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Introduction
Valerie McLoughlin, Educational Disadvantage Centre, DCU

Opening of the Conference

evolving and the idea that ‘we’ the ‘real people’ will make
‘them’ the ‘not real’ people, welcome is ‘ludicrous’. We

In his welcome to the delegates and participants of

should be looking to the young people in the room for

the IDEC-Ireland 2015 conference, the sixth in the

their expertise, not to accept the assumption that the

Humanising Rights and Responsibilities series, Alphonse

panellists sitting there are the experts. Every single child,

Basogomba, chairperson of IDEC-Ireland, alluded to

parent and teacher is different and all have different needs.

the fact that Human Rights Day has been celebrated

It was generally agreed that most teachers like their pupils

since 1948 and is important now more than ever,

and want the very best for them and lack of knowledge,

especially in light of the current global migrant situation.

training and resources often militate against the evolution
of an inclusive school. There is curriculum overload and

Following the successful 2010 conference Interculturalism,

teachers more often than not want to effect change but are

Equality & Religious Diversity in Irish Education: Starting an

unsure as to how to do so. The young people in the room

Important Discussion, IDEC-Ireland was established, and

were posed a question by Joe Little as to whether they felt

has been promoting equality and human rights since its

their school was ‘completely inclusive’, ‘fairly inclusive’

inception in 2011. IDEC-Ireland’s vision is the creation and

or ‘not at all inclusive’. There was no show of hands for

promotion of the equality of educational opportunities and the

the first option and an even number for the second two.

integration among communities in Ireland, through dialogue,
engagement and research on inter-cultural and diversity

Orla Mc Garry has been conducting research in a school

education; and on a deeper level, the mission statement is to

in Ballyhaunis where, as in most schools, the staff room

foster integration through a community-centred collaborative

is white, which does not reflect the school population. It

partnership, centred on a shared understanding and valuing

is vital to have cultural competences across schools; the

of interculturalism, diversity, equality and human rights.

ability to interact successfully with students plays a large
part in successful integration, without the loss of a cultural

Following some words from the Mayor of Ennis, James

identity. Orla pointed out how the school in Ballyhaunis

Breen, the facilitator for the day, Joe Little, RTÉ’s Religious

has a very open environment where there is complete

and Social Affairs Correspondent, opened a panel discussion

acceptance of religious symbols, including the hijab etc. The

with the question “How should a school go about creating

female students believed that their religious identity was

a welcoming environment?” The panellists included

part of asserting their own identities; when they wore the

Dr Declan Fahie, UCD School of Education, Dr Orla

hijab it was a sign they were ready to make the commitment

McGarry, UCC & YMOBILITY Project and Dr Áine Ryan,

of being a Muslim woman. She had 17 Muslim girls in her

School of Languages, Literature & Culture, NUI Galway.

research group and together they had watched the French
experience very closely. The girls wore their uniform along

The conversation unfolded with contributions from the

with the hijab, often colour coordinated. The wearing of a

different panellists. Declan Fahie noted that an inclusive

uniform declares that they are part of the school community;

school is not a ‘thing’, it is a destination. It is constantly

the wearing of a hijab declares that they are Muslim women.
5

Áine Ryan identified the importance of good educational
laws. The enrolment and admission policies need to
be examined and parents are currently challenging this
vociferously.

The rescinding of Rule 68 of the 1965

Rules for National Schools, is imperative 1. Employment

with the media being the most obvious one; African

policies still allow for discrimination on the grounds

people are invisible as far as the media is concerned.

of religion, not to mention Rule 69 which states ‘The
religious denomination of each pupil must be entered in the

The conversation reached a natural conclusion with an

school register and roll book. This information should be

insightful remark that “We have a personal responsibility

ascertained from the parent (the father, if possible) or the

about integration. It’s not just about institutions. We have to

guardian of the pupil where necessary’, a rule which is totally

challenge ourselves at a personal level”. The closing ceremony

anachronistic. It was acknowledged that discrimination

was led by Rita Kilroy of the Clare Women’s Network.

on the grounds of sexual orientation is not permitted.

Closing Comments of the Conference

This report includes a selection of the presentations and
the discussions that took place in five workshops. The
workshops examined, amongst others, the disparities

In the plenary session at the end of the conference, the

in educational achievement of young migrants, the

emphasis was mostly on the lack of ethnic minorities in

use of ethnic identifiers in education and the diversity,

the teaching profession and the possible reasons for this.

and lack of same, in Initial Teacher Education. The

The most obvious reason is often assumed to be the high

final chapter is a reflection on the themes of the day.

grade required in Irish and discussion took place around
the role of Irish in school. Since the foundation of the state,
colleges of education were seen as ‘nurseries’ of the Irish
language and it was noted that undertaking the degree in
Initial Teacher Education with a grade lesser than the one
required would place undue pressure on students due
to the level of Irish studied at college. One model that
has been discussed in the broader context is the ‘Irish on
exit’ model where students would be given extra support
and resources to leave college with the same level of Irish
as their peers, while entering college with a lower grade.
Migrant teachers are expected to up-skill themselves
without proper supports and resources, and at their own
expense. The conversation continued regarding the lack
of ethnic minorities choosing the teaching profession
and while the Irish is one barrier there are more complex
reasons than that. A lack of role models and also a cultural
attitude to a profession that is not considered high-status
often constitute a barrier. Teaching is not the only area
where there is a striking absence of people of colour,
6

Rule 68, which begins, ‘Of all the parts of a school curriculum Religious
Instruction is by far the most important, as its subject matter, God’s
honour and service, includes the proper use of all man’s faculties and
affords the most powerful inducements to their proper use…’ was
subsequently rescinded on January 28th 2016.

1

Who is in the classroom?
How legislation, policy and practice
impact Irish education
Dr Áine Ryan, School of Languages, Literatures and Cultures, NUI Galway

L-R: Orla McGarry, Joe Little, Áine Ryan, Declan Fahie – Opening Panel Discussion

Introduction
“Who is in the classroom?” is a pertinent question to pose at

Endnote). Not only are our classrooms more ethnically and

this juncture in Irish education. Fifteen years into the 21st

linguistically diverse but in terms of belief systems there

century we can begin thinking about this question with the

is also a colourful mix of perspectives: the 2011 census

knowledge that our classrooms today are, in many parts of

recorded an increase in the number of Muslims, Buddhists,

the island, more diverse and varied in terms of learners than

Hindus and those of “no-religion”, with 15,000 children

at any other time in our history. Recent Department of

belonging to the “no-religion” category (Central Statistics

Education and Skills data show that in the period 2013-14

Office, 2011). Such statistics reflect not only that different

one in nine primary school children was from a non-Irish

cultural groups live in Ireland but also that the home-grown

background (Duncan & Humphreys, 2015); in our second-

population has broadened its world view and spiritual

level schools one in eight students is born overseas (Pollack

view. The traditional WHISC (white, heterosexual, Irish,

& Duncan, 2015); 182 languages are now spoken in Ireland

sedentary and Catholic) barometer of national identity no

and one Dublin primary school has pupils who speak 51

longer prevails exclusively. Irish identity has become more

different languages (Duncan & Pollack, 2015). There are

fluid, hybrid and less prescriptive and Irish society, in line

schools in Galway city and county where more than 50% of

with global developments, has become more multi-cultural.

the student population is from a non-Irish background (see

Thus our classrooms are reflecting general societal
7

tendencies towards more heterogeneity, which may lead
one to ask: has the Irish education system kept pace with
such cultural change? Are policy makers and educational
providers facilitating an educational experience which
takes account of difference and diversity? After decades
of, largely, mono-culturality, Ireland is in the process of
catching-up with other Western states in terms of having a
population with a miscellany of belief perspectives, values,
world views and identity markers. But are the learners in
our education system being made to feel that they can reach
their full potential as human beings because they start from
a basis of being accepted for who they are – whatever that
may be? Although the official ideology of Irish education
is informed by an intercultural turn which elevates equality
and respect for difference (see Education Act, 1998), are
these values in evidence in the implementation of policy
and educational practice? Respect for human rights is
integral to the practice of democracy. If a contemporary
human-rights based understanding, referencing equality
and respect, is applied to the analysis then one can also
frame this question in political terms, i.e., how democratic
is the Irish education system? To elucidate these questions
I will focus on a discussion of current educational
practices which draw on policies and legislation largely,
though, not exclusively, applicable to the primary school
sector. Guiding this analysis is a perspective which sees
the necessity for those involved in decision-making and
educational provision to drive change, which in turn will
pay dividends in terms of creating a better society for all
participants. As Amy Gutmann puts it: “good laws, which are
the consequence of peaceful political agitation in a democracy,
are the source of good education, and good education in turn
creates good citizens” (1999, p. 282). There is an onus on
us to fashion an education system which truly reflects
inclusivity and will thus help in the creation of citizens who
feel they can contribute in a meaningful and valued way to
a modern Ireland.

for National Schools, 1965 also guides the operation of
primary schooling). The stated aim of the Education Act is
for “the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions
in Irish society” to be respected (Education Act, 1998).
However, in practice the conditions of the Equal Status Act,
2000 override this principle of inclusivity. The Equal Status
Act, 2000, Section 7, makes provision for discrimination on
the basis of protecting religious ethos:

	
An educational establishment does not
discriminate under subsection (2) by reason only
that—(c) where the establishment is a school
providing primary or post-primary education
to students and the objective of the school is
to provide education in an environment which
promotes certain religious values, it admits
persons of a particular religious denomination
in preference to others or it refuses to admit as a
student a person who is not of that denomination
and, in the case of a refusal, it is proved that the
refusal is essential to maintain the ethos of the
school.
This piece of legislation allows schools to implement
admission policies which favour one child over another
based on documented religious belief. It has led to the
current crisis whereby an increasing number of families
cannot secure a school place for their child because they are
not baptised: the case of one family whose child was refused
entry to nine primary schools has made international
headlines (e.g., Dalby in The New York Times, 21st January,
2016) as has the case of a Hindu family whose five-yearold was refused a place in the local Catholic school (e.g.,
Sherwood in The Guardian, 21st October, 2015). This
discrepancy between the human-rights based principles of
the Education Act, 1998 and the discriminatory practices in
force on the ground might lead one to ask why do the aims

Legislative Framework
The Education Act, 1998 was the first piece of
comprehensive education legislation enacted in the
state and together with The Employment Equality Act,
1998, and the Equal Status Act, 2000 are the legislative
framework which pertain to education today (The Rules
8

of a specific interest group, without a democratic mandate,
take precedence over the common good? The answer to
this question may be extrapolated not only from history,
and in particular the historical circumstances surrounding
the ownership and management of 97% of Irish primary
schools by religious bodies, but found also in the present:

reluctance by political leadership to instigate legislative

development flies in the face of creating an intercultural

change and by traditional stakeholders to dismantle

environment where all members of the community can

hegemonic power structures. The Fine Gael and Labour

learn with each other and from each other. It does not

government, 2011-2016, did recognise the necessity of

create a climate where children can see that as human

addressing the shortcomings inherent in schools admission

beings we have many similarities despite our skin colour,

policies and a School Admissions Bill was published in

belief system or ethnicity; neither does it help children to

2015, however it was not enacted. The draft bill was dogged

learn that we are also unique and different and that that is

by controversy, not least because it failed to include the

something which can be accepted and respected.

matter of legitimised religious discrimination arising from
the Equal Status Act, 2000, but also because of opposition

Many of the political analyses which appeared after the Paris

from some school managers and parents who wished to

shootings of November 2015 and the Belgium bombings of

maintain their prerogative of allowing past-pupil offspring

March 2016 focused on failed integration policies which

preference in gaining admission.

led to ghettoisation and an education system which had

Consequences of the Existing
Legislative Framework

failed to foster feelings of belonging and acceptance. Some
commentators discuss the “social estrangement” felt by
North African communities and of second generation
immigrants who felt excluded, discriminated against and

Not only do such elitist policies cause pain for individual

faced institutional marginalisation (Malik, 2015). Analysts

families but the effects are also felt at a societal level.

have observed that a “defacto apartheid system” operates in

There is now recognition that exercising discriminatory

Belgium where, in addition to geographical ghettos, “mental

entrance policies has led to segregation in certain parts

ghettos” are created because people can live in close proximity

of the country, for example, Galway, Lucan, Swords and

to each other but “don’t often meet one another” (Whewell,

Balbriggan (Duncan, 2015). In addition some schools

2016). But this analysis is not entirely new; over ten years

outside our main cities have two-thirds of pupils from

ago educationalists were documenting the failure of Belgian

a new-comer background, for example in Athlone and

schools to integrate young Muslims (e.g., Merry, 2005).

Longford (Shanonside News, 2015).

In the Irish context it is the schools themselves which are
allowed, via legislation, to set their own school admission

In February 2015 The Irish Times analysed school census

policies rather than a national policy being applicable. The

data and found that four in every five primary school

Education Act, 1998, Section 15, vests power in the Board

children from an immigrant background were attending

of Management, acting on behalf of the patron (religious

school in less than a quarter of schools in the Republic

patron in 97% of primary schools), to determine an

(Duncan, 2015). This has led to a situation where some

individual school’s enrolment policies in accordance with

schools in the state have 90% of their pupils coming from

how best to protect its ethos. Currently there are at least

newcomer families (for example, St John the Evangelist

800 primary schools which are oversubscribed and thus

National School, Adamstown, Co Dublin ) whereas a

in a position to implement exclusive enrolment policies.

neighbouring school may have 100% of its pupils from

Thus children from minority faith backgrounds or children

Irish ethnic backgrounds (see Endnote). An Oireachtas

of no religion face discrimination. It is imperative that as

Report, 2015, also acknowledged that there is evidence

a society we learn from the mistakes of not implementing

of clustering based on ethnicity in Irish schools and that

genuine intercultural policies and in particular that our

admission policies have played a part in contributing to

political representatives and those who manage our schools

such segregation (Houses of the Oireachtas, 2015). This

act to arrest the segregation which is taking place.
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The Role of Teachers
When we think about who is in the classroom we also have
to consider teachers and the important role they will play in
guiding learners and acting as a role model. The Intercultural
Education Strategy 2010-2015 (IES) produced by the
Fianna Fáil and Green Party coalition was an attempt to
provide guidelines for teachers on how to negotiate the
various parameters of teaching in a multicultural setting.
There is, however, some consensus that it did not go far
enough to aid teachers in this task and that many schools
embrace diversity in a limited way (Parker-Jenkins &
Masterson, 2013, Bryan & Bracken, 2011). As ParkerJenkins and Masterson conclude, in practice it is left to the
individual teacher to respond to cultural diversity and they
not may have had specific training in this area, neither did
they find any evidence of schools having a designated antiracist policy (2013, p.479). This patchwork approach may
have something to do with the fact that the IES Strategy was
“not about radical change” (Executive Summary, IES, 2010)
and its recommendations were to be implemented without
a significant allocation of funding, mitigating against
the provision of mandatory and on-going professional
development in cultural diversity.

the difficulty for many students in obtaining high Leaving
Certificate grades in this subject, which in turn closes off
primary school teaching to those who may not be in a
position to bolster grades via private tuition or via support
from parents who speak Irish. In addition it must be
remembered that our state-supported teaching training
colleges are all denominationally controlled and managed
and free to protect and promote a specific religious ethos
in terms of curriculum content and assessment design.
Graduates who have not obtained the Catholic or Church
of Ireland Certificate in Religious Studies (CRS) may
only be eligible to apply for teaching positions in 2% of
the Irish state’s primary schools, that is, those which are
not religiously controlled. We must also consider that
such conditions will not encourage non-Catholic or nonChurch-of-Ireland students to even apply for primary
school teaching in the first place. Indeed as Fintan O’Toole
remarks, this situation is a “profound breach of human rights
in the education system” (2014). If we are serious about
facilitating diversity in educational provision then more
imaginative and less rigid parameters for admission to
the profession need to be considered – an Irish solution

When we think about the modern Irish classroom we may

to an Irish problem, so to speak. Such an approach is

also consider who the teacher is, what cultural background

not without precedent: other institutions have sought to

does she/he represent and is there some parallel between

address imbalances by deliberately targeting recruits form

diversity of learners and diversity among the teaching

non-traditional population groups, for example, An Garda

body? As Keane and Heinz note, internationally there

Síochána (Diversity Strategy, 2009), and the Football

is evidence of homogeneity in terms of gender, culture,

Association of Ireland have a designated policy of trying

ethnicity and socio-economic background across the

to attract more ethnic minorities (‘Many Voices One Goal’,

teaching profession but this does not mean that this is

2007).

desirable for a multi-cultural society (2015, p. 281-281).
As their research on Initial Teacher Training in Ireland
(2013-14) showed, participants were overwhelmingly
white and Irish - 96% - and the majority also drawn from
the middle-classes (ibid, p. 295). A consideration of the

Democracy and the Irish Education
System

possible reasons giving rise to a mismatch between the

10

diversity of our student population and the lack of it among

I commenced this analysis with a question on how

teachers needs to consider specific Irish circumstances

democratic is the Irish education system. The protection

which may be militating against liberalisation. Despite

of human rights, as Beetham points, out has an intrinsically

the often heated debate surrounding the status of the Irish

collective element: “the philosophical justification for the

language in education, there should be consideration of

human rights agenda is based on an identification of the

needs and capacities common to all humans, whatever the

for example former minister Ruairi Quinn’s (2011-2013)

differences between them” (2008, p. 93). For people to be

initiative to widen school patronage (Forum on Patronage

able to participate effectively in the participatory process

and Pluralism in the Primary Sector, 2011-2014). With

of democracy they must be able to exercise their voice;

a stroke of the pen Minister Jan O’Sullivan (2013-2016),

if that voice is silenced or ignored then there is no forum

rescinded Rule 68 of the Framework for National Schools

for equal participation and this can lead to citizens who

1965 in December 2015. Rule 68 allowed primary schools

feel disempowered, marginalised and under-valued.

to carry out religious indoctrination by making religious

Beetham (2008) also emphasises that a comprehensive

instruction the most important part of the school day

understanding of democracy must encompass not just

and not just something to be taught in specific periods:

political and civil rights but also economic, social and

“a religious spirit should inform and vivify the whole work of

cultural rights, for example, non-discriminatory access to

the school” (Ireland, Department of Education, 1965, Rule

education “which is essential to the equal citizenship that lies

68, p. 38). This gave rise to the controversial “Integrated

at the heart of democracy” (p. 108).

Curriculum”, where the religious ethos of the school was
integrated into secular subjects. How schools will deal

In a pluralistic society homogeneity is not the defining

with the abolition of Rule 68 remains to be seen; it does

feature of cultural norms and values and modern

pave the way for a re-interpretation of the curriculum, in

democracy has to take account of this diversity so that all

particular the introduction of a more inclusive module on

citizens can feel they are being treated equally and fairly.

Religion, Beliefs and Ethics, as is currently being examined

One needs to be mindful that, as de Tocqueville expressed,

by the National Council on Curriculum and Assessment.

the “tyranny of the majority” (1838) does not subsume the

On the other hand, the Catholic Bishops maintain that

rights of certain minority groups. This is why democratic

rescinding Rule 68 will not change Catholic teaching and

societies strive to respect rights of minority groups as

that the ethos of the school “will continue to find expression

outlined, for example, in the UN Universal Declaration

in all aspects of the life of the school” (Irish Catholic Bishops’

of Human Rights (1948) and The European Convention

Conference, 2016).

for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental

welcome and overdue, is but one step on the road to the

Freedoms (1950), to which Ireland is a signatory. However

creation of a fairer education system – a lot more remains

our legislative and policy frameworks are less than

to be achieved.

The abolition of Rule 68, while

adequate in nurturing and promoting such respect within
the education system. This is not to say that there have
not been critical voices among educational providers and
those in positions of power: some school principals have

Education in a Diverse Ireland

openly criticised the Department of Education for its
failure to take positive action in creating equality in schools

There is an incongruity between the diverse nature of

admissions policies (Duncan, 2015). Emily Logan, former

Irish society today and how our education system is

Ombudsman for Children, has highlighted that seven

adapting to and reflecting this element of contemporary

different international human rights organisations have

Irish life. In some ways it is lagging behind what we

outlined their scepticism on how human rights operate in

might expect an important institution of a functioning

the context of religious freedom in Irish education (2013).

democracy to be striving for. This does not arise from a

It is also recognised that, in contrast to past decades, there

lack of knowledge about the changes which have taken

has been some movement on challenging the status quo,

place; there is ample statistical evidence and scholarly

including actions undertaken by Ministers for Education,

studies which demonstrate that we are a multi-cultural
11

society. In addition, despite eight years of recession this

creating segregated schools and if there is sustained support

diversification has not disappeared nor is it likely to in the

for an ethnically and religiously exclusive teaching body

future. It is incumbent upon us to meaningfully address

then we are creating unnecessary inequality – a situation

this predicament. But for real change to happen then

which is preventable. We would do well to bear in mind the

there must be the political will to tackle thorny traditional

international experiences of failing to implement an equality-

entrenchments and this must start at the top: with

based, integrated educational experience for all citizens.

amending discriminatory legislative frameworks as in the
Equal Status Act, 2000, certain provisions of the Education
Act, 1998 and indeed the Irish Constitution, 1937 where,
as Coolahan notes, Articles 42.2.4 and 44.2.6 “relate to the
State’s acceptance and protection of denominational interests
in education and makes explicit the State’s role in providing
State aid for denominational schooling” (1981, p. 158).
However, not only do our elected representatives need to
show leadership but those unelected bodies who control
education must also act to move with the times. How much
longer can we continue to ignore the criticism of national
and international human rights watch-dog bodies like the
Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission (2015) and
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2016)? If
we continue along the current path of fashioning an unfair
education system which is not inclusive of minorities but is

12

Endnote
Scoil na nGasur, Oranmore, Co. Galway has 48.9% Irish students and Scoil
Mhichil Naofa, Ballybane, Galway City has a student body of 48.2% Irish
nationals. However Gaelscoil de hÍde, Oranmore, has a population of
99.7% Irish nationals and Gaelscoil Mhic Amhlaigh, Galway city 97.2% Irish
students. This Department of Education census data is available from The
Irish Times at http://www.irishtimes.com/news/education/census-figuresraise-concerns-of-ethnic-segregation-in-schools-1.2114559
(Accessed:
2nd May 2016).
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The Use of Ethnic Identifiers:
Workshop Report
Rapporteur: Brighid Golden, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick
Contributors: Brendan Murphy, Central Statistics Office; Professor Ailish Hannigan, Graduate Entry Medical School, UL;
Dr Siobhán O’Connor, Primary Care Worker, Ennis Community Development Project
The Ethnic Identifiers session included presentations from three speakers followed by a discussion with the attendees.

Brendan Murphy

Brendan outlined that coding and delivering quantitative
data is extremely difficult due to the wide variety of answers
which could be returned. Over the last two censuses there

from the Central Statistics Office (CSO) spoke

has been a marked increase in the numbers of people

in particular about question eleven on the National

identifying themselves as members of some of the given

Census form, which refers to people’s ethnic and cultural

ethnic groups. However, Brendan noted that this increase

background. Brendan informed us that the 2016 census

does not necessarily denote an increase in numbers within

would be the third time the people of Ireland would be

that grouping, but could be due to increased publicity and

asked to identify their ethnic and cultural background on

awareness around the census. Brendan outlined that further

the census. Data has been gathered on ethnicity to allow

publicity was needed around the purpose of the census,

policy makers to accurately respond to the cultural and

highlighting the way the data is used and the importance

ethnic make-up of society in public policy. The question is

of collecting it.

also asked due to ethnicity being one of the nine grounds of
discrimination as defined under the Employment Equality

Brendan indicated that the CSO was aware that the public

Act (1998). There was no public consultation carried out

were not satisfied with the limited number of options given

ahead of the 2016 census, due to budget constraints within

on question eleven, leading many people to appear in the

the CSO, and this has resulted in all questions on the form

‘other’ category and seventy thousand people choosing to

remaining the same as the previous iteration of the census

leave the answer blank. However, the number of categories

in 2011.

can only be increased following an identified need. The
census for England and Wales has a much more extensive

On question eleven on the census, there is a free-text box

list of options for their ethnic identifier question, due

which allows people to write down their ethnic identity,

to their larger population; however, there were still four

if they feel that the answers provided do not accurately

million answers which ended up in the ‘other’ category in

describe their identity. These answers are grouped together

their last census.

and appear as ‘other’ in publications. Despite over two
hundred different ethnicities being coded from answers in
the free-text boxes, individual answers are not published as
the overlap between these answers and other boxes on the
census would cause the data coded here to be very weak and
display misleading information. The use of free-text boxes
to allow people to self-identify is advocated by the National
Youth Council of Ireland Diversity Toolkit. However,
17

Ailish Hannigan

identify babies who may be at risk from medical conditions
specific to ethnic groups (4) psychiatric admissions.
Measuring ethnicity allows for culturally appropriate

who is a statistician and works in the Medical School

medical interventions as data gathered in medical contexts

at the University of Limerick spoke second. Ailish outlined

can be compared against national census data to ascertain

the reason for combining ethnicity and race within question

the percentage of an ethnic group that has a disease and if

eleven of the census. Firstly, it is important to understand

a correlation can be made between the two. Ailish stated

the difference between the two; ‘ethnicity’ refers to a social

that the only way to develop a fair and equitable society and

grouping who have common, shared and distinctive culture

system is to gather and use statistics.

(nationality, history, language, religion, traditions…) while
‘race’ refers to physical and genetically predetermined

Ailish outlined some of the information which has been

features. When ethnicity and race are separated, it causes

learned from ethnicity statistics: white Irish women are

confusion for people as it is difficult to only identify yourself

more likely to get a C-section and less likely to breast feed

with one element. Ailish gave the example here of a white

than any other ethnic group who has come to Ireland;

South African having a very different history and culture

there are significantly higher instances of serious asthma

than a black South African, looking at only one element of

attacks in Roma and Irish Traveller communities than

either of their identities is not enough.

other communities; children from migrant families view
themselves as less happy, less part of school communities

Ailish noted that international thought in the area of
identity indicated that many were unsure if ethnicity was

and more anxious, meaning they have a lower self-esteem
than other children.

something which could be reliably measured due to the
complexity of individual identity. To counteract this,

Culturally appropriate interventions must involve the

Ailish outlined that we need to measure as many factors as

people who the intervention is being designed for, for

possible such as religion, country of birth, race, language,

example, Pavee Point worked with Asthma Ireland to reduce

nationality and that we also need to allow people to self-

instances of asthma admission in the Traveller community.

identify to allow us to learn more about ethnic identity

Ailish maintained that interventions do not work when

- self-identifying is catered for in the free-text box on the

they are not done in a culturally appropriate way.

census.
Ailish described an upcoming ‘Ethnic Minority Health
In the UK ethnicity has been measured for twenty five years

Project’ which will be undertaken collaboratively between

in comparison to only ten years of measurement in Ireland.

the University of Limerick, IDEC-Ireland, the Health

This has allowed us to see how the question has evolved and

Services Executive (HSE) and General Practitioners

changed over time in the UK. For example ‘Roma’ has been

(GPs). This project will look at where ethnicity is recorded

expanded to an extra option of ‘Irish Traveller’ as they have

in the health care system, what is being done with the data,

become identified as a separate ethnic group. Ailish asserted

whether the data has led to any changes, if collecting the

that questions and answers on census forms should not be

data has been of any benefit, and if not, why it is being

static but should change to reflect societal make up.

recorded. The project will also look at the lack of ethnic
recording by GPs and the health of migrant parents in

There are four places in Ireland where ethnicity is recorded:
(1) All Ireland Traveller Health Survey (2) Growing Up in
Ireland report (3) Maternity Hospitals – to allow doctors to
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particular.

Siobhán O’Connor
spoke about the Pupil Online Database (POD) which
is an individualised database of primary school children,
including individualised information such as PPS numbers
and other very sensitive data. The data collected for POD
is shared with a number of organisations such as Social
Protection, HSE, and a number of organisations who have
thus far remained unnamed. Siobhán compared POD to
Donald Trump wanting to ask all Muslims in America to be
on a register. A major concern for Siobhán was the amount
of time that the POD data would be kept for; currently
the guidelines say that the data will be kept until a child
turns nineteen. However, this timeline has been changed a
number of times and Siobhán was suspicious that it could
change again.

Siobhán is particularly concerned about data protection.
Although the DES has assured parents that the data is
protected, there have already been instances of data being
leaked and of slightly unlawful transfer of data to outside
organisations. Siobhán outlined that prosecution for
breaches of data protection is not sufficient as prosecution
happens after the breach has taken place, when it is too late
to do something about it.
Within POD the question on ethnicity names two ethnic
categories (Roma and Irish Traveller) and the remaining
categories are based on religion, skin colour and country or
continent of origin. Additionally race is always presented as
the primary element of ethnicity; the categories to choose
from are ‘White Irish’ or ‘Black Irish’, race always coming
first. Parents interviewed by Siobhán indicated that they did

Siobhán outlined that POD is based on the census

not see race as a primary factor of ethnicity; instead they saw

question eleven on ethnicity; however, she questioned the

their children as Irish, but were not given the opportunity

appropriateness of the Department of Education & Skills

to identify as ‘only’ Irish. These questions ask parents to

(DES) using the same question as the CSO as the data is

describe children physically, but many children do not lie

collected for very different reasons. Additionally, CSO data

on the extremes of the racial spectrum, being all white or

is generalised whereas in POD all data is personalised and

all black, these children simply get labelled as ‘other’. It is

stored in that way. The DES have justified the use of POD

Siobhán’s contention that this racialising of ethnicity does

on the grounds that the data collected is being used to help

not capture the diversity of heritage and backgrounds or

children reach their potential. However Siobhán outlined

people living in Ireland. Through her research, Siobhán

that there has been no evidence presented to outline how

met many people who fell into the ‘other’ category on

data can help with that. Siobhán was concerned that due

the CSO and POD forms, who were from very diverse

to the narrow categories presented in POD, many children

backgrounds with diverse families showing the wonderful

in Ireland get categorised as ‘other’ within both POD and

rich tapestry of diversity, experience, culture, ethnicity and

CSO data, and that this label was not helpful in supporting

traditions that make up Ireland but is not captured in POD

children to reach their potential.

and CSO data.

During her research, Siobhán spoke to other parents about

Finally, Siobhán argued that if we must label ‘who is in the

their views on POD. She outlined that parents indicated

classroom’ then we should allow parents and children to

that they do not mind the anonymous religion and ethnicity

self-identify as a category which they feel fits their identity

questions on the CSO, but they worried about answers to

instead of putting many children in the ‘other’ category.

these questions in POD being stored alongside names and
addresses. In particular, Siobhán noted that mothers of
young Muslim men were worried about their sons being
tracked through POD.
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Reflections on the Conference
Support networks would
be a great asset
to teachers at all levels.

An insight into how the educational
system works in terms of recruitment
and how this has a knock on effect on
education in Ireland.

Highlights the lack of other
nationalities cultures in
school staff.

Schools and legislators should
be encouraged to have a more
holistic view of equality.

No diversity is shocking
but not surprising.

Change begins with ourselves.
Allowing a quota of primary teachers
without Irish might get migrants
more into teaching.
Primary Online Database –
how sensitive is this towards parents
eg. Not working/ working –
who finds out about this.
Would enjoy more of a cross section –
story telling from a community level.
Schools can get on well
without religion.
Developing awareness of how we
educate ourselves around diversity.
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The wording of statistical analysis can be
highly inappropriate and derogatory to
single parent families.

I did not get a chance to hear some
solutions to the difficulties of retaining
our language as an aspect of our
identity while diversifying our teachers
in our national schools.

Admissions – why does it matter
that you have a sibling to get in?

The ghettoisation of our
schools is a serious issue.
Lack of diversity in teaching is probably
something I had not given a lot of
thought to before – or as much.

I work in pre-school
education and would like to say that looking
at who is in the classroom in a teaching
capacity, it seems to be more diverse group
and it is sad this is not continued in primary
and post primary.

The ITE, Irish Linguistics, - the language
learning keep immigrant teachers at a
disadvantaged position, I think it should be a
separate course for those that want to teach Irish
In Initial Teacher Education, the Irish language
requirement puts immigrant teachers at a
disadvantaged position. I think it should be a separate
course for those that want to teach Irish.

I feel guidelines for ETBs principals/
employers could mirror the 3%
of staff should represent
disabled community model.

The lack of diversity in the
staffroom is not just the
gender imbalance.
I would like to see the choice of speakers
at the event be representative of the
different nationalities living in Ireland.
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There were a number of questions posed by the audience to the panel
on Ethnic Identifiers.
The questions and answers can be found below:
Questions
1.

Q: Is it possible that data from the ‘other’ box can be released?

2.

Q: If I am building a national school in a new area, what information do I need to know about the area?

A:
A:

3.

It would have to be requested. It is probably not possible as the data is likely not reliable enough to release.
People who collect the data (CSO) are not linked with those who use the data, so I don’t know.

Q:	Do you feel as a statistician that you have enough types of question, enough data to measure and draw
conclusions?
A:

4.

Q: Who writes the CSO questions?
A:

5.

If you can accurately predict and understand an outcome, then you have enough information.
CSO normally has a public consultation, then CSO tests the new questions to see if they would work.

Q: Siobhán, do you have any concrete suggestions for a change?
A:	
Colour should not be seen as an element of ethnicity, free text would be better than prescribed answers, take
away the ‘other’ and ‘mixed’ categories, explore what can be done with free text instead of simply saying it is
too difficult.

6.

Q: There have been submissions to the CSO on the religion question; when will we see a change in that?
A:

In 2016 no changes will be seen, except the marriage question to reflect the outcome of the referendum –
there was no budget to change any more than this.

7.

Q:	What would it take for the CSO to have more influence over other bodies like the Department of Education?
A:	
New legislation this summer has given the Director General more power to control data so the CSO will take
a stronger coordination role, but this will take time. Up until now, bodies have consulted with the CSO, but do
not have to take their advice.

8.

Q:	For the intervention for asthma in Irish travellers – is there an interdepartmental approach looking at housing
and all contributing factors?
A:

9.

Ideally, yes.

Q:	Brendan, where would you recommend placing children of parents with an African background on question
11? This question does not encourage children to be inclusive. You are indirectly telling children they do not
belong.
A:	
If you are not happy with the listed options, you can self-identify in the free text box. Questions are designed
to make it easy for analysts and as easy as possible to answer. This would not be looked at in isolation but in
the context of other questions.

10.

Q: Who are the 70,000 people who do not answer?
A:

11.

A lot are people who do not like forms, some people only fill in their name and address.

Q: There are no other useful questions on identity.
A:	
I disagree, from the CSO, we have the highest level of data in Ireland on Irish Travellers and the small area
level is very interesting in highlighting clusters.
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12.

Q: How many people of ‘other’ background work in the CSO?
A:

13.

I don’t know.

Q: Can we do anything to try and get a public consultation for 2016? Can we lobby?
A:	
I will bring back that request to the CSO. There are contact details on the CSO website too. I will bring back
all communication from this conference - that is why I am here.

Additionally, there were a number of people in the audience as well as the members of the panel who wished to
make comments on the presentations and not ask questions. These are captured here:

Comments:
- We are creating labels and ascribing conclusions without consulting with the people being labelled that way.
- 	There is no comparability between categories used, we have ‘Basque’ (a region in Spain) and then we have
‘African’ (an entire continent).
- 	In the UK new categories were included as numbers in that category reached a certain number in the population,
this may happen here.
- 	When the CSO does something, it is seen as best practice; other agencies and reports are not using the same
labels that were made up by the CSO.
- Labels don’t tell us anything, black Irish could mean a wide diversity of things.
- You will never get a set of questions which will satisfy absolutely everyone.
- 	You need to be very careful, you are forcing labels on children who may never have been outside of Ireland or
Europe.
- 	CSO do not write the questions. There is a public consultation and organisation consultation, then a group make
decisions on final questions which try to represent the public views – I do not have a list of participants in that
group.
- We need public consultations as private submissions can just be ignored.
- 	I am worried about where to place my children on the next census. I will have to label them and they might end
up in ‘other’.
-	Siobhán, I refused to sign the POD too. I was told it was mandatory, that the school would lose funding if I did
not sign. Teachers can write anything they want on the POD forms about your child. They told me I don’t have to
sign, that they already have all the details, they are using schoolyard bullying tactics.
- There are also enrolment issues with POD; I was told I had to fill in the POD to enrol my child in school.
- 	We need to be conscious of who is working in public bodies; there is a lack of diversity there. Public workers
need to be conscious of participation and personal thinking.
- Children being labelled as ‘other’ is the least of our worries.
- A lot depends on the government, this is a darker side of depending on the government.
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Two Tiers Emerging? Disparities in
Education Achievement and School
Access for Young Migrants in Ireland
Dr Valerie Ledwith, School of Geography & Archaeology, NUI Galway

Despite the reversal of net inward migration to Ireland
after the international economic recession beginning in
2008, a sizeable number of migrant families have settled
in communities throughout Ireland and have children
who are currently moving through various stages of the
education sector. Research in countries with a longer
history of in-migration highlights an achievement gap
between young migrants and their non-migrant peers
which often has negative consequences for young migrants’
socio-economic mobility. The purpose of the research was
to examine if there was evidence of such an achievement
gap emerging in Galway city and surrounding urban fringe.
We collected demographic, examination performance and
school choice data from over 500 students in Galway City
and linked these data to information about the schools in
which students were enrolled.

Research Findings
Unfortunately, our analysis provides evidence of an
achievement gap emerging between migrant and nonmigrant students similar to trends found in most migrant
destination countries. It is important to stress that there is
no significant difference between migrant and non-migrants
students achieving high grades in their Junior Certificate
examinations but migrant students are significantly less
likely to take higher level subjects in their Junior Certificate
examinations than their non-migrant peers, controlling
for differences in language fluency, gender and the socioeconomic status of the school population. As such, it is
possible that migrant students are being steered towards
taking subjects at Ordinary Level because of teacher
perceptions rather than student ability. As such, it seems
that streaming within the education system negatively
impacts on the educational achievement of young migrants.
For example, teachers may have lower expectations for
the academic performance of students from immigrant
backgrounds As such, it is likely that ability grouping

Valerie Ledwith & Participants: Workshop Learners
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within the school itself reinforces social stratification and
educational disparities by placing migrant students in lower
ability streams regardless of their academic potential.

ultimately undermining participation in education at the
tertiary level.
In addition, the relationship between school choice and

Our research also examined whether access to school

educational achievement highlights the pressing need for

had any impact on the achievement gap that emerged.

addressing school access policy. As it currently operates,

Our analysis showed that students attending their school

Irish nationals have greater access to their schools of choice

of choice do significantly better than those enrolled

than their migrant peers thereby producing educational

elsewhere. Since non-migrant children are 2.5 times more

disparities and social stratification. Reforming admissions

likely to attend their school of choice than migrant students,

policy to ensure fairness to all future citizens of Ireland is

school choice itself is implicated in the production of the

a critical first step in halting the emergence of a two-tiered

achievement gap.

education system.

Implications

More detail is available at Ledwith, V., &
Reilly, K. (2013). Two Tiers Emerging? School Choice

It is clear that the structure of the Junior Certificate

and Educational Achievement Disparities among Young

examination system encourages school-based streaming

Migrants and Non‐migrants in Galway City and Urban

that has direct and deleterious impacts on educational

Fringe. Population, Space and Place, 19(1), 46-59

achievement. Such in-school divisions clearly disadvantages
migrant students and removes them from the potentially
positive peer effects of higher performing students and
teachers. This streaming has detrimental consequences in
the long-term, impacting Leaving Certificate pathways and
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Diversity in Initial Teacher Education
(DITE) in Ireland
- A National Research Project Calling for Action
Dr Manuela Heinz and Dr Elaine Keane, NUI Galway

DITE Overview

Background and
Rationale

The Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE) national
project aims to explore and compare the socio-demographic

During the ‘Celtic Tiger’

backgrounds, career motivations, and educational and

years, many of Ireland’s

diversity experiences, of applicants and entrants to

schools

evolved

primary and post-primary initial teacher education (ITE)

having

a

programmes in Ireland. It is funded by the Irish Research

homogeneous

Council and is being carried out by Drs Manuela Heinz

intake to one characterised

and Elaine Keane at NUI Galway. The research contributes

by

to international policy regarding ITE recruitment and

religious

selection mechanisms and the development of a diverse

diversity.

teaching population, in line with national policy from the

the teaching population

Department of Education & Skills (DES), the Teaching

has remained relatively

Council, and the Higher Education Authority (HEA). Data

homogeneous.

from

relatively

significant
and
By

student
ethnic,
racial
contrast,

collection started in 2013 with postgraduate post-primary
ITE applicants (via the Postgraduate Application Centre)

Diversifying the teaching population is of international

and was extended to include undergraduate primary and

concern, as it is in Ireland, on research and policy levels

post-primary ITE programmes (collection via the Central

(Conway et al. 2009; Heinz 2013; Keane & Heinz, 2015a;

Application Office) in 2014. The project website is at:

Lynch and Lodge 2004). In 2002, the Advisory Group

http://www.nuigalway.ie/education/research/dite/index.

on Post-Primary Teacher Education recommended that

html

the selection criteria for National University of Ireland
(NUI)1 ITE programmes be extended “to accommodate

1

 ational University of Ireland, Galway; National University of Ireland,
N
Maynooth; University College Cork, and University College Dublin.

2

 lso of relevance is the Equal Status Acts 2000-2004 which prohibits
A
discrimination (including in educational institutions) on the nine
grounds of gender, civil status, family status, age, race, religion, disability,
sexual orientation, and membership of the Traveller community. There
is no mention of socio-economic or social class status.

3
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 inority teacher recruitment policies/programmes/interventions have
M
been developed in the US (Villegas et al., 2012), the UK (Wilkins and Lall,
2011), Canada (Childs et al., 2011) and China (Su et al., 2001) since the
1990s.

a greater diversity of entrants” (DES 2002, 16), and
similar statements have since been made by the Teaching
Council (2008, 2011)2. However, while diversifying the
teaching profession has been an important policy issue
internationally since the 1990s 3, Ireland’s relatively recent
experience of significant cultural and ethnic diversity
coupled, with the very scarce national evidence base with
regard to the teacher-student ‘diversity gap’ may have

delayed the translation of expert recommendations and

demographic lines, and 2) the benefits of a diverse teaching

strategy statements into meaningful discussions and/or

population for students, schools and society (cf. Keane &

policy action. DITE constitutes the first national study on

Heinz, 2015a).

teacher diversity.

Childs et al. (2011) consider ‘double equity’, equity in and
through admissions, focusing on benefits to those from
under-represented groups who may have encountered

With regard to the rationale for diversifying the teaching

barriers to progression into the profession, as well as

population, two important perspectives have shaped

benefits to schools and students.

discussions: 1) an ‘equity of access’ perspective, in terms
of the composition of teaching populations along socio-

Benefits of
Minority Teachers
for
Minority Pupils

Figure 1: Benefits of having minority teachers for minority students discussed in the teacher diversity literature (cf. Keane & Heinz, 2015b)
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Much of the research on the benefits of a diverse teaching

matching’ line of research has been criticised throughout

profession for students in schools centres on the potential

the last decade by educational researchers and teacher

of teachers from under-represented groups to act as positive

educators who have argued that rather than focusing on

‘role models’ for students from various socio-demographic

what minority teachers can do to better support minority

backgrounds. The core idea is that having more teachers

or majority students, the preparation of all student

from traditional minority groups may positively impact

teachers needs to be enhanced, irrespective of their socio-

upon the engagement and achievement of students from

demographic position, to be effective teachers for all the

similar backgrounds (cf. Keane & Heinz, 2015). Figure 1

students they may face (cf. Cochran-Smith, 2004) within a

offers a summary of the main benefits of minority teachers

social justice context.

for minority students discussed in the teacher diversity
literature.

The rationale for diversifying the teaching population,
which originated in the United States (US), has, so far,

With regard to the benefits that minority (ethnic)

focused mainly on race and ethnicity. There has been

teachers offer majority students, schools and society more

much less focus on a rationale for diversifying the teacher

generally, research has highlighted the impact that the

population in terms of other characteristics such as socio-

representation of minorities in professional roles can have

economic status, religion and sexuality (Childs et al., 2011;

on pupils’ attitudes and world views, allowing them to

Heinz, Keane & Davison, 2017, Keane and Heinz, 2015a,

overcome internalised beliefs about racial inferiority and

Keane and Heinz, 2016).

incompetence (Villegas and Clewell 1998 cited in Sleeter

While, in the first phase of DITE, we concentrate on

and Milner 2011, p. 83).

establishing the ‘size of the diversity gap’ in Ireland to
address Ireland’s evidence gap in this area, we approach
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Implied in these arguments is the assumption that majority

the questions of ‘why the diversity gap is problematic’ and

teachers may lack diversity/minority understandings and

‘what can be done about it’ and ‘what are the benefits of

perspectives, and that this may constrain their efforts to

a more diverse teaching population (for schools, students

be effective teachers for minority students. The ‘ethnic-

and society in Ireland)’ from a critical perspective.

Methodology and results

The wider DITE project is a mixed-methods, longitudinal
study, using a) an online questionnaire (consisting of
79 items, including socio-demographic, background,
and attitudinal items measured through categorical and
continuous scales, as well as some open-ended items)
implemented before the start of the ITE programmes,
and b) semi-structured interviews4. All applicants to
undergraduate and postgraduate ITE programmes
are invited to participate in the questionnaire after
applications have been closed and before course offers
are made. Participation in the questionnaire is voluntary
and anonymous and responses are treated with strictest
confidence.

DITE is a long-term project and it is envisaged that data
collection will continue over the next years.
First results from the DITE project (cf. Heinz & Keane
2015; Heinz & Keane, 2016; Keane & Heinz, 2015a) have
confirmed that applicants and entrants to primary and
post-primary initial teacher education programmes are
predominantly female, White, Irish and Settled. Applicants
and entrants from minority ethnic groups, including from
the Irish Travelling community, remain underrepresented
in ITE cohorts compared to the overall and Higher
Education populations. In our analysis of post-graduate
post-primary entrants’ data (cf. Keane & Heinz, 2015)

The questionnaire explores a series of key aspects of the

we noticed an increase in the participation rates of those

backgrounds and experiences of applicants and entrants

claiming Irish nationality only between 2013 and 2014.

to undergraduate and postgraduate, primary and post-

Our results also showed that participation rates of males

primary initial teacher education programmes, including

in postgraduate post-primary ITE increased between 2006

their:

and 2013/14, while the proportion of those from unskilled

•	Socio-demographic backgrounds (e.g. sex, gender, age,
nationality/ies, ethnicity/ies, socio-economic status,
dis/ability, religion, sexuality, educational and teaching
backgrounds);

•	Educational (school and undergraduate) experiences
and performance;

•	Prior teaching experiences (length, educational and

socio-economic groups increased from 2006 to 2013
and subsequently decreased in 2014. In our recent paper
(ibid.) we discuss these changes in the socio-demographic
composition of postgraduate post-primary ITE entrants in
the context of Ireland’s recession and with reference to the
extension of postgraduate post-primary ITE programmes
from one (up to 2013) to two years (in 2014).

geographical setting);

•	Perspectives on learning, teaching and education in
Ireland;

•	Diversity

understandings and experiences (living
abroad, foreign languages spoken, personal experiences
with diversity);

•	Motivations

for teaching and perceptions of the
teaching career;

•	Views on and experiences with ITE selection criteria
and processes (currently used in Ireland as well as
internationally).

4

With a sample of applicants and entrants.
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Next Steps and a Call for Action
At the time of writing we are entering the fourth annual
implementation of our online questionnaire. Data analysis
and reporting of findings is ongoing and a briefing paper
providing an overview of the socio-demographic profiles of
primary and post-primary applicants and entrants has been
prepared for stakeholders (Heinz & Keane, 2015).
Our findings to date provide strong evidence for a
significant ‘diversity gap’ between ITE applicant and
entrant cohorts and the increasingly diverse pupil
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population of Ireland’s primary and post-primary schools.
In light of these findings we recommend that education
policy makers and practitioners a) enter serious discussions
to explore the rationale (including desirability and benefits)
for diversifying the Irish teaching population; b) provide
support for ongoing research to track changes in the sociodemographic backgrounds of ITE applicants and entrants;
and c) explore how the growth of a more diverse teaching
population (if deemed desirable) can be achieved in Ireland
(cf. Heinz & Keane, under review).
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The Characteristic Spirit of Publicly
Managed Education and Training
Board (ETB) Schools
Dr Orla McCormack, Lecturer in Education, Department of Education and Professional Studies, University of Limerick 1

Overview of Study
The characteristic spirit of schools has a legal definition in
The Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) where it
is ‘determined by the cultural, educational, moral, religious,
social, linguistic and spiritual values and traditions which
inform and are characteristic of the objectives and conduct
of the school’. On the other hand, Fischer (2010) maintains
that the concept reflects the ‘lived reality of the values of
the school’ highlighting how characteristic spirit should be
seen in the everyday life of the school.
The Education Act (1998) places the onus of responsibility
for the definition of a school’s characteristic spirit firmly
with the patron body (Tuohy, 2008; 2006). Patronage
originally applied to primary schools only, and patrons
were usually members of the clergy. The Education Act
(1998) extended, for the first time, the patronage model to
secondary education without any limitations on the identity
of the patron. This means that the concept of patron and
characteristic spirit is now part of the governance structure
of all schools, including Education and Training Board
(ETB) publicly managed schools.

The concepts of patron and characteristic spirit did not
apply to ETB schools prior to the 1998 Education Act.
Almost twenty years later, a sector-wide understanding of
the underpinning values of the ETB sector has yet to be
developed. An analysis of the available documentation
suggests that the concept of ‘characteristic spirit’ has not
been the subject of much examination in relation to the
ETB sector and it has largely been left up to individual
schools to identify their own ‘characteristic spirit’ (O’Reilly,
2015; 2002).
This study set out to examine the values and traditions of
the characteristic spirit of eighteen ETB schools in Ireland.
The study explored the ETB schools’ understanding of
characteristic spirit and how it is expressed in the lived
reality of each school. The research was funded by the
Education Training Board Ireland (ETBI) and 6 ETBs. A
number of themes emerged from the research. One aspect,
relevant to the theme of the conference, is presented in this
paper.

Data collection measures utilised across all 18 schools were:

•
•
•
•
•
1

A survey to all teaching staff;
A survey to one group of 2nd Year students;
A focus group with six 2nd year students;
S emi-structured interviews conducted with key school personnel (such as school principals, year heads,
guidance counsellors and participating teachers);
A Board of Management survey.

 resentation on behalf of the research team encompassing: Dr. Joanne O’Flaherty, Dr. Mags Liddy, Dr. Emmanuel O’Gready, Dr. Barney O’Reilly and
P
Dr. Jim Gleeson.
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The study identified some of the values staff and students

Concerns were raised by some school personnel regarding

of the 18 schools believed underpinned the characteristic

the perceived ‘ghettoisation’ of ETB schools as a result of

spirit of their school. Inclusion, respect and equality were

their inclusive nature. It was suggested, for example, that

all viewed as being central to the characteristic spirit of

‘the inclusive nature of the school, resulting in a very diverse

these ETB schools. Catholic and Christian values were also

student population, results in the ghettoisation of ethnic

identified. These are reflected in the following excerpts:

minority group, small communities and socioeconomic
groups within particular schools’ (Year Head, School 11).

	I suppose the kind of first thing you notice about it is that the ETB sector is very inclusive. You have people from
a wide range of backgrounds and students from a wide range of abilities and there’s a great sense of openness in
accepting people ... there aren’t any sort of barriers put in the way of entry, or otherwise (Chaplain, School 3).
Mutual respect is promoted and encouraged (Teacher Representative, BOM, school 12).
They treat you respectfully. There’s no favouritism, they don’t treat others ahead of you (FG, school 6).
	The school has an ‘egalitarian ethos which creates an atmosphere of openness for students, staff and parents where
they can express their views (Parents Representative BOM, School 7).
	I think it would be to give an equal education, equal opportunities to students. And the mixed ability area would
be quite important, I think as well (Year Head, School 3).
	We are a Catholic school. We do have a predominantly Catholic ethos here and that’s how it works here (Guidance
Counsellor, school 1).

Presentation
The conference presentation and discussion raised and
explored the following questions:

•	
W hat responsibility do publicly managed schools have in reflecting the values of the state/society?
•	
How do the concepts of ‘inclusion’, ‘respect’ and ‘equality’ fit within a school with one dominant religion?
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Who is in the Classroom? Reflection
Dr Orla McGarry, University College Cork and YMOBILITY Project

The IDEC annual conference of 2015 provided an
excellent platform for a timely discussion of the issue of
the intercultural diversity in the Irish education system.
Ireland, according to the last census, is currently home to
approximately 80,000 people of school going age who have
been born outside of Ireland. It, therefore, is increasingly
clear that ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in schools
is a pressing issue for contemporary Irish society. This raises
some fundamental questions about the role of diversity
in the educational setting as well as practical concerns
around how this can be effectively managed within the
contemporary school system. These questions are complex
and will remain significant challenges for years to come as
we work towards an intercultural and cosmopolitan Ireland.
While diversity is seen as a recent phenomenon in the Irish
educational system, the principles of respect for difference
have been linked with the core ethos of education in the
UN Charter for Human Rights since 1945:
 ducation shall be directed to the full development of the
E
human personality and to the strengthening of respect
for human rights and fundamental freedoms. 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 (Art. 26.2).
Indeed, exposure to, and embracing of, diversity is
intrinsically linked with the ideal of education as a holistic
developmental journey. This implies not alone a tolerance
of diversity but a celebration of difference as offering
unlimited opportunities for expanding and enriching the
educational and developmental experiences of young
people.
While, in principle, these values are widely accepted
and embraced in Irish society, there remain a number
36

of popular reservations and practical concerns to be
addressed in the development of an open and cosmopolitan
education system. In particular, there is a public concern
that celebration of diversity and highlighting of difference
will undermine social cohesion both within educational
establishments and in wider society. In addition to
this, there is a growing sentiment that religious and
cultural practices that do not originate from the Western
liberal tradition are incompatible with the principles of
individualism and liberalism which are seen as central to
the education process in contemporary society. This is an
issue that has become increasingly polarised in the current
geo-political climate. Finally, there is a delimiting view of
Ireland as relatively inexperienced in dealing with matters
of diversity, which often leads to the impression that we
have few examples of good practice to follow, and can
undermine attempts to directly address the challenges of
intercultural education.

In 2010 I had the good fortune to conduct an intensive
piece of research with Muslim teenagers in one of Ireland’s
most culturally diverse settings, Ballyhaunis, Co. Mayo.
Ballyhaunis has been home to a rurally based Muslim
population for over 40 years, and in that time, a number of
grass roots examples of how diversity can be fruitfully and
beneficially incorporated into a school setting have been
demonstrated there. My research highlighted in particular
the value of openness to, and celebration of, diversity in the
creation of a cohesive school environment. It also provides
a rich source of practical learning about the manner in
which diversity may be managed in other educational
settings around the country. I believe that the contributions
of the research participants tell a vital and important story
about the benefits of accepting and promoting diversity in
educational settings, one from which we can learn, and on
which we can build.

The local secondary school actively promoted an

to practice hijab, this choice was equally narrated in terms

intercultural ethos, encouraging students to celebrate their

of personal right and individual choice. Making a personal

religious, cultural and ethnic identities on an ongoing

choice about whether to wear the scarf to school was a

basis. In addition to hosting dedicated intercultural

matter of individual responsibility:

celebration days, religious and cultural diversity were
acknowledged and, where possible, explored through the

It [practicing hijab in school] has to be a personal

school curriculum. A particular practice that was valued

choice…Ok, I’ll wear it when I’m ready to wear it and

was being given an opportunity to speak publically about

to take on the responsibility of actually being the true

their religious beliefs during religious studies classes.

Muslim (female aged 15).

Muslim participants described such opportunities as
making them “feel proud”, as giving other people a chance

These participants demonstrated that far from undermining

to get to “understand more about us” and to “know what

the ethos of individualism and the principles of human

we are about”. The opportunity to share their religious

rights that are seen as central to Western liberal education,

identities with other students was seen as central to their

opportunities for expression of religious, cultural and ethnic

membership of the student body and in this sense promoted

identity are a key vehicle for self-expression and promote

cohesion within the school while enriching the educational

equality and social cohesion in the school environment.

experience of both Muslim and non-Muslim students.
The intercultural ethos that was promoted by the school
authorities allowed students in the school to openly wear
religious symbols and garments, an issue that is seen
as particularly divisive in other European educational
settings. This issue is frequently linked with concerns that
certain religious practices are incompatible with principles
of individualism and liberalism. This misconception is
particularly potent in discussions of Islam in Western
society where Muslim females in particular are popularly
viewed as ‘powerless’ and as victims of a patriarchal
religious code. Discussions with young female Muslim
participants however highlighted that the principles of
choice and of human rights are particularly central to their
religious practices. Of the 17 girls who chose to take part
in this research 9 practiced hijab, wearing a scarf to school
while a further 8 chose not to adopt this religious custom.

The role of ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in the
school setting is an issue that will remain hotly contested
and will be the subject of debate in many countries for the
foreseeable future. While the celebration of diversity and
difference is underscored in the UN Charter for Human
Rights, there is a need in contemporary Ireland for an open
and thorough address of popular concerns regarding the
extent to which, and how, diversity can be managed and
celebrated in a school setting. It is vital that members of
minority communities, currently conspicuously absent
from school staff rooms and boards of management, are
invited to contribute to these debates. We should also
remember that in spite of the relative recency of mass
immigration, there are examples of good practice and
countless sources of experience within the country that can
provide guidance in the development of future policies and
interventions.

Choices regarding religious dress, were articulated in terms
of individualism and self-expression:
This is our clothes! You [Muslims in general] should wear
them; people should know. Why should we wear Irish
clothes, they don’t wear our clothes! (female aged 18).
Significantly, for the 8 female participants who chose not
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