Finally, the three boys were invited to the 

Confirmation Mass itself. Indeed, up until the last week before the Confirmation, all three of the 

boys and their families were seriously considering attending. In the end, none of them came to the 

ceremony. 

These exercises had a very positive outcome, as the three boys who would ordinarily take out a 

novel or undertake alternative work during Religion class felt they were more part of the class, that 

their beliefs (Hindu/Christian, Protestant and a non-believer) were equally as important, respected 

and as valued as the rest of the class.   

All of the boys enjoyed colouring and decorating their own artwork, and the three non-Catholic 

boys also wrote the essay A Saint I Admire, but were allowed to amend the title to A Person I 

Admire if they so wished, choosing the likes of Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks and Nelson 

Mandela. The remainder of the class enjoyed finding out about other religions that they may not 

necessarily have been exposed to previously.   

The class enjoyed creating the artwork as well. All of the boys designed, drew and coloured pictures 

of stain glass windows, as well as tracing their hands onto coloured card and then cutting around the 

shape of their hands to make leaves and placing them all together to make a tree. These hands were 

displayed on the altar on the Confirmation day itself, hanging from a ‘Tree of Life’. Finally, when it 

came to the official Confirmation photograph taken at school in the days immediately following the 

Confirmation, all of the boys wanted to be a part of it, further enhancing the belief that my 

intervention had a positive effect on all concerned. 
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Discussion and conclusions 

According to Langluade (2007, p.142) ‘Religious education must not be compulsory, and if 

religious education classes are provided by the state, then there must be measures for exemption put 

in place.’ The teaching of religion in school cannot be compulsory, and if parents do not wish their 

children to participate in religious instruction they should be provided with alternative 

arrangements, either to do their own work in class or move to a different class if needs be. Their 

parents may remove them from school at certain periods of school time during religious instruction. 

As already stated, there are three boys in my class who do not participate in Religion lessons and 

did not participate in the Confirmation ceremony itself; however none of their families felt strongly 

enough to deem it necessary to remove their children from the class during religious instruction. I 

now realise how much time is spent going into the preparation for the ceremony.  

I found the NCCA (2005) guidelines and exemplars extremely helpful as they suggested, different 

strategies of how to integrate children of all religions and children of no religion into lessons. The 

importance of integrating all children cannot be overstated, as inclusion is crucial in the 

development of any child. Integration helps a child to feel a part of a class, the greater community 

and as a result they do not feel alienated or different from everyone else. 

My initial reaction to the teaching of Religion in 6th class in a Catholic primary school was that 

amount of time devoted to the teaching of religion increases in the build up to the Confirmation day 

itself. I certainly feel that in the build up to the ceremony, my class were spending up to two hours 

every day preparing for the day itself. Lodge and Lynch (2004) also highlight ‘Children of minority 

or secular beliefs cannot fully take part in events, yet they are often a core part of the schoolwork of 

particular classes over a lengthy period’. Apart from the Confirmation day itself, I felt that the 

amount of time scheduled for the teaching of religion compared to the actual amount of time 

teaching religion was as it should be. The three boys who do not participate in the lessons normally 

seemed happy to be involved, they were proud to explain their own personal religious beliefs (the 

Hindu/Christian and the Protestant) and also were happy to participate in the Visual Arts lesson and 

the creation of the ‘Tree of Life.’ 

The literature and publications, especially those from the NCCA, NEWB and Department of 

Education, are concise and clear, and certainly leave no doubt as to the rights of all people of all 

religions (or no religion) in terms of education in Ireland. A person cannot be discriminated against 

on the grounds of religion, and a person cannot be victimised if they complain about this 

discrimination, either against themselves or someone else. Dialogue between parents, schools and 
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teachers is important when it involves religious instruction, especially when the class includes 

Confirmation preparation.  

Concluding comment 

Having researched the teaching of religion in a Catholic primary school, and observed first hand the 

amount of preparation that goes into a Confirmation ceremony, I am now of the opinion that too 

much time is spent on these preparations. First Holy Communion and Confirmation are two 

highlights of a Catholic child’s primary education, and their parents and families are eager that their 

special day goes perfectly. The teacher involved puts in a lot of preparation to ensure that in each 

case the day is as memorable for all concerned as possible. However, I now feel that the amount of 

time spent in the preparation for these Sacraments can be unduly excessive to the detriment of the 

schoolwork of not only the Catholic children but especially the non-Catholic children who are not 

partaking in the ceremony. No child should be made to feel different or treated unfairly due to the 

religious beliefs of their family, and the onus is on both the teacher and the school, by means of the 

integration of subjects such as Visual Arts, History, English, Drama and Religion, to ensure that 

inclusivity occurs. 
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Promoting religious pluralism among seven year old children 

Richeal Dillon Strahan 

 

 

Introduction 

Today’s  society  is  no  longer  composed  of  one  single  race  or  creed.  We  live  within  a 

multicultural  world,  where  diversity  and  inclusion  have  become  major  political  issues. 

Pluralism  describes  how  cultures  can  “interact,  change  and  adapt  without  losing  their 

identities” (Figueroa, 1993, p27). We must strive  to endorse pluralism in our societies, as  it 

seeks to build bridges between cultures by seeing difference as exciting and interesting. We 

must  also  develop  and  discuss  issues  within  the  classroom,  therefore  creating  a  safe  and 

diverse environment for all children. 

Research question: ‘How can I promote religious pluralism among seven year old children? 

This projects seeks to investigate the pre‐conceived perceptions of diversity of religion of my 

class.    The pupils  in my  class  are  all white, middle/upper  class,  7  and 8  year  old  boys.    By 

providing  them with  lessons  on  religious pluralism  I  hope  to  enable  them  to  become more 

positive and tolerant towards other religious groups. 

Literature review 

There  are  a  variety  of  views  on  how  to  encourage  religious  pluralism  in  primary  schools, 

unfortunately,  there  is no one universally agreed solution available.   Religion has become a 

topic  of  increasing  importance,  emphasised most  recently  by  the  current  Irish Minister  for 

Education,  Mr.  Ruairi  Quinn,  when  he  questioned  the  amount  of  time  devoted  to  religious 

instruction in primary schools. As a result he has called for a public debate on the issue (Irish 

Times, Saturday, April 13, 2013). According to Holden (2013, Page 3) it was stated that “the 

Curriculum  body  was  planning  to  draw  up  new  guidelines  on  the  teaching  of 

religion”.  Minister Quinn also stated “This is about providing parental choice –nothing more, 

nothing less” (Irish Times, Saturday, April 13 2013).This is a statement that I can’t say I whole 

heartedly agree with. I do not believe that it is only about providing parental choice, rather it 
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is more to do with  providing children with the necessary tools and information to help them 

recognise that we are  living  in a diverse world and so we should show more understanding 

and  tolerance  towards  beliefs  which  are  at  variance  with  ours.    After  all,  the  definition  of 

pluralism is “a condition or system in which two or more states, groups, principles, sources of 

authority, etc., coexist (Oxford Online Dictionary)”. 

An RTE special report in June 2012 highlighted the fact that “whilst all these heads being put 

together are creating some feasible ideas, unfortunately putting them into action is not 

proving quite so easy” (O’Kelly,2012). The report states that recognition of a problem was 

acknowledged in 2007, “when the unprecedented levels of immigration plunged the education 

system into crisis.”  It was suddenly clear that there were not enough places in schools to 

cater for all and it was also very obvious that our traditional, largely Catholic primary school 

system needed urgent reform. We had all these families starting new lives in Ireland, however 

there were no provisions in place to offer them the legally recognised human right referred to 

as ‘freedom of religion’. 

In 2007,  Mary Hanaffin (Minister for Education) announced a brand new kind of school called 

the Community National School (CNS). A CNS is a school founded in a local community, which 

is  child  centred  and  inclusive.  It  is  multi‐belief  and multi‐denominational.  Research  shows 

that  “93%  of  schools  in  Ireland  at  primary  level  are  under  the  patronage  of  the  Catholic 

Church and provide Catholic religious instruction during what has been deemed ‘the patron’s 

half hour’ every day” – (VEC, Galway 2013). The aim of the CNS, under the remit given to it by 

the  Minister,  is  to  provide  children  of  all  beliefs  or  non‐beliefs,  during  the  school  day,  in 

accordance with the wishes of their parents.  

According  to  Jackson  (2007)  religion  has  recently  come  into  focus  among  European 

institutions,  as  an  important  constituent  of  understanding  and  supporting  intercultural 

education and citizenship education  in schools. Mercer and Roebben (2007, p.438) describe 

recognition among RE scholars of the need for “a solid educational project in which children 

and  adolescents  learn  to  perceive,  understand  and  live  up  to  religious  diversity  in  their 

immediate neighbourhoods.” I fully empathise with the authors Jackson, Mercer and Roebben.  

Within  my  own  Catholic  school  it  is  unfortunate  to  state  that  we  have  done  our  pupils  a 

disservice as regards to exposing them to a variety of religions. We have not taught them how 

to behave in the face of religious diversity. 
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Religious Education in a Multicultural Society (REMC) states that, “While the aftermath of the 

11th of September attacks in the US made recognition of the multi‐faceted voice of religion in the 

classroom urgent, religion has since become a central issue in the struggle for dialogue “(Mercer 

and Roebben, 2007). This supports my beliefs that the concept of religious instruction 

regarding diversity is not something that should be carried out as it is merely providing 

‘parental choice’. Education in religious pluralism can help our children to become more 

tolerant and understanding and accepting of difference, qualities which are lacking in many of 

our World Leaders and role models today. 

The NCCA (2005) have many recommendations in the guidelines, for example: School 

Procedures for new children 

Their religion, and a basic understanding of how they practise it (not all members of any 

given religion will practise their religion in the same way), and whether that has 

implications for classroom planning (for example, whether physical contact between 

children might be deemed inappropriate in Drama or PE, whether producing 

representations of the human body or religious symbols may be inappropriate in Visual 

Arts, or whether pop music might be inappropriate in Music) (NCCA, 2005, p. 35). 

I found this point of particular importance with regard to the role of the teacher, as it 

highlights the importance of the teacher’s knowledge of various religious groups. Although 

there may be no curricular plan in place, as of yet, the NCCA is acknowledging the fact that 

there are still some essential requirements on the behalf of the teacher and the school, in 

order to ensure religious beliefs are being respected. 

Lodge and Lynch (2004, p52) reiterate this idea,  

“The new post‐primary religion syllabi recommend that teachers should be sensitive to 

and aware of the diverse religious or secular beliefs in the particular group of students 

being taught. Given that primary teachers receive their methodological training in 

religious education in denominational institutions, as do most second‐level teachers of 

religion, it is not at all clear how such teachers are prepared for this task”. 

Field Work 

I teach in a Catholic school and I can honestly say that we have done our pupils, to date, a 

disservice as we have neglected to expose them to a variety of religions. We have not taught 
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them how to behave in the face of religious diversity. Therefore, this intervention was 

designed to provide the class with lessons in religious pluralism. The time frame for the 

exercise was one hour, per week, for a four week period. Information was recorded by me, 

based upon the response and feedback from the students. I developed a PowerPoint 

presentation, with the aim of demonstrating World Religions, to inform and educate the group 

of the six main religions and to improve their understanding of religious diversity (Appendix 

1). 

Outcome of intervention 

The outcome of the intervention and the responses from the pupils were very enlightening 

(Appendix 2). Of the 24 boys asked, 4 believed that Catholicism was the only religion in the 

world. The other responses seemed to be based on guess work, for example, ‘Church Of 

England, Church of Ireland, and Church of France’. However there were two boys in particular 

who stood out as they had the concept of there being six main religious groups, they even 

managed to name all but one of them.  

As part of my research I discovered a very informative video, ‘World Religions‐What are 

they?’ (2011), which highlighted the 6 main religious groups. This formed the basis for the 

rest of our discussions. The video supported the PowerPoint slides by illustrating the 

principles of each of the religious groups. 

As someone who received my Post Primary education at a Jewish Secondary School, my 

understanding of Judaism and Jewish culture is, reasonably, well informed. Therefore in week 

one, I spoke with the boys about the rules and regulations in the Jewish school and about the 

whole concept of being ‘kosher’. They were undoubtedly in awe at some of the information I 

gave to them, especially the idea of having two sets of everything in your kitchen so as not to 

mix the meat and dairy products. After I had spoken with the boys about the Jewish religion 

they were very eager to learn about the tenets of the other religions.  

Each week moving forward we focused on another one of the religious groups. In our second 

week one of the boys explained how he had researched religion with regard to his favourite 

football player. This led to him discovering how some football clubs have often been 

connected with religious denominations. For example his favourite club ‘Spurs’ is connected 

with Judaism. This then developed into a larger scale discussion as the boys stated that if the 

footballers could all be part of a team and not be bothered about religious affiliation, then why 
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could everyone else not adopt the same attitude. “Tolerance is not about accepting everyone 

else’s beliefs, but merely being willing to listen to those beliefs” (Deem, 2006). 

Discussion 

Having exposed the children to the various religious groups I believe that they now have a 

greater understanding of religious diversity. The one religion which the boys were the most 

eager to learn about was Buddhism as many of their parents had a Buddha statue in their 

homes. They did find it confusing that Buddhists “do not believe in a personal creator God.” It 

also intrigued them that Buddha was a “human being just like them.” They especially related 

to the idea of Karma, as they are all brought up being told “your actions have consequences.” 

After the lesson many of the children expressed the belief that they would prefer to be 

Buddhists than Catholics. This was quite a profound statement coming from children, some of 

whom had never even heard of Buddhism until our religious pluralism lesson began. 

I personally recognised that I had not been exposing the boys to any other religions. We are 

the Holy Communion class and as a result our religion time is spent preparing for the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation and First Holy Communion. This, I must say is a mammoth task in 

the second form classroom and actually takes up a considerable part of the school year. In 

Roman Catholic primary schools, for example, preparation for religious events (First 

Confession, First Communion, Confirmation) is an intrinsic part of the school day (Lodge 

1998). Unfortunately, at the end of which, many children never step foot in a church again 

until the preparation for the Confirmation begins in Sixth Form, which I feel reinforces my 

view that it is not as Minister Quinn stated  “ a matter of parental choice” (Holden, 2013, page 

3). 

Discussion and conclusions 

REMC working paper states that ‘Religion has become a topic of increasing importance in 

Europe over the past decade’. It also discusses the fact that the issue of religion in society and 

religious education appears to be fraught with tension. I had not realised just how opposed to 

the change in religious education, the Catholic Church actually are until I began my research 

for this assignment. Fr. Brendan Hoban (2013) stated in response to Ruairí Quinn’s 

comments, ‘the church should stand its ground on school patronage.’ He went on to write a 

very scathing piece also claiming that ‘The Archbishop of Dublin may be punching above his 
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weight at a national level but the reality is that while he can make decisions about signing 

over schools in Dublin he has absolutely no jurisdiction over the rest of the country.’  

This highlights the fact that although there have been numerous discussions, reports and 

findings, there has yet to be a finding of common ground. As it stands there has been no 

overall consensus reached, whereby everyone is happy. Is it even possible that consensus can 

be reached when there is a dominant theology as part of the discussion? I would have to say, 

in my opinion, that it is very unlikely at least in the short term. 

The NCCA (2005) intercultural guidelines for primary schools state that religion is one of the 

grounds on which discrimination is prohibited. However if this is to be adhered to we need to 

see some radical changes in the curriculum as well as the curriculum based text books At 

present the only book available is the Alive‐O series, which I have yet to find a teacher in 

support of. The NCCA (2005) have many recommendations in the guidelines and below I have 

listed some of which I found most helpful to me in my teaching environment.“A school 

philosophy that accommodates principles of equality, diversity, and the promotion of a 

positive self‐concept for each individual is likely to ensure a supportive environment in which 

the particular educational needs of all children can be met” (p29).  

I found this particularly helpful as it is highlighting the fact that like any venture, the support, 

or lack of it, can be paramount in the success or failure of a task. Therefore if our school wants 

the policy of religious equality and diversity to succeed we must have the full support of the 

parent and student body as well as the teaching staff. In order for us to achieve this support 

we must tick all the boxes and make sure that everyone is getting the opportunity to develop 

and practise their religious beliefs. 

The REMC (2009) states that the importance of the role of religion in school is increasingly 

recognised at the European level (Jackson, 2007) and how this should be played out at the 

school level is hotly debated, from, for example, a wholly secular school system in France, 

through optional religious catechetic instruction and teaching of world religions in Russia, to 

mandatory study of a variety of religions in England and Wales. Should the question then be 

asked, “is it not the choice of the parents which school they enrol their child in, if they have all 

the information regarding religious direction?” 

Darmanin (2007) found that Catholic schools were “marked by a reputation for academic 

achievement, matched by a personalised education, as well as personal standards of good 
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behaviour” (p.428). In relation to my school, when parents attend for their ‘tour’ of the school, 

one of the main things, if not the main thing, is the fact that we are a Roman Catholic school. If 

they should decide to go ahead with enrolment and if they are accepted, it is explained to 

them that their child will take part in religion class 3‐4 times a week for a 40 minute lesson. 

Many agree to this, some grudgingly, as they want their child in a ‘school with a good name’. 

The questions I am left with are as follows: 

Is it possible to reduce hours spent on religious education in primary schools? 

As I have mentioned previously, I am teacher of the Holy Communion class and as it stands, 

we have three religion classes a week. Each class lasts for forty minutes, there are two 

workbooks and one text book to be covered in this time. If the time spent on religion class 

were to be cut it would be next near impossible for me to prepare my boys for their Holy 

Communion. I would also fear that if the option to receive the sacrament of Holy Communion 

were removed from the school, the already dwindling Roman Catholic faith would soon be 

extinct. 

Do we as Catholics decide that time and importance ought to be allocated only to our own beliefs 

and not to other religions? 

Perhaps yes, but it also begs the question that a yes answer is correct  due to the fact that we 

do not have the knowledge or tools to teach our pupils about the other religions which 

surround us? Could it be the case that the training of teachers needs to also be reviewed? 

Should teachers be equipped with the knowledge of the six main religious groups in order to 

be in the position to offer religious pluralism in our classrooms?  

Concluding comments 

The  fabric  of  our  society  has  transformed dramatically  becoming  increasingly multicultural 

and  diverse.    Perhaps  then  we  are  living  within  the  infancy  period  of  this  new  society, 

therefore  it  is  crucial  for  schools  to plan and put  into action policies and practices  that will 

reform Religious Pluralism.      John F Kennedy once stated: “A rising tide lifts all boats.”   This 

means that when strategies are implemented to improve tolerance of other religious practices 

it will benefit all pupils because good teaching is good teaching.   As our society continues to 

evolve  so  too should our  teaching and  learning strategies within our  schools, because  if we 
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exclude  a  religion  or  culture  from  the  classroom,  ultimately  we  are  excluding  a  part  of 

ourselves. 

In conclusion, there needs to be some reform with regard to religious pluralism in our school. 

Although I have begun to explore the other religious groups with the children, I worry as to 

how far I can develop their knowledge. I believe that I have a duty of care to the children to 

guide them through their First Communion; however, I also believe that in order for them to 

be more tolerant of everyone, they require guidance and knowledge. I understand that the 

Department of Education, along with the Minister for Education and other parties, are trying 

to create more inclusive schools in Ireland. However from what I have read and discussed in 

relation to Ireland, I cannot see this happening in the near future, as there does not seem to be 

a middle ground at this point. 

I will definitely push for my school to encourage opportunities for non‐Catholic families to be 

allowed to celebrate their holidays in our school and to facilitate them in hanging decorations 

and educating the children on what they are celebrating and why. I have a new found respect 

for our daughter’s school; they are a Jewish school; however a teacher takes the Catholic 

pupils three mornings a week for half an hour to guide them on their religious journey 

towards Communion and Confirmation. If they can manage to educate the children thoroughly 

whilst respecting everyone’s beliefs, then why can’t other schools? 

‘You can worship your own religion or lifestyle as long as you are not offensive or coercive to 

mine’ (Roebben, 2007). 

   



 152 

 

References 

Association of Catholic Priests. Church should stand its ground on school patronage [Online] 

Available at:http://www.associationofcatholicpriests.ie/2013/04/church‐needs‐to‐

stand‐its‐ground‐brendan‐hoban/(Accessed April 2013) 

City of Galway, VEC. (2013) Community National Schools [Online]. Available at: 

http://www.cgvec.ie/cns/(Accessed April 2013) 

Deem,R. (2006) Evidence For God[Online]. Available at: 

http://www.godandscience.org/apologetics/intolerance.html(Accessed April 2013) 

Holden, L. (2013) Quinn questions class time on religion. The Irish Times, 13 April, p.3. 

Lodge, A. and Lynch, K. (2004), Diversity at School. Dublin: Institute of Public Administration. 

NCCA (2005) Intercultural Education in the primary school. Guidelines for schools, Chapter 2. 

Available at: 

http://www.ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Publications/Intercultural.pdf(Accessed March 

2013) 

O’Kelly, E. (2012) ‘State gave commitments to Catholic Church on Education’, RTE News, June 

2012 [Online]. Available at: 

http://www.rte.ie/news/specialreports/2012/0328/315388‐educationfoi/(Accessed 

April 2013) 

Oxford Dictionaries [Online]. Available at: http://oxforddictionaries.com/(Accessed April 

2013) 

REMC (Religious Education in a Multicultural Society) [Online]. Available at: 

http://www.esri.ie/research/research_areas/education/Remc/working_papers/REMC_Litera

ture_review.pdf(Accessed April 2013) 

World Religions: What Are They? (2011), online video. Available 

at:http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1KY‐HGPOi_Q(Accessed March 2013) 

   



 153 

 

Appendix 1 

Slide 1 

World Religions

What are the six main religions?

1.Christianity 2.Islam 3.Judaism

4.Hinduism 5.Buddhism 6.Sikhism

 

 

Slide 2 

ISLAM

 Founder: Muslims believe a chain 
of prophets starting with Adam.

 Sacred Text: The Qur’an

 Sacred Building: Mosque

 Q. How many followers?

 A. Over a thousand million followers

 

 

Slide 3 

JUDAISM

 Founder:Abraham

 Sacred Text: The TeNaCh (Torah)

 Sacred Building: Synagogue

 Q. How many followers?

 A. It is the smallest with only about 
12 million followers
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Slide 4 

BUDDHISM

 Founder: Siddhartha Gautama

 Sacred Text: Tripitaka

 Sacred Building: Stupa

 Q. How many followers?

 A. 350 million followers

 

 

Slide 5 

HINDUISM

 Founder: Developed out of 
Brahminism

 Sacred Text: Vedas, Upanishads

 Sacred Building: Mandir

 Q. How many followers?

 A. 750 million followers

 

 

Slide 6 

SIKHISM

 Founder: Guru Nanak

 Sacred Text: Guru Granth Sahib

 Sacred Building: Gurdwara

 Q. How many followers

 A. 20 million followers
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Slide 7 

CHRISTIANITY

 Founder: Jesus of Nazareth

 Sacred Text: The Bible: Old and 
New Testaments

 Sacred Building: Church, Chapel, 
Cathedral

 Q. How many followers

 A. 2.2 billion followers
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Promoting religious tolerance in a Senior Infant Classroom in a Catholic primary 

school using the Aistear (NCCA 2009) principles 

Bernadette O’Brien 

 

Introduction 

Establishing religious tolerance in the Catholic primary school is a challenge faced by today’s 

educators.  This paper presents a reflective analysis of a designed classroom intervention aimed to 

promote intercultural awareness and improve inclusion.  It focuses on the theme of promoting 

religious tolerance through play by asking the question, “How can religious tolerance be promoted 

in the infant classroom?”  The rationale for this question comes from the fact that I teach in a 

Catholic primary school in which there are seven different practising religions namely: Protestant, 

Baptist, Hindu and Jewish.  From an educational perspective, this new religious diversity is being 

ignored rather than embraced.   

This paper provides a simple example of how to promote religious tolerance in an infant classroom 

through the use of a pretend restaurant. By taking on different roles and examining the food used by 

people from different ethnic backgrounds and religions children gained an understanding and 

tolerance towards diverse religions. The research is underpinned by the theme of ‘identity and 

belonging’ as proposed in Aistear (NCCA, 2009); emphasis is placed on the first group of 

principles:  the child’s uniqueness; equality and diversity, and children as citizens (NCCA, 2009).   

Literature Review 

The 2011 census shows that pupil enrolments are now more diverse in terms of religious diversity; 

this means that schools will have to take into account religious practices associated with these 

diverse religions. In 2006, ninety-eight percent of national schools were denominational; ninety-two 

percent of these were Catholic.  Intercultural Education in the Primary School (The Irish National 

Teachers Organisation (INTO), 2004) cites Devine et al’s (2002) recommendation that there should 

be an “examination of school ethos and how to ensure respect and support for diverse religious 

affiliations within a denominational system”.  Almost ten years later, in most Catholic national 
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schools, this ‘examination’ remains an aspiration rather than a reality.  For instance, in our own 

school policy our school type isdefined as: 

A Roman Catholic School (which is established with the Minister for Education) aims at 

promoting the full and harmonious development of all aspects of the person of the pupil; 

intellectual, physical, cultural, moral and spiritual, including a living relationship with God 

and with other people. The school models and promotes a philosophy of life inspired by 

belief in God and in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The Catholic school 

provides Religious education for the pupils in accordance with the doctrines, practices and 

tradition of the Roman Catholic Church and promotes the formation of the pupils in the 

Catholic Faith”.   

(National School, Cork) 

In the national school in which I teach, there are approximately fifteen different nationalities in a 

school of 180 pupils.  There are seven different practising religions yet few of these are 

acknowledged or recognised.  On the subject of religious diversity in schools, Lodge and Lynch 

(2002, p.132) claim that “In most schools the views expressed indicated a sense of ignorance about 

religious differences rather than prejudice against any particular set of beliefs”.  Certainly, in our 

own school religious diversity seems to be ignored rather than supported and respected, and 

therefore children are ignorant of its existence. 

The report of The Forum on Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary School outlines the history 

and evolution of patronage in Irish society and shows the need for the primary school system to 

adapt to the needs of a more diverse society.  The report’s advisory group recommends that 

“Whole-School Evaluation includes practice on diversity and poses some questions relating to 

diversity on the questionnaires to parents and children” (Coolahan, Hussey and Kilfeather, 2012, 

p.75).  The fact that some of the main stakeholders involved in this report include the Association of 

Trustees of Catholic Schools, the Catholic Primary Schools Management Association and the 

Department of Education and Skills among many other bodies, means that tolerance of religious 

diversity might finally start to come about.  However, the reality remains that even schools with the 

most impressive and ambitious school policy on embracing diversity may not be putting it into 

practise.  Therefore, school management must ensure that what is pledged in the school policy is 

implemented in the classroom.  
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The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2006) highlight 

the importance of respect for religious beliefs but also for no religious beliefs.  The organisation 

states that “It is fundamentally important that democratic societies address inter-religious issues 

through education” (UNESCO, 2006). With this in mind we can look at the challenges which exist 

for educators in promoting religious tolerance in the primary school.  Firstly, school management 

needs to develop awareness of the different religious groups within its community.  Opportunities 

may be created to explore different religious traditions in their historical, cultural and contemporary 

perspectives.  Intercultural education in the primary school. Guidelines for school (National 

Council for Curriculum Assessment (NCCA) 2005, p.86) state that “…the religious education class 

provides a significant opportunity to promote tolerance and understanding between faiths and of 

those with no expressed religious belief system”.  Admittedly, school management need to adopt a 

pluralist perspective that supports a pupils’ right to practise his/her own religion.   

In general, school principals consider more could be done to guarantee that the Irish educational 

system is fully inclusive (Smyth et al, 2009).  There needs to be an acceptance of the significance of 

all religions in order to accommodate the diversity of spiritual needs and practices of all pupils.  For 

this to happen, links with different religious communities must be established and discussions must 

take place with members of different religions and belief systems to confront behaviours that harass 

or discriminate based on religion.  The learning community, particularly the primary school, is in an 

ideal position to meet these challenges.   

Schools that encourage and develop inclusive practices such as religious tolerance provide the most 

effective means for challenging discriminating attitudes and generating welcoming communities.  

Devine, Kenny, and Mac Neela, (2008, p.12) conclude that children need to know that 

discrimination does not “stem merely from the abuse of children who are a different skin colour, but 

must be linked to respect for and tolerance of those who are also culturally different”.  The Equal 

Status Act (2000) sets out that protection must be in place to prevent discrimination on the grounds 

of disability, religion or gender.  Certainly, one of the indicators for inclusion in a school is when all 

policies define the roles and responsibilities of the whole school community.   

Insights were gained from other educational systems, for example:  Learn Together, and Steiner 

Waldorf Education.  Learn Together is an ethical education curriculum being taught in place of 

religious instruction in Educate Together schools.  There are four strands in the Learn Together 

curriculum which include Moral and Spiritual, Equality, Belief Systems and, Ethics and the 

Environment.  The Learn Together Curriculum encourages attitudes in which no child is considered 
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an outsider.  It promotes the fullest development of ability regardless of gender, class or stereotype 

and seeks a democratic partnership by exclusively combining the engagement of parents and 

teachers.  For the purpose of promoting religious tolerance, Learn Together could be an excellent 

resource for every denominational school. 

Steiner Waldorf education provides a multi-denominational school, welcoming children of all faiths 

and none.  It has a broadly Christian ethos but the curriculum focuses on developing a child’s sense 

of ethics and morality, rather than any specific religious tradition.  Each child is encouraged to 

develop a respect for others and the natural world.  The responsibility to provide formal religious 

instruction outside of school lies with the primary educators. 

Both the Learn Together curriculum and the Steiner school ethos bare a stark contrast to that of the 

typical denominational school which promotes the formation of its pupils in the traditions, practices 

and doctrines of the Roman Catholic Church exclusively.  Since 1999 the control of national 

schools has moved from church to state.  Tovey and Share (2003, p.194) maintain that “this will 

inevitably reduce the considerable influence of religious bodies in primary education and will help 

to reduce some of the discrimination that has existed against multi-denominational schools”.  

According to the Catholic Primary Schools Association the religious values and practises of a given 

denomination are generally expected to imbue the life of the primary school.  This raises the 

question how then are beliefs of those from minority backgrounds respected? (Lodge and Lynch, 

2004).   

Due to the recent scandals within the Catholic Church, many in Ireland have chosen to adopt an ‘a 

la carte’ approach to their religion.  Within the denominational school curriculum, however, parents 

feel obliged to attend the preparation for ceremonies like First Holy Communion and Confirmation.  

Most parents do not want their child to feel left out of the class group and therefore choose to 

follow the status quo.  This is often out of necessity to conform rather than reverence for religious 

ceremonies.  Indeed if we are to promote tolerance for religious diversity, it needs to come out of 

respect for other cultures in general, rather than a knee jerk reaction to the failings of the Catholic 

Church.   

Undoubtedly, the problem here in Ireland lies in the justice system.  How are we ever to promote 

religious tolerance and embrace diversity in our denominational schools, when the law authorises 

those in our education system to discriminate indirectly?Legislation from the Equal Status Act 

(2000) allows schools that promote certain religious values to admit persons of a particular religious 

denomination in preference to others.  It permits schools to refuse admittance to a student who is 



 161 

not of that denomination if it is proved that the refusal is essential to maintain the ethos of the 

school.  This law begs the question “how can religious tolerance ever be properly promoted within 

the education system?”  On reflection, this legislation provides a loop-hole for schools to show 

favouritism to a particular denomination and therefore discriminate.  In terms of promoting 

religious tolerance, the law ignores it and provides an opportunity for indirect discrimination to 

occur in our schools.  In contrast the NCCA (2005) intercultural guidelines state that discrimination 

on the basis of religion is prohibited. The guidelines state that we should respect other religions and 

that we must respect the fact that other people may think that their beliefs are correct.  It is now a 

human right to respect others’ beliefs or non-beliefs.   

According to the Forum on Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary Sector, the school being 

discussed in this case would be deemed a denominational ‘Stand Alone’ school.  The Stand Alone 

School is one which serves a local community where it is not feasible to supply a second school.  

Coolahan, Hussey and Kilfeather  (2012, p.2) note that “The concern here is to try to ensure that 

such schools are as inclusive as possible, and accommodate pupils of varied belief systems, while 

ensuring that the work of the school does not infringe their rights (belief systems)”.  As a result this 

would provide grounds for promoting religious diversity, tolerance and understanding.  Giddens  

(2009, p.834) asserts that “Durkeim saw a key role for schools in teaching mutual responsibility and 

the value of the collective good”.  Both the Intercultural Guidelines and the Forum on Patronage 

and Pluralism maintain this philosophy. 

Field Work 

Religious tolerance can begin in the infant classroom.  Here children need to feel a sense of well-

being and identity and belonging, principles which are promoted within the structure of Aistear: 

The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework and correspond with the NCCA (2005) guidelines on 

intercultural education.  Aistear  which means ‘journey’ in Irish is based on twelve principles of 

early learning and development.  In this field work report emphasis is placed on the first group of 

principles which are the “child’s uniqueness; equality and diversity, and children as citizens” 

(NCCA, 2009).  Having conducted observations in the school I teach in it is apparent that although 

there is no religious intolerance; there is very little curiosity or open-mindedness for it either.  I used 

these contexts to promote religious tolerance in the infant classroom.  Overall, the methods of 

encouraging and implementing such tolerance are subtle and not always affiliated with religion. 
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Intervention 

I provided a structured hour of play each day for all pupils over the course of a month.  There are 

five different play stations set up around the classroom and every day a group of six children rotate 

to each one.  The stations include: Construction, Small World Play, Jigsaws, Creative Play and the 

Socio-Dramatic area.  Pictures are used to label the areas for the children, for example, this month’s 

theme for the Socio-Dramatic area is ‘The Restaurant’.  The Restaurant is the focus area for this 

report. 

At ‘The Restaurant’ a child can adopt the role as chef, waiter, waitress or customer.  The teacher 

interacts by asking questions to stimulate and create a thinking atmosphere, for instance: What kind 

of restaurant is this?  What type of food is served here?  Who visits this restaurant?  What kind of 

job do you do?  What kind of food do you cook, Chinese, French Irish, Italian, Japanese? (Chef) 

How do you help people? (Waiter) Can you name the equipment you are using in the 

restaurant/kitchen? How do you greet the customer?  Do you speak differently to the customer than 

you do to the chef?  Where are you from? (Customer) Who is with you? What sort of food do you 

like best?  What might you do before you start to eat?  

Time is taken to freeze frame a scene in order to ask pupils other open-ended questions.  This 

provides opportunities for learning about children’s perceptions of other cultures.  Pupils cooked, 

served and tried food from other cultures and on St. Patrick’s day there was a themed restaurant 

where the children shared green jelly and ice-cream.  

Children used digital cameras to take still images.  Meanwhile, the teacher takes time to observe 

and record any language barriers, social class issues and cultural practices.  Pretend play is used to 

encourage and support children to empathise with others and see things from another person’s point 

of view.  Dressing-up clothes are used as props to allow children to take on new identities.  The 

teacher supports the children to think about themselves, who they are, and what strengths, interests 

and abilities they have.  Dividing the class in to smaller groups gives children more opportunities to 

talk, listen and be heard by their peers.  Assessment for the report is formative and takes into 

consideration the indicators of change which take place over time, for example, pupil’s insights and 

relationships.  Learning through the theme of ‘The Restaurant’ enables children to learn about 

different cultures and religions other than their own. 
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The Outcomes of Promoting Religious Tolerance using the Aistear Principles 

Overall the children were happy playing make-believe.  There were no real language barriers.  In 

fact, one little boy who is of Indian origin and normally speaks very quietly, grew in confidence, 

especially when we opened an Indian restaurant.  He was able to share information on some of the 

foods his mother cooks at home.  Social class issues were non-existent during playtime.  This was 

remarkable to see, as one little boy from a disadvantaged background normally draws negative 

attention due to his behaviour.  Through the medium of drama he was happy to take on new roles.  

This allowed him the freedom to learn in a safe environment where he didn’t feel the need to 

misbehave or seek attention.  Furthermore, his peers were more accepting of him in this setting.  

Different cultural practices became evident as the type of restaurant changed regularly.    

The pupils asked each other questions about the different kinds of food they eat at home and where 

they go for meals.  A young Nigerian girl who is normally quite shy shared her experiences of being 

a Baptist and how they celebrate with food after every service.  We looked online and in culture-

specific cookbooks to find out what kind of meals are eaten in other countries.  When a child served 

a meal, it reflected the culture we learned about. For example, if it was a Japanese restaurant, the 

customers would eat at a low table while sitting on cushions.  They learned that in Japan, you say 

"itadakimasu" ("I gratefully receive") before eating, and "gochisosama (deshita)" ("Thank you for 

the meal") after finishing the meal.  If it was an Indian restaurant, they would use only the right 

hand for eating and passing the food around because in Indian culture, the left hand is considered 

unclean.  Most pupils, especially the children most accustomed to the traditional ‘bacon and 

cabbage’ dinner were amazed by the variety of foods we explored.  Jewish cuisine and the laws of 

keeping kosher (eating only the foods allowed by Jewish law) opened their eyes to very different 

traditions. 

Firstly, structured playtime allows for the child’s uniqueness to be explored and shared.  Every 

child comes to the group with his/her own set of experiences and a unique life-story.  The teacher 

promotes tolerance by recognising and building on these experiences within a safe learning 

environment.  Each child is an active learner growing up as a member of a family and community 

with particular traditions and ways of life.  Here, the teacher supports the child by understanding 

his/her family background and community.  In the same way, the teacher promotes tolerance by 

modelling a good understanding for the uniqueness of each child. 

Secondly, cultivating equality and diversity is essential to this field work study.  Each pupil is 

encouraged to participate equally in order to fulfil his/her potential.  The child is supported to feel 
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equal to everyone else and not excluded because of ethnicity, faith/no faith, culture, language, 

family background, special educational need, gender, physical appearance or ability.  Furthermore, 

the teacher endorses diversity by welcoming and valuing individual differences and celebrating 

these differences as part of life.  In fact, the promotion of religious tolerance happens almost by 

default because each child learns to respect his/her peers regardless of faith/no faith.   

Finally, the teacher observes children as citizens with rights and responsibilities.  Since each child is 

viewed in this way he/she will learn how to model fairness, justice and respect when interacting 

with others.  He/she discovers that “my opinions are worth listening to, and I have the right to be 

involved in making decisions about matters which affect me”.  Thus he/she has a right to experience 

democracy.  This experience teaches the child that as well as having rights, he/she has a 

responsibility to respect and help others. From observation, prejudice does not exist in our Infant 

classroom but there are certainly more opportunities for promoting religious tolerance.   

Conclusion 

Intercultural Education celebrates the normality of diversity of everyone and develops in the learner 

the idea that we have all naturally developed a range of different ways of life, customs and 

worldviews, and that this breadth of human life enriches all of us (NCCA, 2005). The Primary 

School Curriculum supports intercultural education and the vision, aims and principles of the 

curriculum provide a suitable framework for the development of an intercultural approach to 

teaching and learning (NCCA, 1999). Religious tolerance occurs when we allow followers of other 

religions to pursue their spiritual beliefs without discrimination.  It is a fundamental right in a 

democracy.  Unquestionably, religion is a significant part of many people’s sense of ethnic, cultural, 

personal or national identity.  When promoting religious tolerance in the infant classroom, it is 

viewed by this writer that prevention (of intolerance) is better than cure.  Nurturing equality and 

diversity at this impressionable age helps children to recognise, value and accept themselves and 

others.  This is done by helping children to be open to the ideas, stories and experiences of others, 

and to listen and learn from these.  Early intervention is key to challenging injustice and 

discrimination by teaching children at an early age to stand up for themselves and others.   
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Addressing homophobia in a secondary school 

Geraldine Diver 

 

Introduction 

“Are we a school that is fully inclusive of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) young 

people?”  The rationale for this research question is based on my observations of a gay Leaving 

Certificatemale student whose absenteeism is at a very worrying level. This student is a bright, 

intelligent boy but has missed over seventy per cent of his schooling this year. He states that he 

finds it hard coming to school due to the perception others have of him in the school. He attends a 

mixed Community School of 650 students. 

In this essay, I will outline the worrying statistics relating to the mental health of LGBT young 

people, I will describe the legislation that is governing our schools around inclusion. I will then 

describe the project that I undertook in my own school to improve inclusion of LGBT students. 

Finally, I will reflect on the success of the project and outline some of new insights that I have 

gained from the research. 

Literature Review 

Meezan (2006, p. 4) states, “It is estimated that between 5 and 10% of the population is lesbian, 

gay, bisexual or transgender”. Added to this is the fact that it is stated in GLEN, Guidance for 

Principals and School Leaders (2009, p. 5) that statistically in every classroom one to two students 

may be lesbian, gay or bisexual.  A study on LGBT people aged under twenty five entitled 

Supporting LGBT Lives(2009), indicates that the majority of young people are aware of their LGBT 

identity by the age of twelve. These findings are very relevant to Secondary School settings such as 

mine. A timeline of events drawn up in the study shows that seventeen is the most frequent age 

when LGBT students are likely to tell someone. The Stand Up Guide (2013, p. 3) states, “This five 

year period can be a very vulnerable time for them as they are often exposed to negative attitudes 

and negative language”. The situation for LGBT students at Secondary School is exacerbated by the 

fact that this type of bullying is very prevalent in our schools. According to Lynch and Lodge 

(2002, p. 48) “In Ireland, homophobic bullying has been found to be one of the more widespread 
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forms of bullying”. These findings are also corraborated by Mayock et al (2009, p. 15) who 

reported the following statistics among LGBT people:  

• 50% experiences verbal homophobic bullying 

• 40% were verbally threatened 

• 25% were physically threatened 

Irish teachers have reported witnessing very high levels of homophobic bullying. Research funded 

by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and carried out by Dublin City University (DCU), 

found that “79% of teachers were aware of homophobic bullying in their schools” Norman (2004, p. 

9).  

 Mayock et al  (2009, p16) refers to the minority stress model “which is a conceptual framework for 

understanding the negative impact on health and wellbeing caused by stigmatizing social context”. 

The external stress and stigma associated with LGBT people caused them to internalize this and as a 

result suffer from mental health issues. Over 60% of those interviewed (2009, p18) attributed their 

feelings of depression to the stigma that LGBT people experience. It is a cause for concern for 

school leaders that figures from this studyfound the following: 

• 27% of LGBT people have self-harmed. 

• 50% of LGBT people under 25 have seriously thought of ending their lives  

• 20% of LGBT people under 25 have attempted suicide.(Mayock et al (2009, p. 19).  

This research found a direct correlation between homophobic bullying and suicidal behaviour 

amongst LGBT young people. It establishes that people who experience homophobic bullying are 

more likely to attempt suicide. 

Given these shocking statistics, it is therefore vital that measures are taken in second level schools 

to address these serious issues. Irish legislation and educational policy guidance requires schools to 

promote equality in education. In this context, schools are required to address discrimination, 

harassment and bullying, including homophobic harassment and bullying. 

The Equal Status Act (2000, p4) prohibits schools from discrimination on nine grounds, including 

sexual orientation. Harassment on grounds of sexual orientation is forbidden. This is particularly 

important in the extracurricular life of the school, such as in the playground, on school trips etc. O’ 

Higgins, Goldrick and Harison (2010, p5) argue that  “A School must not discriminate in the 
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admission of a student to a school, the access of a student to a course, facility, or in any term of 

participation in the school”.  Therefore, schools must be welcoming and fair to all. 

The Education Act (1998, section 6,c) obliges schools to “promote equality of access to and 

participation in education and to promote the means whereby pupils may benefit from education”. 

The Act requires each school to have equality objectives and to state what measures it will take to 

achieve these. It is therefore incumbent on school leaders to put structures in place to promote an 

inclusive ethos that fosters tolerance of intercultural diversity. 

The Education Welfare Act (2000, section 23, 1) requires schools to prepare a Code of Behaviour, 

which must conform with Developing a Code of Behavior: Guidelines in Schools issued by the 

National Education Welfare Board (NEWB) in 2008. One of the basic principles in these guidelines 

is promoting equality. “The code promotes equality for all members of the school community. The 

code prevents discrimination and allows for appropriate accommodation of difference, in 

accordance with Equal Status legislation” NEWB (2008, section 23).  

In January 2013, the DES released its Action Plan on Bullyingwhich replaces the DES 1993 

Guidelines on Bullying. Minister Ruairi Quinn stated his commitment to dealing with all forms of 

bullying, including homophobic bullying, “We will encourage schools to develop Anti Bullying 

Policies and in particular, strategies to combat homophobic bullying to support students” Action 

Plan on Bullying (2013, p5). The Action Plan recommends the promotion of school cultures that are 

welcoming of diversity and the recognition that the elimination of homophobic and trans phobic 

bullying will lead to improvements in school climate for all students.  

In addition the Code of Professional Conduct for Teachersstates that “Teachers are required to be 

committed to equality and inclusion and to respecting and accommodating diversity” (Code of 

Professional Conduct for Teachers, The Teaching Council, 2007, p. 6). Teachers are therefore 

obliged to promote inclusivity. 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) Intercultural Guidelines for Schools 

(2005, introduction) states, “Intercultural Education is education that respects, celebrates and 

recognizes the normality of diversity in all parts of human life”. It states: “It is education which 

promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon 

which equality is built”.  As educators we have a duty to ensure that students in our care have 

empathy and are respectful of diversity. “In particular, the development of positive emotional 

responses to diversity and empathy with those discriminated against, play a key role in Intercultural 
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education” NCCA Guidelines (2005, p16).  This concept is invaluable in facilitating the removal of 

the stigma associated with LGBT people. Schools must implement these guidelines to encourage 

inclusivity and to support our LGBT students. 

Fieldwork 

The Intercultural Guidelines (2005, p. 24) suggest a review of current practice and provision and the 

design, implementation and evaluation of a new plan. The “How To” Guide for Formal 

Educational Settings, Pobal (2006) is designed as a resource for second level schools, to support the 

inclusion of LGBT learners. Policies, procedures, programmes, and the physical environment are 

the four areas examined by the guide. (The four P’s). Following consultation with the Principal, it 

was planned to conduct a review of each of the four areas in our school followed by the 

implementation of an action plan. The Board of Management was informed of and supported these 

proposals.“It is important that all members of the school community are involved in developing and 

maintaining an inclusive school”Intercultural Guidelines (2005, p. 22). The whole staff, Parent and 

Student Councils were involved. At the Staff meeting the topic of inclusion of LGBT learners was 

put on the agenda. It was then decided that a speaker from the Health Service Executive would be 

invited in to speak to staff on the matter. 

Staff Meeting 

The Staff Meeting went very well. The facilitator outlined the statistics around the mental health of 

LGBT students and the prevalence of homophobic bullying in schools. She outlined the educational 

requirements of a school around the support of these students. Staff have empathy for students who 

are LGBT and agreed to support work being done in this area. A sub-committee was formed to 

facilitate progress on this matter. It comprised of an SPHE and RSE teacher, the three Guidance 

Counsellors, the Chaplain, two subject teachers, the Principal and myself. The committee reflected 

a gender balance and a mixture of year heads, mature and younger teachers.The sub-committee 

agreed to read the relevant literature on LGBT prior to the first meeting. Following their meetings, 

they were to report back to the staff with details of their proposed action plan.At the first meeting a 

chairperson and a secretary were elected. All committee members were in favour of following the 

four P’s approach outlined in the How to Guide for Formal Educational Settings review of the 

inclusive practices of LGBT students in the school. When a proposed Action Plan was in place, it 

was presented to the Staff, Student Council and Parents Association. All were happy to proceed 

with its implementation. The following policies, procedures, and programme was decided at the 

various sub-committee meetings: 
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Policies 

“The inclusion of specific reference to sexual orientation in school polices has been linked with a 

reduction in homophobic bullying and harassment”. GLSEN (2005) 

The Anti-Bullying Policy would be reviewed to include homophobic bullying. The policy will also 

be adapted to outline what the consequences of using homophobic language. The Code of Behavior 

would be reviewed. Name calling and use of homophobic language in addition to homophobic 

bullying will be listed as unacceptable behavior. The Admissions Policy would be examined in 

order to ensure that it is welcoming under the nine grounds cited in the Equal Status Act (2000). 

The group successfully completed work on the policies after four meetings over a period of one 

month. (Appendix 1).The amended policies would be brought before the Staff, Students Council, 

Parents Association and BOM for approval and ratification.   

Procedures 

“A positive experience in coming out to others when they are met with acceptance is critical to 

safeguarding the young person’s mental health and well – being”.  GLEN (2009, p13). 

The School Guidance Policy would be reviewed in order to ensure that it offers a clear written 

response that the school will make to students coming out. Details of the appropriate response are 

detailed in GLEN (2009, p.10). An outline of supports and key personnel in the school and the 

community for the student would also be included. The procedures around implementing the 

relevant behavioural issues including sanctions in the Code of Behavior and the Anti-Bullying 

Policy would be specifically addressed and taught on Induction Day in September.  

Programmes 

“There is a space within the teaching of all subjects to foster an attitude of respect for all, promote 

value for diversity, address prejudice and stereotyping and to highlight that bullying is 

unacceptable” DES Action Plan on Bullying (2013, p59). 

In 2013, the DES launched a new LGBT specific curriculum. Growing Up Gay, Bisexual and 

Transgender as a resource for SPHE and RSE, which includes a DVD and print material. A meeting 

of the SPHE and RSE departments would take place and would be facilitated by the sub committee 

members. These resources would be presented and further plans would be made to implement these. 

It was decided that LGBT topics should be included across the curriculum where possible. It was 

proposed that at the next subject department meetings, all subject areas would look to see where 

they could promote inclusiveness. An Awareness Week would be included as part of the Whole 
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School Approach. The Belong to Stand Up have created an excellent resource for this week and 

launched an Annual National Awareness week in 2010. Classroom Activities include teaching 

respectful language for discussing LGBT topics, videos about homophobic bullying and LGBT 

young people, developing a peer/ student agreement on welcoming and including LGBT young 

people. Whole School activities include poster displays, talks for staff, students and parents. The 

sub committee would examine the resources and plan to hold an Awareness week in 2014.  

Physical Environment: 

“Schools should promote a school culture that is welcoming of diversity” DES Action Plan on 

Bullying (2012, p. 108). Posters would be selected and put on display all year round. Anti LGBT 

language will be dealt with and sanctioned on corridors and in play areas. Anti LGBT graffiti is to 

be removed immediately. Toilets should also be monitored. All ancillary staff will be informed of 

this action plan.  

Action Plan 

The plan was implemented as best as possible. To date, all polices mentioned have been reviewed 

and amended. The SPHE teachers and RSE teachers have met twice and plan to teach using the new 

resource in the last term of school to all classes. Posters are now on display throughout the school. 

The staff was updated around the workings of the sub-committee. A zero tolerance policy around 

homophobic language is now in place and a date for all Subject Departments to meet to promote 

inclusiveness in their subject is arranged. 

The sub-committee will meet again to review the work done to date and to plan for 2013/2014. The 

success of this project will be measured by observing pupil behavior on corridors and in classrooms, 

by observing LGBT pupils in the school and conducting a formal interview with agreement of 

LGBT students, on the progress of the project. Staff will be surveyed on the curriculum aspects of 

the plan and asked whether their attitudes have changed around promoting inclusiveness. This is 

planned to take place in December 2013. 

Overall, I felt that this was a very worthwhile process. Areas that I feel could have worked better 

were as follows: 

• The zero tolerance policy relating to homophobic language:  Students should have been 

educated around respect prior to this. I feel if students had a better understanding of LGBT 

issues they would see the fairness in putting a stop to this type of language. At times it was 

difficult for staff to deal with. 
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• The possible inclusion of LGBT students at an earlier stage: The consultation with some of 

the LGBT students in the school may have highlighted some areas of concern that we may 

have missed. 

• Whole staff information on LGBT coming out and the procedures to be followed around 

this. A LGBT student could present to any staff member to come out. 

• Involving the ancillary staff from the beginning would have been a better approach and 

inviting them to the initial staff meeting so they would also feel ownership of the project. 

Asking them to just clean the graffiti and report bullying was unfair.  

 

 Reflecting on my research, the actual ignoring of our LGBT students became very apparent to me. 

In their publication Equality and Power in Schools, Lodge and Lynch (2002, p.136) concluded, 

“that gay and lesbian pupils are amongst the most invisible people in Irish school”. These students 

are often invisable on a day to day basis and it is so easy to be neglectful of their needs.  

The NCCA (2005) Intercultural Guidelines promote belonging and including. It is essential that all 

of our students are made feel welcome and that they belong to our schools.  These Guidelines are 

therefore essential in keeping us focused in our schools. The new guidelines on bullying in schools 

will assist in this good practice. The DES Inspectorate has stated that they will include checks on 

the anti-bullying practices in schools as part of their whole school inspections. This will ensure that 

schools comply with best practice. 

The resources available to support work of this nature in schools are exceptional. Belong To and 

GLEN have many student friendly resources readily available for use.  The DVDs are excellent and 

students and teachers engage well with them. Through my research I was prompted to examine why 

schools and teachers shy away from this whole area.  

“The silence that surrounds sexual orientation in the education sector is reflective of a discomfort 

around sexual issues in general that has characterized Irish society over a lengthy period”, Lodge 

and Lynch (2004, p. 40.) The dominance of the teaching of the Catholic Church in areas of 

sexuality is partly to blame. “However most major religions do not hold same sex relationships in 

high regard” Lodge and lynch (2004, p. 40.) The stigma associated with being lesbian or gay which 

is propogated by many religious orders do nothing to assist the inclusive process.  Teachers in 

schools with strong religious ethos were unsure of the parameters around such matters. Norman, 

Galvin and Numara (2006), found that this lack of clarity “limited teachers ability to respond 
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positively to students who are lesbian, gay, or bisexual” DES Action Plan on Bullying (2013, p. 57). 

This created silences about LGBT issues that risked isolating members of those minority groups. 

However with the release of the new Action Plan on Bullying(DES, 2013) there is hope in this 

regard. The plan states that that religious ethos is not, and cannot be, a barrier to schools addressing 

homophobic bullying. “Religious ethos should not preclude a school from ensuring that all students 

and teachers feel safe and affirmed in their unique human identity” (DES, 2013, p57) 

 The treatment of LGBT people by the Law in many countries also sends out negative messages. In 

2009 the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association, published a report 

based on research carried out by Daniel Ottosson at Souderton University College, Stockholm, 

Sweden. This research found that of the 80 countries around the world that continue to consider 

homosexuality illegal, five carry the death penalty for homosexual activity, and two do in some 

regions of the country. It is this type of societal stigma that causes so many problems. 

 Further barriers identified by Pobal (2006, p25) that may hinder change in the area of LGBT 

inclusiveness are as follows: 

• Personal and institutionalised homophobia 

• A fear of negative reaction from other educational stakeholders – parents, teaching 

colleagues.  

• A fear of association:  Staff felt fearful of being labeled themselves if seen to support LGBT 

students 

• Resistance from Religious personnel 

These are the constraints that many schools work with despite the new legislation. However, 

teachers have a duty to break down the barriers and question their own thinking. The hope would be 

that if the students of today learn to be inclusive, then these are the teachers and adults of tomorrow 

who will change behaviour and attitudes. Mac an Ghail (1994) states “studies have shown that the 

daily worlds of our schools teach scripts for what is considered to be appropriate gender behavior 

during adolescents and later on in childhood”.  

Concluding Comments 

 Regarding the gay student in my school that led to this research project – the situation has 

improved for him. He has met with our Guidance Counsellor and has made contact with a support 

group. He has been referred for further counselling which he is very positive about. He is actively 

involved in the planning of our Awareness Week and says that he will come back to the school to 
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assist with this in September. His parents have connected with a local support group. Progress will 

take time but already he is attending school more regularly and looks happier on the corridors.If this 

project has only assisted in helping this student it will be very worthwhile. My hope is that it will 

reach out to and help many students in the future. 
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Appendix1: 

Policy 

 

REVIEW Action to be taken By Whom When 

 Anti Bullying 

 

 

Yes Include Homophobic 

Bullying 

Year Head 

Teacher 1 

D. Principal 

Chaplain 

2 weeks 

Code of behaviour Yes Include Homophobic 

Bullying  and Homophobic 

languge as unaccaeptable 

behaviour. 

 

Year Head 

Teacher 2 

 Principal 

2 weeks 

Enrolment 

 

 

 

 

Yes Welcome all and outline 

how differences on the 

nine grounds are will be 

respected. 

Year Head 

Teacher 1 

Principal 

2 weeks 

Procedures 

 

   2 weeks 

Guidance plan  Yes Include the schools 

response to a student 

coming out. 

List the supports available 

Guidance 

Councellors 

2 weeks 
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for the students. 

Training on LGBT for 

councellor 

 

 

Next available 

date 

Teach rules  

 

Rules to be taught as part 

of induction 

Full staff Brief staff at 

staff meeting 

in 3 weeks 

 Teach respect and 

inclusivenss 

 To be taught as part of 

SPHE and where possible 

Full staff Brief staff at 

staff meeting 

in 3 weeks 

 

 

Programmes 

    

SPHE and RSE Yes Examine to see if the 

LGBT material is being 

taught 

SPHE RSE 

Teachers on 

committee 

2 weeks 

SPHE and RSE Yes All Classes to be taught the 

new resource– Growing 

Up gay Bisexual and 

Transgender 

SPHE RSE  

subject Dept 

meetingTeachers 

2 weeks  

All Subject areas  Promote respect for 

diversity. Subject Dept 

meetings – include on 

agenda 

Full Staff May Subject 

Dept meeting 

Staff support  SPHE Training on new 

resource 

SPHE 

coordinator plus  

1interested 

Next available 

date 
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person 

Awareness week  Belong to Stand Up LGBT 

Awareness Week to be 

Planned for next academic 

year 

 

 

Packs to  be sourced  and 

committee to plan for 

same. 

 

 

 

Hold Awareness week 

 Sub 

Committee to 

meet in Sept ot 

plan for 

Awareness 

week . 

 

Source packs 

now. 

 

 

 

 

March of 2014 

– consult with 

BeLong to re 

national Date 

Physical 

Environment 

    

Display inclusive 

posters 

 Contact BeLong to , 

GLEN and HSE for thes 

 ASAP 

Remove graffiti  Inform staff, caretakers 

and cleaners 

 Over the next 

week 

Monitor behaviour- 

use of homophobic 

language 

 Inform all staff at staff 

meeting 

  At next staf 

meeting 
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Supporting the inclusion of newcomers from Burma 

Patricia McTigue 

Introduction 

Ireland has experienced a big increase in immigration over the last two decades. The arrival of 

immigrants with different ethnic, racial and religious backgrounds has increased diversity in Ireland 

and has presented many challenges in both primary and secondary education.The diversity of 

nationalities means that there is also a diversity of languages and a high proportion of children 

whose first language is not English. As a result, school principals and teachers indicate that a lack 

of language competency in English can have marked consequences for academic progress and can 

impact negatively on the academic achievement and social integration of newcomer students (ERSI, 

2009). 

One of the main challenges facing teachers and schools supporting learners from a wide range of 

diverse backgrounds is how to assist those learners whose first language is not the language of 

instruction. Several teachers noted that it is the language barrier rather than the curriculum that 

seems to cause difficulties for newcomer students (ESRI, 2009). 

In 2007 Mayo was chosen as the resettlement location for a group of Karen refugees from Burma 

and after a ten week induction where they learned about Irish life and culture they were provided 

with accommodation and a have since integrated in two locations in Mayo, namely Ballina and 

Castlebar. It was not an easy transition as they came to Ireland with no prior knowledge of the 

country and they had to adapt to changes in diet, education, culture and most difficult of all, a 

language that was alien to them. 

I have taught some members of the Karen community at post- primary level and for this assignment 

I wish to focus on their progression and achievements in education, question the supports available 

throughout the school and address the interventions which have been adopted in the school to 

promote a safe and welcoming environment for newcomer students. 

Literature Review 

Every child in Ireland has a right to education as set out in Article 42 of the 1937 Constitution. 

Children from immigrant backgrounds, regardless of their status or the status of their families, are 
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equally entitled to enrol in school and to begin or continue with their education just like their Irish 

born English speaking peers. However, ensuring access to education for a linguistically and 

culturally diverse student population poses challenges for policy makers, schools and educators. 

While policy grants newcomer students equality of presence it does not necessarily secure equality 

of participation or achievement. 

In the past two decades Ireland has seen an unprecedented growth in immigration which has 

resulted in a variety of policies and measures in the education system. Initiatives have included 

language support which equates to two hours of weekly language support for two years for students 

whose first language is not English, assessment packs (ILLT ,2003) and publications such as the 

NCCA Intercultural guidelines for teachers wanting to incorporate intercultural learning into their 

subjects (NCCA,2005, NCCA,2009). 

The aim of these measures is to help students develop proficiency in the language of instruction and 

provide language support links to the curriculum so that ultimately these students can participate in 

state assessments and further their academic careers or enhance their skills for future job 

opportunities. As well as aiming to foster proficiency in the English language another important 

goal is to enhance positive social relationships between all students and to create an ‘inclusive 

school environment’ (DES, 2005). Inclusive education is seen as central to human rights and equal 

opportunities and has been endorsed in international agreements and government policies 

predominantly since the 1990’s.  

Education policy has developed an inclusive focus and all schools are now expected ‘to promote 

equality of access and participation in education and to promote the means whereby students may 

benefit from education’ (1998 Education Act, p.10).  

Regular schools with this inclusive orientation are ‘the most effective means of combating 

discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and 

achieving education for all’(UNESCO, 1994, p.ix). 

Teacher awareness of the issues facing immigrant or newcomer students with diverse backgrounds 

is essential in creating an inclusive, welcoming curriculum. According to the NCCA (2009, p.22) it 

is the collective responsibility of the school community to develop and maintain an inclusive and 

intercultural school. The NCCA guidelines for post-primary schools (2009) consider the social 

environment for children arriving in a new school and the importance of making the child feel 

welcome and comfortable.  
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Research has shown that limited English language competency makes it more difficult for 

newcomer students to communicate with and develop friendships with Irish students (ESRI, 2009). 

A number of Irish students reported that, while inter-group relations were not in any way hostile, 

newcomers tended to socialise with each other at break times, leading to a degree of segregation in 

friendship patterns (ESRI, 2009, p.96).  

Social integration of newcomer students is likely to benefit from the promotion of intercultural 

awareness within the school as well as consistent practice in relation to bullying. Studies show that, 

at present, post-primary level students from an immigrant background are more likely to suffer from 

bullying and/or racial incidents than their peers (ESRI, 2009, p.28). According to Cummins (2001) 

‘Teachers play a key role in implementing intercultural education and helping students develop 

more open and inclusive attitudes’ (Cummins, 2001a, cited in ESRI, 2009, p.97).   

Schools and teachers face considerable challenges if they are not sufficiently equipped to address 

the needs of ethnically and culturally diverse student population. When considering the 

development of intercultural skills and allowing for integration of newcomer students it is important 

to look at the school environment, the whole curriculum, extra-curricular activities and whole 

school events.  

Further challenges have been posed by the recent economic downturn that saw many educational 

resources previously available to immigrant students severely cut. Reviews of provision uncover a 

disparity between the educational achievement of students in the Irish system who are native 

English speakers and those students who speak a language which is not the language of instruction. 

“There is a gap in achievement between those students who speak English at home and those who 

do not” (OECD, 2009, p.9).Students who arrive in Ireland when they are of post primary age will 

have more difficulties in acquiring a second language than students commencing their education 

when they are of primary school age and as a result will fall behind their native peers in terms of 

literacy (OECD, 2009). The OECD (2006) examination of results from the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) (2003) reveals that immigrant students often preform at 

significantly lower levels than their native peers in key school subjects such as mathematics, 

reading and science (St. Patricks SEN Report,2010, p.47). 

To this end, a whole school approach to planning and integration is necessary in order to facilitate 

the needs of newcomer students which can hinder their progress at schools. The role of the 

management team in the school is crucial as is that of all teachers in acting as role models, taking a 
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critical look at teaching methodologies and resources used and providing opportunities for the 

learning of intercultural skills and competencies (Inclusion and Diversity Service, 2010, p.115). 

Field work 

The research for this report was conducted in a second-level vocational school over the duration of 

three weeks. The report draws on information gathered from interviews involving the Principal, 

teachers and students, as well as observations of classroom practice and schoolyard behaviour.  

The group of students I refer to in this report, namely the Karen community from Burma, arrived in 

Ireland as young teenagers. They had no choice but to adapt to the Irish culture, the education 

system and the English language soon after their arrival. Prior to their arrival in the school the 

students had attended formal English language lessons in the local VEC. This was challenging for 

many of the students as the majority were adolescents with no prior knowledge of the language. 

Research has shown that the older the newcomer students are when they first enter the education 

system, the more they must learn in order to catch up with their English speaking peers (OECD, 

2009, St. Patricks SEN report, 2010) 

These students have made enormous progress and are currently preparing to do the Leaving 

Certificate Applied Examinations in June. Their level of English has improved immensely but they 

still lack proficiency. According to many teachers in the school the first year was very challenging 

for them and a lot of communicating was done through smiling, pointing and through the use of 

visual materials. 

These students have a very positive attitude and give a high priority to learning English, which they 

see as an important part of forging a new identity for themselves here in Ireland. For many of these 

students education is valued because it is seen to increase a person’s chances of finding paid 

employment and ultimately integrating in society.  

“My English is a little better but I need to stay improving,” says Po Kweh (Leaving Cert Applied 

student).  

Hsar Bnay Say is a young mother who is about to complete her Leaving Cert Applied and says she 

hopes to find work after she completes her exams.  

“It is hard to get work but I will do voluntary work in a charity shop.” she explains. 

Withdrawal from regular class for additional English Language support is the dominant approach to 

addressing students’ language needs. Students whose first language is not English are entitled to 



 188 

two hours per week for two years of English language support. The students usually attend these 

classes in groups and are scheduled during classes such as religion or Irish so as to allow for full 

participation in other subject areas. There is currently one language support teacher in the school 

but mainstream subject teachers have also had to conduct English language classes as part of their 

weekly timetable.  

Overall the provision of English Language support is considered reasonably well co-ordinated. 

Most feel that there is affective communication between the language support and subject teachers, 

however for the most part responsibility for the integration of newcomer students in the school falls 

mostly on the language support teacher. Most subject teachers feel that they do not have time to 

dedicate additional language support within their class to newcomer students as they have a 

curriculum to follow. Others felt that they did not have the resources or training to help these 

students with their language needs. Most teachers would agree that the exam-driven focus of the 

post-primary education system is a major obstacle to the meaningful inclusion and academic 

success of immigrant students.   

Although lack of proficiency in English is a barrier to academic success, cultural and socio-

economic differences may also make participation in Irish schools problematic. In class the 

Burmese students are very well behaved, polite and work to the best of their ability. In terms of 

integration, however, it has been observed that the students rarely socialise with their Irish peers. 

This is partially due to the language barrier but also due to a lack of learning opportunities which 

allows for the students to fully participate in class and engage with one another. It is important as 

teachers to actively involve the students in the learning process and create opportunities where 

students can work in pairs or groups. This will not only help newcomer students to learn the English 

language but will also foster cross-cultural respect and help combat racism and intolerance.  

The student’s social environment is important in making students feel welcome and comfortable 

within the school. It is official policy that newcomer students should be placed in age-appropriate 

classes; unless their proficiency in English is deemed to be insufficient to allow them to 

successfully follow the curriculum of their peer group. Failure to engage with others and the lesson 

may lead to students underachieving, discipline problems, increased drop-outs and low self-esteem.  

Ta Si Si is in a year behind most of her friends and even though she is progressing well in her class 

she feels she would be happier if she were in a class along with her friends. 

“I feel lonely without my friends but I see them at break time” she says. 
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Many schools have autonomy regarding adaptations made to the school environment in recognition 

of the multinational nature of their student enrolments. This school in question has made an effort to 

create a welcoming and positive learning environment and this is evident owing to the many display 

signs, posters, and artwork in the main languages and traditions of the cultures represented in the 

school community.  

Every year the school hosts a cultural day during which the languages, food, dress and music of the 

students are showcased. According to the teachers in the school this is an important day in the 

school calendar and students take pride in their own cultural identity. Apart from the Burmese 

students, other foreign nationalities attending the school include Nigerian, Polish, French, Russian, 

Lithuanian and British.  Not only does this highlight the diversity of languages, customs and 

cultures in the school it also highlights such diversity in the community and throughout the world. 

This event ties in with DES circular 0053/2007 where it suggests that “pupils should be encouraged 

and facilitated in maintaining a connection with their own culture and language through curricular 

activities and displays”. 

Discussion 

Once I documented my observations, I spoke to the Principal and Vice-Principal of the school and it 

was agreed that although the school has endorsed an inclusive ethos and the schools environment is 

one that is safe and conducive to learning there is still room for improvement. My findings suggest 

that most of the responsibility for the integration of newcomer students in the school lies 

predominantly with the language support teacher and there is still a lack of positive action amongst 

teachers to promote equality of learning and interculturalism in the classroom. This is due to a lack 

of training in dealing with diversity in the classroom as well as a lack of training in teaching English 

as a foreign language. Most would agree that that the post-primary curriculum is delivered by 

subject specialists whose formation has not prepared them to take account of non-English speaking 

students in their classes. This in turn calls for additional training in order to help teachers adapt to 

such diversity in the classroom. 

Although some teachers have adopted alternative approaches to the traditional classroom 

organisation research has shown that the co-operative model of teaching can produce positive 

academic and social outcomes for nearly all students (NCCA, 2009, ERSI 2009). This method of 

teaching has been endorsed by the NCCA Intercultural guidelines for post-primary schools where it 

points out that ‘ethnic minority students have shown greater academic gains in co-operative settings 
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than in traditional classrooms’ (NCCA, 2009, p.42). Co-operative learning opportunities give pupils 

an opportunity to work closely with others from different social, ethnic or ability groups. 

Co-operative learning should give rise to frequent, meaningful and positive contact in which 

the diversity of skills and capacities of different members of the group are brought to the 

fore and can be recognised. Such interpersonal contact provides a key site of learning. 

Relationships between students of different groups have been demonstrated to improve 

significantly if mixed-group cooperative learning strategies are used, irrespective of the 

content that is covered (NCCA, 2009, p.42). 

 

 

The teacher must demonstrate a belief that each student is capable of learning and must make a 

consistent effort to know and understand what motivates and interests the student. One of the key 

reasons for poor student attainment and failure is the perceived irrelevance of the curriculum and 

the schooling system. The ‘one size fits all approach’ to education does not work for every 

individual. Teachers need to consider a student’s pace of learning and learning style so as to 

facilitate learning. It is important to focus on the capabilities of each pupil to grasp learning 

concepts and succeed in mastering skills. A student’s failure to grasp basic concepts can lead to 

exclusion and the student becoming embedded in a cycle of failure in relation to learning.  By 

seeking to understand a student’s learning needs it is easier for teachers to plan lessons, increase 

student involvement in class and promote learning. This in turn will break the vicious cycle of 

underachievement which leads to low self-esteem, exclusion and inevitably the failure to succeed in 

society.  

The extent and quality of refugees’ educational experience will help determine their orientation to 

the learning task. In general, the more positive their learning experience will be, the easier they will 

find it to make progress at school. If they have a negative attitude to their educational experience 

this will create an affective barrier to their learning. 

In the short term it is unrealistic to expect immigrant students to achieve more than a very basic 

proficiency in oral English. Age is not the only factor for successful foreign language learning. 

Other factors include aptitude, motivation, social attitudes, grammatical sensitivity, and active 

participation, willingness to practice and use the language, confidence and anxiety levels. Research 

has shown that the development of appropriate proficiency in English is consistently identified as 

“one of the biggest challenges” (ESRI, 2008, p.3, DES, 2006, Deegan et al., 2004). In the longer 
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term, what can be expected will depend to a considerable degree how much time and attention 

teachers can give to language support as well as what dedication the students themselves have to 

language learning. Language learning should be seen as an interactive, dynamic process allowing 

learners to explore language through knowledge and through interactions with others.  

It is also important to consider the cultural values of newcomer students. It is not the purpose of 

teaching to change the learner’s values as they integrate into a new society. It is important to 

acknowledge respect for human dignity and equality of human rights as a basis for social 

interaction. The role of the teacher therefore is to develop skills, attitudes and awareness of values 

just as much as it is to develop knowledge of a particular language, culture or country, or different 

cultures within one’s own country. “Intercultural education is based on the general aim of enabling 

the student to develop as a social being through respecting and co-operating with others, thus 

contributing to the good of society” (NCCA,2009, p.15) 

Conclusion 

A school that promotes intercultural education and classroom co-operative practice aims to build on 

student success by creating a welcoming school environment, implementing flexible classroom 

routines and varied avenues to learning as well as creating a shared responsibility for teaching and 

learning.  

Inclusion is a process of reform that requires a dedicated and shared commitment from the 

Principal, teachers, support staff, parents, pupils and local community. Schools can do a great deal 

to reform their practice and learning environment in order to create a school that acknowledges and 

celebrates difference .It is built on strong leadership and a value system that welcomes diversity  

based on disability, race, culture, gender, religion, language, sexual orientation and social 

background.  

The presence and participation of all individuals in effective learning experiences reduces exclusion 

and places emphasis on equality. Pupils benefit as increased participation in education leads to 

greater academic achievement and enhancement of social skills, which in turn leads to increased 

economic participation beyond school. 
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The conduct of a school-based intervention, ‘Our Voice’ aimed to promote intercultural 

awareness and improve inclusion 

Anna-Maria Bergin 

 

Introduction 

Scoil Eoghain (pseudonym) is a culturally diverse rural Catholic Primary School catering for 

male and female pupils under the age of 13 years. The most recent census shows that overall 

Ireland’s non-national population accounts for 12% of the population or some 544,000 people (Irish 

Naturalisation and Immigration Service, 2013). 10% of parents of pupils attending Scoil Eoghain 

have immigrated from another country. Arising from the major increase in immigration to Ireland in 

recent years, schools now aim to meet the needs of cultural, ethnic, religious, linguistic and 

intellectually diverse pupils. According to an OECD (2007) report the school population in Ireland 

has become more diverse in recent years and this trend is likely to continue. In addition, school 

enrolments include a growing number of pupils from the Traveller community (Central Statistics 

Office, 2002). The inclusion of children with special educational needs in mainstream classrooms 

has also added to diversity within the classrooms. Although the Irish demographic is changing, 95% 

of primary schools remain under the patronage and management of the Roman Catholic Church 

(OECD, 2007). First, this study sought to determine if any specific cultural or social perspective 

was dominating decision making regarding intercultural education at Scoil Eoghain. Second, a 

committee of pupils and teachers was established with the aim of enabling and promoting dialogue 

and participation in order to enhance intercultural education at Scoil Eoghain and the success of this 

intervention was analysed.   

Can the establishment of a committee of pupils and teachers enable and promote dialogue 

and improve social inclusion in the school? 

 

Rationale  

According to the UNESCO (2006) guidelines for intercultural education, “intercultural 

education aims to go beyond passive coexistence, to achieve a developing and sustainable way of 

living together in multicultural societies through the creation of understanding of, respect for and 

dialogue between different cultural groups” (UNESCO, 2006, p.18). Bearing this ideal in mind, it is 
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envisaged that a diverse group of teachers and pupils may be facilitated to voice their opinions on 

their intercultural education at Scoil Eoghain. Although, this committee may not make decisions at 

Scoil Eoghain, opinions shared may inform decision making regarding aspects of school 

management and curriculum planning regarding intercultural education. It may provide a platform 

for dialogue, and therefore understanding, between participants.  

 

Literature Review 

Schools have a pivotal role to play in integrating all pupils into schools and into society by 

developing an inclusive intercultural environment and by providing children with the knowledge 

and skills they need to participate in the multicultural Ireland of today. The important role played by 

schools is recognised by the Department of Education (DES) in the Guidelines on Intercultural 

Education (NCCA, 2003; NCCA, 2005). These guidelines (NCCA, 2005, p.3) state that: “Education 

not only reflects society but also influences its development”. Education has an important 

contribution to make in the development of the child’s intercultural skills, attitudes and knowledge. 

A democratic  committee may provide pupils with an opportunity for authentic discussion and 

participation. It may create opportunities for pupils to learn and to practice the skills required to 

share dialogue which may lead to understanding and the development of positive intercultural 

attitudes. According to the NCCA (2005, p.56) guidelines on intercultural education “when children 

are involved in active learning through discussion they are not simply listening, but are developing 

skills in handling concepts and ideas. Through discussion children learn to analyse, synthesise, and 

evaluate information by asking questions, and continually revisit their own ideas and attitudes”. 

This intercultural education is valuable to all children, equipping them to participate in an 

increasingly diverse society.  

According to UNESCO (2006) Guidelines on Intercultural Education intercultural 

education goes beyond multicultural education in that it aims to create dialogue between cultures. 

Whereas multicultural education uses learning about other cultures in order to produce acceptance, 

or at least tolerance, of these cultures, intercultural education aims to go beyond passive 

coexistence, to the creation of dialogue, understanding and respect between different cultural groups 

(UNESCO, 2006).  These guidelines further elaborate that “intercultural education cannot be just a 

simple ‘add on’ to the regular curriculum. It needs to concern the learning environment as a 

whole…. (UNESCO, 2006, p.18). This can be done through the inclusion of multiple perspectives 

and voices” as is the aim of this study.  
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The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) is one of the fundamental and key 

international standard-setting instruments for managing relationships between people in societies. It 

assigns two basic functions to education that also are essential to the concept of Intercultural 

Education: it stipulates that education “shall be directed to the full development of the human 

personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms”, and 

that it “shall promote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious 

groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace”. This 

second principle concurs directly with UNESCO’s Member States’ ‘[determination] to develop and 

… increase the means of communication between their peoples and to employ these means for the 

purposes of mutual understanding” (USESCO, 2006, p.18). An intercultural committee at Scoil 

Eoghain may aim to adopt identical goals in enabling and enhancing communication between pupils 

and their parents and teachers of various cultural backgrounds. This committee may aim to 

empower pupils to express their opinions. As examined in the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989) participation is a right of all children. This means that enabling pupils to participate on 

this school committee is not a charitable expression or affordable kindness. It is a human right like 

any other. Just as a person is entitled to live without the fear of imprisonment or torture each child is 

entitled to participate in determining how his or her life develops. 

 

Field Work 

This research complied with the BERA (2011) Guidelines, in that no context information has been 

included that would enable the reader to identify the school or the people in question. Pupils from 

3rd, 4th, 5th and 6th classes, their parents and the eight teachers at Scoil Eoghain completed 

questionnaires (see Appendix B). Responses to these questionnaires were analysed in order to 

determine if the committee should be formed in our school, how the committee may be formed and 

the aims of the committee. The formation of the committee was observed and observations were 

noted. The DES Student Council Support websiteinformed committee management.  A summary of 

these processes is included in Appendix A. The constitution of the committee which evolved is 

attached in Appendix A.   

Teacher responses indicated that a committee of voices representing the diversity at Scoil Eoghain 

may enhance the quality of decisions made regarding intercultural education. Firstly, Allan (2003) 

identified eight aspects of school that contribute to intercultural learning. He found peer support, 

teacher support, own language learning, cultural affirmation, induction procedures, extra-curricular 

activities, intercultural learning in the curriculum, in-service cross curricular teacher training and 
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effective English Language programmes contribute to intercultural learning at school. All teachers 

at Scoil Eoghain reported only considering intercultural education as a topic covered in the 

curriculum prior to the intervention. Teachers also commented that they had never considered 

providing own language classes, even as an extra-curricular activity.  All teachers believed a 

committee of pupils and teachers from diverse backgrounds would enhance their ability to support 

intercultural learning in each of the eight aspects presented by Allan (2003). 

Secondly, returned teachers questionnaires displayed that a dominant Catholic Irish voice prevailed 

over decision making at Scoil Eoghain, consequently a method of ascertaining the opinions of those 

who were not of this culture may have been valuable. This finding will be examined in detail the 

subsequent discussion section.  

Participating pupil responses highlighted that most pupils considered themselves to be Irish. 

Also a pupil said “I like our name, (Our Voice) it means everyone’s involved! Everyone is a little 

different – not just me”, indicating that perhaps she didn’t want to be highlighted as being different.  

As a result it was decided that all pupils from 3rd to 6th would be eligible to be a member of the 

intercultural committee. Also, in order to maintain a focus of providing a voice and an opportunity 

to participate for pupils,  a democratic approach was taken to the committee formation and running. 

This meant that all or the majority of the pupils voted to be committee members may be from an 

Irish only cultural background. In order to mitigate the effect of this occurrence and maintain 

intercultural dialogue, aims of the committee included: to listen to all pupils, to represent all pupils, 

to consult and co-operate with all teachers and pupils, to inform all teachers and pupils and to 

investigate all teachers and pupils opinions. These are elaborated on in Appendix A. 

  

The researcher held the first fivemeetings with the eight pupils chosen by their peers to be 

members of their intercultural committee.  The meetings were of 40 minute duration. In the course 

of the meetings it became apparent that the skills required to carry out the aims of the group, for 

example, to listen and to represent other pupils, were difficult and complex tasks for pupils to grasp. 

Introducing the pupils to their rights and responsibilities as committee members was also difficult. 

Pupils interrupted each other. Pupils repeated their own opinions when asked to repeat the opinion 

of another pupil. Children chose to represent their friends above other pupils. Some pupils focused 

the conversation on their rights even when encouraged to consider their responsibilities. Pupils 

quoted their parents beliefs which did not concur with the desired groups beliefs. A child’s conflict 

with another pupil interrupted conversation. Even though these meetings were heavily supported 

and guided by the researcher the conversation did not correspond to the vision of empathetic 

dialogue leading to intercultural understanding.   
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Discussion 

Observations of participating pupil interactions found that such a group may require members 

to demonstrate social and emotional skills such as quality listening skills. Those involved may need 

to seek to increase their understanding of citizenship within a diverse community and global 

society. They may need to develop an awareness of self as it relates to their social identities and 

their relationship to diverse groups. They may be more able to take part in successful intercultural 

dialogue if they could articulate their own ethnic/cultural heritage and were aware of how their 

cultural background and experiences have influenced their attitudes. At very least, successful 

intercultural dialogue requires those involved to verbally communicate acceptance of culturally 

different students and to nonverbally communicate this acceptance. Intercultural dialogue may also 

lead to understanding if participants could identify negative and positive emotional reactions 

towards persons of other racial and ethnic groups and determine whether a problem stems from 

racism or bias in others. The researcher found that dialogue, without some of these skills did not 

lead to understanding.  

 

The first task of the formed committee was to establish a welcoming notice board in the 

school and propose ideas for celebrating diversity at Scoil Eoghain. The researcher also encouraged 

pupils to consider an inclusive after school activity which would run for six weeks and a means to 

fund this activity. They proposed a non-uniform intercultural day, which would also raise funds 

through an multicultural cake/food sale. They also decided that they would invite guest speakers to 

the school and charge visitors a small fee to listen to their talks. Pupil began writing letters to their 

speakers at the time of writing this essay.  Teachers reported a level of pupil enthusiasm which they 

associated with pupil ownership of activities. They noted dialogue occurring between pupils which 

had not occurred previously. For example, a teacher commented, “Grace had not been included in 

class activities before, now her opinion is being specifically sought. She seems to be getting on 

better at school”.   

 

An aim of the intercultural group formed was to continue to suggests ideas to provide or 

enhance the provision of peer support, teacher support, own language learning, cultural affirmation,  

extra-curricular activities, intercultural learning in the curriculum and effective English language 

programs. However, in the sixth and final committee meeting two teachers who had volunteered to 

take part in this intervention lead the group discussion. At times the teachers directed the meeting 

without stopping to listen to the children’s opinions. They argued that they behaved this way as it 

would be too time consuming to continue discussions which concluded in majority agreement. As 
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facilitation in this way was considered time consuming participating teachers aimed to continue 

meetings only until Scoil Eoghain’s intercultural day was organised. It became apparent that all 

teachers may not have the social and emotional skills or free time required to facilitate intercultural 

dialogue which leads to participation or empowerment and understanding.   

Consequentlyfurther research maintaining a focus on the ideal of listening to the opinions of 

a diverse group of children but following the strict guidelines of a programme, for example, the 

circle time program promoted by Jenny Mosley, would provide additional useful insights to this 

intervention.  This program provides training for adult leaders and formula for developing the social 

skills of children throughout their entire primary education. It involves children sitting in a circle 

with their teacher using method-specific techniques and strategies to promote self-esteem, develop 

skills and support positive classroom relationships, which may enhance their ability to take part in 

dialogue between cultures and form new understanding. The theoretical and conceptual framework 

of circle time has empowerment of children as its central focus and is supported by theories of self-

esteem, emotional intelligence, and voice and participation theory (Housego and Burns, 1994). 

 

Identifying the dominant perspective informing decisions 

The Education Act (1998) requires schools to engage in the process of school planning; the 

principal is responsible(with the staff and the broader school community, including parents) for 

defining key educational goals and outcomes, which are appropriate to the needs, aptitudes, 

interests and abilities of the pupils within the school. Teachers reported being consulted with 

regards to educational planning., however, no parent or pupil felt that they had been encouraged to 

share their intercultural insights in order to enhance school planning. A positive contribution of this 

intervention was noted: although the committee of teachers and pupils was not entirely successful, 

the pupils had an opportunity to share desired educational goals with the principal of Scoil Eoghain. 

These shared insights informed decisions in that  pupils chose public speakers to invite to the school 

and extra-curricular activities. Parental involvement would have also enhanced the value of the 

committee as schools are required to engage parents in the process of school planning.  

Like Scoil Eoghain,95% of Irish Primary Schools are under the patronage and management 

of the Roman Catholic Church (OECD, 2007). The Board of Management of these schools is the 

legal employer of all school staff and carries considerable responsibilities as laid down in the 

Education Act (1998) and other legislation. It is responsible for decisions made about funding, 

curriculum and school organization.However, six of the eight participating teachers stated in their 

questionnaires that they are not practicing Roman Catholics. All of these teachers said that they do 

not discuss their religious beliefs in school. One teacher reported that she didn’t mention her 
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daughter as she is a single parent and being an unmarried mother is contrary to Catholic beliefs. 

This highlights how the perspective of someone who is a non- practicing Catholic may be muted at 

Scoil Eoghain. Parents may also experience difficulties with Catholic schools that they may not be 

free to discuss with management.  According to research by the Irish Primary Principals’ Network, 

(professional body representing primary school leaders) (Department of Education and Skills, 2007) 

three out of four parents would prefer to send their children to schools run by patron bodies other 

than Churches if they had a choice,. 

The Ossary Diocese website (2013) states that the Board of Management of a Catholic 

school has an “awesome responsibility to develop everyone’s talents to the full, seeing and 

responding to Christ in one another because in each unique person they see Jesus Christ”. This 

statement leaves little space on boards of managements for those who may not believe in Jesus 

Christ. It is also voiced that “what really makes a Catholic school different is that it has a 

Religious-Christian-Catholic educational vision which flows, from an understanding of what it 

means, to be human in the light of the Gospel of Jesus Christ”. This implies that the entire 

educational experience in the Catholic schools are entrenched in one perspective, excluding all 

others, even though these schools are heavily state funded and there is little or no choice or voice 

for parents, teachers or pupils who disagree with these ideals. The bishop concludes “those who 

identify with and respect these core values are particularly welcome in a Catholic school” (Ossary 

Diocese, 2013).  

 

According to the NCCA (2006, p.16) intercultural guidelines:  

 “Racism includes … discriminatory behavior, structural arrangements and 

institutionalized practices resulting in racial inequality as well as the fallacious notion that 

discriminatory relations between groups are morally justifiable; it is reflected in 

discriminatory provisions in legislation or regulations and discriminatory practices”.  

If we consider the definition of racism presented in the intercultural guidelines (NCCA, 

2006) we may say the 95% of Irish Primary Schools which are Roman Catholic are operated in a 

racist manner. Whether or not state funded schools should maintain a Catholic patronage is beyond 

the scope of this essay, however we may enable pupils, teachers and parents to discuss their 

opinions openly and honestly in a manner similar to this school based intervention. 

Questionnaires revealed that all teachers at Scoil Eoghain are Irish, their parents are Irish 

and their grandparents are Irish. Therefore teachers at Scoil Eoghain may benefit hugely from 

listening to pupils and parents from other cultures articulate their experience within the Irish 

educational system and their ideas of how intercultural education may be enhanced. The teaching 
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profession in Ireland, especially at primary school level, is less culturally and ethnically diverse 

than is the case in other OECD countries (OECD, 2007).This is a result of a long-standing 

government policy, which requires that all teachers in primary schools are fluent in the Irish 

language and are qualified to teach through the medium of that language (OECD, 2007). 

Consequently, teachers may not have indepth knowledge of other cultures without the input of 

pupils or parents of other cultures.  

 

Conclusion 

 “Intercultural Education aims to go beyond passive coexistence, to achieve a developing 

and sustainable way of living together in multicultural societies through the creation of 

understanding of, respect for and dialogue between the different cultural groups” (UNESCO, 2006, 

p.18).  Bearing this aim in mind an intercultural committee was formed. It was proposed that this 

committee would provide a valuable opportunity for intercultural dialogue which may lead to 

understanding between cultures and inform decision making regarding intercultural activity at Scoil 

Eoghain. Prior to this invention decisions were made overwhelmingly from an Irish or Catholic 

cultural perspective. The committee proved somewhat successful in that it did inform decisions 

regarding intercultural education at Scoil Eoghain, for example, it organised an intercultural day.  

However, observations of pupil interactions and pupil teacher interactions at committee meetings 

found that an intercultural group may require members to demonstrate complex social and 

emotional skills such as quality listening skills, understanding citizenship within a diverse 

community and global society, an awareness of self as it relates to their social identities and their 

relationship to diverse groups. As pupils and teachers may not have these skillsfurther research 

maintaining a focus on the ideal of listening to the opinions of a diverse group, but following the 

strict guidelines of a program would provide additional useful insights. The Circle Time program 

promoted by Jenny Mosley provides support and training to participants. The theoretical and 

conceptual framework of circle time has empowerment of children as its central focus and is 

supported by theories of self-esteem, emotional intelligence, and voice and participation theory 

which may enhance pupils abilities to take part in successful intercultural dialogue.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Constitution of Intercultural Committee 

Aims of Scoil Eoghain’s intercultural Committee  

Participating teachers and pupils have named their committee “Our Voice”. These goals have been 

created in co-operation with their class teachers and school principal.   

• Listen 

“Our Voice” listens to what pupils in the school have to say. 

• Represent 

“Our Voice” represents the pupils and is the voice for their opinions and ideas regarding 

pupil diversity. 

• Consult and Co-Operate 

“Our Voice” consults and cooperates with all of the other members of the school 

community on issues that are of concern to the pupils celebration of their diversity. 

• Inform 

“Our Voice” keeps the rest of the school informed about the issues being discussed, 

decisions taken and events planned, through the use of noticeboards. 

• Investigate 
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“Our Voice” actively tries to find out the opinions, ideas and concerns of pupils by carrying 

out surveys/questionnaires. 

• Establish 

“Our Voice” establishes links with other schools which seek to enhance our understanding 

of diversity. 

• Help 

“Our Voice” helps school discipline by being involved in the planning of school policies, 

e.g. anti-bullying policy. 

• Suggest 

“Our Voice” suggests ideas and comes up with plans to make our school a welcoming 

school environment for all pupils. “Our Voice” suggests ideas to provide or enhance the 

provision of peer support, teacher support, own language learning, cultural affirmation,  

induction procedures, extra-curricular activities, intercultural learning in the curriculum,  in-

service cross curricular teacher training and effective English Language programs.  

 

• Involve 

“Our Voice” gets itself involved in activities for the benefit of the school community e.g. 

fund-raising to provide Irish dancing or Spanish lessons or to attend a Polish theatre 

performance. 

• Participate 

“Our Voice” participates in a process that leads to proposals being brought to the school 

community. 

Membership 

All pupils from 3rd class, 4th class, 5th class and 6th class are deemed to be eligible to be 

members of the intercultural committee. The committee must include at least one teacher. 

Parents are also eligible committee members.  

Responsibilities 

The intercultural committee will appoint a Chairperson and a Deputy Chairperson, Secretary 

and an Assistant Secretary, a Treasurer and 2 Public Relations Officers.  Each officer will 

normally hold office for one year from the date of election. 

 

 

Finance and Fundraising 
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An account may be opened in the name of the intercultural committee with the local bank.  

The intercultural committee Treasurer will keep an up-to-date and accurate account of all 

money raised by the committee and will provide a report to the committee at the last council 

meeting of the year.  All expenses will be paid by cheque.  The intercultural committee will 

consult and co-operate with the management when planning fund raising activities. 

Meetings and Decision-Making 

The Committee will meet at least once a month during the academic year.  Meetings can 

also be called by the chairperson or by three or more members of the council as often as is 

necessary.  Al council members must be given at least one weeks notice of a meeting. 

The quorum of a workable meeting shall be six council members.  When making a decision 

any member of the council may call for a vote to be held and when the votes are divided 

evenly, the Chairperson has the casting vote. 

Amendments to the Constitution 

A vote must be held regarding any amendments to this constitution.  Proposed amendments 

must be circulated to all members of the council at least one week in advance of the vote.  

At least two thirds of the council must be present for the vote.  Any amendments to the 

constitution must be discussed in advance with the board of Management.  All amendments 

to the constitution must be approved by a two-thirds majority of members present at the 

meeting. 

 

Appendix B 

Teacher questionnaire:  

Answers will be kept strictly confidential. Do not sign your name.  

1. What is your nationality? _____________________________________________ 

2. What is your parent’s nationality? ______________________________________ 

3. What is/was your grandparents nationality? ______________________________ 

4. What languages can you speak fluently? _________________________________  

5. Identified anything at school that contributes to intercultural learning: 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________ 

6. Have you ever considered providing language learning classes at school (not including Irish) 

even as an extra-curricular activity?  _________________________________ 
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7. Could an intercultural committee of pupils, parents and teachers at Scoil Eoghian contribute 

to the following aspects of intercultural learning at school?  

Please tick all relevant boxes. 

a.) peer support  □ 

b.) teacher support  □ 

c.)  own language learning  □ 

d.)  cultural affirmation  □ 

e.)  induction procedures  □ 

f.)  extra-curricular activities  □ 

g.)  intercultural learning in the curriculum  □ 

h.)  in-service cross curricular teacher training  □ 

i.) effective English Language programs  

4.) Are you consulted with regard to school planning?  __________________ 

5.) Are you consulted regarding the formation of school policy’s? _________ 

6.) Does Scoil Eoghain have an intercultural policy? _____________________ 

7.) Who has informed this policy?  ___________________________________ 

7b.) Where is this/are these people from? _____________________________ 

7c.)What are the religious beliefs of this person/these people (if any)?  

_______________________________________________________________ 

7d.)Can you name anyone who is not Irish who has informed school decisions regarding 

intercultural education?  ___________________________________________ 

7e.)Can you describe a time when pupils informed decision making regarding intercultural 

education? ______________________________________________________ 

 

8.) What are your religious beliefs? Please elaborate 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

8a.) Do you openly discuss these beliefs at School? _______________________ 

8b.) Why? ________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 
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_________________________________________________________________ 

 

Parent Questionnaire:  

Please note that responses will remain strictly anonymous.  

1.) Have you ever been consulted about your child’s intercultural education? ______ 

 

Pupil Questionnaire:  

1.) Where are you from? 

2.) Have you ever been asked this question before? 

3.) When have you talked about this at school?  

________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________  

          ________________________________________________________________ 

4.) What would you like to learn about your country at school? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________ 

5.) What would like to teach others? 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________ 

6.)  Have you been asked about this before?  

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________  
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Reducing absenteeism at school among Eastern European students in first and second year in 

a post-primary school by targeting parents and rewarding students 

Paul Lynch 

 

Introduction 

The cultural differences and the educational structures of Eastern European schools provide a 

difficult obstacle in overcoming the poor attendance of students from Eastern European schools in 

the school I teach in. Teachers at the school have highlighted that an almost non-existent home-

school collaboration and communication between staff and non-national parents has made it very 

difficult to emphasise to the parents the importance of early years in a secondary school. Staff at the 

school has found that many parents from Eastern Europe see the first and second years of secondary 

school as a time when students can be withdrawn from class at any stage. As a result parents at the 

school have adopted a very relaxed attitude towards school attendance. Teachers have observed that 

Eastern European families frequently take trips to homeland countries throughout a school term this 

in turn leads to long periods of no attendance. Attendance records from the school last year show 

that 50% of students attending from Eastern European countries exceeded the ‘twenty day’ 

attendance criteria as set by the National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB, 2000, p.3). The 

National Council for Curriculum Assessment (NCCA, 2013) state that parents play a key role in 

their children’s education.  

“How can I improve the poor attendance levels of Eastern European students in 1st and 2nd year in a 

secondary school?” 

I developed an intervention which focussed on rewarding students for attendance at a tutor time (a 

ten minute class that prioritises student attendance) in the school. In collaboration with other 

teachers I designed an intervention to target parents. The study was carried out over a five week 

period with a group of eight Eastern European students and their families. Initially, I reviewed the 

consequences of long absences on student’s academic achievements through an examination of 

school records. Students and parents were surveyed before and after the intervention. The 

interventions were a success, at the end of this paper, I will make recommendations to effectively 

solve some of the difficulties and challenges which teachers and students can encounter due to 

prolonged absenteeism from school.    
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     Literature review 

 The NEWB reports (2011, p. x) state that ‘poor school attendance needs to be responded to early; 

otherwise, as research has shown, it can lead to poorer exam results, early school leaving, and 

poorer life chances for children’. The NEWB have outlined that students who do not attend school 

for twenty days or more during a school year are to be reported to an Educational Welfare Officer, 

who then decides on the level of intervention that is then required depending on the case (2001, 

p.3). However from researching and enquiring about this in my own school I have found that for 

any intervention or investigation to take place by an Educational Welfare Officer a student must 

miss 60 days of a school year. Additionally an Educational Welfare Officer is generally only 

dispatched in areas of significant disadvantage in central Limerick and Dublin. This proves to be a 

very ineffective method of ensuring that students missing long periods of school are receiving a 

high standard of learning. From examining the Irish national attendance policy it is evident that 

many concerns may arise from pupils of Eastern European countries. Through an ambiguity in Irish 

policy, foreign national students in first and second year are missing out on valuable language 

experiences, impeding their English language development. Sammons et al (2007, p.25) propose 

that English as an additional language is a factor which influences a child’s longer term cognitive 

attainments. Research has shown that students who have English as an additional language exhibit a 

lower level of attainment in Mathematics and reading. It is additionally seen that there is a distinct 

correlation between an early secondary school experience and a student’s longer term achievement 

in learning.   Thus it is clear that a student who has English as a second language will experience 

prerequisite difficulties in attaining longer term cognitive abilities, particularly in the areas of 

English and Mathematics. Both of these subjects are central to higher learning taking place in 

second level subjects such as Geography, History and the Sciences. This leads to the question 

whether lack of attendance at school of Eastern European students is a crucial component in their 

attainment of cognitive ability, numeracy and literacy skills.             

Influences outside of the school environment can have a strong impact on the development of a 

student’s cognitive development. Sammons et al. (2007) suggest that the most influential factors 

affecting a child’s cognitive attainment are the mother’s highest qualification level and the early 

year’s home learning environment Rogoff et al (2003) observed the importance of culture to a 

child’s active development by providing cognitive opportunities, cultural tools, access to adult 

activities and learning about the relationship between schooling and home. Rogoff et al (2003) state 

that this cultural development of the child is a form of social and collaborative learning and 
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complements Vygotsky’s theory of social development (Vygotsky, 2011 cited in Rogoff et al, 

2003). This implies that Eastern European students that consistently visit their homeland country 

may actually be engaging in educational advancement, expanding their prospects of socialisation 

and understanding how to take part in social and cultural opportunities which may even be 

conducive to the long term positive academic effects in the first and second year in a secondary 

school. Therefore, in today’s society, the definition of an effective secondary school can only be 

broadly put together. It begs the questions: is the main reason for an effective education to attain a 

high level of cognitive abilities which contribute to a high level of literacy and Mathematic ability? 

Or, is it the development of socio-cultural skills that enables students to participate in their 

communities by means of communicating effectively with others? O perhaps, does an effective 

secondary school include both aspects of these educations in order to accommodate the 

development of a more holistic culturally sensitive education? 

 

Fieldwork 

In this intervention I endeavoured to decrease the rate of absenteeism of Eastern European students 

in a school environment by developing and encouraging parental involvement and encouraging 

realistic forms of communication. This study aims to construct learning environments and improve 

student outcomes by creating a link between personal and academic aspects associated with Eastern 

European students. This study acknowledges the agencies of socialisation which Emilie Durkheim 

(home and school) suggested many years ago (2009, p.385). It recognises that there are factors and 

environments outside of school which encourage the personal and social development of the 

student. These factors additionally help in the development of moral beliefs and self-discipline. 

Thus, this study proposes to accommodate the academic education of the students by proposing 

home-school approaches. These proposed approaches would be implemented most productivity 

when students visit their home countries.       

 

In order to evaluate and manage the long periods of absenteeism amongst Eastern European 

students in the school I decided to focus on two perspectives: the perspective of the student and the 

perspective of the parent. I chose a timeframe of 5 weeks to complete the fieldwork and make 

comparisons between the original figures and opinions to the figures and opinions expressed by the 

students and parents after the field work had been carried out. The study was carried out with a 

group of eight Eastern European students and their families.    
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The perspective of the student 

    The revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2004, p.7) proposes that 

children who are capable of forming their own views should be granted to express their view freely 

in the matter affecting them. Student’s own opinion’s in respect to absenteeism was seen as an 

important starting area for the study. Once permission was received from the parents/guardians I 

compiled a questionnaire which questioned and reviewed the student’s attitudes towards school 

(Appendix 1). The students were briefly removed from class and completed the questionnaire with 

the teacher during one of the teacher’s set free class times the students were then debriefed after the 

questionnaire.      

Analysing the data from the questionnaires, I found that seventy five per cent of the students 

involved had negative or adverse feelings towards going to school. A correlation between negative 

school experiences and the fluency of a student’s English was found. Fifty per cent of students 

preferred playing around at home than being at school; it was not that they disliked their fellow 

students but because they spoke their native language at home, whereas at school they had to speak 

English. The vast majority (87.5 per cent) of the students stated that they would like to go back to 

their home country during the school year but also stated that they would miss their school friends. 

The baseline data indicated that students from the Eastern European community have a negative 

attitude towards school attendance. To deal with this attitude, I decided to attempt to build a sense 

of responsibility of the student’s towards their school attendance. Currently the school has a policy 

that supports attendance by giving an award to students who do not miss any days in school or who 

have missed the least amount of days in a school term. This reward is ineffective in encouraging 

students to continuously attend school as many students are not empowered with the choice to 

attend school or not. For example the majority of Eastern European students travelling to their home 

countries would not have a choice in whether or not they could go on the trip.  Therefore it was 

decided in tutor time in the school (which is a ten minute class that prioritises student attendance) 

that an attendance chart will be put into the classroom. The reward for four weeks full attendance 

would be that students could use the Friday tutor time of the fifth week as a ten minute extension 

for their lunchtime.   

 

The perspective of the parent 
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 The NCCA (2005, p.26) suggests that parental involvement is crucial to a child’s success in the 

school. After reviewing the guidelines set in the school for intercultural education, two informal 

group meetings were organised between parents and teachers. Each teacher prepared various topics 

that needed discussion before the meeting. These topics included children’s prolonged absence from 

school, the importance of early secondary school education and intervention, journeys to home 

countries during the school term and the significance of home/school collaboration between parents. 

Preparing the topics for discussions beforehand gave the teachers the advantage of translating 

documents (using Google translator) to have a clear understanding between teachers and parents. 

Four parents volunteered prior to the meeting to help translate for other parents who may have 

found it difficult to communicate at the meetings. Teachers significantly found that parents did not 

realise the importance of first and second year attendance in schools and that the Junior Certificate 

was a three year course which was not just covered in a single year as some parents had thought. 

The majority of parents did not know about the twenty day absence notification as set out by the 

NEWB, the majority of parents were very adamant that their children had missed days for genuine 

legitimate reasons. Teachers did not contest this matter but parents did agree that they were now 

more aware of the importance of school attendance.  

One of the main topics of conversation at the meetings was the visits to homeland countries during 

the school term. The majority of parents stated that reason for flying to a homeland country during a 

school term was that it was much more affordable. Teachers empathised with parents and 

acknowledged the importance of children’s visits to their homelands. Parents believed they had a 

cultural obligation to their children to visit home regularly. Parents agreed with the importance of 

visiting home regularly. Parents and teachers came to an agreement that a two week notice would 

be given to the school if a student was travelling to a homeland country. Teachers in turn agreed to 

prepare work for students to complete when on their trip to their home country. Collaboration 

would be improved by weekly emails between parents and teachers. The emails would support 

students in keeping up to date with syllabus work and keep the Eastern European students up to date 

in what is being covered in class for discussion amongst their peers. Parents and teachers 

additionally agreed that students would send emails of work completed for teachers to assess and 

return with feedback, teachers felt this would motivate the students to complete their work while 

they were away.     

This research has complied with the ethics guidelines in the continuous assignment outline. All data 

are treated as confidential, in order to protect the identity of the school I work in the names of the 

school in question and the children have not been given.   
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Discussion 

 Questionnaires were redistributed to students after a five week period. The main finding was that 

students had an increased positive attitude towards attending school. This was seen by students 

(87.5%) stating that they liked coming to school. Two students stated that they come to school to 

improve their English and three students stated they liked the reward system for attending four full 

weeks of school. The English teacher in particular still noticed a connection between a student’s 

language fluency and negative attitudes towards coming to school. This was a particular stand out 

finding.       

 The History, Geography and CSPE teachers who facilitated group discussions and discovery 

learning found that both first and second year students had new respect for the diversity Eastern 

European students brought to the school. The History teacher commented on how interested other 

students became when they studied Eastern European customs and festivals. Teachers found that 

after the parent teacher meeting that attendance for Eastern European students had increased and 

this is seen in the school attendance records.     

 Teachers all agreed that the parent teacher group meeting was very effective. Interpreters provided 

feedback which would not normally have been received. All teachers felt that they got to know the 

parents of the students much better and the boundaries of the language barrier had been broken 

down. Significantly teachers and parents agreed to collaborate more often for the benefit of the 

student’s education. Teachers also felt that the educational difficulties associated with trips to 

homeland countries would prove to be less relevant in the future. By assessing and following the 

NCCA guidelines on intercultural education (2004, p.7) teachers agreed that collaboration and 

increased communication between teachers and parents has lead to an improved educational 

environment for Eastern European students. Teachers are now able to communicate any difficulties 

or problems arising in school and provide solutions to these, additionally parents were able to 

communicate much more effectively towards teachers.     
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According to Giddens (2009) education is not just an institution which takes place in the classroom; 

education enables and promotes the acquisition of skills, knowledge and the broadening of personal 

horizons (2009, p.284). These opinions directed the study away from how to implement the twenty 

day absence criteria outlined by the current government policy and how to implement it through 

analysing effective procedures. Alternatively the study has supported and highlighted the Eastern 

European culture of students in the school. In addition the study aimed to make possible the 

student’s academic education as well as their journey towards socialisation. Solutions to 

complications and difficulties that arose between teachers and Eastern European students were not 

authoritarian in manner. One of the key solutions was a frequent parent and teacher communication 

and collaboration to attempt to embrace the culture of Eastern European natives in this country. The 

increased level of attendance of Eastern European students at school and the greatly improved home 

and school collaboration has reduced the main concerns which Sammons et al (2007, p.7) had 

suggested. The much more consistent attendance of Eastern European students at school has 

developed a much more effective secondary school experience and reduced the effects which lack 

of attendance at school may have on a student’s longer term cognitive attainments.       

In the policy document Developing a School Plan (Department of Education and Science, 1999, 

p.8) the importance to teacher parent communication is highlighted. Following the intervention, 

there are improved communication structures between parents, children and teachers. Teachers have 

developed a positive school setting which promotes the Eastern European cultures with first and 

second year classes and teachers have agreed upon a consistent classroom which is conductive to 

learning. However, the document additionally highlights that for the implementation of a cultural 

approach towards Eastern European students, a strong and appropriate leadership is required by the 

principal.   

According to Ball (1994, p.10) policy is text and action, words and deeds; it is what is enacted and 

what is intended. The collaborative approach taken by the teachers has provided Eastern European 

students with an effective resource for successful learning at the school in question. As a result, 

teacher’s opinions are that this type of effective education should be acknowledged and 

implemented throughout the school. The current government methods established by the NEWB are 

shown to be very ineffective in their attempts to stop absenteeism amongst Eastern European 

students at the school. Despite this Bowe, Ball and Gold (1992, p.7) suggest the development of a 

school policy which unites the generation and implementation process in order to improve 

effectiveness. The teachers thought a significant step forward would be creating and implementing a 

policy on ‘advancing cultural attendance’ in the school in question.   
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Conclusion 

As a result of my intervention, teachers have created methods and strategies to effectively deal with 

irregular attendance of Eastern European students in the school. Teachers now have the opportunity 

to communicate with parents and inform them directly that poor attendance in first and second year 

can have a major effect on a student’s education and learning. As a result the attendance of Eastern 

European students at the school has become more consistent. Teachers no longer have the opinion 

that student’s trips to their homeland country are a negative decision. These visits are now seen as 

an opportunity for socialisation. Teachers have created strategies collaboratively with parents so 

students can cover their curriculum even when abroad. The communication with students when they 

are abroad supports the development of an inclusive classroom. In short, absenteeism amongst 

Eastern European students is no longer a major difficulty at the school. Teachers now believe 

attendance levels can be addressed and improved by demonstrating a cultural sensitivity, utilising 

teacher collaboration and improving parent teacher communications.   
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Curriculum Reference 

Appendix 1 

Questionnaire for Eastern European children at school 

 

 

Questionnaire for eastern European children;  Name___________________________ 

       Date____________________________ 

        

 

Do you enjoy coming to school?  ______________________ 

Why? 

Do you like playing with your friends at school?  

___________________________________ 

Do you like playing with your friends at home? 

_____________________________________ 

Would you prefer to play at home or in school? 

_____________________________________ 

Why? 

______________________________________________________________________ 

Why do you enjoy coming to school? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

Do you like going back to your home country during school? 
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_____________________________________________________________________ 

Do you miss your school friends when you go back to your home country? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  



 220 

Creating a supportive intercultural environment in a primary school in a DEIS band 

two area 

Sarah Hoey 

 

Introduction 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA, 2005, p.3) define intercultural 

education: “It is education which respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all 

areas of human life.” It is education that strives to equip children with the skills and attitudes 

necessary to live in harmony in a continuously evolving intercultural society. Empathy and positive 

emotional responses to diversity are core components in a contemporary vision for intercultural 

education.   As the senior language support teacher in a junior primary school in a DEIS Band Two 

catchment area I now contemplate “How can I create a supportive intercultural environment 

throughout my school? This paper will focus on promotion of intercultural education in terms of 

social integration and language support. 

Rationale 

The school in this context is set in an industrialised town which has seen a large influx of people of 

many different nationalities. This school very quickly reflected the community in which it is located 

and now its classrooms include pupils of immigrant workers, refugees and asylum seekers. 

Presently, almost one third of the school population is comprised of pupils from different 

nationalities including students from Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia. In this paper the term 

‘newcomer students’ encompasses the pupils whose parents originally come from outside Ireland. 

In light of the research question and rationale, it is now necessary to outline key points derived from 

research literature and policy documents. This will provide relevant insights into the educational 

implications of contemporary social change and diversity. 

Literature Review 

This aspiring inclusive, intercultural school is guided by the sentiments expressed by Lodge and 

Lynch (2004, p.10) “the inclusive school respects, values and accommodates diversity across all 

nine grounds in the equality legislation.” Much of Ireland’s policy framework for education has 

aimed to promote equality and intercultural awareness through education. The White Paper on 

Education- Charting Our Education Future (1995) highlights the fact that educational policy is 

guided by the two key principles of equality and pluralism. These principles are inherent in the 
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Primary School Curriculum. The curriculum recognises diversity of beliefs of all cultural groups in 

Irish society. Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools (Department of Education and 

Science, 2002) also emphasise the importance of intercultural awareness within the school. All 

children, irrespective of their country of origin are entitled to free primary and post-primary 

education. The Department of Education and Science does not differentiate between national and 

newcomer pupils. The NCCA (2005, p.32) state that “Inclusive schools are characterised by 

learning environments that reflect and show pride in the language, ethnic and cultural diversity that 

characterises Ireland.” The Enrolment Policy of this school is guided by the Equal Status Act 2000. 

This is legislation which provides a framework for people to challenge discrimination .An 

endeavour to promote inclusion in this welcoming school is guided by three rights of children. The 

right to appropriate education is an entitlement for all children based on their humanity. This is 

enshrined under the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948). The second right 

incorporates the Right to Equality of Opportunity and the third is the Right to Participate in society. 

Ireland’s ethnic profile has altered significantly in recent times. Migration and mobility have 

resulted in a significant increase in the number of languages being spoken in Ireland. In the context 

of this phenomenon, linguistic diversity is now a key feature in our school. To date the response 

from the Department of Education and Skills is the provision of English Language Support, based 

on the allocation of English Language Support teachers. Teachers recognise the importance for 

newcomer pupils in learning the majority language with regard to pedagogical success and 

socialisation. However there is research to support the view of the importance in recognising and 

affirming the first languages spoken by these minority language pupils (Mc Daid, 2011, p. 20). 

Recognition is established as one of the five dimensions of equality underpinning the theoretical 

construct of ‘Equality of Condition’. Taylor (1994) in Darmody, Tyrrell and Song (2011) proposes 

the viewpoint of recognition  based on equal respect ,which supports the recognition of minority 

cultures within majority culture societies. Feelings of self worth are improved when teachers affirm 

a child’s first language. It transmits a message that their identity is accepted. Cummins (1981) 

theorises a Linguistic Interdependence Principle which supports the academic benefits for pupils of 

bilingual education. It supports the view in which learning in the first language transfers to the 

second language. Maths and science processes taught in the first language will transfer to the 

second language given sufficient motivation and facilitation. Research has indicated long term 

benefits of the effects of multilingualism on a child’s development. Enhanced cognitive functions, a 

tolerance of other peoples perspectives and the ability to multi-task serve as examples of this (La 

Morgia, 2011, p. 4).Further benefits include increased opportunities for communication, literacy 
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development in two languages and increased employment possibilities. Steps taken toward the 

promotion and awareness of linguistic diversity in Irish society will now be outlined in terms of 

their relevance in the educational domain. 

 A report of the Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI) endorses an understanding of multilingualism 

and encourages support for minority languages. The Diversity and Equality Guidelines for 

Childcare Providers (2006) reinforce the crucial role played by adults as role models in a child’s life 

(La Morgia, 2011, p.13). The implications for a teacher are the responsibility he/she may assume 

for shaping attitudes and views of their pupils. It is crucial that positive messages towards diversity 

are consistently communicated by educators. This may be achieved by teachers who strive to forge 

relationships with their students based on mutual trust and respect. The National Educational 

Welfare Board (2008, p.22) convincingly articulate the potential influence of the teacher’s role 

“Adults have more responsibility than students for building these relationships.”In light of this 

research and policy developments, it is now necessary to outline the field work report, in terms of 

observations, intervention strategies and outcomes. 

Field work 

Many newcomer pupils enter our school at various times throughout the school year. This can 

potentially present as a stressful or exciting experience. Past experiences have identified instances 

of a disconnect between the school and home life environments. Routines, child adult relationships 

and daily classroom organisation can prove quite challenging to a newcomer child. It was decided 

to record observations of stressful episodes in a running diary stored in the desk of the support 

teacher. Entries were recorded in relation to newcomer pupils and pupils from the Travelling 

community in junior infants (Appendix A). There are three classes comprised of twenty five pupils 

and the support teacher facilitates language development both in the withdrawal- group setting and 

within the classroom through the Aistear curriculum (Appendix B). This ensured close observation 

in terms of a variety of social settings. Cultural practices affecting classroom interaction emerged as 

a common thread throughout the diary entries. Examples included inability to maintain eye contact 

with the teacher, physical contact in PE, open and direct dialogue with adults and inability to 

respond to commonly used teaching and discipline strategies. 

In light of these observations it was necessary for our school to prioritise adapting the social 

environment in order to minimise stressful triggers and maximise the ethos of welcome and 

inclusion. A welcoming school enables the newcomer child to learn routines as soon as practice. A 

time frame of one month was allocated to design, deliver and assess the intervention strategies.  
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School procedures for newcomer children served as a suitable starting point. In the past, parents 

completed the enrolment form followed by a brief discussion with the principal. Upon consultation 

and collaboration with the principal and middle management team, it was decided to arrange a 

meeting involving newcomer parents, principal and language support teacher. This provides an 

opportunity to explicitly explain school procedures to parent and child in a warm and welcoming 

manner and at an early stage. In addition to this it provides an opportunity to gather as much 

information as possible about the newly-arriving child, their capacities and particular needs, 

anticipations and concerns. A checklist (Appendix C) was devised by the senior language support 

teacher, in accordance with suggestions from the NCCA Intercultural Guidelines. Important 

information was gathered regarding the correct pronunciation of the child’s name, their language 

abilities and needs. Key words and phrases in the child’s first language were requested. Information 

regarding the pupil’s religion was obtained in addition to how it is practised and possible 

implications for school and classroom planning. Finally issues pertaining to cultural practices were 

discussed. To date, this checklist is proving beneficial to newcomer students in the school and the 

teachers have reported a decrease in instances of cultural disconnect.  Routines had been clearly 

explained from the start. This provided the basis of familiarity which, combined with clear 

classroom routines, enabled the newcomer children learn the ways in which the school system 

works at a greater ease. A further area for attention in the school relates to the crucial focus on 

language. Observations, interventions and outcomes will now be detailed regarding first and second 

language acquisition. 

The report (Ireland, The Economic and Social Research Institute, 2009) articulates the importance 

of language development for the newcomer pupil “Language competency is fundamental to the 

academic and social development of newcomer students, and to the labour market integration of 

their parents.” Although our school has adopted various approaches tailored to its specific DEIS 

Band Two setting and to the needs of our student cohort, observations noted specific areas that 

required reform and intervention. Observations were recorded during support provision within the 

classroom setting amidst colleagues and in my own small group withdrawal settings ranging from 

students in junior infants, first and second class. Diary entries rapidly reflected a common factor in 

immediate need of attention.  Recognition of the child’s first language is this key factor involved. 

Pupils with very basic command of English relied heavily on mime and picture cues to 

communicate with the class teacher. Dual language books are not in use in any classrooms. 

Observations noted how I referred to phrases and key words in the child’s first language in sporadic 

instances where required. The pupils had previously been encouraged to translate high profile 
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phrases for each other including ‘hello, goodbye, happy Christmas etc. Multilingual resources and 

dual language books were in short supply. Upon reflection, it could be noted that at this point, 

recognition of multilingualism throughout the school was extremely peripheral in nature.  

Immediate action was required. I was guided by the NCCA (2005) advice:  “Because people 

generally find it easier to develop complex thinking in their first language, it is important that 

student’s first language is valued and affirmed within the classroom and the wider school context.” I 

set aside a time frame of one month to initiate and deploy strategies. This included learning key 

words and phrases ( greetings, simple instructions, etc) in the student’s first language. 

Communication of positive attitudes towards linguistic diversity and multi-lingual students’ skills 

during the in-class settings occurred on a more regular and deliberate basis. Example includes 

“Emilija speaks fluent Polish and she is improving her English every day.”  Classmates were 

encouraged to help and support their peers, such as repeating and re-phrasing statements. Finally, 

role play strategies were adopted both in the withdrawal and in-class settings as a means of 

clarification and confirming comprehension. In the small group settings I incorporated first 

languages such as Polish, Mandarin and Tagalog to scaffold learning both in oral language work 

and literacy activities. I compiled and sourced dual language books. Finally a classroom review 

checklist guided by the NCCA was devised and circulated to classrooms in which Aistear and 

station teaching takes place (Appendix D). The checklist was completed jointly by the classroom 

and language support teacher. Outcomes will now be detailed. 

The strategies deployed proved beneficial. Students were comforted to hear words and phrases in 

their first language spoken by the teacher. Filipino, Polish and Lithuanian pupils were eager to reply 

and continue conversing in their mother tongue. It clearly increased their sense of inclusion and 

recognition in the classroom. It is an ongoing strategy that will be used now on a permanent basis in 

an endeavour to assist newcomer pupils in developing a positive self image. Indeed the experience 

proved rewarding for all pupils throughout the junior infant year group. As articulated by the NCCA 

(2005, p. 4 )  “An experience of a diversity of languages and cultures can constitute an important 

resource for developing intercultural competence in all children, irrespective of their ethnicity.” 

Furthermore, positive outcomes emanated from the use of a bilingual environment as a pedagogical 

resource in the withdrawal setting. It inspired an increased level of pupil engagement. Pupils were 

highly motivated to respond to oral language and literacy topics that incorporated their mother 

tongue.  
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Discussion and conclusions 

Insights gained throughout the course of the research topic have been considerable. Observations 

and interventions highlighted the opportunities and challenges involved in a school’s endeavour to 

promote intercultural awareness on a social scale. It is clear that it is the responsibility of a school to 

embrace the opportunities and overcome the challenges. The  Economic and Social Research 

Institute (ESRI, 2009,   p.185) convincingly argue that, “Promoting intercultural awareness is likely 

to be particularly effective at the school stage since young people are in the process of forming their 

values and their attitudes to the world around them.”  

Upon reflection of observations and support systems within the school, it is indicative of a 

welcoming, inclusive environment that can build upon best practice. Due to its close proximity to 

the regional hospital, newcomer students tend to enter the school at various intervals during the 

school year. Consequently it is essential to communicate an ethos of welcome and inclusion for the 

pupil from first contact. Rutter ( 2001) in the Irish National Teachers Organisation (2004,p.11) 

claims that pupils who are encouraged to value their culture, language and community tend to 

display less distress in school and demonstrate a positive attitude toward school. As a post holder 

and member of middle management within the school, it is vital that the team and I are vigilant in 

ensuring that the cultures and beliefs of all the pupils in our school are respected. In essence, the 

knowledge, skills and attitudes of intercultural competence are at best modelled by school 

personnel. This will ensure that the social context of the school arena assists in facilitating 

intercultural education. It will be an ongoing holistic process that will strive to promote a positive 

school climate. The revised introductory meeting between principal, designated support teacher and 

parent of newcomer child is a consistent, positive strategy that communicates welcome, empathy 

and inclusion from first contact. Important messages are conveyed to all those who enter the school. 

The key role played by the language support teacher as designated contact person is articulated by 

ESRI. (2009)  “Language support teachers operate as an important source of social as well as 

academic support for newcomers.” In devising the checklist inventory for newcomer parents, the 

school was guided by the helpful templates in the NCCA Intercultural Guidelines. 

Insights gained relating to the issue of language acquisition were on a wider scale. The importance 

of affirming the child’s first language is something the school is in its infancy in embracing. This is 

a matter of immediate attention on a whole school level. Affirming a child’s first language increases 

their feeling of self worth and communicates clear messages to all children that diversity is 

welcome, embraced and accepted. Furthermore, pupils generally find it easier to develop complex 
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thinking in their first language. Interventions in this regard proved successful. Pupils were highly 

motivated and increased in feelings of self worth. I acknowledge the vital role played by all teachers 

to build upon best practice. Mc Daid (2011,p. 23) convincingly asserts “teachers who positively 

recognise the importance of children’s first languages, and thus infuse their pedagogy with such 

understanding, convey a message to their minority language children that their language is 

important.” Dual language dictionaries are now in place in the language support room and in several 

classrooms. This exists as an effective pedagogical method for scaffolding learning. However, at 

present, recognition of first languages is still quite instrumentalist in nature. As senior support 

teacher in this regard I now envisage a range of measures that I intend to implement for the future. 

Planning will ensue for activities that include the creation of dual language texts, organisation of 

multilingual projects and multilingual group work.  MC Daid (2011, p. 30) corroborates this as he 

asserts that these activities are “rooted in solid pedagogical theory and are entirely consistent with 

the aims of the Revised Primary School Curriculum (Ireland,1999).” I fully intend to become a 

member of the English Language Support Teachers Association (ELSTA) who have recently started 

weekend morning sessions for teachers. Lessons that may help to inform my teaching relate to 

multilingualism and the opportunity to use different languages in the classroom. Further steps our 

school may adopt include the implementation of language awareness activities. These activities are 

relatively new to the Irish education system. They are beneficial for all pupils as they foster pride 

for linguistic identity, educate pupils about one another’s cultures and develop an awareness of 

linguistic diversity (Darmody, Tyrrell, Song, 2011 ,p.12) Our school aspires to become an exemplar 

of best practice in this regard, given our high percentage of students who speak languages other 

than English at home. Upon further reflection, an area of strength in good practice in the school is 

noted as the combined withdrawal and in-class support model.  The ESRI (2009) asserts the benefits 

of such an approach “in providing a more holistic and co-ordinated approach and in allowing 

teachers to address needs as they arise in day-to-day learning.” It is noted that although some effort 

has been made in our school towards the acknowledgement of the importance of linguistic diversity, 

more effort and innovative approaches are required, in addition to more specialised training for 

educators. 

Concluding Comments 

In conclusion, this paper sought to provide a reflective analysis of the conduct of a designed school-

based intervention aimed to promote intercultural awareness and linguistic diversity. It commenced 

with the research question “How can I create a supportive intercultural environment throughout my 

school?; the rationale for this question was the large number of newcomer children in the school. 



 227 

An intervention was designed to enhance communication with children. Upon reflection, the study 

has revealed the crucial role I now assume as language support teacher in promoting a positive 

intercultural climate in our school. Insights have been made with regard to the formulation of 

differentiated teaching methods and strategies to promote awareness of linguistic diversity. 

Ultimately, this ongoing process will benefit newcomer and Irish students alike. 
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Checklist: What information should be gathered about a new child 

coming into the school? 
 

How are the names of the child and their parents correctly pronounced? 

What language(s) does the child have, and what is his or her level of 

proficiency in these language(s)? 

How does one say some key phrases in the child’s first language, such as a 

greeting, ‘please/thank you’, ‘join in’, ‘stop’, ‘well done/very good,’ etc? 

Are there subjects the child will not be taking, and what will she or he be doing 

during those times? 

What is the child’s religion, how is it practised, and has this any implications for 

school and classroom planning?  

Will there be specific issues for children concerning food, jewellery, or clothing 

? 

Are there any cultural practices that may affect classroom interaction? 
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Review 

  yes To 

some 

extent 

Not 

yet 

Physical 

Environment 

Do the pictures ,images and displays in the 

classroom and school building reflect in a 

current way the diverse cultural and ethnic 

groups of Ireland and our school? 

   

Social 

Environment 

Are routines in place for welcoming newcomer 

children and for assisting them in becoming 

part of the class? 

 

Are routines in place for ensuring that their 

culture is affirmed in the environment and for 

ensuring that their capabilities and needs are 

recognised? 

 

 Are classroom routines made explicit to all 

students? 

 

Can students and teachers pronounce each 

other’s names properly? 

 

Do students engage in co-operative learning 

activities which enable them to recognise and 

benefit from each other’s strengths? 

 

Do students share responsibility for classroom 

organisation and for ensuring that all feel 

welcome and included? 

 

Are members of minority ethnic groups 

affirmed in a positive sense of their identity? 

 

Have strategies for dealing with discriminatory 

behaviour been considered and put in place? 

 

Has consideration been given to ensuring 

appropriate language and interactions between 

teachers and pupils? 

 

Is a supportive environment in place for 

second language learners? 
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Developing an appreciation of the richness of diversity of cultures in a rural 

primary school 

Martina De Loughrey 

 

 

Introduction 

I teach in a small rural primary school where the pupils are homogeneous in cultural terms; 

they are white, middle-class, Catholic and Irish. The rationale for this intervention is the inclusion 

of two newcomer children in my classroom. Two families from different ethnic backgrounds moved 

to the area this year and are now attending the school. One child from each family attends the 

school. Both are in the multi-grade classroom setting I teach in. One child, ‘Anne’ (pseudonym) is 

Polish, Catholic, white and speaks broken English; she is ten years old. Anne joined fourth class. 

The other child, ‘Jake’(pseudonym) is Nigerian, atheist and speaks very little English. Jake is eight 

years old and joined second class. The research question is ‘How can I promote the inclusion, 

respect and valuing of beliefs, of children from different ethnic backgrounds?” 

 

As this is the first time the school has experienced cultural diversity the children had a curious but 

cautious attitude towards the newcomer children. Despite their best intentions they could not 

disguise the categorising of differences between them and the newcomers. This was an opportunity 

to develop a positive inclusive learning environment which reflects Irish society more accurately.  

 

Literature Review 

 

 Intercultural Education in Primary School: Guidelines for Schools (National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment, (NCCA) 2005) define intercultural education as education which 

“which respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all areas of human life” 

(p.3). It also “promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination, and promotes 

the values upon which equality is built” (p.3). Kenny (2009) states that interculturalism is an all-

encompassing concept, which, recognises the normality of diversity in schools and in society.  
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Discrimination is described in the Equal Status Acts 2000-2004 as less favourable treatment 

of one person in a comparable situation to another on the basis of membership in any of nine 

grounds: age, gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, disability, race and 

membership of the Traveller community. Discrimination is prohibited in Irish legislation on these 

nine grounds and these are the foundation of the intercultural guidelines (NCCA, 2005). This 

literature review focuses on discrimination in relation to ethnicity.  

Giddens (2009) defines ethnicity as a social and cultural phenomenon rather than a 

biological phenomenon. It consists of cultural practices and outlooks of a community, which 

identifies them as a distinctive social group. Smith’s (1986) definition of ethnicity supports this, 

comprising of shared characteristics; religion, customs, language, unique community of interests, 

feelings and actions, a shared sense of common origins or ancestry and a common geographical 

origin. Unfortunately despite the prohibition of discrimination in legislation it is a feature of Irish 

society and it is reflected in Irish primary schools (Devine, 2009, Smyth et al., 2009, Tomlinson, 

2005, Byran, 2009).  

Tajfel’s (1978) theory of social identities still accurately explains the foundation of the 

development of prejudice and discrimination against people who are seen as belonging to other 

groups. Being categorised as a member of a group is sufficient to lead people to discriminate in 

favour of each other. Devine, Kenny and Mac Neela (2009) echoed this theory when they began to 

understand the natural productive tendencies of racism. Children began to discriminate as they 

constructed and negotiated their social identities in line with dominant values and norms (2009).  

Devine, Kenny and Mac Neela (2009) conducted a detailed study of constructions and experiences 

of racism in Irish primary schools. The found that children’s’ constructions of identity revolved 

around a ‘norm’ and ‘other’ style discourse in relation to national identity and cultural belonging. 

This created a power dynamic between the two groups. Ethnic identity was significant in children’s 

negotiations of whether children deserved to be included or excluded from peer groups (Devine et 

al, 2009). Racist name calling was the most evident form of discrimination, “chocolate face, 

Mongolian, black monkey, charcoal” (Devine et al., 2009, 374). Irish identity was a traditional 

concept of white, settled and Catholic. Constructions of racism were shaped by an understanding of 

sameness and difference and positioning within the network of power relations in the peer group 

(Devine et al., 2009). Children were more sensitive to incidences of colour racism rather than 

incidences of cultural racism. However, certain traits or characteristics improved the possibility of 

inclusion; a willingness to be included, being good at sport, being ‘bright’ in school.  
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Devine et al. (2009) could map the integration of the ethnically diverse children on a four 

dimensions framework. These dimensions were different (strange culture, religion, foreign 

language, skin colour, other perception), same (settled, Catholic, English speaking, white, norm) 

inclusion (having friends, invitations to parties) and exclusion (no/few friends, not included in 

events).. Devine (2009) argues that power is exercised among children in discourse. Discourses on 

children’s relationships highlight what is believed to be normal and what is believed to be ‘other’.  

 

Field work 

How can I promote the inclusion, respect and valuing of beliefs, of children from different ethnic 

backgrounds?  

It was interesting to observe the differences in Anne and Jake’s integration into the 

classroom. Anne was initially considered less different by the other children in the school. Many 

mistakenly presumed she was Irish. However, when they discovered her lack of English she was 

left out of group games. Jake, unfortunately, was treated with misunderstanding and mistrust. Some 

children were afraid that they would accidently touch his skin. Some children queried what it would 

feel like due to the difference in colour. Despite Jake’s acquisition of English being lower than 

Anne’s, he was included more often in peer games with the boys in his class. Jake displayed soccer 

skills which were admired by his peers and as verbal communication is not central to playing soccer 

he quickly became a sought after team member. The children seems to assume that because Jake 

and Anne had less English they would not understand what was being said around them. They were 

both seen as a disadvantage in relation to class group work.  

The children’s lack of inclusion, and exclusion, of their new peers was not rooted in any 

malice act. They simply had never attended school with children from different ethnic backgrounds 

and were unsure how to become friends with them. The girls questioned how they could include 

someone in their conversations if the person could not speak to them. Before I could develop a plan 

for intercultural education I reflected on and assessed my own personal opinions and beliefs in 

relation to inclusion and discrimination.  

This new ethnic diversity in the school was a challenge. Therefore as a whole school staff 

we met and discussed the NCCA Intercultural education guidelines. A school plan was formulated 

to ensure inclusion with three main aims developed from the guidelines (2005, p.30). The first was 

to ensure equality of access and participation in all aspects of school life and supporting this with 

the promotion of intercultural education in the classroom, provision of language support and 
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selection of appropriate resources for learning and teaching. The second aim was the creation of an 

inclusive physical and social environment in the school which included reporting and recording 

racist incidences and regular monitoring of lunchtime integration. The third aim was to develop a 

school charter than celebrates diversity and promotes equality. One aspect of this charter is the 

celebration of special events in the calendars of a diversity of cultures.  

 Despite this initial positive start I was reminded of a caution from Byran (2009) that 

intercultural interventions situated with nationalistic frameworks can have the opposite effect and 

create ‘symbolic violence’. A policy would not ensure the integration and inclusion of newcomer 

children or protect them from discrimination. Actions were required.  

 The children were invited to decorate welcome signs in their native language for display in 

the school hall. Some popular Irish greetings were also displayed. A world map was displayed 

highlighting the countries of origin of our now intercultural school. School textbooks and library 

books were assessed for cultural diversity and more diverse books were ordered. Anne and Jake 

completed projects with class peers to teach us about their daily lives prior to moving to Ireland. We 

learnt about their homes and communities, language, school live, hobbies, festivals and family 

chores. They both brought in traditional clothes, food and artefacts from home. This sparked the 

Irish children to examine what it means to them to be Irish and they were eager to share this and 

teach Anne and Jake about their culture.  I frequently took photographs of the class completed 

group work and displayed these in the classroom. This was to welcome Anne and Jay and to 

reassure them of their membership in our classroom. Birthday party invitations were only allowed 

to be distributed in school if all the boys/girls in the class were being invited to the party.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

The changes implemented in the school were based on numerous sources. The Intercultural 

Guidelines (NCCA, 2005) checklist for gathering information about a new pupil was completed. 

Jake’s mother had less English than Jake and struggled to understand Irish school life. We 

completed a photograph diary of his typical school day to help her adjust. I recorded his weekly 

reading on cassette tapes that they could play at home. His mother was eager to further her son’s 

education but ashamed of her own deficiencies. We contacted a local adult education centre and she 

began English classes.  

 The anti-bias curriculum practices of an activist approach was undertaken (Derman-Sparks 

& A.B.C. Task Force, 1989). The creation of an appropriate climate was reflected. Each teacher 
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was aware to capitalise on ‘teachable moments’ and systematic implementation was planned. 

Ordinary and everyday opportunities were taken advantage of and not solely holidays and festivals.  

 Assessment methods were diversified to ensure success. The children were presented with 

options and I endeavoured to ensure success was not hampered by linguistic abilities, for example, 

in a history lesson children were presented with the option of writing a poem, creating a comic strip, 

composing a song, sequencing the events.  

 The whole-school ethos was of huge importance.  A deep level of intercultural education 

was required. Children can indicate a general acceptance  of their refugee/immigrant peers on the 

surface, but evidence of hostility and racism underneath (Tomlinson, 2005).  Smyth et al (2009) 

suggested that in successful situations teachers listened to and learnt from students and their 

parents, tried to develop empathy with students, had clear procedures for racism, monitored 

ethnicity and developed pro-active strategies to pre-empt misunderstanding and cultural conflict.   

A Toolkit for Diversity in the Primary School (2007) listed a welcoming ethos for children 

and parents, as one of the defining characteristics of an inclusive school. Ethos is described by 

Donnelly as a distinct range of values and beliefs which define the philosophy or atmosphere of an 

organisation (Donnelly, 2000). Donnelly distinguishes three dimensions of ethos. There are two 

superficial levels; aspirational and outward attachment to ethos. However, there is only one deep 

level, inward attachment to ethos. This is evident in children’s deep seated thoughts, feelings and 

perceptions. Peterson and Deal (2009) had suggestions for examining the ethos of your own 

classroom; encourage metaphorical thinking to determine the ethos of the classroom  - If my 

classroom were an animal, it would be a ____________ because______________; Which songs 

would you pick to represent this class? If you had a magic wand what would you change? .  

 

Concluding comments 

According to the Department of Education’s Statistic Office (2011) newcomer children 

constitute 12% of the primary school population. This highlights the diversity within our schools 

and the need for intercultural education. Realistically intercultural education should be a feature of 

every primary school and not only when diversity exists. We developed an appreciation of the 

richness of diversity of cultures but more importantly a sense of the common needs and rights of 

every human being. The most visible form of racial conflict in schools is evident in name calling 

and fighting (Varma-Joshi et al., 2004). Thankfully this is not evident within our school.  
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Promoting social inclusiveness while promoting Irish ethnic identity 

Joe Geoghegan 

 

Introduction 

In this paper I will describe an intervention conducted during circle time with young primary school 

children of diverse ethnic backgrounds and Traveller background. The intervention involved 

allowing children to talk about their backgrounds. The outcomes were that children considered 

themsevles to have two ethnic identities: an Irish identity and another identity based on their family 

of origin and its ethnicity.  

Research Question: How can Irish schools effectively promote social inclusiveness and still 

maintain a strong sense of Irish identity?  

My reason for picking this question is because it is common for schools all over Ireland to have 

many nationalities represented in their student body.I am a shared learning support teacher, working 

in a large urban school which has forty-one nationalities represented and a sizeable Traveller 

population too. I will examine the key components in creating a positive school environment where 

diversity is respected.Developing a strong sense of Irish identity is an important tenet of the 

National Primary Curriculum and I will examine how school practice and poliicies can be effective 

in achieving this. I will also look at what Irish identity means and how nationality and ethnicity 

relate to each other. 

Literature Review 

The literature review will focus on two key documents: the NCCA (2005) Intercultural guidelines 

and Diversity at School (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). Lodge and Lynch (20004) provide an overview 

of intercultural education in Ireland. I will then go on to explore my school’s Anti-Racism Policy 

document which was developed from the NCCA Intercultural Guidelines.  

Diversity at School 

Diversity at School(Lodge and Lynch, 2004) is an overview of some of the key aspects of equality 

in Irish education and legislation. The authors examine the Equality Status Acts and the 
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Employment Act and highlight that it is against the law to discriminate against people on nine 

grounds, the book then examines equality under these nine grounds: gender, marital status, family 

status, age, sexual orientation, disability race and religion. They contend that Ireland had become a 

place where difference was treated with contempt and the weakest and minorities in society were 

marginalised. They state “a culture of manufactured homogeneity developed that became almost 

incontestable; daring to name differences was seen as a challenge authority. Difference around 

disability ethnicity and beliefs became subsumed and suppressed in a society where we were all 

deemed to be the same” (Lodge and Lynch 2004 pg 3). Ireland of course has never been a country 

where we were all the same. 

 These values and beliefs became indoctrinated in our collective mindset through societal forces. 

Education had no small part to play in this. Coolahan (1981) argues that “the state project of 

political and cultural homogenisation was realised in great part through education” (Lodge and 

Lynch, 2004, pg 3). Just as education acted as a force for social exclusion it can also be used as a 

vehicle for positive change in society. Lodge and Lynch (2004) argue that if change is to be affected 

it will need these underpinning principles. Firstly, “change of culture and attitudes of the way we 

think about and relate to people who are different from us.” Secondly, “change in organisational 

practices to promote and achieve equality”. Finally, “change in practices and processes that shape 

legislation, economic relations, political relations and affective relations”(Lodge and Lynch 2004 

pg 102).    These are broad general principles and encompass how all institutions in Ireland should 

behave in relation to dealing with difference. These have important implications for education in 

Ireland. 

What is Irish identity?  

From a historical perspective, the intercultural guidelines state the “Ireland was forged in 

diversitythrough invasion and assimilation of Celtic, Viking, Norman and English peoples”(NCCA, 

2005, pg 12). In pre-famine days there was little sense being Irish as society was divided on class 

lines, landlord and tenant and on religious grounds between Catholics and Protestants. After the 

Famine there were many social changes in Ireland. The Land League, founding of the GAA, Gaelic 

revival, Home Rule and Easter Rising among other events saw the Irish perception of ourselves 

change. Irish people began to identify with their Celtic heritage.We began to revive and cherish our 

language with Conradh na nGaeilge. The Táilteann Games and GAA were both a celebration of our 

sporting prowess and our Celtic past. But there was a subversive element to Irish patriotism, in 

some circles of Ireland being Irish was defined as being anti-British. Sectarianism was also a huge 
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element of this and being Irish was intrinsically linked with Roman Catholicism and being British 

or a Unionist linked to Protestantism which led to bitter divisions in Ireland for many years.  

From my own perspective, I began primary school in a small rural school, not far from the Hill of 

Tara in 1985. Everyone was Catholic and attended Mass weekly. We all lived relatively close to the 

school and changing schools was a rarity. Everyone’s parents were married. We celebrated St 

Patricks Day and Gaelic football was the only sport that existed to us. This was a very typical 

primary school environment and experience at the time. These experiences were what my sense of 

being Irish was based upon as a young student. This was typical of homogenised Ireland as 

described by Lodge and Lynch, 2004). 

 

The Intercultural Guidelines for the Primary School 

The Intercultural Guidelines (NCCA, 2005) set out the framework for creating a positive school 

environment with relevant planning, implementation and assessment. The Guidelines state; “It 

takes longer to create a context in which something can be discussed and explored than it does to 

simply lecture to children on right and wrong. However such a context is precisely what is 

required”(NCCA, 2005, pg 32). The notion of creating a safe, respectful environment is critical to 

the success of implementing the guidelines. This is a long term whole school and community 

endeavour. Its principles are rooted in changing people’s values and attitudes as well as knowledge 

and understanding across every aspect of school life. This can be achieved by respecting the dignity 

of every individual within the school. The Intercultural Guidelines state further that; “The 

development of a positive sense of self is central to intercultural education and indeed to education 

generally” (NCCA, 2005, pg 54). As school is a microcosm and reflective of the local community 

what is learned here will resonate throughout society in general.  Schools are in a unique position to 

influence young people’s attitudes and values and affect positive change. 

The social and physical environment are vital elements in creating a positive inclusive school. It 

should be conducive to producing an atmosphere where “diversity is normal and normality is 

diverse” (NCCA, 2005, pg34). Classroom resources and displays reflect the diverse nature of the 

student body. Representations of minority groups should be respectful and normal and not 

outlandish or extraordinary and avoid stereotyping. It is important too, to celebrate positive role 

models or people who have achieved great things from all ethnicities to reinforce that ethnicity is 

not a barrier to success. 
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Intercultural and Anti-Racism Policy 

The school that I teach in has developed an Intercultural and Anti-Racism Policy document that 

coheres with the Equal Status Act, 2000, The Intercultural Guidelines (NCCA, 2005) and The 

Yellow Flag Programme Promoting Inclusion and Celebrating Diversity (http://www.yellowflag.ie). 

The Yellow Flag Initiative Guidelines sets out definitively the relevant aims and definitions, roles 

and responsibilities and procedures for the school. 

Our school policy sets out a clear definition of discrimination based on the Equal Status Act 2000. 

Firstly there is direct discrimination, where someone is explicitly treated less favourably. Secondly  

there is indirect discrimination where a person is treated less favourably but in a more subtle way. 

Thirdly, discrimination by association, when a person is treated less favourably because of their 

association with a particular group. Discrimination can occur on  the grounds of race, religion, 

gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, age or disability.We are very conscious of 

having rules and policies that are fair to everyone. The teachers and principal  in conjunction with 

the Board of Management are responsible for being vigilant and dealing with any issues in this area.  

The school set up a diversity committee in accordance with the principles of the Yellow flag 

scheme. Its stakeholders are from every level of the school: from the school patron, Board of 

Management, principal, staff, parents and students. The aim of this project to emphasise that “we 

foster tolerance and sensitivity for the feelings and beliefs of others” (Intercultural and Anti-Racism 

policy, pg 5). We in the school arecommitted to the principle that our school will “be proactive and 

has an explicit and positive part to play with regard to multicultural and anti-racist education and 

this will permeate throughout the curriculum”. (Intercultural and Anti-Racism policy,pg5). The 

diversity committee are committed to ensuring there is an equal say for everyone, activities that 

promote inclusion and equality, good child protection practice, defined disciplinary procedures and 

a safe and fun educational environment for all. 

Our policy document allows for many small ways to make the school’s physical and social 

environment more diversity friendly. We do this by displaying hello signs in multiple languages 

around the school, making an effort to pronounce a student’s name correctly, displaying an 

intercultural interfaith calendar on the Yellow flag noticeboard. We maintain strong community 

links such as with the Fingal Traveller development movement and  Women of Multicultural 

Balbriggan. Holding celebrations of culture weeks that are sensitive and appropriate such as, 

Seachtain na nGaeilge, Intercultural and Mother Tongue week and an Anti-bullying/anti-racism 

week. With the effective implementation of this policy by all stakeholders it sets out a  



 245 

comprehensive set of guidelines to develop a positive inclusive learning environment which is 

needed to foster positive attitudes and values. 

Field Work 

I am a shared learning support teacher working between a large urban school and a small country 

school. My field work was undertaken in the large urban school. I attend here on Mondays, 

Tuesdays and Fridays.My caseload of students are from second to fourth class and I mainly teach 

Maths but I have one  group of Traveller children for English from second class. This school has 

forty-one nationalities represented and a sizeable Traveller group in the student population. 

Naturally social inclusiveness and respect for others and their culture is important to us, as is our 

Irish identity.   These values are upheld and reinforced by all staff members.  

My intervention was based in circle time activities. I carried out slightly different activities with my 

students from foreign backgrounds and with my Traveller group. With my students with foreign 

backgrounds we discussed our own identity by speaking about ourselves, volunteering information 

on where we have lived, language, culture, customs and our extended families around the world. I 

think the aspect of language is important and I would like for us to share and learn from each other 

one word or phrase from each other’s languages. As the intercultural guidelines state “For ethical 

and educational reasons it is therefore important the child’s first language is valued and affirmed 

in the school context”(NCCA 2005 pg 34).I will also positively reinforce the advantages of having 

lived in different places, knowing several languages and having family connections in various 

countries.  

For the Traveller group we read and discussed a Pavee Point publication called “Travellers, 

Nomads of Ireland” to learn about Traveller life in the past. Martin Collins of Pavee Point in an 

interview on the Moncrieff show stated that “there is nothing in the Primary School Curriculum 

that validates Traveller identity”(Moncrieff 2013). His feeling was that the history of Travellers 

was ignored in schools. He argued “the curriculum was written by settled people for settled 

people”(Moncrieff2013). He found it hard to identify with the way the history curriculum was 

taught at school. I studied History and Archaeology in UCD as for my Arts degree. I always felt the 

history of Ireland we were taught was what I refer to as Fianna Fail’s version of Irish history. When 

I was in school we never heard of great Irishmen who achieved success in world circles such as The 

Duke of WellingtonArthur Wellesley who defeated Napoleon or Tom Crean the polar explorer. I 

fully agree with Martin Collins that there is a massive gap in the representation of Travellers in the 

Irish curriculum.  
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The intervention took place over the course of a week; the groups were taken out twice a week for 

thirty minute sessions which provided adequate time to introduce the interventions. I noted down 

some of the key points the students make about their lives throughout the discussion. As some of 

the information was sensitive I allowed the students to volunteer information on whichever topic 

they prefer to discuss. Students were encouraged to ask questions of each other. I avoid directive 

questions,  such as: what does it mean to be Irish?  These sort of questions would lead the students 

to think, that they had to have the correct answer, and may discourage discussion.  

Discussion 

The results of the intervention were that the students spoke openly and candidly about their families 

and backgrounds. Almost all had lived in another country at some point and still had close relations 

there. Many speak another language outside of Irish and English. Some spoke the third language 

fluently as it was used at home and others had a few phrases learned from their parents such as 

“dadanee”, meaning goodnight in Nigerian. I pointed out that I have no family connections 

worldwide and do not have third language and emphasised what advantages these could be to them. 

Many students felt they had two identities an Irish identity and they felt connected to the homeland 

of their parents through extended family relations, language, food, customs and culture. The 

Traveller students saw themselves as Traveller and Irish and didn’t see any distinction. They were 

engaged in learning about their past while reading the text and discussing the pictures. However 

while discussing their own experiences, when one student told a story the next student had to top it. 

This went back and forth and it was a case of not letting the truth get in the way of a good story. 

 The National Primary seeks to develop students cultural identity and states “Irish education 

reflects the historical and cultural roots of Irish society and seeks to give children an appreciation 

of the Irish experience and of their relationship with it”(DES, 2005, pg 26). But what does Irish 

Identity mean? The worldwide Irish diaspóra might have romantic stereotypical notions about being 

Irish. In recent years with the economic downturn, unemployment, growing mistrust  and 

disillusionment with politicians, bankers and authorities many Irish people have a cynical negative 

self perception about our country.  

Ireland has changed greatly since I began school. The Celtic tiger years brought an influx of 

workers from all over the world. Changes in society were reflected by changes in 

schoolssubsequently there is greater diversity in our schools. Tom Walsh contends that childhood is 

a “social construct”(Walsh, 2004, pg 2) and society in Ireland has changed. This is reflected in the 

responses my students gave me when they said they felt they had two identities. They felt Irish and 
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they felt connected to the homeland of their parents. I believe anyone who feels connected to a 

country by family, its language, music, culture, history or traditions is entitled regard themselves as 

a member of that society because these are the things that make us what we are. We live in an 

increasingly globalised world and people from all over the world influencing how  our country is 

changing.  

In our school we are very proud of our Irish heritage and culture although society has changed. We 

emphasise the positive aspects of being Irish and recognise the different groups that together make 

up the Irish nation. School assemblies are an important vehicle where we positively reinforce our 

students attitudes and recognise their achievements. Our school adopted the song “True Colours” as 

our school song and  the national anthem Amhráin na bhfiann its performed by the choir at every 

assembly. We have a week of activities for Seachtain na nGaeilge, encouraging Irish dancing and 

music. We have a representative group walk in the local St Patrick’s Day parade flying the banner 

for the school. Although this is very different from my experience in school it is effective in 

instilling a sense of Irishness and inclusiveness in the students. Regardless of their different 

backgrounds it has a great unifying force among the students. 

 Schools are influenced by and reflective of the society of which they are part. Walsh (2004) argues 

that; “childhood is both a biological reality and a social construct. It is defined not only by biology 

but also by a particular  society at a particular time in a particular way which represents the view 

that society has of childhood” (Walsh, 2004, pg 2)The childhood experiences of a young person are 

informed and shaped by society. These can be both positive and negative.They are fluid and 

dynamic and are influenced by events. 

As my field work shows many Irish students feel they have two identities. Martin Collins of Pavee 

Point in an interview with sean Moncrieff stated that “There is no conflict between ethnicity and 

nationality”(Moncrieff 2013).  A person can be both Irish and Traveller, and these two identities 

can coexist mutually and one doesn’t contradict the other. Equally an individual can call themselves 

Irish and a Roma Traveller or Irish and a Nigerian Muslim. When doing a school survey about 

nationalities I ask a student with and African name where he was from and he was surprised to be 

asked the question. His answer was, “I’m Irish of course”. It got me thinking that he had grown up 

in Ireland and knows nothing except Irish, customs, culture and weather. Even though he was from 

an African background he was as Irish as any other student in the school. 

The Roma people held an international congress on the 8th of April 1971 in which they sought 

recognition as a distinct ethnic group. They adopted both a national flag and a national anthem 
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called, Gelem Gelem. This shows how they regard themselves, as a nation of people even though 

they are spread throughout Europe. Every year the 8th of April is world Roma and Traveller day 

when they celebrate the uniqueness of their culture just as we celebrate St Patrick’s Day or 

Americans celebrate the 4th of July. They truly are a nation of people but without a designated 

homeland.  Identifying with a nationality or ethnicity is based on feelings of connectedness through 

language, culture and customs and they can belonging to one doesn’t exclude you from another. 

Concluding comments 

 In a world that is increasingly globalised there is greater overlap in peoples identities. People feel 

connected to each other through family, language, culture and customs. Many students in Ireland 

today feel connected to both Ireland and the homeland of their parents. For us as educators we have 

to be sensitive to cultural and ethnicity issues and promote inclusion in an appropriate manner. The 

Intercultural Guidelines outline a very positive frame work for creating such an environment. 

Promoting our own Irish identity is a major part of this too and it enhances the educational 

experience for students. Hopefully the schools influence will be to help develop a society that is 

more tolerant and inclusive in the future. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1  Intercultural and Anti Racism Policy 

Appendix 2 Roma Flag 

Apppendix 1 

Intercultural and Anti-Racism Policy 

This document is a statement of the aims, principles and procedures of intercultural and anti-racism 

education in St.  National School. 

 

Our school aims to: 

● Create a happy, positive, caring and orderly atmosphere in our school environments. 

● Promote co-operation, consultation and mutual respect between staff, pupils, parents and our 

local community. 

● Provide support for children and families of our school community. 

● Develop in our pupils positive and responsible attitudes, towards others as well as 

themselves. 
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The following definitions are used throughout this policy: 

Racism: The belief that some people are inferior because they belong to a certain ethnic, racial or 

cultural group. The belief leads to attitudes of prejudice and discriminatory actions. It reinforces 

relationships of unequal power. 

"A racist incident is any incident which is perceived to be racist by the victim or any other person." 

 

Discrimination: is where one person is treated less favorably than another person is, has been or 

would be treated in a comparable situation on any of the nine grounds which exists, existed, may 

exist in the future, or is imputed to the person concerned. Indirect discrimination and discrimination 

by association are also prohibited. 

Multicultural education is education for all which recognises cultural diversity from both local 

and global perspectives and which permeates all areas of the curriculum. 

Anti-racism education is education for all in preparation for a diverse society. The parameters 

of injustice and inequality which are inherent in our society can manifest themselves as racism 

and racial discrimination. Anti-Racism education acknowledges these aspects and seeks to 

actively address them. 

The Equal Status Act, 2000 

The legal position regarding equality and non-discrimination for service provision is grounded 

primarily in the Equal Status Act 2000. 

 

The Equal Status Act 2000 promotes equality; prohibits certain kinds of discrimination (with some 

exceptions); prohibits sexual harassment and harassment on the nine discriminatory grounds listed 

below. 

● Race ground: a particular skin colour, nationality or ethnic origin. 

● The Traveller Community ground:  

● Religion ground: different religious belief, background, outlook or none 

● Gender ground: man, woman or transsexual  

● Marital status ground: single, married, separated, divorced or widowed. 

● Family Status ground: pregnant or the resident primary carer 

● Sexual Orientation ground: gay, lesbian or bisexual 

● Disability ground: this is broadly defined including people with physical, intellectual, learning, 

cognitive or emotional disabilities and a range of medical conditions 

● Age ground: (this does not cover people under 18 years of age) 
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Within the Equal Status Act, three specific forms of discrimination are named: Direct 

Discrimination; Indirect Discrimination; and Discrimination by Association. 

Direct Discrimination: happened where a person is treated less favourably specifically on one of the 

nine discriminatory grounds. 

Indirect Discrimination: is more subtle and harder to prove and happens where there is less 

favourable treatment in effect.  It happens where people are refused a service not explicitly on 

account of a discriminatory reason but because of a practice or requirement that they found hard to 

satisfy.  If the practice or requirement is found to have the effect of excluding a large amount of the 

protected group from the service, then the service provider would have indirectly discriminated, if 

the practice or requirement is not reasonable. 

Discrimination by Association: this happens where a person associated with another person 

(belonging to the specified groups) is treated less favourable because of that association. 

Staff/student roles and responsibilities 

All staff has a responsibility to report any racial incident to the Principal. The Principal will have 

responsibility for recording details of any racial incidents, and dealing with them in conjunction 

with the other teachers. The Principal will make sure that this policy will be readily available to 

staff, pupils, parents and visitors to the school so that all are aware of its contents and their 

responsibilities. All staff will be aware of what constitutes a racial incident and will promote 

positive behaviour, equal opportunities and the celebration of diversity throughout the school.  

 

Responsibility and communication flows from each level to the next – both upwards and 

downwards. 

 All staff has a responsibility to ensure: 

● the Code of behaviour is maintained 

● that there is an Intercultural Education approach to their teaching & inclusion of 

intercultural materials as part of curriculum work  

● the ethos (core values and principles) of the school is followed  

● there is training on policies (eg anti-racism & intercultural & anti-bullying 

policy) for staff and volunteers 
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The diversity committee will frequently review the structures of the school & look at how they can 

support the implementation of the Anti-Racism & Intercultural Policy. 

The structure of our school is as follows: 

● School Patron – Church of Ireland 

● BOM 

● Principal:  

● Deputy Principal:  

● Teaching Staff 

● Teachers with Special Duties  

● Yellow Flag Link Teachers –  

● Welcoming/Buddy Students 

● Yellow Flag Diversity Committee  

● Parents Association 

The ethos of our school indicates that we value all members of our community. We encourage 

respect and consideration for others. We foster tolerance and sensitivity for the feelings and beliefs 

of others. This is our implicit policy.  

Our school aims to be proactive and has an explicit and positive part to play with regard to 

multicultural and anti-racist education and this will permeate throughout the curriculum. For 

example:  

● Religious and Moral Education - pupils will be taught about the religions, festivals, 

traditions and customs of others and through this learn to respect differences. 

● Personal and Social Education - through discussions, assemblies and the use of resources 

such as Walk Tall programme /Stay Safe programme, pupils will be encouraged to look at 

feelings, attitudes, values and responsibilities of all citizens. 

● Environmental Studies - in this context pupils will learn more about themselves and their 

place in the world's past, present and future. 
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● Expressive Arts - exposure to the creative traditions and celebrations of their own and other 

cultures will enable pupils to build up greater awareness and tolerance of similarities and 

differences. 

● Other Curricular Areas - Initiatives such as the Green  Schools group and special events 

such as Culture Day should also be recognised for the positive values and attitudes which 

they transmit to the whole school. 

● Resources - the school will endeavour to ensure that our resources are free from stereo-

typical ideas and negative views of cultural and racial differences. We will provide 

resources that take account of the history, traditions and values of various community 

groups in our society. If teaching materials or texts with negative images of culture or race 

are found, they should be brought to the attention of the Principal 

Implementation plan 

St.  National School and the Yellow Flag Diversity Committee are committed to having: 

● an equal say for everyone 

● rules that don’t discriminate 

● a safe and fun and educational environment 

● inclusion of all minority groups (students of all religions (and none), all cultures including 

members of the Traveller community & Roma Community, LGBT students, students of all 

abilities and disabilities, diverse family status 

● good child protection practice 

● activities that promote inclusion and equality 

● promotion of honesty, clarity and openness 

● promotion of anti-bullying policy & anti-racist policy (including homophobic, racist, ageist 

or sexist language) 

● defined disciplinary procedures  

Mrs. and the Yellow Flag Diversity Committee have decided that St.  will carry out the following 

additional actions in order to implement and support our Intercultural and Anti-racist Policy: 
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● Maintain a Yellow Flag Diversity Committee Meeting 

● Elect students every year to act as buddy to new students 

● Ask students new to the school how they wish to be introduced 

● Refer to students by their name not by their   ethnicity/nationality 

● Avoid both positive and negative stereotyping of students who come from particular 

cultural backgrounds or nationalities. I.e. 

● Avoid generalisations such as ‘All African/Traveller etc. students are good or terrible at 

this.... 

● Display an intercultural interfaith calendar on the Yellow Flag noticeboard. Support 

students from the Diversity Committee to play a role in highlighting on the Notice Board 

the particular days of interest in each month. Use the calendar to plan events that 

celebrate National Days, Religious & cultural Festivals, Traveller Focus week etc.   

● Make efforts to learn how to pronounce a child’s full name including surname. To 

support teachers to learn students names that are new or unfamiliar to them, we will look 

at including in addition to the correct spelling of the name - the phonetic 

spelling/pronunciation of the name in the role book   

● Have rules that don’t discriminate 

● Promote an open attitude 

● Ensure a code of behaviour that doesn’t tolerate bullying, racism, homophobia, sexism 

etc.  

● Review school practices and procedures to check for possible barriers  

● Provide an accessible school building – e.g. wheelchair accessible, welcoming  

● Ensure that public spaces, i.e. school hall, lobby (where parents meet or events are held 

etc.) ensures that our venues demonstrate a welcome to people of all faiths and none’) 

● Check visual material (e.g. posters etc.) in our school building to ensure it is not negative 

toward any one group 
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● Provide visual material in our school that promotes/supports inclusion & reflects the 

diversity represented in our school  (posters, welcome signs etc.) . Involve parents in 

developing welcome signs etc. in different languages including Traveller language cant.  

● Ensure that school activities are appropriate (physically, culturally, etc.) 

● Hold an annual Intercultural & Mother Tongue week & event. Support work for this to 

be carried out through the curriculum. Parents are invited into the school to teach some 

words of these languages to the students 

● Hold an Anti-bullying/Anti-racism week in November of every year. 

● Celebrate Seachtain na Gaeilge/Irish culture week in March of every year. During this 

week, traveller culture will be celebrated.  

● Maintain links & consult with Fingal Traveller Development Group; Organise one visit 

per year for students to the Traveller project (in May or June) 

● Build links & consult with other minority groups in the wider community, including 

Women of Multicultural Balbriggan (WOMB), Polish groups in the area,  

● Equality proof our library to ensure that children from different national & cultural 

backgrounds including Traveller children can see themselves represented in 

books/curriculum work in the school. Work with parents to build up the intercultural 

resources in the school.  

● Invite parents from different national, cultural & religious backgrounds including 

members of the Travelling Community in to do talks with the students & provide 

positive role modelling in the school.   

● Ensure open and honest communication 

● Promote/provide anti-racism & intercultural training for staff, support staff to participate 

in training for trainers programme etc.  

● Review its enrolment policy to ensure it doesn’t unintentionally create any barriers to 

groups/students enrolment 

Procedure for Logging Racial Incidents at St.  School 
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All racist incidents are recorded and reported to the Principal. The school contacts parents of those 

pupils involved in racist incidents.  

1 The incident must be reported to the Principal. 

2 Action will be taken within the context of the school's behaviour and anti-bullying policies. 

3 The perpetrator(s) will be made aware of the effect the incident has on the victim. 

4 The parents of the perpetrator(s) will be informed of the incident. 

5 The Principal will record the incident.  

6 If deemed necessary, a Multi-Agency Response may be required to provide a satisfactory 

outcome for all parties concerned. 

7 All staff must be aware of the definition of a racist incident:  

"A racist incident is any incident which is perceived to be racist by the victim or any other 

person." 

Incidents with a racial dimension could include the following (in no particular order of 

priority):  

○ Physical assault 

○ Racist graffiti 

○ Derogatory name calling, insults and racist jokes 

○ Racially offensive comments during a discussion 

○ Bringing provocative and offensive racist materials to  school, such as leaflets, 

comics or magazines 

○ Wearing provocative and offensive badges and insignia 

○ Verbal abuse and threats 

○ Incitement of others to behave in a racist manner 

○ Theft, damage to personal property 

○ Ridicule 

○ Name calling 

○ Taunting 

○ Threats and intimidation 
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○ Extortion 

At St.  School, the whole school should strive to ensure that everyone is valued as an individual 

regardless of race, religion, gender, disability, social class, nationality or any other real or perceived 

differences. Each person in school, whether pupil, staff, parent, or visitor should feel that he or she 

is treated with respect. 

 

Review and Ratification 

This policy was reviewed and ratified in June 2012 by staff and the Board of Management. It will 

be reviewed again in 2013.  

 

 

B.O.M:  ________________________ Date:  ________________ 
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Promoting ethnic diversity in an infant classroom 

Tracey McBride 

‘A truly multicultural education will be one that can address simultaneously the requirements of global 

and national integration, and the specific needs of particular culturally distinct communities, both in 
rural and urban settings.  It will lead to awareness of diversity and to respect for others, whether those 

others are my next-door neighbours, workers in the field, or my fellow human beings in a faraway 

country’ (UNESCO, 1996).   

 

Introduction 

Ensuring that diversity, ethnicity and equality are promoted in primary schools in Ireland today is a 

challenge that faces many teachers.  I am based in a mono-cultural rural primary school in County 

Donegal.  The children enrolled at present are all from the local area and are all enrolled as Roman 

Catholics.  After reviewing the class library, it was clear that while the library is well stocked with 

age appropriate material, there was only one book in the library which promotes ethnicity.  In this 

paper will look at a small piece of research that was conducted in a rural school in County Donegal, 

focusing on intercultural education.  The research question was ‘How can I promote ethnic diversity 

in an infant classroom?’ Each day for the duration of eight days the children enjoyed some aspect of 

intercultural education which promoted ethnicity during the period for English or SPHE subjects.  

The rationale for this study stemmed from the lack of ethnic diversity which exists in the school at 

present.    The first section of this paper will review a small number of papers, articles and books 

written around the topic.  The second section will outline the observations from the school in 

question, describe the intervention and document the outcomes for the class teacher and the pupils.  

Finally, the paper will reflect on the literature, Intercultural Guidelines and sum up the researchers 

thoughts on Intercultural Education in light of the intervention.   

Literature Review 

The Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare Providers (2006) highlight the influence 

society has on children’s perception of diversity.  These guidelines state that research has proven 

that children are aware of ethnic, racial, gender and language differences from as early as three or 

four years old.  ‘Children learn and have their views reinforced by attitudes they experience 

primarily through relationships with adults and the broader community’ (2006, p.2).  Considering 
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this, it is important that children should be engaged in lessons that will allow them to embrace 

diversity from an early age.   

Lodge and Lynch (2004) relate intercultural education to the curriculum and suggest that subjects 

such as Social Personal Health Education (SPHE) at primary level focus on respect and recognise 

difference.  The authors acknowledge that ‘lack of curricular recognition for ethnic difference can 

operate as a further barrier to full participation for learners (2004, p.71).  Furthermore the authors 

acknowledge that education about equality becomes ‘more systematic in educational institutions’ 

(2004, p.105).    The authors discuss the accommodation of diversity and suggest that this is about 

taking account of practical implications of difference among students.  They suggest that the nine 

grounds (age, religion, race, disability, marital status, family status, Traveller status, sexual 

orientation) that promote equality and prohibit discrimination in the Equal Status Acts (2000 & 

2004) should be reflected in the content of the curriculum.   

The Intercultural Guidelines (2005) put forward seven characteristics of intercultural education.  

These characteristics really convey the embedded form that intercultural education should take in 

the curriculum.  One of the characteristics states that ‘language is central to developing intercultural 

competencies’.  It is with this in mind that the researcher decided to focus this small intervention 

mainly, but not exclusively, in the English and SPHE subject areas.   

Giddens (2009) views ethnicity as a social and cultural phenomenon which refers to cultural 

practices which identify a distinctive social group.  A simplified definition of ethnicity was 

discussed with the infants during this intervention group based on the view taken by Giddens.  

Durkheim in Giddens (2009) claims that education ‘plays an important role in the socialization of 

children (2009, p.834).  Giddens suggests that multicultural teaching must take place in order to 

address racism in education.  Giddens also claims that racism may be a contributory factor in the 

high rates of exclusion experienced among black pupils in England.  While the school in this paper 

does not have any children enrolled from any ethnic minority backgrounds, it is important that the 

children are educated in an environment which celebrates and embraces different cultures and 

values.  The Intercultural Guidelines states that ‘Intercultural education is for all’ (2005, p.20).   

The introduction to the White Paper on Education (1995) acknowledges the ‘diverse and multiple 

requirements for educational action’ which are required for the future (1995, p.4).  The rationale of 

the paper and principles of approach were based around the states concerns in relation to the 

promotion of quality, equality and pluralism.  The paper recognises the principle of equality is at the 

heart of protecting individual rights.  This paper, alongside other policy documents such as the 
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National Educational Welfare Boards Developing a code of Behaviour (2008),  lists equality as one 

of the main principles underpinning an effective code of behaviour.   

Much of the literature regarding intercultural education and guidelines focuses on making the 

school itself and the school policies inclusive.  The INTO Intercultural Guidelines for Primary 

Schools (2004) suggest that ‘all children have an equal right to education.  In order to fulfil this 

right, differences will be respected and valued in our school’ (p.2).  The guidelines also 

acknowledge the importance of an inclusive curriculum and suggest that an appreciation for 

diversity and ethnicity can be enhanced by ensuring that books which reflect cultural diversity are 

used in the school and other subjects such as visual arts, music and drama as well as other 

classroom activities affirm diversity.   

The Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2013) distributed a survey to primary schools in 

Ireland in April 2011:66,705 children participated in the survey.  Children were asked to answer 

three questions including ‘What’s the best thing about being a child in Ireland? What’s the worst 

thing about being a child in Ireland? What one thing would you change in Ireland for children to be 

happy?  Interestingly in terms of ethnic identity, in the top four ‘Best things about being a child in 

Ireland’ was ‘Being Irish’.  Within this, children listed Irish sports such as Gaelic football, hurling, 

camogie as well as ‘our own Irish ways like Irish dancing and Irish music as being of great 

importance.  Irish people were described by children as being friendly and acknowledgement was 

also given to the Irish language.  This very recent publication shows that Irish children are very 

much aware of their own ethnicity and rated its importance highly in the survey.  Regarding the 

worst things about being Irish and things that children would change, it is interesting to note that 

there is nothing with regards to ethnicity.   This survey will be used to assist the Department of 

Children and Youth Affairs in developing plans for children and young people over the next five 

years.   

Fieldwork 

Various considerations were taken into account when planning for this piece of research.  The class 

in question is made up of fifteen junior infants and eleven senior infants; the children in the class 

are all local children of Irish origin.   Furthermore, the resources in the infant classroom do not 

promote the embedded nature that the guidelines suggest.  One issue that was of concern to the class 

teacher was curriculum overload.  It was important that any form of intercultural education would 

be integrated successfully so that the curriculum content was covered.  Therefore, it was paramount 
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that the lessons would fit into the curriculum- English and SPHE and other subjects where 

appropriate.   

Looking at the English and SPHE curriculum it was decided that we would try to promote ethnicity 

through various strands and strand units.  Appendix 1 shows the strands and strand units which was 

used in the intervention.  With the strand and strand units in mind, the class teacher rented a number 

of books from the local library (Appendix 2).  These books were the foundation of the intervention 

that was carried out.   

In order for the children to appreciate diversity and ethnicity, it was important for me, the 

researcher, to ensure that the children could identify with their own ethnicity and therefore a 

discussion was held in circle time to talk about ‘what it means to be Irish’.  The answers to this 

question were surprising and the children had more of a grasp on their ethnicity than what the 

teacher had expected of them.  One enthusiastic junior infant explained that ‘we can speak Irish’ 

while a senior infant boy said that Irish people ‘play Gaelic football and love spuds... like Italians 

like spaghetti!’  Many of the girls in the class talked about Irish dancing and one child commentated 

that ‘it rains all the time’.  Some of the children also recognised the stories that had been read to 

them in the second term as ‘Irish stories’ and discussed ‘The Salmon of Knowledge’ as a story 

about a boy from Ireland.  The children drew some pictures as to what is means to be Irish 

(Appendix 3).   

Following this discussion to ensure that the children recognised their own ethnicity, the second 

piece of the intervention with the story ‘The Rainbow Stickboy’ (Santolini, 2012).   Santolini’s 

book tells the story diversity, individuality and the beauty within.  The teacher observed the 

children as they listened attentively to the story.  Following the story the children engaged in a 

discussion on the book.  It was clear from the discussion afterwards that the children enjoyed the 

story and the moral of the story was summed up successfully by the children with comments such 

as ‘it’s ok to be different’ (Grace, 5) and ‘we’re all different but we’re all the same’ (Darragh, 6).  

One other child in junior infants commented by stating that the ‘the stickmen are all different 

colours but they all have two eyes and two arms’ (Aisling, 5).  The children concluded the lesson by 

drawing a picture of the story.  A sample of work can be seen in Appendix 4.   

Each day for the duration of eight days the children enjoyed some aspect of intercultural education 

which promoted ethnicity.  Along with reading other stories, the children enjoyed discussing each 

story and also drawing pictures and writing simple sentences about the stories.  In order to bring a 

different dimension to this intervention and to complement some of the stories was the use of 
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Information Communication Technology (ICT) to further promote ethnicity.  Following the story 

‘My Friend Amy’, the children enjoyed looking at a song about chopsticks.   

Furthermore the children learned a song ‘The Hello Song’ which really interested them.  Their 

enthusiasm for this was really noticeable and the children were eager to sing their song for all 

visitors to the room.  They also were using various languages to greet other teachers in the staff 

each morning and their motivation was commented upon by some staff members.   

Throughout the eight days, a table was set up (Appendix 5) for the children to visit and enjoy when 

they had free time or during golden time.  The table had a selection of books which promotes ethnic 

diversity and also had a globe and some laminated pictures of children from around the world.  The 

children used the table throughout the intervention period and enjoyed perusing the books.  The 

teacher observed the children’s interest in the books and the other items on the table.  The contents 

of the table engaged the children in conversations.  Many of the books have fantastic illustrations 

which enhanced the children’s interest in the stories.   

Discussion 

From observation, the children in this infant classroom embraced ethical diversity.  However, it is 

clear that more opportunity for intercultural education needs to be embedded in the curriculum.  

From the literature it is evident that intercultural education should be embedded into our 

curriculum.  Much of the literature discusses what can and should be done to ensure that a school is 

inclusive in welcoming children from different ethnic groups into a school.  Indeed, many schools 

are embracing diversity and have a welcoming ethos to support new children into their learning 

environment.  The issue raised for the researcher from the literature is with regards to schools such 

as the one discussed in this paper.  The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) 

state that ‘intercultural education is part of what every teacher does in schools throughout the 

country.  It is about more that the curriculum and what we teach’ (Every teacher has a role).  

Informal discussions with other class teachers in the school would suggest that some training in the 

area of Intercultural education could be useful.  Suggestions that a bank of resources or a list of 

publications that would be suitable for each class level were mentioned by teachers.  Two teachers 

also pointed out that limited resources and a reduction in funds to invest in this area also make it a 

difficult topic for many teachers to embrace.   

Learn Together is an ethical curriculum which is taught in place of a religious curriculum in 

Educate Together schools in Ireland.  The Learn Together curriculum is split into four strands 

which are Moral & Spiritual, Equality & Justice, Belief Systems and Ethics & the Environment.  
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This curriculum is more detailed with regards to teaching children about social and ethical standards 

in comparison to the SPHE curriculum.  While the junior and senior infants Alive –O religious 

programme does promote moral education, this is still very much related to God and really focuses 

on teaching the difference between right and wrong and personal growth.  While this is important 

and has positive messages in a Catholic school, it must be noted that there is no mention in the 

introduction of the programme of diversity and embracing differences.  Considering the most recent 

census in Ireland it is of great importance that a greater level of respect for diversity is fostered 

among primary school children.   

The Intercultural Guidelines (2005) can be considered a valuable document which really identifies 

ways in which intercultural education can be taught using the curriculum.  It is easy to read and the 

chapters are practical in layout and content.  However it is interesting to note that when the 

researcher went to look for a hard copy of the guidelines in the school, none of the classroom 

teachers were able to identify immediately what book it was or what it looked like.  Speaking to 

colleagues in other primary schools, the same confusion was encountered.  Having carried out the 

research and using the guidelines in preparation, the researcher can now recognise their value but 

one would question how many teachers are using the guidelines or are they using them at all?   

Reflecting on the task undertaken, the researcher can now see the value in intercultural education.  

However, it can also be acknowledged that planning is a requirement and it is not something to do 

to fill a blank in a timetable.  Acquiring the books, planning the lessons and integrating this type of 

education into the curriculum did take time.    

One question which the researcher is left with following the observation came about as a result of 

the intervention taken and a conversation which followed with one child in junior infants.  The child 

in question is a five year old girl with Cerebral Palsy and right sided hemiplegia.  As well as not 

having the use of her right arm and hand, the child also has trouble with her left leg and suffers a 

slight paralysis in the face.  Conversations with her parents have confirmed it is only since she 

started school that the child is becoming more conscious of her disability.  She is, however, fiercely 

independent.  The conversation with this child in question came after the story of ‘The Rainbow 

Stickboy’ (Santolini, 2012).  The child came up to the class teacher after the story while the other 

children were drawing their pictures and commented that she felt like the rainbow stickboy in the 

story.  When asked how she came to this conclusion, she replied that even though she has two arms, 

one of hers does not work well but she felt as though she was still the same as everyone else.  This 

conversation led me to believe that more could be done in order to integrate intercultural education 
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more successfully. Rather than taking one single issue such as ethnicity, better planning and more 

thought could allow for issues such as disability to be worked together in order to assist children in 

developing and appreciating a deeper understanding for others around them.   

Positive inclusion has taken place in my school in County Donegal, we have embraced this child 

and her disability;we have ensured that her independence is still intact while consulting with her 

parents in order to ensure that the best care is provided for her physical needs.  One can only 

question would the same care and attention be given to a child from a different ethnic background?  

Forest (1991) cited in Lodge and Lynch (2004) claimed that societal attitudes can be one of the 

biggest obstacles facing people with disabilities in relation to full inclusion.   It is from the result of 

such a conversation with a child and research such as that by Lodge and Lynch (2004) that the 

question of whether a more integrated approach to intercultural education arose for me, the 

researcher.   

Conclusion 

Inspiration for this research question came about as a result of the mono-cultural ‘make up’ of the 

class and indeed school that I am based in.  I can admit to being, initially, nervous as to how this 

type of intervention would work in the class and indeed, if it would work.  Reflecting on the 

intervention, I am happy with how the research went.  As a standalone intervention, the children 

were receptive and enthusiastic and open to learning about diversity.   With regards to teaching of 

intercultural education in the infant classroom in the future, I now realise it is possible that 

intercultural education can be fully integrated into the curriculum where children can work within 

the curriculum and while enjoying embracing diversity to the full.    
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Appendix 1-  Subjects, Strands and Strand Units addressed during the intervention. 

Subject Strand Strand Unit The child should be 

enabled to 

English Receptiveness to 

language 

Oral language: 

developing 

receptiveness to oral 

language 

listen to a story or 

description and 

respond to it 

 Receptiveness to 

language 

Reading: developing 

concepts of language 

and print 

listen to, enjoy and 

respond to stories, 

nursery rhymes, 

poems and songs.   

 Competence and 

confidence in 

using language 

Reading: developing 

reading skills and 

strategies 

experience the 

reading process being 

modelled.   

 Developing 

cognitive abilities 

though language 

Oral language: 

developing cognitive 

abilities through oral 

language 

provide further 

information in 

response to the 

teacher’s prompting;  

listen to a story or a 

narrative and ask 

questions about it; 

focus on descriptive 

detail and begin to be 

explicit in relation to 

people, places, times, 
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processes, events, 

colour, shape, size, 

position.   

  Writing: clarifying 

thought through writing 

draw a picture and 

write about it  

a name, a caption, a 

sentence.   

Social Personal 

Health Education 

(SPHE) 

Myself Self Identity discuss and 

appreciate all the 

features that make a 

person special and 

unique.   

 Myself and others My friends and other 

people 

recognise and 

appreciate 

differences in people 

and know how to 

treat others with 

dignity and respect.   

 Myself and the 

wider world 

Developing citizenship explore and respect 

the diversity of 

children in the class 

and school 

Music Performing Song singing recognise and sing 

familiar songs and 

melodies from other 

sources 

 

Appendix 2- List of Books used in the intervention 
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Appendix 4- The Rainbow Stickboy 
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Appendix 5- Children’s table for the intervention 
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Ensuring the social inclusion of young children from the Travelling Community 

Ann O’Mahony 

Introduction 

For this research topic I have chosen to look at the experience of members of the Travelling 

Community in primary education in Ireland. I have chosen two questions to consider: 1) ‘How can I 

develop an understanding of the culture of the Travelling Community in my classroom?’ 2) ‘How 

can I support a child from the Travelling Community to reach their full potential academically and 

socially?’ The rationale for these questions arises from the fact that there is a child from the 

Travelling Community in the class I am teaching this year and I was interested to see how or if 

being the only member of the Travelling community in a class of settled children affects him 

academically and socially. I was also aware that there are other children in the class who on 

occasions have made comments that could be considered discriminatory towards the Travelling 

Community and were dealt with in accordance with the schools behaviour and discipline policy. I 

wanted to see, however, what could be done with children of six or seven years of age to begin to 

develop an understanding of the Travelling Community and hopefully prevent discrimination. My 

decision was also influenced by recent research conducted by Tormey and Gleeson (2012) which 

found that students in post primary schools were less accepting of other students from the 

Travelling Community than from any other ethnic minority group.   

Literature Review  

Research in Irish secondary schools found students from the Travelling Community to be more 

likely to experience discrimination in schools than any other ethnic minority (Tormey and Gleeson, 

2012). This is interesting when one considers that the Travelling Community are the ethnic minority 

that have been present in Irish society for the longest time. “Although until recently Irish society 

presumed itself to be ethnically homogeneous, historical records show that Travellers have been 

present since at least the twelfth century” (Kenny and McNeela, 2005, 1). The history of members 
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of the Travelling Community in Irish education is significant when trying to develop an 

understanding of their current experience. From the 1960s to the 1980s there was one main aim in 

Traveller education. “Education was viewed as a tool of settlement, or to put it starkly, a way of 

taking the Traveller out of the Traveller child” (Pavee Point Travellers’ Centre). Despite these aims 

the Travelling Community were generally separated from the settled community in special schools 

or classes for Travellers. The Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools(DES, 2002) 

encourage many of the same practices that are recommended in the (NCCA, 2005) Intercultural 

Education in the Primary School. Intercultural education aims to develop positive attitudes and 

values towards diversity and a knowledge and understanding of different cultures. In regard to 

students from the Travelling Community this would include recognising and celebrating the culture 

of the Travelling Community, using textbooks and materials that reflect Traveller culture and 

fostering the principles of equality, justice and freedom. Language is also highlighted as a 

particularly important aspect of intercultural education. “Language is a powerful tool and is a 

particularly defining feature of one’s culture and national background. While it has a vital role to 

play in children’s learning, it can also be the area that poses greatest difficulty with regard to 

educational attainment” (Department of Education and Science, 2002, 40). 

Parental Involvement 

One area that is highlighted in the research on the education of members of the Travelling 

Community is the importance of parental involvement. Parents in the Travelling Community are 

beginning to get more involved in their children’s education. “Sending children off to school per se 

did not open doors. Now, many Traveller parents seek involvementas agents in their children’s 

education: Missy B-Town: Travellers are going to parent-teacher meetings, want to know what's 

going on in the school system” (Kenny and McNeela, 2005, 49). Parental involvement is a way of 

supporting students from the Travelling Community in schools. This can be achieved by improving 

home school communication. There is a home school liaison teacher in many DEIS schools so there 

could be an effort made to have the home school liaison engage with the parents and support them 

through home visits. “Home visitation, with the objective of establishing bonds of trust between 

home and school, is both a symbolic and a real expression of care. Home visitation also supports 

parents in the identification of their developmental needs” (Department of Education and Science, 

2002, 59). In 2004, Pavee Point Travellers’ Centre received funding for a Parents and Traveller 

Education Project which aimed to enhance Traveller parents’ involvement in their children’s 

education and build relationships and develop understanding with settled parents.  
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Early School Leaving 

Another issue that is raised in the research is children from the Travelling Community leaving 

school early. In the school year 2001/2002 there were 582 students from the Travelling Community 

enrolled in first year. By the time that this group of students had reached third year in 2003/2004 

that number had dropped to 341 students (Lodge and Lynch, 2004, 95). One of the reasons that 

students from the Travelling Community decide not to remain in school in secondary school is due 

to feeling isolated especially in cases where there were not many other students from the Travelling 

Community (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). By trying to create a more inclusive environment in primary 

school and develop and understanding and acceptance of the Travelling Community one would 

hope that this feeling of isolation among students from the Travelling Community could be reduced. 

The Traveller Education Strategy sets out two other main goals for children in primary education, 

to improve attendance and to bring attainment of students from the Travelling Community in line 

with those of settled children. To improve attendance it is suggested in Report and 

Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy that “the services provided by the NEWB 

should be further developed to support schools in establishing effective attendance strategies for all 

pupils, including Travellers, that are culturally sensitive. To maximise attendance, Traveller parents 

should be involved in a co-ordinated and co-operative process with the VTST, RTTs, education 

welfare officers, HSCL co-ordinators, SCP co-ordinators, other staff members in the school, CWOs, 

and youth workers. To achieve maximum attendance, the rights and responsibilities of all 

concerned, in particular Traveller parents, who have the primary responsibility in this regard, need 

to be clearly set out” (2002, 40) It is recommended in this report that Travellers should have access 

to the full curriculum and that the recommendations in the STEP report (2006) and Literacy and 

Numeracy in Disadvantaged Schools (2005) be consulted to increase Traveller attainment. 

Field Work 

When I took the time to reflect on my own teaching it became apparent that I wasn’t making a 

conscious effort to ensure that my classroom reflected the diverse society that is modern Ireland and 

in particular to ensure that the Travelling Community among other minority groups were 

represented. There is one member of the Travelling Community in my class, James. James 

sometimes tells stories of other children teasing him or not playing with him in the playground. The 

other children usually deny these accusations. James has one sister and two cousins who are on the 

same playground as him at break time and the three girls generally play together while James plays 

with children from his class. There have in the past been instances where other children in the class 

have made comments  
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When I decided on my first research question ‘how can I develop an understanding of the culture of 

the Travelling Community in my classroom?’ I was assuming that this would be something I would 

address through a unit of work in SPHE and SESE. On closer consideration and engaging with the 

NCCA (2005) Intercultural Education Guidelines for Primary Schools I came to the decision that 

this was not the best approach. Instead it was something to integrate into my teaching for the rest of 

the year. Intercultural education is not intended to be a separate subject but rather something that 

integrates seamlessly into the school day, so this is what I have tried to achieve. 

For the focus of this research topic however I decided to take the opportunity to cover two topics 

that would integrate with looking at life in the Travelling Community. In geography I chose to 

cover the topic of homes and in history to look at school when our grandparents were young. 

According to the Primary School Curriculum in first children should be enabled to “recognise that 

people live in a variety of homes, describe his/her home, its location and surroundings, record some 

of these features using simple drawings, plans, displays, models and sketches, investigate materials 

used to construct homes and identify materials of local origin, develop an awareness and 

appreciation of different types of homes in the locality and in other areas houses, farmhouses, 

cottages, apartments, flats, caravans, trailers, mobile homes, homes in shanty towns”(NCCA, 1999). 

This gives the context to look at the Travelling Community’s tradition of living in a caravan or a 

trailer instead of a house. The children were given the opportunity to draw their own home and talk 

about it. We then looked at the different types of homes listed above and discussed what it would be 

or is like to live in each. Children who have mobile homes that they stay in during the summer 

discussed what that was like and James talked about how he goes travelling around England each 

summer and lives in a trailer while he is travelling. He told the class about how he and all his 

cousins travel around and sometimes the police come and make them move on.  

I decided to focus on the topic of school when their grandparents were young because of the 

differences and similarities of experiences of settled people and members of the Travelling 

Community at the time. The children talk to their grandparents about what school was like for them 

and compare it with school today. As I work in a disadvantaged area, many of the grandparents of 

the children I teach have similar negative memories of school or in some cases didn’t attend school 

regularly. To protect the identity of the school I work in and the children I studied; only 

pseudonyms are used.  

I also chose a book from the class library that featured members of the Travelling Community as 

characters who were presented in a positive light as my book for my daily read aloud in English. 
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Mr. Ape by Dick King Smith features two gypsies that help out Ape on his farm. This was to help 

to present members of the Travelling Community to all of the children in a positive way as well as 

to ensure that Travellers are represented in my class library. 

To help James to reach his full potential academically and socially I decided to ask the Support 

Teacher to work on a project with him about the Travelling Community. Once a week he goes to 

the Support Teacher now with his sister in second class and they have been working on a project 

‘What is the Travelling Community?’ This is an opportunity for them to embrace their heritage as 

members of the Travelling Community and be proud of it. They have been looking up about their 

history on the internet and conducting interviews with their family members. When the project is 

finished they will present it to each of their classes. Both James and his sister have struggled with 

reading and writing but greatly improved this year. This project gives them an opportunity to read 

and write about something that they are interested in and knowing that they will get to present it to 

the class at the end gives them an audience for their work. They will have to engage in higher order 

thinking skills as recommended by the Inspectorate in Literacy and Numeracy in Disadvantaged 

Schools: Challenges for Teachers and Learners. It also encourages their parents and family to 

become more involved in their children’s education, which as mentioned earlier is an important 

factor in retaining members of the Travelling Community in Education.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

There appears to be a great interest, in recent years, in the way of life of the Travelling Community 

when one considers the popularity of television shows like ‘My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding’. However 

despite the interest in shows like this, I think a lack of understanding of the culture and traditions of 

the Travelling Community remains. Des Bishop, an Irish comedian, makes reference in a show of 

his Des Bishop Live (2004) to the acceptance of the hatred of the Travelling Community among 

Irish people. The audience laughs as he says this, a laugh recognising how true this is of modern 

Irish society. They are aware of how they participate in the discrimination against members of the 

Travelling Community and find nothing wrong with it. This point of view is supported by the report 

commissioned by Pavee Point Travellers’ Centre Assimilation Policies and Outcomes: Travellers’ 

Experience “Social initiatives in relation to Travellers (for instance, in education and/or training for 

employment) have clearly failed to eliminate or even to substantially weaken anti-Traveller 

prejudice among the majority settled population, and have failed to enable Travellers to achieve 

inclusion in Irish society” (Kenny and McNeela, 2005, 2) 
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My research into the experience of members of the Travelling Community in Irish primary schools 

has really changed my own attitudes. When I heard in 2011 that there would no longer be a 

Resource Teacher for Travellers I thought it was a great loss to our school. And while yes it was a 

loss to the school to lose a teacher, I now realise that it was good to end the practise of students 

from the Travelling Community receiving support regardless of their academic attainments. It was 

really only continuing the discrimination experienced by the Travelling Community in the 1960s, 

1970s and 1980s where they were placed in segregated classes. It is much fairer that they are 

accommodated through the general allocation of learning support along with the rest of their peers. 

“The term “resource teacher for Travellers” should be replaced with a more generic term, such as 

“learning-support teacher”. Such a policy would ensure that all pupils, including Traveller pupils, 

would benefit from the services of these teachers, who have developed specialist expertise” (Social 

Inclusion Section, 37). 

The Intercultural Education Guidelines section on Identifying intercultural opportunities across the 

curriculum makes it very straight forward to begin creating a more inclusive classroom 

environment. The fact that it is laid out by class level and subject area means that a teacher can just 

flick to the relevant pages when planning and check to see what other elements there are to any 

given topic to make their teaching more diverse. I would never have thought of giving children the 

opportunity to listen to and experiment with sounds from different languages or exploring non-

verbal greetings from other cultures. Dividing the guide into the five different areas of intercultural 

education; identity and belonging, similarity and difference, human rights and responsibility, 

discrimination and equality and conflict and resolution means that a teacher can clearly plan to 

cover a variety of different aspects of intercultural education. The Guidelines have caused me to 

think carefully about my classroom displays, school displays, play areas, reading material provided 

and how I interact with all of the children I teach. I have become more conscious of including more 

resources that will help to increase the children’s awareness and understanding of the cultures of 

various ethnic minority groups in modern Irish society, including the Travelling Community. 

Resources that I intend to source for my classroom include; books that present Travellers in a 

positive light, a play trailer, displaying images of the Traveller culture in the school too. 

The biggest challenge in creating a more inclusive learning environment for children from the 

Travelling Community and one of the questions I am left with from my research into this topic will 

be in combating the attitudes that some settled children are bringing to school from home. Settled 

children telling Traveller children that they are not allowed to play with them because the Traveller 

children might try to rob their things etc. These are attitudes and opinions that they are hearing from 
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their parents, older siblings or other significant adults and it is very hard to encourage positive 

attitudes when facing such negativity. I feel it will be a gradual process as teachers continue to try 

to develop tolerance and understanding each year.  

Another question that I am left with is what more can be done within the remaining resources after 

cut backs to bring Traveller attainment in literacy and numeracy in line with children from settled 

families. I teach in a DEIS one school so there are already a number of strategies in place to try to 

increase the attainment of all pupils for example, Power Hour (Reading Recovery strategies used in 

station teaching) and Maths Recovery in  class support. We are using the First Steps programme to 

teach writing and Building Bridges for Understanding to teach comprehension strategies.  

Concluding Comments 

 The issue which inspired my research was my desire to make my classroom a more 

inclusive learning environment for James, the child in my class who is the only member of the 

Travelling Community. I have noticed a change in him since beginning my research and 

implementing the strategies outlined above. He now rarely has stories to tell about other children 

being mean to him, his self confidence has grown and the other children appear to have more time 

and more respect for him. His academic achievement has improved although he still has a long way 

to go to be on a par with the majority of his peers. He is becoming a more independent learner and 

appears to be enjoying school more.  
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Creating awareness of intercultural education in a primary school 

Fiona McNally 

 

Introduction 

The aim of this essay was to conduct a professional investigation of the extent to which my school 

is implementing intercultural education. The rationale for this topic arises from my own personal 

experience of racism amongst teachers in my school and the lack of intercultural policies. In the 

school that I work, there are a number of newcomer children from diverse ethnic backgrounds, 

some of whom are asylum seekers. These newcomer children are from: Africa (31), Asia (6), South 

America (1), Latvia/Poland (3) and the European Union (2). The pupils also adhere to diverse 

religions, the majority of the children are Roman Catholic, others are Christian and Muslim/ Islam; 

when questioned some children had stated that they were unsure of their religion. There are also 

many diverse languages spoken outside of school including Yoruba, Igbo, Afrikaans, Italian, 

Chinese and Polish. 

 Irish society and schools are becoming increasingly diverse; one of the main concerns in schools is 

the need to respect and be supportive of newcomer pupils, however, some teachers in my school 

appeared to be insensitive towards these newcomers.  For that reason, I carried out a school audit 

using the guidelines from the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA, 2005) and 

collected data from children as to whether they felt welcome in the school and the degree to which 

they have experienced racism. The results from the audit could provide a basis for drawing up a 

policy for the school.  

Research Questions: 

To what extent has my school embraced intercultural education? How can I develop an intercultural 

policy for my school and teachers? 

Literature Review 

Interculturalismcan be defined as a way of teaching. According to the NCCA (2005, p.3) “It 

expresses a belief that we all become personally enriched by coming in contact with and 
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experiencing other cultures, and that people of different cultures can and should be able to engage 

with each other and learn from each other”. Intercultural education must be embedded in the 

primary school curriculum and is not an add-on subject.  Hence, schools must be inclusive and 

accepting of all cultures.  In order for a school to be inclusive, it must have a welcoming ethos 

(NCCA 2007).  A positive school climate occurs when all students are acknowledged, appreciated 

and are contented in a secure environment where they can interact with people they trust.  Everyone 

associated with the school including students, teachers, parents, staff and community are all 

affected. The guidelines also state that education is for all children irrespective of their majority/ 

minority ethnicity. An ethnic group is a distinct community that share characteristics such as 

language, religion or traditions. Culture refers to the way in which ethnicity is expressed. This 

includes the values, behaviours, customs and means of communication by which we belong to a 

community. According to the NCCA:  “An intercultural approach is important to help children to 

develop the ability to recognise inequality, injustice, racism, prejudice and bias. They should be 

enabled to appreciate the richness of diversity of cultures and be supported in practical ways to 

recognise and challenge prejudice and discrimination where they exist” (NCCA, 2005, p.17). The 

Irish Government has put legislation, policies and initiatives in place to support intercultural 

practices in Ireland and to challenge racism.  In Irish Law, under the Equal Status Act 2000 and the 

Equality Act 2004, it is unlawful to discriminate against a person on nine grounds: age, race, 

religion, marital status, family status, gender, sexual orientation disability and membership of the 

Travelling community. The Education Act 1998 provides an education system that “respects the 

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish society” and promotes “equality of 

access to and participation in education” (Intercultural Conference p.6). Arising from the World 

Conference against Racism in 2001the Irish government developed a National Action Plan Against 

Racism (NPAR). In Ireland, there was evidence of racism against ethnic minorities and legislation 

was essential. Also, legislation was needed because of the growth of immigration into Ireland since 

the mid nineties. Some minority ethnic groups such as the Travellers have been part of the Irish 

culture for a long time previously.   

In relation to the primary school curriculum specific aspects of intercultural education are found in 

the Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) and also found in the Social, Environmental and 

Scientific (SESE) curriculum. Intercultural education is for all children and not only for those from 

ethnic minorities as it “celebrates the positive aspects to cultural diversity as well as drawing 

attention to the power differences between groups and societies (INTO, 2002).  Furthermore, 
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“intercultural education is for all children regardless of their minority or majority ethnic identity” 

(UNESCO Declaration on Race and Racial Prejudice 1978 p.26).  

 According to Cummins (2001) “in order to prepare students for the changes taking place in 

contemporary societies, schools must take account of the fact that cultural diversity is quickly 

becoming the norm”. Therefore, it is through education, we are willing to embrace the “diverse 

traditions, beliefs and values of its people” (NCCA, 2005, p.10). 

Field Work 

Personal reflections on newcomers and diversity 

 It was estimated that newcomers represented 10% of the primary school population in 2007. The 

distribution of newcomers to primary schools is different due to a number of factors, for example, 

location and policies with regard to enrolments. Some schools may have very few newcomers and 

in contrast, there are primary schools where newcomers are highly represented. My school was an 

example of this in that same year. I will reflect on what took place in my school.  Due to insufficient 

numbers, my school made the decision to take in children from a variety of backgrounds as they 

were residing in accommodation, which was in close proximity to the school. However, no 

structures, procedures or supports were in place or provided at the time of this occurrence. This was 

a challenging time in my career as I was a new teacher to the school also.  Approximately one third 

of my class were foreign nationals.  At the time, I felt that I did not have adequate training to assist 

the newcomers and felt that I did not have the support of staff which was necessary. Many of the 

pupils had behavioural issues, emotional problems and language difficulties.  On reflection, the 

newcomers had numerous issues to deal with too, for example they did not know what behaviour 

was expected of them, how they were expected to interact with other children in class and in the 

school yard. This was a new experience for them as they had to adjust to their new living conditions 

in a different country and some had to learn to speak a different language. Nationalities included 

were Nigerian, Polish Scottish, French, Latvian, Lithuanian, Romanian, South African, Algerian 

and Slovakian. This diversity of ethnicity meant religious diversity as well. Irish children were not 

used to seeing children of different colour skin, I noted comments in class. Some children were 

referred to as the ‘chocolate children’, and parents of Irish children referred to them as ‘niggers’. 

These are examples of racist comments and in the beginning; I was unsure how to deal with these 

incidents.  The newcomer children were recognised as the ‘ones ‘who were causing all the trouble’ 

in the class and in the school yard. A reflection of this time in my teaching career has been the 

inspiration for this small scale professional investigation. Although the intake of foreign nationals 
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has dropped in my school since then, I want to see if supports are now in place. During that period, 

diversity was seen as a challenge but is now regarded as a positive resource in schools. 

Intervention design 

The purpose of the intervention was to see how an intercultural policy could be designed for my 

school and the teachers. In order to do this I needed to conduct an investigation to see to what extent 

my school has embraced interculturalism. The resources I used were:  the intercultural guidelines 

checklists (NCCA, 2005), questionnaires, the school information booklet and the Code of 

Discipline in the school. The timeframe for this project was two weeks with regards to gathering 

information, filling in checklists and audits. It also includes my observations in the school and 

reflections on my practice during previous years. Observations were undertaken during break times 

and also included discussions with the students. 

To begin with, I designed a questionnaire for all the children including the newcomer children 

(Appendix 1). Questionnaires were designed for parents as well, however, only a small amount was 

returned and therefore no results were gathered from these. This is not surprising because it is my 

experience that there is not much interaction between the parents from Nigeria and I feel that the 

school could be a more welcoming place towards them in particular. I also drew up a list of 

questions for the principal, which investigated where the staff receive training on equality 

legislation, and whether the school has non-denominational or intercultural policy (Appendix 2). 

Checklists from the Intercultural Guidelines were photocopied and given to the teachers (see 

Appendices). The Code of Behaviour policy, the mission statement and ethos of the school were 

examined. 

I also did an internet search of different schools for comparative purposes to see how different 

school policies were designed and to see if they were similar or different from my school. 

Following this, the data was collected and analysed.  

 The school booklet gave the basic information about the Catholic Ethos and what is expected of the 

Catholic faith.  I feel that there is not sufficient information. The school mission statement describes 

the aim of the school, which is to “facilitate the educational, moral, physical, emotional and social 

development of our pupils”.  With regard to different cultures, there was a sentence which stated 

that “we welcome children from different cultures and religions. Pupils are given an understanding 

of the similarities between different faiths and encouraged to respect differences in teachings”.  This 

is the only time that culture was referred to. It is clear that school will have to start integrating 

cultural diversity into its policies and there are areas where improvements can be made in the 
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school.  In relation to the Code of Discipline, there is no mention of racism or discrimination.  

These are extremely important points that are omitted and are necessary. While planning the school 

must make reference to the different Irish legislation in relation to education.  

Results from the checklists, clearly highlight the areas where improvements are necessary.  The 

school needs to reflect on their current practice in relation to intercultural education.  Regarding the 

social environment review and classroom review checklists, we are implementing some of the 

strategies; however there are improvements which are compulsory. It was noted that there is 

discrepancies between the results of the checklists amongst the teachers. Whilst it is generally 

agreed that we are implementing the strategies, the reality is quite different. It is generally thought 

that we are a welcoming and inclusive school but from my research and study there are many areas 

in which improvements can be made.  I did a self –assessment survey in relation to creating a 

welcoming school culture and there are numerous areas that improvements can be carried out. 

The questionnaires were given to newcomer children from second class to sixth. All students in my 

fourth class completed it. On reflection, I should have given it to other classes, as I would have a 

better result. From results of the questionnaire for the children, the majority agreed that they 

thought that teachers would help them if racist comments were being made and the majority agreed 

that the teachers in the school are making enough effort including their cultures and traditions in 

school. A small number circled sometimes for this question and three children circled that the 

teachers would not help. A number of children in the school were in agreement that children had 

been racist towards them and that the teachers had sorted the incident, for example one little boy 

from Nigeria said: Someone in my school called me a black B_____ and a nigger. In my opinion, it 

was interesting that the majority of children are happy with what is being done for them in school. 

For the younger students I explained what racist meant and brought up the topic of bullying. Many 

of the racist incidents were verbal towards the student. The majority of newcomers questioned were 

from Nigeria.  I had an interesting discussion with a student from fifth class. She is from Pakistan 

and only arrived in school three months previously.  She wears the scarf/hijab as part of her Muslim 

religion and is the only student from this religion in school. She explained the customs of her 

country and explained how when she arrived, she was welcomed into school by her classmates, 

however, they are not including her now. They are socially excluding her, if she asks to play with 

them, they ignore her.  She has not made her teacher aware of this and I explained to her that she 

should tell her teacher. While observing her in the school yard, she is not mixing with her 

classmates; instead she comes over to speak to me.  She preferred her previous school as she feels 

that she is not included presently. Negative comments were overheard in the staffroom about this 
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student. In my own opinion, I would disagree with them, as she is a pleasant and friendly student.  

Another, interesting observation in the school yard, is that the girls from Nigeria tended to play 

together and did not interact with their classmates.  It was interesting to see that the foreign national 

boys interacted with the other male students.  This is because they have the same interest in sport. 

 As part of my investigation, I checked to see if the class libraries had books that related to the 

theme of intercultural education.  There were books about different countries but not many in 

relation to diversity.  There were no dual language books.  While walking and observing the 

physical environment of the school, I could see where the school was deficient in promoting an 

inclusive school. 

Designing an intercultural policy for the school 

It is very clear from the data gathered that an intercultural policy needs to be drawn up for the 

school.  This policy should then be implemented and the principal should nominate a post holder or 

member of staff to do the task. The things that need to be discussed and included in policy are:  

• Aims and aspirations and what we hope to develop for each child and promote in school 

• Rationale: Provide a rationale for the policy by describing the population of newcomers – 

and their diverse religions and languages 

• Provide a definition of intercultural education so that all teachers understand the concept.   

• What are the characteristics of intercultural Education? 

• School ethos: Is there an intercultural ethos in the school? 

• Resources in school: What resources are available in relation to intercultural education? 

• Curriculum/Religion: What is the best way to provide for pupils from a non- Catholic 

background or those with no religion?  

• Enrolment policy and the information about the child starting school 

• Home –School links and including greater parental involvement 

• Roles and responsibilities in the school 

• Staff Development 

 

Discussion and conclusions 

As a teaching practitioner this research has benefitted me to reflect critically on the quality of 

communications and planning emerging from the school on the issue of intercultural education. It 

has made me aware of my strengths and weaknesses. I can see the areas in which improvements can 
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be made in relation to my own class teaching.  I am striving to include all the students and learn 

about their cultures and religions. My library needs to be stocked with more books referring to 

cultures and diversity and dual language books should be available. The children can make these.  

More posters that depict children of different ethnic minorities are needed on the walls. 

There are many areas where improvements can be carried out in relation to the school.  My main 

concern is staff development. I was not aware of the Intercultural Guidelines until recently, I was 

also not aware of the Intercultural Kits that are available to schools. Staff planning is essential to the 

development of policies and the implementation of practices in school. From my experience in 

school, there was no detailed planning as a staff in relation to intercultural education. Admittedly, 

this could be our starting point. Good communication between staff and collaborative planning is 

essential. During the course of this intervention I discovered excellent online materials and 

resources. The Primary Professional Development Service provides an excellent document called 

Intercultural Education - Additional Materials for Whole School Planning. This document is very 

easy to follow and it contains all the essential information with regard to the planning process.  This 

tool can be used in conjunction with the Intercultural Guidelines (NCCA, 2005). Planning and 

current practice are in need of review. Policies relating to racism and discrimination have to be 

included and methods on how to deal with racist incidents need to be examined.  Teachers may 

have racist tendencies or have biased/ stereotypical views without being aware of it. I have heard 

various racist comments in the staff room about a particular family because they are of the Muslim 

faith.   

The school could be made more welcoming for newcomer children by placing multilingual signs at 

the entrance to the school. There should be more visual displays on the walls, for example artwork 

representing the flags of the countries of the various countries and posters and pictures of the 

diverse cultures and ethnic groups of Ireland. Information leaflets or folders with information 

should be made available with information about the countries, cultures, religions and languages of 

all the children attending the school. Additional   extracurricular activities should be available after 

school, as currently the only after school activity is football.  More events should take place in 

school that includes all cultures. A multicultural week was held once in the last six years which was 

a great success at the time; parents of the newcomer children came and showed us their cultural 

dances and music.  This should occur more often and other activities can be introduced.   
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Concluding comments 

As a result of a deeper knowledge of interculturalism, the school audit and the data that I gathered 

from the pupils, my knowledge has been broadened in this area. It is evident that my school needs 

to take the basic steps to develop a policy and to put it into practice. The staff should be aware of all 

the documentation and information that is available on this topic. Respecting and promoting 

diversity leads to a more creative, friendly and empathetic human race. It leads to a more effective 

learning environment in the classroom setting. According to the Millennium Declaration, “Human 

beings must respect one another, in all their diversity of belief, culture and language. A culture of 

peace and dialogue among all civilizations should be actively promoted”.  

 

 

  



 297 

 

 

References 

 

Byran, A. (2009). ‘The intersectionality of nationalism and multiculturalism in the Irish curriculum: 

teaching against racism?’ Race Ethnicity and Education 12,no.3:297-31 

Devine, D., Kenny, M. & Mac Neela, E. (2008) ‘Naming the ‘other’- children’s construction and 

experience of racisms in Irish Primary Schools’. Race, Ethnicity & Education, Vol:11:369-385 

Lodge, A., &  Lynch,  K., (1999). Equality in Education: Dublin: Gill & Macmillan 

NCCA (2005)Intercultural education in the primary school. Guidelines forschools.Online. 

Available at: http//www.ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Publications/intercultural.pdf(Accessed on: 15th 

March 2013) 

 Irish National Teacher’s Organisation (2006) Newcomer Children in The PrimaryEducation 

System. [online ] Available at: http://www.into.ie/ROI/Publications/NewcomerChildren.pdf   

(Accessed on 23rd March 2013) 

Irish National Teacher’s Organisation (2004). Intercultural Education in the PrimarySchool 

Smyth, E.et al.,(2009). Adapting to Diversity: Irish Schools and Newcomer Students. Dublin: The 

Economic and Social Research Institute 

Tormey, R. & Gleeson, J., (2012): Irish post-primary students’ attitudes towards ethnic minorities  

[online] Available at:http://dx.doi.org/10.1080    (Accessed on 15th  March) 

Tovey, H., & Share, P. (2003).  A Sociology of Ireland: 2nd edition: Gill & Macmillian 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization: Guidelines onIntercultural 

Education 

Primary Professional Development Service Site: http://www.sess.ie/links/other‐support‐services‐

and‐national‐programmes/ppds‐primary‐professional‐development‐service 

   



 298 

Appendix 1 

Questionnaire for pupils 

Name:                              Nationality:          Religion: 

What country are you from: 

Were you born in Ireland? 

What is your main language? 

Do you speak any other languages? 

Do you feel welcome in the school? Yes [   ]   No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Are you proud to say what country you or your parents are from? Yes [   ]   No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Has anyone ever been racist towards you? Yes [   ]   No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Can you give any examples? 

Do you think the teachers would help you if you told them that someone was being racist towards you? 

Yes [   ]   No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Do you think the teachers make enough effort to include you and your cultures and traditions? Yes [   ]   

No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Would you like to learn more about your and other people’s countries, cultures and traditions?  Yes [   ]   

No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Do you play with other children outside of school who are not part of your culture?  

Yes [   ]   No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    

Do you play with others from your class who are not part of your community or culture? Yes [   ]   No [   

]   Sometimes [   ]    
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Do you feel that you are included in all school activities and that all pupils are treated equally? Yes [   ]   

No [   ]   Sometimes [   ]    
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Appendix 2: Questions for the Principal 

 

• Does the school have an Intercultural policy or strategy in place and in practice?  

• Does it have an Anti-Racism Code of Practice?  

• Is intercultural education explicitly stated as an aim of your work in any of the other policies 

of the school? 

• Does staff receive training on equality legislation? 

• Does school have a non-denominational policy? 

• Is there any documentation available in school relating to Intercultural Education?  

• What countries are represented in the school? 

• What religions are represented in the school?  

• Other than English and Gaeilge – what other languages do the newcomer pupils speak?  
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Appendix 3 – NCCA (2007) Checklists 
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Reducing ethnically based inequalities in the classroom and creating a human rights 

environment in the UAE 

Brendan O’Driscoll 

Introduction  

In this essay, I shall consider reccurring issues relating to ethnic diversity within a grade twelve 

English classroom in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) ( See Appendix A for class profile). By 

drawing on my past experiences as an Irish expatriate teaching and living within UAE, yet aware of 

comparable practices and policies in Ireland, I will reflect on an intervention strategy I carried out 

to promote ethnic pluralism in my lessons. This will then enable me to examine the effectiveness of 

policy implementation, particularly the inter-cultural guidelines (NCCA, 2006) in attaining the 

goals I sought to achieve through this teaching strategy. Finally, I will evaluate and draw 

conclusions, whilst being conscious of any questions that may still need to be addressed. 

According to the United Nations (UN, 1948), human rights ‘promote understanding, tolerance and 

friendship among all nations, racial and religious groups.’ Sadly, the absence of mutual respect and 

understanding within my school is conspicuous throughout the entire physical and social setting of 

this educational environment; but the segregation is more closely noticeable within a single 

classroom. The physical and social separation between dominant and minority ethnic groups in my 

class has led to what is clearly a breach of human rights. Such divisions have recently intensified 

and I have observed racial abuse and acts of discrimination based solely on nationality. 

Furthermore, there is an underlying lack of interaction and a hierarchy of privilege which divides 

the dominant ethnic Emiratis from the other pan-Arabic ethnic groups.  

The focus of my research is to find out how I can remove or reduce these ethnically based 

inequalities in my classroom so as to create an environment where human rights, as defined above, 

are central to everything we do pastorally and pedagogically. This three day intervention aims to 

promote cultural awareness and human rights in a positive light through intercultural education, 
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lessening any status-related inequalities and addressing misconceptions and stereotypes that may be 

embedded in the minds of my students. 

Literature Review 

The UAE is comprised of a national, Emirati population of only nineteen per cent. This means that 

the vast majority of the country is made up of expatriates, particularly from the Asian sub-continent, 

the Islamic Maghreb and the rest of the Arabian peninsular (UAE Government, 2011). With the 

massive and rapid increase in affluence since the discovery of oil, the UAE has not shown much 

desire to adapt and broaden its mind-set beyond its indigenous, tribal composition and traditions. 

Job and wage discrimination based on ethnic origin still exists (Mills, 2009). Due to the absence of 

local literature and policies on promoting ethnic integration, my literature review will focus on the 

relevant aspects of Irish policy and literature which has informed my understanding of this matter. 

According to the NCCA (2006) guidelines, intercultural education can be defined as respecting and 

embracing the ‘normality of diversity’ (p.i) and closely ties itself to the concept of human rights and 

Irish legislation (Lodge & Lynch, 2004). They highlight the need for all students ‘from a dominant 

or a minority culture’ (p.ii) to be aware of our human rights and what constitutes discrimination 

based on nine grounds, one of which includes ‘race’. Instead of ‘race’ Giddens (2009) utilises the 

term ‘ethnicity’, claiming it is much more complex than a scientific phenomenon and represents a 

society’s perspective or way of life as a unique social group. According to the Government of 

Ireland (2004), ethnicity is defined in terms of race, skin colour, nationality or national or ethnic 

origin.  

Much research has pointed towards the bullying and harassment that occurs among ethnic minority 

groups because of these differences (Lodge & Lynch 2004, Giddens 2009, Huber 2012). A study 

carried out by Lodge & Lynch (2004) found that verbal abuse was even being directed at students 

for the way they spoke and for their distinctive lifestyle. In Ireland, the Equal Status Act (2004) 

defines discriminatory actions as occurring ‘where a person is treated less favourably than another 

person is’. Furthermore, it defines the teacher’s lawful responsibility to reduce the likelihood of 

such incidents. The National Education Welfare Board (NEWB 2008) under the Education 

(Welfare) Act (2000), advise that clear and concise expectations should be drawn up for students as 

a means of control to deal with discrimination or racial abuse.  

Rather than attempting to grasp some of the complex definitions of ‘culture’, I believe Huber’s 

(2012) representation of the term is most applicable in the context of intercultural education. He 

believes that culture is confined to what we see rather than the larger or ‘invisible’ (p.20) picture of 
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our own lives and the lives of others. Interculturalism is about understanding how we feel and act 

by accepting that personal values are open to negotiation depending on the knowledge and 

experiences gathered. He stresses the value of an ‘interactional dimension’ (p.24) to create this level 

of understanding which, he argues, cannot be captured by simply attaining knowledge of other 

cultures through a traditional approach.  

Indeed, the guidelines also supports the ‘central’ (NCCA 2006, p.18) role of language and dialogue 

among students. Rather than focusing on ‘the right and wrong’ (p.ii) it is important for students to 

develop ‘emphatic listening’ (p.18) as it offers the learner an opportunity to reflect on their own 

personal values and beliefs.  Corbett (2003) insists that to achieve this necessary level of self-

discovery, one must take a ‘critical stance' (p.30) which he believes is more likely through 

‘interactional’ (p.52) communication that is casual and open-minded in nature. In some ways this is 

reflective of Bryan’s (2009) criticism of intercultural strategies which he believes ‘abnormalises’ 

(p.312) diversity. He highlights the ‘alien’ (p.312) nature associated with having to go out of our 

way to embrace diversity when in fact this is hypocritical as it does not fully comply with the notion 

of ‘normalising’ difference when it is seen as an effort or wilful approach. While much literature 

focuses on this type of discussion, Barrow (1990) focuses on the need for learners to be aware of 

the purpose of listening in discussions; rather than being an act of brainwashing, it is about getting 

them to view the world differently.  

To reach a balance between those members who represent the dominant culture and those who are 

less willing to interact, Bryan (2009) claims that students should be immersed in a different culture 

in order to promote critical ‘decentring’ of values. On the other hand, the White Paper on Education 

(DES, 1995) recognises the significance of promoting the student’s own identity primarily, as well 

as that of others. The NCCA (2006) suggests that this is important in order for learners to reflect on 

‘their own cultural perspectives’ (p. 16) which need to be exposed. Similarly, Huber (2012) points 

out that intercultural education is as just as much about celebrating our unique identities as 

respecting others so that we are ‘learning to live together’ and are ‘learning from each other’ (p.25). 

Students, regardless of their ethnic group, need to be respected for their unique characteristics, 

acknowledged for their relationship within different cultural contexts and ultimately not be forced 

to become a part of any “normative perspective” (p.24).  

Fieldwork 

“The younger generation do not feel the need to respect those from the outside (expatriates), who 

they see are there to serve them and take advantage of our riches.” These were the words of a local 
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student’s father who reflected on his countries transformation since the discovery of oil in the 1950s 

(see Appendix B). Unfortunately, many aspects of the school I work in bolster this power 

imbalance. Firstly, the English school curriculum requires that ‘links to the Emirati culture’ (ADEC, 

2012, p.3) are made. English textbooks and exam papers display vocabulary, pictures and current 

affairs topics related to all aspects of UAE society with no representation of any other nationality. 

See Appendix C.  Secondly, the classroom settings and corridors are lined with reverential images 

of the UAE’s monarchic leaders, as well as being festooned with numerous national flags as shown 

in Appendix D. Thirdly, I have observed that Emirati students are treated more favourably by the 

solely Emirati administration staff in the school; they are given extra roles, encouraged to 

participate in extra-curricular activities and shown more leniency for misbehaviour. While many of 

these inequalities originate from outside my classroom, they empower the dominant culture and 

segregate minority ethnic groups from the dominant culture.  

Owing to the fact that I have been aware of these conditions for some time, I have attempted to 

initiate open discussions or group activities which redress these circumstances. My efforts have 

made largely in vain (see Appendix E). On one hand, such activities have been subverted, 

monopolised or dismissed by the superior group. Whilst on the other, the minority groups are 

generally unresponsive and unwilling to enter into any level of emotional or controversial dialogue. 

Ultimately, local students remain unchallenged in their views. Indeed, such attempts served only to 

reinforce having their dominance even further, removing them from the opportunity to even 

consider the ‘other’. A culture has been allowed, even encouraged to develop whereby individuals 

are stratified and subjugated purely through the stereotypes associated with ethnic groups. See 

Appendix E. 

To represent the diverse cultural and ethnic groups in my class, a world map was hung in the 

classroom and displayed each student’s picture and name at their country of birth. During the first 

day, it seemed to have a negative effect on two local students who used the map as a reference point 

for discriminating comments: “All of these people over here are crazy” (pointing to Pakistan). 

Nevertheless, a noticeable increase in pride was noticeable through the positive body language of a 

number of minority group members. On the third day, I observed these students congregating 

around the map prior to their lesson, pointing at the map, smiling at each other’s comments and 

interesting facts about their homeland (see Appendix F). Despite the predictable discriminatory 

comments, the map represented all individuals on one page and re-established a sense of unity, 

particularly in the identity of minority groups. 
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In order to engage students in inquiry-based learning and promote critical discussion, I set up a 

class blog entitled ‘An open mind is a powerful mind’. On day one, students had to write at least 

three bullet points describing their interpretation of a typical man or woman from one of the 

nationalities represented in class. As expected, many of the initial posts were based on stereotypes 

and offered negligible insightful detail. Three portrayals related to the wrong country, one had to be 

deleted as it was offensive and did not comply with class rules, and just under half the class were 

unable to think of three separate pieces of information. See some examples in Appendix G. In 

general, the exercise showed a considerable lack of factual knowledge about other countries and a 

connection could be established between the nationalities and the nature of the stereotype. I believe 

this could be influenced the media in a particular country. 

On day two, students were required to attach evidence from whatever online sources they wanted to 

back-up their previous day’s post. Applying this evidence reduced the frequency and severity of 

many of the less informed or irrational comments. At this stage five students claimed that they were 

unable to find evidence and consequently edited the inaccuracy in their original post. Two local 

students attached homemade YouTube videos which mocked Pakistan. 

On the third occasion, students were encouraged to challenge any misconceptions and false 

evidence that was published on the blog, hence creating more engaging discussion. In most cases, if 

the evidence could not be validated form a reliable source, students realised for themselves that 

deeper exploration of the country was required. The major success here was that many students felt 

a need to reflect on their posts before publishing them as one student admitted the risk of being 

proven wrong by ‘decisive’ first hand evidence was a deciding factor (see Appendix H). 

 Other, less-interested students were motivated to collect the most ‘likes’ from other students for 

correct representations of a culture or for simply displaying evidence that complied with the class 

rules namely respecting other opinions. See Appendix I for transcript of class rules. Overall, I found 

that students who were more exposed to critical discussion and willing to explore topics were more 

inclined to listen to others, offer more constructive and persuasive arguments, hand out and receive 

more respect and, ultimately, more likely to reflect on their own values and beliefs. I believe this 

success has been supported by the conveniences of online discussion. This is explained in Appendix 

J.  

Conclusion and Discussion 

‘It is education, which promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and 

promotes the values upon which equality is built’ (NCCA, 2005, p.3). Despite the wealth of Irish 
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legislation that promotes respect for diversity; Employment Equality Acts (1998, 2004) and the 

Equal Status Acts 2000 to 2004, I have found the guidelines benificial in translating these standards 

into pedagogical practices I can associate with and implement in a classroom. I agree that education 

must be at the core of interculturalism and therefore, I accept that my role as a teacher is crucial in 

opening learners up to the fact that humans have developed contrasting ways of living. However, 

Bryan (2009) rightly explains that it cannot be solely left up to the teacher to combat prejudice and 

inequality. From my experiences, I have learned that negative attitudes to difference have stemmed 

from society and a curriculum that has long existed. In the UAE, legislation needs to address the 

concept of ethnic diversity and the other eight grounds of discrimination by putting in place 

processes and procedures that promote and achieve inclusion for all. 

One of the most useful pieces of advice I gained from the guidelines was the importance of students 

knowing and understanding what inequality, racism and prejudice was and why they are important. 

The standards of behaviour addressed by the NEWB (2008) proved to be an invaluable reference 

point and deterrent for acts of discrimination mainly because ‘they were developed through 

consultation with students’ (p.37). Considering many of the native Emirati students have not 

travelled beyond the UAE, this allowed them to empathise with others and realise why certain 

behaviours violate a person’s human rights. I believe as a practitioner, one cannot expect students to 

show empathy for those who are discriminated against when they are unaware of the associated 

actions, behaviours and consequences they can have on people who are on the receiving end. 

While the aim of this intervention was to promote more respect and cross-cultural understanding, I 

took the NCCA’s useful advice and focused on creating inquiry-based learning and open dialogue 

among students. On one level, the knowledge created from inquiry-based learning allowed students 

to realise that they were open to change, while on another level the critical discussion was crucial in 

reflecting on the way the students thought, felt and acted. In addition to the guidelines, the White 

Paper on Education supported a teaching strategy that saw these two activities ‘combined’ (p.12). 

Together, they did prove successful in unwinding individual emotions and bridging the opinion gap. 

However, it must be said that the real challenge here was creating emphatic listeners.  

Prior to reading the guidelines it seemed to me that listening was effortless. In practice, it turned out 

to be especially demanding for my students and, equally, the most valuable skill. In some cases, I 

found that students had a subconscious need to defend their values by retaliation and over-

compensation. This was somewhat prevented when students were required to back up their 

perceptions with evidence. While Corbett (2003) values the role of ‘free-flowing’ discussion, I 
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found that often students reacted better to arguments that had a factual basis. Exposing students to 

media and sources put them in a position to distinguish between reliable and unreliable opinions 

and facts. This required interpreting media literacy through their own lens and understanding it in 

relation to their culture. Certainly, the guidelines enabled me to realise that the identified 

intolerance exists in my classroom as a result of poor communication and lack of cross-cultural 

awareness and appreciation.  

 

To shift the focus away from ‘cultural homogeneity’ (Bryan, 2009, p.301) as it had been 

established, I used the guidelines to promote individual identities throughout the social and physical 

environment; ethnic identity was represented in its wider context via use of the regional map, a 

class composed blog, on several worksheets and through wearing their national dress. It seemed that 

students from minority groups were less vocal because of the difficulty incurred in confrontation. 

My intervention initially sought to challenge the Emirati students’ antagonistic, intimidating 

behaviour. Instead, it seemed that promoting the minority students without jeopardising the 

dominant culture’s position was a more effective approach. This proved a positive process, better 

enabling the minority students to develop a sense of belonging, participation and representation.  

By applying Giddens (2006) advice, I managed to create an environment where those from the 

dominant culture took a step back from the centre of the circle and those from minority groups were 

pushed closer inwards. Indeed, members of minority groups were more willing to engage in open, 

communicative discussions when they were discussing their own heritage. In contrast, members of 

the dominant culture became more passive and receptive. In many ways, inquiry-based learning and 

the experiential knowledge that the minority students offered was invaluable in re-balancing the 

class. The question remains about where does one culture draw the line or risk losing their 

indigenous culture in such a diverse country? Would promoting the identity of other ethnic groups 

undermine Emirati culture? 

Before implementing this intercultural teaching strategy, I examined my own beliefs as well as 

those of others. The guidelines rightly point out that teachers need to reflect on their own prejudices 

and identity. We are all susceptible to viewing ‘otherness’, as described by Lodge and Lynch 

(2004), through our own lens as I have been reminded throughout the last two years in the UAE. It 

has been interesting to watch how newer colleagues go to arduous efforts to challenge a culture that 

is so different to their own. Personally, I have learned from experience that reflecting on our own 

identity can put a lot into perspective and create greater tolerance for difference. I demonstrated this 



 311 

to my students by admitting to being misled by my perceptions, extending interest into other 

cultures by wearing their national dress and by attempting to learn a few Arabic phrases.  

Concluding Comments 

It is difficult for anyone to question the deeply embedded connection an individual has to their 

inherited identity. This is what makes intercultural education even more challenging and a lifelong 

process. While my intervention aimed to promote ethnic pluralism, I found that trying to get a 

learner to accept another way of life was not something that could be readily applied from theory or 

policy, or achieved through a didactic style of re-education. It requires personal exploration of 

cultures and critical discussion. Intercultural education is about facilitating a personal inquiry into 

the learner’s own identity and how other the people have gained theirs.  

Clearly, a child’s formative years are crucial to their developing into a well-rounded, considerate 

and civilised adult. Education must always be an opportunity to unite people, nations and cultures 

for peace and a collaborative future. I am optimistic that intercultural education can and does 

provide the conduit that breaks down barriers, prejudices and negativity at both a personal and 

global level. If this is the purport of intercultural education, it must be addressed and delivered in a 

way that resolves the nine grounds of discrimination. Only then, I believe intercultural education 

‘helps to remove racism’ (NCCA, 2006, p.21) rather than compounding it. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A Class profile of grade 12C 

 

Out of the twenty four students in my class, there are: eleven Emiratis, two Jordanians, two Syrians, 

five Pakistanis, and four Egyptians. Aged between 17 and 18 years of age, they are all Muslim, 

male, and speak English fluently. There are many differences amongst the five ethnic group’s 

appearance and manner. For example, the local Emirati students’ come to school in clean white 

Kandoras, well shaven faces, and expensive cars. On the other hand, the expatriate students wear 

different coloured Kandoras are usually ‘scruffier’ looking and take the bus to school. There is also 

a difference in how they conduct themselves in the classroom. I find my expatriate students take 

school more seriously and show more respect while it is often very difficult to get my local students 

to sit quietly and show respect for others.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Egyptian 
17% 

Pakistani 
21% 

Syrian 
8% 

Jordanian 
8% 

Emirati 46% 

Make‐up of students in class 

twelve 'c' according to nationality 
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Appendix B Transcript of conversation with a parent during grade twelve parent teachers 

meeting (took place on March 4th 2013) 

 

Me: I have recorded on my diary many times where your son has been quite disrespectful to others, 

particularly outside of his own group. 

Father: At home, we have similar issues with the way he treats the maid.  

Me: I feel it is upsetting some of the other students and interfering with the learning 

Father: What kind of comments do you mean? 

Me: One time he told a student from Egypt to go home and make bombs.  

Father: You see, the younger generation do not feel the need to respect those from the outside, who 

they see are there to serve them and take advantage of our riches.”  
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Appendix C Grade eleven and twelve text book covers promoting UAE culture 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix D Displays of UAE heritage and culture  
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a) Displays at reception of school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b) Picture of students at attention for assembly for UAE national anthem. Also note the 

differences in physical appearance of the kandoras. Taken 18/4/2013 
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Appendix E Reflective teacher diary report (extracts) 

 

15/2/13 

 

Today, I tried to mix up the groups for cooperative learning and many students (mainly local Boys) 

refused to sit with others. On asking the social worker to come in to speak with them, they 

eventually moved. On the topic of pollution in UAE, my Egyptian student (when asked by me) 

murmured something about the country being badly polluted in the desert. At this point his group 

member (Emirati) shouted racial abuse at him, claiming he needed to sort out his own country and 

all the bombs that are happening there. 

 

21/3/2013  

 

X slagged X’s country today calling him “Osama Bin Laden”. (student from Pakistan)  
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27/02/2013 

 

Today x claimed that “All they eat in Egypt is rice, no money mister” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix F Students’ from Syria and Pakistan intrigued by world map display in classroom 
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Appendix G Transcript of blog posts displaying stereotypes of people from specific countries 

and a lack of cultural awareness. 

 

An Emirati student’s perception of an Egyptian person 

 

- They eat rice 

- They do not care about their health and smoke too much shisha 

- They have the most famous ancient building, the pyramids 

 

 

An Emirati student’s perception of a Pakistani person 

 

- They are crazy and are difficult to trust 
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- They kill their own people because of all their terrorist groups 

 

A Jordanian student’s perception of a Syrian person 

 

- It is not safe 
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Appendix H 

Teacher diary (12/3/2013) 

X stayed behind after class to ask for advice on what to write in the evening’s blog discussions. His 

main concern was that he had been proven wrong so many times in the past with his opinions and 

wanted advice on what the best websites were to reference information. 

Appendix I 

Core classroom rules that were posted on the classroom wall and on the blog 

 

 

 

(NEWB, 2008) 

Appendix J 

Personal reflection on the significance of the class blog on creating critical discussion 

 

Blog 

In many ways the blog supported the development of emphatic listening. Firstly, students had time 

to reflect on what others were saying and on their own identity outside the confined or classroom 

environment. Online, students were less likely to unleash their initial feelings from other people’s 

comments in the classroom. Instead, they were more likely to take other peoples considerations into 

account, digest it and benefit from them before contributing themselves. In comparison to the 

classroom setting, there was no issue with turn taking and personal space and each student was 

more equally represented.  
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Interestingly, those who did not contribute to the blog and interact with others online maintained a 

lack of respect for others cultures. Perhaps, the reason for their lack of engagement was down to the 

topic not interesting them enough. In this case creating a real world concept or grasping students 

attention earlier on may have helped to promote more curiosity. Nevertheless, inquiry based 

learning provided students with a more purposeful opportunity to explore other cultures hence 

placing them at the centre of their own investigation and consequent outlooks. 
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Strategies for eliminating racial discrimination among young girls in UAE 

Clodagh O’Loughlin 

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to discuss and reflect on strategies for teaching ethnic diversity to 

Primary school students in a multicultural classroom in the Middle East. It will focus on attempts to 

change the attitudes and prejudice of the local minority in the cohort. I will also look at how 

spending the last ten years teaching and living in the Middle East has shaped my attitude towards 

multiculturalism and global citizenship and whether interventions to promote intercultural 

awareness and improve inclusion can be successful in my particular school setting. I have chosen 

this topic for two reasons. Firstly, as an educator I have a responsibility to enable young students to 

develop the core competencies which allow them to actively engage with the world and to help 

make it a more just and sustainable place. Secondly, as a parent who is raising her family here, I am 

preparing for when my sons may be subject to racial episodes in school. I have witnessed many 

examples of discrimination in this community. Employers retaining passports and/or preventing 

expatriates changing jobs and banning employees from obtaining a work permit for six months after 

resigning. Discrimination based on ethnic origins is openly practiced and no laws exist to prevent it. 

In my first school in this country, teachers were on different salaries based on country of origin not 

teaching experience. Highest paid jobs go to UAE Nationals and companies are required by law to 

hire a percentage of Nationals in their organisations. Newspaper adverts will read ‘Arabs only’ or 

‘UK/US educated’. Western women refused a UAE driving license without their husband’s 

appearance at the police station to give his permission. 

Diverse student bodies and classrooms, the argument goes, are more educationally effective than 

are less or non-diverse ones. Lee Bollinger, President of the University of Michigan, for example, 

has attested, “A classroom that does not have a significant representation from members of different 

races produces an impoverished discussion” (Schmidt, 1998, p.A32). However, can I have an 

inclusive classroom when I do not live in an inclusive community?  

It is important for me and my own children as well as the school community at large that we try to 

discourage racial discrimination among our students. There is more emphasis now on education for 

young Emiratis as many look to move to the UK and US to study at third level. I see language as the 

simple bridge to understanding between the cultures in a multicultural classroom. In my experience 

here, the medium of teaching and learning is through English. The higher the standard of English 
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spoken at home (parents educated abroad) the more open minded and tolerant the students are. No 

matter what part of the world we are from, we have seen the results of racial prejudice and racism, 

even if we have never directly felt it aimed at ourselves. I am never quite sure if it is gender or race 

related here when I am subjected to mild forms of it. 

As a UAE resident, I would like to educate young Emiratis not just to accept but to understand other 

cultures. Social inclusion should extend beyond bringing the “outsiders” in. It should be about 

closing the physical, social and economic distances separating people. Education is key to reducing 

racism. The UAE Government believes that a poor grasp of English is one of the main employment 

barriers for UAE nationals hence the attraction of fee paying International Schools and Western 

teachers (Education 2020 Five Year Plan to Introduce Advanced Education Techniques). 

Research questions: Can I educate young Emiratis not just to accept but to understand other 

cultures? Can I discourage racial discrimination among young girls in UAE? 

In this paper I describe an intervention entitled “Make a case against Racism” project which was 

undertaken with Year 6 girls. 

Literature Review 

Cultural Context United Arab Emirates 

The population of the UAE is estimated at 5.4 million, most of whom are non-nationals. 85% of the 

population is made up of immigrants, Indians form the single largest expatriate ethnic group. Nearly 

all citizens are Muslims; local observers estimate that approximately 25% are Hindu, 10% 

Christian, 5% Buddhist and 5% belong to other religions. Literacy levels of the total population age 

15 and over are 77.9%. The Education system of the UAE is relatively new with few formal schools 

in the country in 1952. In the 1960’s and 1970’s, a school building programme expanded the system 

with education at Primary and Secondary level now compulsory up to the ninth grade. 40% of 

pupils attend private fee paying schools. These are internationally accredited, geared towards 

expatriate communities but with a majority Emirati intake on some school registers. Local children 

are requested to attend gender-segregated schools up to 6th grade (there are variations on age 

depending on the Emirate). The Ministry of Information and Culture reviews imported material for 

censorship. This includes textbooks in a majority of schools. The Ministry of Education (MOE) 

monitors all UAE schools including International ones which can be closed if they appear to violate 

Islamic principles. Therefore discussing Religion is not acceptable for Western teachers in their 

classrooms and only Islamic students have religious Education in school. Interventions are 
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challenging here in the UAE, a country heavily criticised by ‘Human Rights Watch’ for violations 

of its obligations under the terms of the International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 

racial discrimination, in particular where its treatment of non-citizens is concerned. Although I have 

a responsibility to try to minimise racial prejudice among my students, it is what their parents teach 

them that leaves a more permanent mark. There has never been a better time to embrace the concept 

of social inclusion than now. September 11, 2001 has demonstrated the fragility of a nation built on 

tolerance. Sadly, the hijacker-pilot of United Airlines Flight 175 that crashed into the South Tower 

of the World Trade Centre that day was born and raised here, in the city where I currently live.  

In terms of International relations, upholding of the UN Charter for human rights is seen as a 

Nations positive attitude towards global citizenship.  As a UAE resident, I am aware that this 

country has been criticised for violating International Labour Law standards. Both the BBC and 

United States Department of State have cited widespread instances on blue collar labour abuse. The 

country is in violation under the terms of the International Convention of the Elimination of 

Discrimination against women, particularly where its treatment of domestic workers is concerned. 

Recent initiatives to stamp out the practice of child camel jockeys have headed off criticism that it 

violates its obligations under the terms of the International Conventions of the Rights of the Child.  

 

There is little available research on the extent of racist behaviour and harassment in Irish 

Educational institutions, but the emerging research evidence is not encouraging. Teachers in a study 

(Devine et al 2004) expressed uncertainty as how they should handle overt individual racism, such 

as comments made in class. However in a paper on Irish Post-Primary students’ attitudes towards 

ethnic minorities, Tormey and Gleeson (2012) drew upon a large quantitative study involving 4970 

post-primary pupil respondents. The paper found that many students report low levels of social 

distance from Black African Immigrants, Muslims and Eastern Europeans. The potential positive 

impact of school-level programmes such as those related to global justice and inequalities is 

identified through the lower level of negative attitudes towards ethnic minorities reported by 

Transition Year students who have experienced such programmes.  

Societies rely on different models to address ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in education, 

with different consequences for the experiences young people have in schools. Daniel Faas 

describes Ireland as a new migration society with an arguably more multicultural outlook than an 

old migration society such as Germany. Faas refers to Osler and Yahya’s paper on the tensions and 

challenges facing schools in implementing human rights education in Kurdistan-Iraq, a post conflict 
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autonomous region. A key point in their study is the call for students to be educated in human 

rights, not just about human rights and that societal conditions often undermine the current teaching 

about basic human rights. Can the UAE be categorised as a new migration society? It has the 

highest percentage of foreign born citizens in any nation in addition to having the highest gender 

imbalance, male to female, in the world. Since the mid 1980’s people from across South Asia have 

settled here – Indians, Filipinos, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Sri Lankans. People arrived to work 

from other Arab League nations such as Egypt, Somalia and Sudan. It is home to people from over 

twenty Arab nationalities including Palestinians. In recent years the authorities have invested wisely 

in different areas of the economy to try and offset the eventual reduction in oil revenues in the 

future. Hence the arrival of expatriates from Europe, Africa, Post-Soviet states, North America, 

Japan and Australia. 

Field Work 

The intervention report that follows was attempted in a primary school in Dubai; a city described as 

“East meets West”where I was previously employed for four years. It must be stated that it was not 

a typical International school although it employed Western teachers. The school had a strict 

Islamic ethos and was gender-segregated. Male teachers only taught male students and female 

teachers taught the girls. It was noted by colleagues how the segregation seemed to heighten the 

aggressive attitude of the male students who for the most part had no respect for female staff 

members. Educational material was highly censored – both picture and text. Arab expatriate 

teachers taught Social Studies, History and Geography in addition to Arabic and Islamic. Western 

teachers taught a dissected version of the British Curriculum in the remaining subjects. Music and 

Drama were not taught. All pupils in the school were Muslim consisting of local and Arab 

expatriates and including other Asian and African nationalities. The intervention was led by 

myyear-group colleague, a British Muslim who was appalled at the prejudice and hateful outbursts 

witnessed from some pupils. This teacher was part of senior management, and for this reason was 

given permission to tentatively try, the “Make a case against Racism” project with Year 6 girls in 

liaison with an Arabic teacher who would be deemed credible by the pupil’s parents. The request to 

implement the project with the male half of the year group was denied.  

Twice a week we joined our classes together and started with the objective of ‘Understanding 

Racism’. The terminology had to be simplified for the EAL students. We focused on terms such as 

‘prejudice, stereotype and discrimination’ and introducing the concept of Social responsibility. We 

brainstormed what they considered socially irresponsible behaviour towards othersand ways to 
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avoid participating. Together we collated a list of interpersonal skills and strategies to help for 

example: co-operation, inclusion, effective communication, empathy and respectful behaviour. The 

girls put forward qualities of a good friendship such as, sharing, honesty and the ability to 

agree/disagree kindly. We then developed a classroom policy for treating people with respect. The 

girls worked in pairs using worksheets to help them formulate their ideas. We noticed that friends 

paired up together and for the most part the Emirati girls did not contribute to any part of the 

discussion. I noticed how one of my own pupils was very uncomfortable. She was a new student, 

very bright and from Pakistan. She spoke excellent English but remained silent during the 

discussion. The local girls did not like to sit near her. As one of the Emirati girls stated in a later 

lesson, “People from Pakistan clean the roads. And they steal and are dirty”.  At many times the 

Arabic teacher would react in disgust speaking to the group in Arabic. Hence there was some lack 

of communication between the teachers and the classroom management was not conducive to the 

girls being open. At our year-group meeting the girls were assessed using the rubric given and how 

they had written in their reflective diaries about what feelings and thoughts were sparked by the 

material they had encountered. Most pupils wrote generic sentences as if answering a reading 

comprehension with a minority showing a sense of understanding and opposition to racial prejudice.  

The second part of the project which was started about a month later, concentrated on Visual Art 

which we encompassed into the Art planning. The pupils were to try to reflect the theme of anti-

racism and engage the viewer by evoking thoughts or feelings for example sadness, solidarity and 

anger. Conversely this part of the project was very successful. The girls had particular interest and 

an aptitude in Art and they spoke candidly about how they had empathy for those excluded socially. 

There was a non-threatening attitude as far as they were concerned during these lessons. We did not 

require the presence of the Arabic teacher for these periods and my colleague and I worked with our 

own classes individually. The Art teacher and members of management praised the girls on their 

efforts which were later displayed. Some scenes reflected school life but nothing mirroring what 

was going on in their own classroom. Others portrayed immigrant labourers or domestic workers 

missing their families that they had left behind in their home countries. One pictured people in local 

dress sending money to the ‘poor’. I asked the student in question if she thought there were poor 

people living locally to which which she replied no. The objective of the following section of the 

project was on respect for all and social responsibility. We decide to remain in our individual 

classes and the Arabic teacher to liaise between us when possible. We focused on types of hurtful 

behaviour like name calling, intimidation and exclusion. At no point during the group work or 

discussion did any pupil say that they had been a victim or perpetrator of this kind of behaviour. 
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Teaching assertive communication was the main objective while we worked through different 

scenarios. The girls were assessed by questioning from the Arabic teacher who spoke in English. 

Could they empathise with feelings someone being bullied might experience? They did need 

clarification on the difference between bullying and disagreement. The final section of the project 

was responding to racism and other forms of bullying, harassment and intimidation.  Scenarios were 

given to the pupils to practice assertive communication skills. Around this time complaints were 

being made to management that time was being wasted on this as the pupils were facing end of year 

examinations. We were asked to stop the programme with the intention of pursuing it again after the 

examinations. The project was not revisited with that group and most of those pupils left the school 

after their exams.  

The intervention was worth doing but how successful it actually was is difficult to quantify. Firstly 

the male students who needed it most did not gain access to it. The pupils we aimed it at were at the 

top age range of the school and would take more than the project to change whatever mindset they 

had grown up with thus far. They were being polite for the most part and the lack of verbal 

contribution to the discussions was their way of disagreeing with respect. As adults we understood 

the depth of the problem in the society at large. Those girls were collected at the classroom door by 

a maid who carried their schoolbag. They were driven home by a driver who worked for their 

family. They had a tutor come daily and do their homework with them or as often or not for them. 

They liked me and respected me but it was apparent that some did not see me as their equal. 

Behaviour in general around the school did not seem to change in regard to this subject. Filipina 

staff on bus duty continued to receive verbal abuse from some students. A report was made to the 

Principal from one of these ladies of how she witnessed a local mother get on the bus and shout at a 

child who apparently was involved in some altercation with her son. It was reported that she 

screamed that she was a local and would have his father fired. Filipina and Indian teaching 

assistants were not treated with respect and physically kicked on occasion. My teaching assistant 

was Hindi but had lied on her application stating her religion as Christian as only Christian or 

Muslim staff were employed. It was openly known throughout the school that the owner would go 

through prospective staff applications in the Principal’s office, discarding some on viewing their 

photograph. Overtime when in that unique environment one realises the general obsession with 

nationality and never before in my life had I been so aware of being Irish. 

The school had been inspected as were all schools at that time. It was rated as satisfactory much to 

the dismay of the proprietor as student fees could not be raised unless the school received ‘good’. 

The Principal explained that as we were not following all the strands of the British Curriculum and 
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leaving some subjects out altogether that this result was expected. As she was speaking to the whole 

staff in a meeting regarding this, an English colleague raised a point. Perhaps the school was rated 

‘satisfactory’ because it employed some Irish and Scottish teachers that were not trained to teach 

British curriculum and therefore the standard of teaching and learning was being lowered. Can even 

professionals be affected in their judgments overtime when working in an unhealthy environment? 

Concluding Comments 

This society is not a melting pot or mosaic of nations. Is racial prejudice a problem that will not go 

away?  Retired non-nationals must return to their country of origin. Once the immigrant workforce 

has done their job they leave and are replaced. Emiratis are encouraged to marry each other and 

given financial incentives to do so by the Government-run Marriage Fund that was set up to “build 

and support coherent and stable families in the UAE.” As they are outnumbered 8:1 by expatriates, 

it is no surprise that they struggle with fears of losing their national identity. They are all fiercely 

patriotic and perhaps the racial prejudice that might come with that is born out of fear. At the end of 

the day we all bleed red and schools are in a unique position to model and teach the kinds of 

behaviour and values that support a society in which differences are welcomed and respected. In my 

opinion it is over ambitious for any one teacher or group of teachers to make a significant long-term 

difference to young pupil’s mindset on ethnic diversity if their families and local authorities are not 

in agreement. From what I have witnessed and experienced personally, I can only imagine how 

damaging it must be for children to be subject to discrimination. Who we are and where we come 

from is at the core of our very being and to have that questioned, mocked and belittled is a violation 

of our human rights. Finally, I conclude with a quotation from ex-president of the USA, Bill 

Clinton:  

There are large numbers of people who simply don't have the values and vision necessary to 

be part of an inter-dependent world. They think their differences -- whether religious, 

political, tribal or ethnic -- are more important than our common humanity. They believe the 

truth they have justifies their imposition of that truth on other people, even if it takes them to 

the death of innocents” (Bill Clinton 42nd U.S. President). 

  



 331 

References 

 

Deegan, J., Devine, D. and Lodge, A. (eds) (2004) Primary Voices: Equality, Diversity and 

Childhood in Irish Primary schools. Dublin: Institute of Public Administration. 

Embassy of the United Arab Emirates. 2001. Cultural Division. [ONLINE] Available at: 

http://www.uaecd.org. [Accessed 17 March 13]. 

Faas, D, 2013. Ethnic diversity and schooling in national education systems: Issues of policy 

andidentity. Education Inquiry, 4, No.1, 5-10. 

Make a case against racism: A guide for teachers. Available online: 

http://www.embracebc.ca/local/embracebc/pdf 

Ministry of Education. 2000. English/site documents. [ONLINE] Available at: 

http://www.moe.gov.ae. [Accessed 17 March 13]. 

NCCA (2005) Intercultural education in the primary school. Guidelines for schools. (Online). 

Available at: http://www.ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Publications/intercultural.pdf (Accessed on: 

10th March 2013). 

NEWB (2008) Developing a code of behaviour: Guidelines for Schools. Available at: 

http://www.newb.ie/downloads/pdf/guidelines_school_codes_eng.pdf 

Roland Tormey & Jim Gleeson (2012): Irish post-primary students' attitudestowards ethnic 

minorities, Irish Educational Studies, DOI:10.1080/03323315.2012.676234 

Saloojee, A (2003). Social inclusion, Anti-Racism and Democratic citizenship. Canada: The 

Laidlaw Foundation. 5. 

 

 

 

 

 



 332 

Promoting social identity  in ‘third culture children’ in a school for ex-patriates in China 

Sonia Bradley 

Introduction 

In this paper I describe how I developed and implemented an intervention with expatriate children 

(from different cultures and countries) to help them identify their own cultural uniqueness and and 

in doing so respect and tolerate all cultures equally. The intervention was a success and revealed my 

role as a pastoral leader.  

Rationale: I have been teaching abroad for 5 years. In my first year I taught mostly wealthy locals 

with a small scattering of ‘expat’ children. However, since then I have worked increasingly with 

expatriate (expats) communities and, in my current placement, I now teach solely expats, as pupils 

are required to have a foreign passport in order to be admitted to the school. The pupils in my class 

come from differing backgrounds but l have certain things in common: 

1. They hold passports foreign to the country they are living in,  

2. They speak at least two different languages: most are bilingual or trilingual, all speak or are 

learning Mandarin, are educated in English, and many speak a third language at home 

3. Most live in rented, temporary accommodation.  

4. Their parents are on temporary work contracts.  

Many struggle to define their nationality. It is no surprise that many of these children do not have a 

clear cultural identity. One child I teach, who is typical of most has the following situation: Mother 

is from Brazil, father is from Germany, and the child was born in Australia and has spent half her 

life in China. She speaks Spanish with her mother, German with her father, is educated in English 

by me and is aggressively learning Chinese. In short, they may all fall under the definition of Third 

Culture Kids (TCKs). 

Research question: How can I support ‘third culture’ children to develop clear cultural identity and 

in doing so respect and tolerate all cultures equally?   

Literature review 

The main research on issues facing Third Culture Kids (TCK) was conducted by Ruth Van Reken 

(2001, 2009) and her team. She is responsible for coining the term after a trip to India. This remains 
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a relatively new area of research in sociology.  Van Reken (2001) defines a third-culture-kid (TCK) 

as: 

...a person who has spent a significant part of his or her developmental years outside the parents' 

culture. The TCK frequently builds relationships to all of the cultures, while not having full ownership 
in any. Although elements from each culture may be assimilated into the TCK's life experience, the 

sense of belonging is in relationship to others of similar background (Pollock and Van Reken, 2001, p. 
19). 

Van Reken (2001) suggeststhere are many advantages to being a TCK. He or she is likely to be a 

good communicator, independent and adaptable. They are likely to have a broad knowledge of the 

world, speak more than one language and perhaps as a consequence are likely to be non-

judgmental. They value relationships and tend to be confident. Eidse and Sichel (2004) concur with 

this findings but argue with these benefits there also come ‘disadvantages’, which are of particular 

interest within the context of the classroom.Kebshull and Pozo– Humphries (nd)  co-authored a 

paper for therapists on disadvantages facing Third Culture Kids. These disadvantages include 

rootlessness, insecurity, unresolved grief or sadness and being off balance. These categories are 

helpful as  markers and can inform my thinking about my current class, I will use them to reflect on 

the children I am teaching.  

Rootlessness  

TCKs tend to feel that they belong to several cultures but own none. Consequently, TCKs/Global 

Nomads, as adults, may change colleges or jobs more often than their monoculture counterparts. 

Part of their rootlessness might also be their need for change. It is important to remember that 

TCKs/Global Nomads have roots in their family, rather than geographical locations. (Kebshull and 

Humphries, nd) 

My class have stated they ‘don’t see the point’ in long-term school projects. Many do not know if they 
will be returning for the next year, this has an impact upon their thinking within the year and I have 
found that they need more short-term goals and can be quite dismissive of anything long term. 

Insecurity  

TCKs/Global Nomads may view relationships as short-term, loosening ties after 2 years or so, due 

to their internal clock. They sometimes make intense relationships very quickly, but keep a margin 

of safety. (“This is going to be really good, but only while it lasts.”) (Kebshull and Humphries, nd) 
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Many of the children in my class holiday with one and another. It is normal for two families with 
children in the same class to go to Thailand for a holiday together. Not only do the children socialize 
together but also parents. They go out to restaurants at the weekend together, have parties at one 
another’s houses etc. They refer to this as the ‘ex-pat bubble’- the close sphere in which you live- 
defined by your status of being an outsider. 

Unresolved grief or sadness –  

The frequent breaking-off of relationships due to relocations may often cause sadness and 

unresolved grief. The immigrant, disabled, African American or Native American child knows the 

sting of inequality, disadvantage and opportunities lost, which all too often remain unresolved. 

(Kebshull and Humphries) 

My own class has had several members come and go this year alone, From opening of the school, 5 
years ago, only five children still attend the school. One child I teach has faced her new ‘best friend’ 
leaving each and every year. The result is she is fairly stoic in her outlook upon friendship, yet warm 
in the short term as she depends upon these friendships. 

Off balance – 

TCKs/Global Nomads may feel lost, not knowing what they need, where to get it, whom to turn to, 

or why they feel this way. This is part of the process of integrating into a new/different culture, 

which may or may not be welcoming. (Kebshull and Humphries) 

Students cannot complete a particular homework, perhaps due to the fact that they do not have freezer 
bags at home and do not know where to buy them. This means that the simplest task can be 
complicated- promoting both independence but conversely a frustrating level of dependence. 

Out of phase –  

TCKs/Global Nomads may not be in the same developmental stage as their peers. This may also 

contribute to their alienation on returning to their “home country.” (Delayed adolescent rebellion is 

a common phenomenon for TCKs/Global Nomads during their early 20s and career decisions may 

come later than for mono-culture kids). (Kebshull and Humphries) 

The children can be very naive and less mature than there UK counterparts. At weekend’s they go to 
the movies or bible study or each other’s houses. There are no clubs for them or teenage discos so 
tend not to ‘hang out’. Conversely they are very mature in their interaction with adults and often 
speak with a confidence verging on precociousness. 
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Storti (1999) suggests that the attributes of a TCK are so important to the multi-cultural world in 

which we live. “Few of us live any longer in a monocultural world. We work with people from 

other cultures, live next door to them, study in class with them, or teach them. They may be our 

customers, our competition, or our in-laws" (Storti, 1999, p. 1).  

Being TCK can enable a child to cope with a multicultural society with ease. If anything, for most 

of them they are used to being the minority and therefore can empathise with people struggling to 

fit into their host society. However, it can also make it difficult for them to assimilate into that 

society, creating meaningful relationships and sustainable developments. As Van Reken (2001) 

suggests, 

When a tree is transplanted too often, its roots can never grow deep. So it is with these young people. 

Some TCKs refuse to get involved in a new place because they fear that liking this new place would 
mean betraying the friends and places they have known and loved before. Others don't settle in as a 

protection against being hurt again in a future move they know will inevitably come. If they refuse to 

make close friends, it won't matter when they have to say good-bye next time (Pollock & Van Reken, 

2001, p. 71). 

So whilst they can be understanding and empathetic there can also be issues that they are not 

committing to an opinion or level of respect. When children are not sure of what their own cultural 

identity is, it is difficult to foster respect for other cultures. The NCCA (2005) recommend that 

children develop a strong sense of cultural identity: Developing a positive sense of his or her own 

cultural identity is an integral part of the process of coming to respect and engage positively with 

other cultures and, as such, hasa central role in intercultural education (NCCA, 2005) 

Furthermore the UN convention states that educators have a responsibility to develop clear cultural 

identity and in doing so foster a culture of respect and tolerance for all cultures equally. This is part 

and parcel of educating and should not be a separate agenda, a bolt on. 

Education shall prepare the child for an active adult life in a free society and foster respect for 
the child’s parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and values, and for the cultural 
background and values of others. (Article 29 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child) 

As an educator operating outside of any defined curriculum, though nominally using the British 

Curriculum, it is important that we explicitly consider how to do this and, hence consider what the 

obstacles to this are. 
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One key consideration to make is that the issues facing TCKs are by no means wholly unique; 

TCKs are described as global nomads. Nomadic cultures exist in many different countries. In 

Ireland, The Traveller Education Strategy, and other literature on Traveller education provisions 

highlight how schools in Ireland find it difficult dealing with ‘nomadic’ children.  

The education of the more nomadic Traveller children presents a specific challenge to local 
schools, to nomadic parents, and to the Department of Education and Science. At present, 
many schools have difficulties in meeting the needs of the nomadic children who enroll for 
short periods throughout the year. (The Traveller Education Strategy Ireland (nd)  

That is exactly what International schools dealing with TCK’s are challenged with. My school has a 

policy of ensuring the child’s name is on their locker and books before they arrive, so that when 

they enter the class there is a feeling that they have always been there. Teachers must learn parents 

and siblings names and gather as much information about the child in advance. Information on all 

new children is shared in staff meetings and all staff are encouraged to greet the child by name and 

speak with them on the corridor and their parents. 

But where the comparison between Irish Travellers and TCKs begins to fail is on the issue of 

interculturalism. ‘Educators will be equipped to positively promote Traveller Culture in Educational 

Settings. And furthermore that interculturalism will be a core part of educator’s training.’ (Pavee 

Point, nd) 

With such a diverse and confused mix of cultures respecting cultural diversity it is less easily 

managed, for instance when are holidays taken- during Christmas or during Tomb Sweeping? We 

endeavour to do both where possible but the balance between celebrating Christmas and the 

Chinese New Year is often a source of contention. And what about St Patrick’s Day, or Poppy Day, 

or Thanksgiving?  It is difficult to balance these days with without de-sensitising the learner to the 

variety of cultural customs, in other words interculturalism in such a diverse community risks 

becoming the antithesis of interculteralism as defined by the NCCA (2005), 

[Interculturalsim] is education that respects, celebrates and recognises the normality of diversity in all 

areas of human life. It sensitises the learner to the idea that humans have naturally developed a range 

of different ways of life, customs, and worldviews, and that this breadth of human life enriches all of 

us. It is education that promotes equality and human rights, challenges unfair discrimination, and 

promotes the values on which equality is built. (NCCA 2005) 
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Fieldwork 

If it is important to see a student’s own culture mirrored in the classroom then it is important to 

examine what they consider to be ‘their’ own culture, otherwise you risk creating a pastiche of 

based on what the teacher thinks their culture is like. The Iceberg model of culture (Huber 2012) 

was an important tool for me to consider what this means, as many of the manners in which we seek 

to be an inclusive community deal primarily with the exposed obvious points, such as public 

holiday, national dress (the heroes and holidays approach).  Even here this can raise difficulties 

such as the essay I received from one student damning his parents, Chinese non-Christians for their 

lack of interest, and presents, over the Christmas holidays. Class discussions highlighted a range of 

interests and understanding of ‘my culture’. In order for children to better understand and /or be 

able to define ‘their own culture’, each student made a cultural x-ray.  

The concept of culture is difficult to define and is often wooly, therefore I discussed what we 

perceive ‘culture’ to be and looked at examples. Students were asked to explain how a range of 

pictures might each be perceived to represent culture. We then put the word ‘culture’ in the google 

search engine on student iPads and looked at what images the search threw up. This process 

promoted a lot of discussion. 

We then created a cultural Xray. Students were then asked to draw an outline of their body on an 

A3 piece of paper. They labeled the outside of the body with aspects of their culture that are evident 

to others for example: language, age, ethnicity, gender and religion. They then labeled the inside 

with the values and beliefs that they ‘hold in their heart’, i.e. things others cannot see unless they 

get to know you. Students hared their completed exercise In groups of three and then on the mat 

they fed back what they had learned about ‘culture’ or about someone in the class.  

Outcomes: 

The children enjoyed making their culture x-rays and were great at sharing. Many wanted to add 

things that they had not thought of until they heard others in their group sharing. Many groups 

quizzed each other to explain what they mean by different words. There was a very interesting 

conversation with one boy who had put down Sikhism on the outside of his body. One student 

asked him why he had put in down there and not inside, their conversation went like this: 

Girl: ‘We don’t know that you are Sikh; it should go on the inside’.  
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Boy: He showed her his bracelet and explained that it was an outward sign of his religion.  

Girl: ‘We just thought you like wearing girl’s jewellery. If no one knows what it is then it is 

not a vey good sign.’ 

From here they began to ask him more about his religion, asking all sorts of questions. What 

became evident at the end was that so many of his answers referenced his parents and not himself. 

The next day he told me he wasn’t really sure if really was a Sikh, because it is not the same here as 

when he lived in England or when he lived in India. 

Culture, such as religious practice, can so easily be presumed by parents and teachers, however 

without some of the fundamental experiences, holes can begin to develop. His confusion, 

highlighted in part through this conversation, opened up further conversations at home which could, 

at least in his case, begin to deal with issues of identity and presumed identity.  

Outcomes: 

Many parents provided feedback about the impact this activity had at home and the questions it 

threw out. I realised from listening to their feedback just how uncertain some children really are of 

their own culture, so much so the they had gone to seek reassurance from their parents. 

Interestingly, the parents sought reassurance and advice from me. This highlighted an unconsidered 

impact for many parents. 

Observations, research and policy 

From discussions with students and parents it seemed that many of the issues of the TCK, when 

discussed appear to be apparent and, dare I say it obvious. However for many these had not 

previously been considered or discussed; it remained a new topic for many. Parents saw opportunity 

in moving abroad and often spoke about how “they would have loved such an opportunity” and 

“how lucky the children were”, however few had pre-empted the issues of identity that their child 

might face.  

As much of the academic reading was fairly accessible I directed a number of parents to the various 

websites and loaned out the books however I have noted that much of what we do as a school is to 

avoid the key issues. We tend to follow the warm aspects of welcoming and covering up 
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disappearance with general goodbyes and re-direction to the new students entering the school. But I 

would note there are deeper issues that need to be made at a general policy level. For example 

welcoming a student, making sure their name is on the locker before they arrive is all very well but 

what impact does it have upon students to see the name disappear as fast when a student leaves? 

Whereas the Guidelines for Traveller Education looked at the issues of the nomadic or transient 

child in a static community, the issues surrounding the TCK have less foundations as the 

community itself is transient, even the school with regards policy making is transient - four Head 

Teachers, each with their own vision in six years. As a result it is easier and more pleasing to focus 

on the positives and let the rest of the iceberg remain out of sight and out of mind. 

Such is the transient nature of their lives and the temporariness of everything for them. I think they 

can share the feeling of isolation and struggle with starting over again. Many of the students I have 

taught have spoke of the great contact they will keep when they leave, and then we never hear from 

them again. It is also our school policy to accept students any time of year. I have witnessed first 

hand how difficult it can be for a child to join the class mid year. They are still grieving for lost 

friends, dealing with a new culture, food and language and in some cases have no English at all. It is 

incredibly difficult and on average we receive one new student a week. 

The Developing the Global Dimension in the School Curriculum (DfES 2005) guidelines can help 

me in my classroom with my unique culture. They list 8 concepts, which are to be worked on in 

class by all students and teachers in the UK curriculum in order to create the global dimension. 

They are Global citizenship, conflict resolution, diversity, human rights, interdependence, social 

justice, sustainable development and values and perceptions. I think whilst using these concepts and 

frameworks, I can further help develop a sense of cultural identity in the children in my class. 

Especially with Global citizenship and values and perceptions.  

The reaction I received during and after this intervention, has inspired me to research more 

activities that can help foster a sense of cultural identity. As much as we all enjoyed this as a stand-

alone lesson, I am also very interested to find out how I could incorporate this much more into my 

every day teaching. Does the curriculum I teach in lend itself to fostering a cultural identity? I am 

very aware of the advantages these children have in life being TCK’s. My role in their education is 

to see if I can help minimise some of the negative affects for them growing up in a third culture. I 

have a much bigger pastoral role than I ever imagined. 
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