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Abstract 

 

This dissertation is about intercultural education in a post-primary school setting and Travellers’ 

experiences of education. Based within one very diverse post-primary DEIS (Delivering Equality of 

Opportunity in Schools, Department of Education and Skills, 2005) school in the west of Ireland with 

a high concentration of disadvantage, this study examines how an intercultural approach to education 

was understood and implemented with regard to Travellers, from both staff and student perspectives 

(Traveller students, ‘other’ non-Traveller minority ethnic students and white settled Irish students).     

 

Since the formation of the Irish state, Traveller progression in education has been low and remains a 

key issue negatively affecting the community. While Travellers enjoy almost full attendance in 

primary school, they still tend to leave post-primary school early and lag behind their peers in terms 

of literacy and numeracy levels, and general academic achievement. Research in the international 

context about the educational experiences of Travellers informs us that there are many complex 

reasons for poor educational attainment and progression. While there is very little research in Ireland 

which has focused specifically on the educational experiences of Travellers, we do know that they 

report finding the current curriculum irrelevant and that they experience bullying and exclusion from 

their peers and that they are treated unfairly by their teachers. This study contributes to the field in its 

specific focus on Travellers in a diverse and disadvantaged post-primary school context, drawing on 

both teacher and diverse student perspectives, and in its authorship by a Traveller researcher.  

 

Located in the constructivist/interpretive paradigm, and drawing significantly on Critical Race 

Theory, the methodological approach adopted in this research was a qualitative case study. In the 

main study, data collection involved twenty-eight semi-structured interviews with staff and student 

participants. This study found that the school was labelled negatively at a local level because of its 

highly diverse student population, with the school being seen as a school for ‘Travellers and blacks’. 

Additionally, the staff and student participants from across the different groups experienced often 

problematic relationships. In particular, staff and non-Traveller students’ relationships with Travellers 

were superficial in nature and were informed by ‘deficit’ thinking in terms of Traveller culture and the 

inequality that they experienced in school and society more broadly. There was also evidence of 

‘weak’ manifestations of intercultural education, and the study’s findings suggest that even weak 

forms of interculturalism were not being understood or implemented in relation to Travellers.  

Recommendations include the need for training and support for teachers on anti-racist education and 

culturally responsive pedagogy, with particular reference to Travellers, in order to successfully embed 

intercultural education, and the need to further examine DEIS policy, and school composition in 

Ireland more generally, to avoid over-concentrations of disadvantage in certain schools.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction  

This dissertation critically explores how an intercultural approach to education is being 

conceptualised and adopted in one urban Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS)1 post-

primary school with particular reference to Travellers. This is a qualitative case study (Creswell, 

2007), which utilised semi-structured interviews in order to gather rich data from staff and student 

participants, including Traveller student participants (TSPs), white Irish student participants (WISPs) 

and non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs). Additionally, this study can be read as an 

insight into a minority researcher research journey ‘studying up’ (Nader, 1972) within an Irish 

context. ‘Studying up’ refers to studying those with power as opposed to ‘studying down’ which 

refers to studying those without it (ibid.). The issue of researcher identity is critically examined 

throughout this thesis. Indeed, the choice of topic and methods employed were completely influenced 

by the lived experience and positionalities (Traveller, Traveller parent of a school-aged child, early 

school leaver, educator) of the researcher.  

 

There are six sections in this chapter. Section two outlines the research problem and explains why 

this study is important by briefly detailing the state’s approach to Traveller education provision and 

highlighting the dismal situation that currently exists for Travellers in education. Section three 

provides a brief overview of intercultural education in the Irish context as well as a consideration of 

the history of intercultural approaches to education, detailing its strengths and weaknesses in practice, 

and highlights the barriers to good practice. Section four provides a detailed insight into the 

philosophical and theoretical framework informing this thesis in order to provide the reader with an 

understanding of my own positioning in relation to the study. The fifth section outlines the 

development of the research question(s) and the aims and objectives of this study. Finally, a brief 

outline of the structure and content of each chapter in the thesis is provided.  

 

1.2 Statement of the Research Problem 

During the ‘Celtic Tiger’2 era, Ireland’s booming economic ‘bubble’ resulted in massive labour 

shortages. While diversity has always existed within Ireland, the past three decades have brought 

rapid social change as a result of unprecedented inward migration (Byrne, McGinnity, Smyth, and 

Darmody, 2010). Historically, Ireland had been a country of outward migration so the increased 

                                                           
1 Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) forms part of the Department of Education and Skills social 

inclusion strategy to help children and young people who are at risk of or who are experiencing educational disadvantage. 
2 The ‘Celtic Tiger’ era refers to economic boom experienced in the Republic of Ireland from the mid-1990s to the mid-

2000s.  
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diversity posed a number of challenges to the Irish state. While racism has always been prevalent in 

the Irish State, in particular towards Irish Travellers, this new diversity saw racism being named and 

addressed as a concern in a way that it had not been previously. In order to deal with the perceived 

challenges that arose as a result of people’s reactions to the increased diversity, the Irish state adopted 

an intercultural approach to education in the early 2000s. While an intercultural approach had been 

advocated previously in the 1995 Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (Taskforce 

on the Travelling Community, 1995) in order to address the educational disadvantages experienced by 

Travellers, the rapid increase in diversity propelled the state to take action and ‘adopt’ an intercultural 

approach to education (Kavanagh, 2013). There is a tendency to ‘white wash’ over the fact that 

Ireland was always a diverse country (Bryan, 2009), which is problematic as it plays down the 

historical prevalence of racism that has existed in Irish society and contributes to the manifestation of 

weak forms of multiculturalism in practice.  

 

Between 2002 and 2006, there was an 87 percent increase in those identifying as non-Irish nationals 

(CSO, 2007). While inward immigration has reportedly slowed down, diversity is here to stay. In 

2011, the CSO found that almost 12 percent of the overall population identified as non-Irish while the 

most recent CSO (2016) figures found that almost 11.6 percent of the overall population is made up 

of non-Irish nationals. However, it is likely that the number of people from immigrant backgrounds is 

in fact higher as many former non-Irish nationals now have dual citizenship and are classed as Irish in 

the national census. According to the latest population census, 0.7 percent (30,987) of the over-all 

population is made up of Irish Travellers (CSO, 2016)3. Once Ireland’s largest ethnic minority, 

Travellers are now one of many minority ethnic groups within the Irish context. 

Table 1.1: Residents in Ireland by Ethnic or Cultural Background (CSO, 2016, p. 21) 

Ethnic/Cultural Background 2016 

White Irish 3,854,226 

Irish Traveller 30,987 

Any Other White background  446,727 

Black or Black Irish-African 57,850 

Black or Black Irish-Any Other Black Background 6,789 

Asian or Asian-Irish-Chinese 19,447 

Asian or Asian-Irish-Any Other Asian Background 79,273 

Other Including Mixed Background 70,603 

Not-stated 124, 019 

 

                                                           
3 This figure is significantly higher than was reported in the All Ireland Traveller Health study (AITHS, 2010). See Chapter 

Two Section 2.2 (footnote no. 13) for an explanation for this discrepancy.  
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As a result of the increased diversity, the student population in Irish schools has diversified 

significantly over the past few decades (Devine, 2011). In 2015/16, there were 553, 380 students in 

total enrolled in primary schools in Ireland and 378, 003 enrolled in post-primary schools 

(Department of Education and Skills (DES), 2017). Traveller students made up to 1.5 percent (8,207) 

of the over-all primary school population and 0.8 percent (2,689) of the overall post-primary school 

population in 2015/16 (DES, 2017). In 2015/16, 89.4 percent of all primary school students had Irish 

nationality (Tichner, 2017). The rest of the primary school population comprised 5.3 percent other 

EU nationality, 1.6 percent Asian nationality and 1.2 percent African nationality (ibid.). During the 

same period 88 percent of all post-primary students were recorded as being born in Ireland4; 3.8 

percent were born in EU13, and 2.5 percent were born in UK (ibid.). The DES and the Office of the 

Minister for Integration (2010) has confirmed that diversity will continue to be the ‘norm’ in Irish 

schools (Keane and Heinz, 2016). However, while the Irish school population has diversified not all 

schools have experienced significant changes in their demographic make-up. For example, research 

has found that in some primary schools there are no ‘newcomer’ students and as little as one in some 

post-primary schools (Darmody et al., 2009). 82.8 percent of DEIS school pupils are Irish nationals 

compared to 91.0 percent of non-DEIS school pupils (Tichner, 2017). The trend in Ireland seems to 

be that there is an over concentration of students from diverse backgrounds in some schools, most 

notably those “already catering for more disadvantaged populations” (ibid., p. 86; McGinnity, Smyth 

and Darmody, 2010; Kavanagh, Weir and Moran, 2017). A DES (2017) report found that Travellers 

made up to 1.8 percent of overall student population in DEIS post-primary schools and 0.5 percent of 

overall student population in non-DEIS post-primary schools (Kavanagh et al., 2017). While there 

were higher numbers of Traveller students in non-DEIS schools, the number of Traveller students in 

non-DEIS schools as a percentage of all students in non-DEIS schools, was much lower than the 

percentage of Traveller students in DEIS schools (ibid.).  

 

While there is very little information on achievement by ethnicity in Ireland, we know that Travellers 

have very low scores in English, Reading and Maths standardised tests in comparison with the 

general population and other minority ethnic groups (ibid.). While we know that pupils from the 

Traveller community have lower than average achievement in both reading and mathematics than 

their non-Traveller peers in DEIS schools (ibid.), we do not know if there is a significant difference 

in achievement for specific groups, such as Travellers, attending non-DEIS schools. In Ireland, there 

has been a dearth of research carried out in the area of Travellers in education. Up until 2014, no 

accurate records of Traveller participation and attendance rates in schools were kept and therefore it 

was difficult to ascertain how Travellers performed in comparison to their non-Traveller peers. The 

                                                           
4 Country of birth rather than nationality grouping is recorded 
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lack of data collection was in part due to the state’s Traveller ethnicity denial5 which resulted in there 

being no ethnic identifier question on school data (Lynch and Lodge, 2002). It also served as an 

indication of how little importance was placed on the subject of Traveller education (ibid.). Research 

shows that while Traveller children are staying in school longer, they are not reaping any major 

benefits from the system as is evidenced by their lack of proficiency in literacy and numeracy 

(Kavanagh et al., 2017). While there is almost full participation by Traveller children in primary 

schools (Hourigan and Campbell, 2010), and a high transfer rate of Travellers to post-primary 

education, attendance and retention rates remain poor and evidence shows that Travellers cease their 

education on average 4.7 years earlier than those in the general population (CSO, 2017). According to 

a recent study carried out by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), only 8 percent of 

Travellers in Ireland had completed their education to Leaving Certificate level in comparison to 73 

percent of the general population (Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017). Seven out of ten Travellers 

had only achieved a primary school education or lower (ibid.). An earlier study by Hourigan and 

Campbell (2010) similarly found that more than 80 percent of Travellers did not complete their post-

primary school education with almost half of those that transferred from primary to post-primary 

likely to leave by the end of the Junior Cycle6. This is cause for great concern given that Ireland has 

one of the highest retention rates at post-primary level within the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) and a high transfer rate from second level to third level 

education (Lynch, 1999). According to figures from the Central Statistics Office (CSO, 2011), 115 

Travellers in total had completed third-level education. This figure has since grown to 167 (CSO, 

2016). However, the number remains staggering low and less than 1 percent of the Traveller 

community have a third level qualification (Watson et al., 2017).  

 

For the first time ever, as part of the 2015-2019 National Access Plan to widen participation at third 

level, Travellers have been targeted as a group7 by the Higher Education Authority (HEA, 2015). It 

was hoped that there would be 80 Travellers in higher Education (HE) by 2019. In the latest review 

of the National Access Plan it was noted that while many of the targets set had been exceeded for 

some groups, the target set for Travellers (and mature students) has been unmet (HEA, 2018). Based 

on the progress review published in 2018, the Department identified priority actions in the Action 

Plan for Education 2019 and extended the lifetime of plan to 2021 (DES, 2019). Travellers are now 

becoming a central focus of the HE National Access Plan (DES, 2019). This is a welcome measure 

and a positive step in the right direction. However, given the crisis in retention that currently exists at 

                                                           
5 The state formally recognised Traveller ethnicity in March, 2017 
6 The Irish education system at post-primary level consists of a Junior Cycle and Senior Cycle. The Junior Cycle lasts for 

three years while the Senior Cycle usually last for two although students can opt to do a transition year between the two 

cycles.  
7 Other groups targeted are students from lower socio economic groups, students with disabilities, mature students, lone 

parents, teen parents. ‘Other’ minority ethnic groups are not a target group in the National Action Plan (NAP).  



5 
 

post-primary level and the continued failure of the education system to provide a decent standard of 

education to Traveller students, it is pertinent to examine why Traveller students continue to lag 

behind their peers. To borrow from Daria Roithmayr (as cited in Gillborn, 2008), Travellers appear to 

be “locked-in inequality”, whereby the inequalities they experience in education and more broadly, 

“are so big that they won’t close without serious dedicated action that foregrounds race” (ibid. p. 14). 

The HEA (2018) acknowledge that access to higher education for Travellers is affected by the high 

level of early school leaving amongst Travellers and suggests that early interventions are required. 

Nevertheless, a number of welcome measures have been put in place such as the Programme for 

Access to Higher Education (PATH) Projects; PATH 18 and PATH 29. As noted by the HEA (2018), 

it is likely that the number of Travellers attending HE is higher than that recorded as many Travellers 

may not formally identify as Travellers. It is hoped that the PATH Projects will encourage a higher 

degree of self-identification by Traveller students within the higher education system (HEA, 2018). 

To date, there seems to be very little research that specifically examines the experiences of Travellers 

in higher education.  

 

I believe that an intercultural approach to education has the potential to radically change the 

educational experiences of Travellers if understood and implemented in its truest form. Intercultural 

approaches emphasise the importance of helping teachers to understand how their positionality shapes 

their worldviews and impacts on their practice in terms of their attitudes towards students and on 

teacher expectations (Bryan, 2008; McGorman and Sugrue, 2007). Schools predominantly adopt a 

didactic approach to teaching and learning which is based on the assumption that all students learn in 

the same way (Kavanagh, 2013). Research has found that didactic approaches fail to meet the learning 

needs of all students (Banks, 2006; Grant, 1994). Intercultural education promotes the use of different 

teaching methodologies in order to accommodate the diverse ways in which students learn (Nieto, 

2004a). In addition to the adoption of dominant pedagogic approaches, schools in Ireland spend a 

considerable amount of time working directly from mainstream textbooks which “privilege and reflect 

the habitus of dominant groups while simultaneously delegitimising the habitus of marginalised 

groups” (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 189). As Kavanagh (2013, p. 189) points out, this “overreliance on 

                                                           
8Ireland’s National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education (2015–2019) (HEA, 2015) includes a focus on 

diversifying initial teacher education (ITE) through the ‘development of access programmes and routes to teacher training’ 

(HEA 2015, p. 26). The Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) (Strand 1: Equity of Access to ITE) (2017–

2020) and a number of other projects have commenced in the various ITE centres around the country in an attempt to 

increase the numbers of those from target groups accessing the teaching profession. As ‘other’ minority ethnic groups are not 

a target group in the NAP, therefore, they are not included in the PATH 1. The Tobar Project in Marino Institute of 

Education is set up to specifically try and encourage more Travellers to become primary and post-primary school teachers. 

There are two strands in the project, with strand one being geared towards Travellers that are in the process of completing 

their Leaving Certificate, while strand two is for Travellers students already enrolled in undergraduate programmes in HE. 
9 Under the PATH 2 1916 Bursary Fund, eight bursaries are made available to Higher Education Institutions each year and 

students from under-represented groups are invited to apply for the bursary in order to help with the financial costs of 

attending HE.  
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textbooks” limits student exposure to different sources of knowledge and narratives which effectively 

works “against the multicultural principle of fostering multiple perspectives”.  

 

Given the dismal situation of Travellers in education and the continued failure of the state and its 

institutions to engage more Travellers in education, it is pertinent to understand why outcomes for 

Travellers still remain so unequal. To date, no study has focused specifically on how an intercultural 

approach is being adopted in relation to Travellers at post-primary level or indeed at primary level, 

within the Irish and international context. Given the transformative potential of an intercultural 

approach to education, it is important to focus on how such an approach is being understood and 

implemented in relation to Travellers at post-primary level so that we may better understand why 

early school leaving remains to be such an issue amongst Travellers. 

 

1.3 The Emergence of the Intercultural Approach to Education in the Irish Context 

In the Irish context, an intercultural approach to education has been ‘adopted’ as a means of catering 

for the increasing diversity in Irish schools (Kitching and Curtin, 2012). It was first advocated in the 

Report of the Task Force on the Travelling community (Task Force on the Travelling Community, 

1995) but not officially endorsed until 2002 when the Government produced its Guidelines on 

Traveller Education in Primary Schools (DES, 2002). In 2001, at a United Nations World Conference 

Against Racism in Durban, the Irish Government committed to producing a National Plan Against 

Racism (NPAR) which resulted in the launch of a three-year national anti-racism awareness 

programme called “Know Racism”, followed by the National Action Plan Against Racism (NPAR) 

2005 – 2008 (ibid.). At the time of the NPAR’s publication in 2005, the NCCA was developing the 

Intercultural Education Guidelines (IEGs) for primary and post-primary schools. The NCCA’s (2005, 

p. 3) IEGs conceptualise intercultural education as 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.  

 

While a copy of the IEGs were sent to all schools throughout the country, in-service training 

regarding how to use them was not provided and consequently the IEGs sat unused gathering dust on 

shelves in Irish schools and classrooms (Kavanagh, 2013). This lack of preparation has implications 

for how teachers do interculturalism in school and classroom settings (ibid.). Nevertheless, an 

intercultural approach to education became one of the state’s “key responses to the changing shape of 

Irish society and to the existence of racism and discriminatory attitudes in Ireland” (NCCA, 2005, p. 

17). Bryan (2009, p. 297) raises concerns about the “state's increasing reliance on intercultural 

education as a policy panacea to the intensification of racism in Irish society”. She warns that the 

state will use education providers as ‘scapegoats’ if racism is not eradicated (ibid.). Bryan (2009, p. 
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298) is critical of social and educational policy for claiming to have adopted an intercultural approach 

and argues that “intercultural education is, in fact, more likely to reproduce, rather than contest 

racism and racist ideologies” in the way it is currently conceptualised and implemented. Research has 

found that intercultural approaches underpinned by liberal ideology are being implemented within the 

Irish context (Kavanagh, 2013; Bryan, 2009; Devine, 2011). These liberal understandings result in 

intercultural approaches focusing on the recognition of and respect for diversity and fail to take 

account of the structural inequalities that exist within education (Kavanagh, 2013).  

 

Changes in ITE have been influenced by changes that have been occurring at the wider societal and 

political level (O’Donoghue, Harford and O’Doherty, 2018). O’Donoghue et al. (2018) point out that 

while in the past Ireland’s educational policies and practices were heavily influenced by the UK, the 

last decade has seen Ireland’s educational policies and practices emanate more from Ireland’s alliance 

with the EU. There has been a focus on making the Irish education system better equipped to prepare 

students to live and compete successfully in a globalised world (ibid.). In order to achieve that goal, 

ITE programmes have undergone a major revamp over the past ten years in order to bring them up to 

a universal standard as set by the OECD (ibid.). ITE programmes have been extended10 and student 

teachers now spend longer periods of time out on school placement. While an intercultural approach 

to education has been adopted in theory within the Irish context, the adoption of such an approach has 

been left to the discretion of individual teachers who may or may not have received intercultural 

training or be committed to using such an approach (Byrne, McGinnity, Smyth, and Darmody, 2010; 

Curry, Gilligan, Garratt, and Scholtz, 2011; Darmody, Tyrell, and Song, 2011; Devine, 2012). It has 

been suggested that Irish educational institutions are reluctant to engage with the uncomfortable and 

often painful process of doing anti-racist work (Haran and Tormey, 2002; Kitching, 2011).  

 

1.3.1 Critical Multicultural Education  

International research indicates that critical multiculturalism should permeate the whole school 

environment (Banks, 2011; Nieto, 2004b) and be “concerned with the politics of representation and 

the knowledge construction process” (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 45). Critical multiculturalists interpret the 

curriculum (and the ‘hidden curriculum’) as a tool which is used to ensure that the power and 

privilege of the dominant group is preserved (Kavanagh, 2013) and advocate for a complete re-

conceptualisation of the curriculum (Sugrue, 2004). Critical multiculturalists call for the inclusion of 

diverse perspectives and narratives and argue for a greater focus on the way in which knowledge is 

constructed (Banks, 1993; Bryan, 2009; Kavanagh, 2013). McGhee and Banks (1995, p. 157)  argue 

that students should be provided with opportunities to investigate different types of knowledge in 

                                                           
10 The Postgraduate Masters in Education (PME) programme (formally known as Post Graduate Diploma in Education 

(PGDE) programme and before that the Higher Diploma in Education) was extended from a one year programme to a two 

year programme. This discussed in chapter two.  
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order to help them to “determine how implicit cultural assumptions, frames of reference, 

perspectives, and the biases within a discipline influence the ways knowledge is constructed”.  

 

Banks (2007) provides a framework for multicultural education which has five dimensions: content 

integration; knowledge construction; prejudice reduction; equitable pedagogy; and the empowering 

school structure and social structure dimension. The first dimension deals with the extent to which 

teachers reflect diversity in the content that they use while the second dimension is concerned with 

how teachers help students understand that there are different ways of seeing the world. The third 

dimension seeks to help students to develop positive attitudes towards diversity and the fourth 

dimension relates to the types of pedagogical approaches used by teachers within the classroom. The 

fifth and final dimension examines the culture of the school in order to ensure its policies and 

practices lead to equitable outcomes for all students. According to Banks (2007), the dimensions of 

the framework cannot be implemented without school reform. Banks (2009) claims that school 

reform is essential if students from all types of backgrounds are to receive equal opportunities to learn 

and be empowered. While the main theorists of multicultural approaches (cf. Banks, Ladson-Billings, 

May, Sleeter, Nieto, and Grant) seem to agree to a large extent on the aims and scope of multicultural 

education, there is a wide gap between theory and practice (Gay, 2005; Banks, 2002). As May (1994, 

p. 36) puts it, in practice, multicultural education has “a seemingly terminal inability to translate its 

emancipatory intentions into actual practice”. May (1999, p. 1) criticises critical multicultural 

education for having “promised much and delivered little”.  

 

1.3.2 Weak Forms of Multicultural Education in Practice 

Criticism of ‘weak’ and ‘soft’ versions of multiculturalism is well documented in the literature 

(Banks, 2002; May and Sleeter, 2010; Bryan, 2009; Nieto, 2004a, 2004b). ‘Weak’ forms of 

multicultural education are underpinned by sameness, colour-blindness, and meritocracy11 (Mc Laren, 

1994; Ladson-Billings, 1998) within both international and Irish research (Sleeter and Bernal, 2004; 

May and Sleeter, 2010; Bryan, 2009; Kavanagh, 2013; Kitching, 2010). Multicultural education has 

therefore been described as a surface rhetoric where hierarchies of race and racism are largely ignored 

and any account of white supremacy is avoided, with the focus instead being on playing down 

differences (Nieto, 2004a). According to Janzen (1994) the sameness ideology is adopted to maintain 

a sense of national unity, which according to Ladson-Billings and Gillborn (2004) serves to maintain 

the status-quo. Existing models of multicultural education do not take into account the complexity of 

identity and tends to focus on notions of fixed identities. Denying the porous nature of identity is how 

                                                           
11 The idea that achievement is based on ‘ability’ and effort and not on one’s social position, family connections, 

‘race’/ethnicity, religion or gender  (Mueller and O’Connor, 2006). Research has found that socio-economic status and 

ethnicity do matter and have a significant impact upon achievement (cf. Byrne and Smyth, 2010; Reay, 2017).  
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the ‘other’ is defined in opposition to a clearly defined homogenous ‘us’ (Bauman, 2004). Hayes 

(2006) argues that we need the ‘other’ in order to develop a sense of identity as we can only 

understand one thing when it is compared to its binary opposites. The ‘other is understood as someone 

that is different to oneself (Holloway and Valentine, 2000). Much postmodernist work is devoted to 

debunking stable categories of identity. When we discuss Traveller identity, there is a tendency to 

discuss it as if it is fixed. Brandi (2013) discusses the dangers of focusing on an essentialist idea of 

what it is to be a Traveller. She warns that in doing so there is a danger of Traveller identity becoming 

like a national identity (Brandi, 2013) that demands “unequivocal allegiance and exclusive fidelity” 

(Bauman, 2004, p. 23). Bauman (2004, p. 22) discussed how this tendency to fix identities had the 

potential to limit the ways in which a person could be because: 

Whoever else you might have been or aspired to become, it was the ‘appropriate institutions’ 

of the state that had the final word. An uncertified identity was a fraud; its carrier was a false 

pretender – a conman. 

 

Gorski (2006) argues that multicultural education tends to focus on celebrating diversity as opposed 

to examining educational inequality. In the 1960s and early 1970s the theory of racism was that racial 

prejudice was based on a fear of the unknown, which was based on ignorance. It was therefore 

assumed that by removing the ignorance the fear would be dispelled and this would in turn have an 

impact on racial prejudice. Given that this was the theory, much of the practice focused on 

developing a knowledge of the ‘other’, for example, learning about other cultures and recognising 

that there were other ways of doing things. As a means of tackling racism, the ineffectiveness of 

celebratory approaches associated with weaker models of multicultural education is well documented 

in the literature (Troyna, 1987; May and Sleeter, 2010; Bryan, 2009b; Bryan and Bracken, 2011b; 

Nieto, 2004a, 2004b). Critics warn against these superficial approaches to multicultural education and 

argue that they deflect attention away from the more serious prevalence of institutional and structural 

racism (Ladson-Billings, 2005; Ladson-Billings and Gillborn, 2004). Such a shallow understanding 

of multicultural education, or what Nieto describes as “window dressing” (1999, p.xv), results in 

cultural groups being presented as internally homogeneous and static as opposed to being dynamic 

and ever-changing (Lentin, 2005; Robinson and Jones Diaz, 2009; Devine, 2011; Bryan, 2012) and 

views racism as something that can be overcome by simply interacting with and learning about other 

cultures (Fine and Weis, 2003; Parker-Jenkins, 2005; Bryan, 2012). Schoorman and Bogotch’s (2010, 

p. 1042) argue that teachers often have “simplistic views of diversity that highlights the celebratory 

rather than the critical or transformatory approaches” to intercultural education. Bryan (2010, p. 255) 

has argued that celebratory approaches position “the dominant cultural group… as the ‘valuer’, or 

celebrator of difference, while defining minorities in terms of how they benefit or enrich the ‘host’ 

culture”. Drawing from Lynn and Jennings (2009), Kavanagh (2013, p. 28) points out that weaker 

forms of multicultural education “merely distract attention from the mainstreaming of more critical 
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interrogative approaches to multicultural education which have the capacity to challenge systemic 

racism and to facilitate the development of reflective, critically conscious citizens committed to 

equity and social justice”. Multicultural education as it is currently practiced has been criticised for 

not having progressed much beyond this narrow understanding and application of multiculturalism 

and has been caricatured by “the three ‘S’s – steel bands, saris and samosas” (Modood and May, 

2001, p. 306). While multicultural events might be enjoyable and enlightening for the participants, 

they have little impact on the real issues of discrimination experienced by ethnic minorities and do 

nothing to challenge the existing status quo as such efforts are incomplete and do not address the 

structural issues or institutional policies and practices that lead to educational inequality (Troyna, 

1987, 2003).  

 

In schools, this weak form of multiculturalism also manifests itself in a shallow way within the 

curriculum (Kavanagh, 2013; Bryan, 2009). Ladson-Billings (2005) stresses the importance of the 

embeddedness of intercultural education. International and Irish research has found that cultural 

diversity is presented as an ‘add-on’ (Bhopal and Rhamie, 2014; Bryan, 2010; Mills and Ballantyne, 

2010; Ladson Mueller and O’Connor, 2007) as opposed to being embedded within the curriculum in 

a meaningful way (May, 1999; Banks, 2007; Lanas, 2017; Mills and Ballantyne, 2010). The existing 

content presented in the curriculum is value-laden and often reflects the values and beliefs of the 

dominant group (Kavanagh, 2013) but it is presented as if it is neutral and objective (Lynch, 1999). 

Add-on curricular approaches neglect the issue of representation, and do not challenge the legitimacy 

of hegemonic knowledge or explain how knowledge in the various disciplines is constructed. Such 

approaches also fail to include the multiple world views of minority groups into the curriculum in a 

meaningful way (Bhopal and Rhamie, 2014; Bryan and Bracken, 2011a; Nieto, 2004a, 2004b). Such 

forms of multicultural education have little impact on the lives of ethnic minority students 

(Kavanagh, 2013) and are limiting as they fail to recognise or address structural inequalities (Ladson-

Billings, 2005). While the adoption of narrow approaches to multicultural education give the 

impression that something is being done on the ground, the reality is that they often do more harm 

than good and serve to prevent the adoption of alternatives which actually have the potential to tackle 

systemic discrimination (Bryan, 2009; Kavanagh, 2013). The multicultural approach to education as 

it is currently being practised has been accused of actually supporting and maintaining the existing 

status quo (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Bryan, 2009; Gorski, 2008). The prevalence of this form of 

multicultural education has been attributed to the “do-ability” and ease with which teachers can 

incorporate it into the existing curriculum (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 28) because “the less substantively a 

set of practices challenges power relations, the more likely they are to be taken up in schools” (May 

and Sleeter, 2010, p. 4).  
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1.3.3 Multicultural Education in the Irish Context 

Within the Irish context, research has found evidence “of weaker models of multicultural education 

underpinned by liberal ideology” (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 301) being implemented (Bryan, 2009; 

Kavanagh, 2013). Devine (2011, p. 77) noted that many teachers assume that schools are naturally 

inclusive because rhetorically being inclusive is “what schools are supposed to do”. Kavanagh (2013) 

found that teachers’ conceptualisations of intercultural education generally reflected more liberal 

understandings of intercultural education such as promoting recognition of and respect for diversity. 

These liberal understandings fail to take account of “structural inequities and power relations between 

dominant and subordinate groups and in this regard do little to improve students’ future life chances” 

(Kavanagh, 2013, p. 303). While Kavanagh (2013, p. 303) found some evidence of more critical 

interpretations of intercultural approaches she concluded that these were “rare” occurrences. Bryan 

(2008) and Devine (2011) argue that liberal interpretations of multiculturalism often misrepresent 

minority groups and run the risk of reinforcing existing stereotypes. In her study, Kavanagh (2013, p. 

305) found that teachers were not helping their students to “develop critical consciousness” nor were 

they helping their students to understand how power influences and shapes their lives and identities.  

 

With regard to Travellers, research within the Irish context has found that an intercultural12 approach 

is being poorly adopted. Bryan’s (2006) textual analysis of post-primary school resources suggest that 

there is a reluctance to name the experience of Travellers as racism and that some content goes as far 

as to suggest that discrimination is something that Travellers imagine. She also points out that where 

Travellers are included within the curriculum it is as an ‘add-on’ and that any content that criticises 

the state is usually from the perspective of Traveller groups (Bryan, 2008). Kavanagh (2013) found 

that while teachers were empathetic towards Travellers, they tended to adopt a cultural deficit lens 

and blamed Travellers for the inequalities that they experienced. Leavy (2005, p. 173) found that Irish 

pre-service teachers “minimized the reality of racism and perceived schools as inherently fair 

institutions”. In the When teachers view society as fair, there is little chance that they will be able to 

help their students deconstruct the status quo. Teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with 

diversity will be examined in greater detail in Chapter Three Section 3.2. 

 

                                                           
12 In practice multicultural education has many different labels, such as, for example, intercultural education (Gundara and 

Portera, 2008). Within the Irish context the term intercultural, as opposed to multicultural, has been employed. This is in line 

with the rest of Europe (aside from Finland and the United Kingdom) where the term intercultural was adopted in the 1980s 

(Kavanagh, 2013). The term multicultural is more widely used in other parts of the world such as, for example, the United 

States, Australia and the UK. Both terms broadly mean the same thing in practice (ibid.). National Council for Curriculum 

and Assessment (NCCA) states that the Irish education system has rejected multiculturalism where “different cultures live 

side by side without much interaction” in favour of interculturalism where “people of different cultures … engage with each 

other and learn from each other” (NCCA, 2018, p. i-ii). Some scholars argue that intercultural education and multicultural 

education are the same thing (Le Roux, 2001) “in that both are a synthesis of multicultural education and antiracist 

education” (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 8). As Kavanagh (2013, p. 8) points out “both multicultural and intercultural education can 

be both weak and critical in practice” and therefore they can both have the same meaning.  
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1.4 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

This study’s conceptual and theoretical framework is influenced by my philosophical leanings, lived 

experiences and my way of seeing the world. My theoretical leanings can be located within more 

recent critical positions such as Critical Theory (CT), however, primarily this study draws from 

Critical Race Theory (CRT). As Creswell (1998) reminds us, it is not uncommon for the social 

science disciplines to draw from various fields. In this case, my analysis is further complimented by 

other related fields and critical perspectives such as, for example, Critical Multicultural Theory 

(CMT), Critical Feminist Theory (CMT) (Robinson and Jones Diaz, 2009; Lather, 1992) and Critical 

Pedagogy (CP) (May and Sleeter, 2010; Giroux, 2002). CT accepts that “knowledge is both socially 

constructed and influenced by power relations from within society (Scotland, 2012, p. 13). CRT 

dissects structural and institutional racism by exposing the manner in which systems and institutions 

are set up and established (Gillborn, 2008). CMT explores the intersectionality of all forms of 

oppression (May and Sleeter, 2010) and draws on theories of anti-racism, critical pedagogy, critical 

feminist theory and critical race theory. Feminist principles seek to put the experiences of the 

oppressed at the centre of the research process and questions the legitimacy of research that does not 

empower the oppressed (Creswell, 1998, 2014). Critical Pedagogy (CP) is concerned with how power 

operates and functions within schools as a way of reproducing knowledge rather than merely 

transmitting knowledge (May and Sleeter, 2010; Giroux, 1992). From the out-set I have made it clear 

that my conceptual and theoretical framework is framed by a prior “system of concepts, assumptions, 

expectations, beliefs, and theories” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 33). I believe that an intercultural approach to 

education has the transformative potential to bring about change, particularly for Travellers, if it is 

critically understood and practised within schools. 

 

As stated above, CRT is the core focus of my conceptual and theoretical framework. CRT emerged 

from legal scholarship in the 1960s and was first linked to Derek Bell in the Frankfurt School of 

Social Research in the US (Bell, 1980). It “first emerged as a counter legal scholarship to the 

positivist legal discourse during the civil rights movement in the United States” (Ladson-Billings, 

2010, p. 7). CRT questioned whether the goals of the civils rights movement, even if accomplished, 

could eradicate racism and inequality. While it has been used in legal studies since the 1960s, CRT 

has only been used in the field of education for the last two decades (Gillborn, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 

2010). Bill Tate and Gloria Ladson-Billings shaped CRT in education in the US from the beginning. 

Taking inspiration from Bell and CRT in legal scholarship, they took CRT into the field of education 

and asked, if applied to education what questions does CRT prompt us to ask about inequalities in 

education. CRT offers new and radical ways to conceptualise the role of racism in education and 

provides a framework for challenging the insidious embeddedness of racial inequity in social systems 

and institutions (Ladson-Billings, 2010).  Other founding CRT scholars include Richard Delgado, 

Kimberle Crenshaw, Daniel G. Solorzano, Laurence Parker and Jean Harris.  
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While CRT discourse is not widely recognized outside North America, it is gaining some scholarly 

momentum internationally. Some international CRT scholars include Thandeka K. Chapman, David 

Gillborn, Kevin Hylton, Jones Brayboy, Tara J. Yosso, Kalwant Bhopal and Karl Kitching. While 

Gillborn was one of the first scholars outside of the US to use CRT and bring it to the UK, Bhopal 

(2011) is the first scholar to draw on CRT in order to analyse the experiences of Travellers in 

education. She highlights the importance of placing race as the central unit and focus of analysis in 

research examines the concept of ‘white racism’ in relation to the experiences of Gypsy and Traveller 

groups in England (ibid.).  

 

CRT is a work in progress and its tenets are developing all of the time. But there are certain central 

tenets which we can say are the signature ideas of CRT according to the main theorists. The first 

signature tenets of CRT relate to its view of the centrality of racism, its understanding that ‘race’ is 

socially constructed and ‘racial differences’ are made up (Gillborn, 2008). Racism is viewed as 

‘normal’ and not aberrational in society. As Hylton (2013, p. 24) argues: 

… society is fundamentally racially stratified and unequal, where power processes 

systematically disenfranchise racially oppressed people. Accordingly, we have a society 

where some are more likely to be looking up from ‘the bottom’ than others as a consequence 

of their background.  

 

CRT is characterised by its focus on racism. Gillborn (2015, p. 278) argues that racism is “complex, 

subtle and flexible” and threads through all aspects of society. As CRT begins with the idea that 

racism is normal in society (ibid.; Delgado and Stefanic, 2000), it understands that racism looks so 

normal to people within a particular culture that they barely remark on it unless it manifests in a crude 

form that people find problematic. This is what Delgado and Stefanic (2000, p. xvi) call the ‘business-

as-usual forms of racism’ that many minority group members have to confront daily. As the 

‘business-as-usual racism’ does not stand out, it is not seen as problematic by those it does not 

directly affect. Gillborn (2006) warns that if researchers do not build in an awareness of how complex 

racism is, then their ‘business-as-usual’ activities as a researcher run the risk of reproducing racism. 

He “insists that racism be placed at the centre of analyses and that scholarly work be engaged in the 

process of rejecting and deconstructing the current patterns of exclusion and oppression” (ibid., p. 27).  

 

CRT is characterized by the belief that racism manifests differently in different contexts and that the 

stereotypes which minority groups are subjected to are constantly changing. CRT stresses the need to 

understand racism within its social, economic, and historical context (Bhopal, 2011). It recognises that 

race is a social construct and that humans experience racism because of their ethnic origins and 
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minority group status. Likewise, I understand racism as something that is experienced by groups 

because of their ethnic origins, thus CRT is employed as a lens through which I view the experiences 

of Travellers in education. The failure to view racism beyond a white/non-white binary (Bhopal, 

2011; Kitching, 2015) has led many researchers to ignore or not see how CRT can be applied to the 

situation of Irish Travellers. This is perhaps unsurprising when we consider that Travellers were not 

recognised as an ethnic group in the Republic of Ireland until 2017. Instead they were viewed as a 

‘sub-culture’ within Irish society. Consequently, many researchers tended to employ a cultural deficit 

lens to explain the problems faced by Travellers in terms of accessing education and other public 

goods and services. In Ireland, Kitching (2015) uses the lens of CRT to explain the educational 

inequalities experienced by Travellers. He criticises liberal anti-racist discourse for “failing to 

meaningfully interrogate race and racism in globalised Ireland beyond a white/non-white binary” 

(ibid., p. 177). 

 

Similarly, CRT adopts a view of ‘Whiteness’ as a socially constructed identity (Leonardo, 2009). The 

interests and perspectives of settled white people are placed at the center of what is considered 

‘normal’ (Gillborn, 2008). CRT is not an attack on ‘whiteness’ but an assault on the systems that 

reinforce the ‘centeredness’ of ‘whiteness’ (Ladson and Tate, 1995).  CRT recognises ‘White 

Supremacy’ as the everyday actions, policies and practices that favour the interests of settled white 

people.  CRT believes in the existence of ‘white privilege’ and dissects structural and institutional 

racism by exposing the manner in which systems and institutions are set up and established (Gillborn, 

2008). Rigid ability grouping, lowered teacher expectations and invisibility within the curriculum are 

all examples of institutional racism in education (ibid.). CRT argues that whites have been the primary 

beneficiaries of racist ideology and seeks to understand how superiority and subordination are created 

and maintained (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Smith (1995, p. 143) described the conditions for racism to 

exist in the following manner: 

One racial group must have the relative power - the capacity to impose its will in terms of 

policies ... Without this relative power relationship, racism is a mere sentiment because 

although Group A may wish to subordinate Group B, it lacks the effective power to do so 

[therefore] it remains just that, a wish. 

 

 

Bell’s (1980) theory of interest convergence is another hallmark of CRT. Hill-Collins and Bilge 

(2016) highlight how the system is open to adapting to change when it comes to accommodating 

members of the dominant group but when minorities call for change it does not happen or takes a very 

long time. CRT scholars argue that the privileged will only advance the cause of racial and social 

justice when doing so coincides with their own self-interest and is of benefit to them (Bhopal, 2018; 

Ladson-Billings, 2005, 2010, 2013). As Milner (2013, p. 342) explains equality “will be pursued and 
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advanced when they converge with the interests, needs, expectations, benefits and ideologies” of 

members of the dominant group.  

 

Many CRT scholars are keen to explore how raced inequities are shaped by processes that intersect 

and are influenced by other aspects of identity and oppression. While Crenshaw (1989) officially 

coined intersectional theory, hooks (1989) questioned what would happen if racism and feminism did 

not have intersectional politics. She pointed out that when feminism does not challenge the logics of 

racism, and anti-racism refuses to question patriarchy, they reinforce each other as they are not neutral 

(hooks, 1989). Collins (2000, p. 42) argues that “cultural patterns of oppression are not only 

interrelated but bound together and influenced by the intersectional systems of society”. While 

adopting an intersectional approach to change is challenging (Hill-Collin and Bilge, 2016), when we 

don’t adopt intersectional politics we can reinforce systems of oppression (hooks, 1989; Crenshaw, 

1991; Chapman and Bhopal 2013). CRT scholars argue that we must be careful about the uncritical 

use of intersectionality as it could lead to the paralysis of critical theory and result in the development 

of never-ending categories of difference (Delgado, 2011; Crenshaw, 1995). Banks (2007) warns that 

intersectional theory is difficult to accomplish and argues that the turn to intersectionality runs the risk 

of being gender plus race and class or race plus gender and class or class plus race and gender. 

Preston and Bhopal (2012, p. 214) point out that it is only when academics chose to focus on race that 

are frequently asked “what about class/gender/sexuality/disability/faith?”.   

 

This study also draws on cultural reproduction theories. Bourdieu’s theory of class reproduction 

provided me with a useful framework for understanding how systems of power are maintained and 

reproduced through educational institutions. Bourdieu’s cultural reproduction theory is used to 

critically analyse and theorise about the relationship between policy and practice in schools and wider 

societal structures. For Bourdieu (1986), class refers to a set of people with similar mannerisms and 

ways of being in the world (habitus). ‘Habitus’ (that is the ways in which a person speaks, behaves 

and dresses) is defined as “a system of lasting, transposable dispositions which … functions at every 

moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu, 1997, pp. 82-83). 

Bourdieu’s (1986) theory of the ‘habitus’ helps us to understand how people come to internalise 

externally imposed ideologies. He argues that people embody their social position through the 

dispositions that they have internalised as befitting to their class (ibid.). Bourdieu (1997) maintains 

that educational systems play a key role in class reproduction because education is as much about 

acquiring the right ‘habitus’ as it is about getting a qualification. Bourdieu (1977) identified three 

different but interconnected types of capital: economic, social and cultural. He argued that while all of 

the different socio-economic groups possess capital to varying degrees, not all forms of capital have 

the same value in the ‘field’, in particular, a field such as education. While Bourdieu’s work refers to 
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class as opposed to race, the concepts of habitus and cultural capital are used in this study to explore 

how some minority ethnic groups can be disadvantaged by not possessing the type of habitus and 

capital valued by schools.  

 

While this study has been influenced by Bourdieu’s cultural reproduction theory, its main conceptual 

and theoretical framework is CRT.  While my research has been strongly influenced by the principles 

of CRT, I did not engage in action research and my study did not set out to include an intervention 

designed to change something. Therefore, while I have been heavily influenced by CRT, I have not 

set out to strictly follow all of its tenets. 

 

1.5 Research Aims and Questions  

The study seeks to provide a detailed and critical account of how intercultural education as it is being 

understood and implemented in a post-primary school context with particular reference to Travellers. 

It aims to:  

1) Explore the complex issues that impact upon the educational experiences and outcomes of 

Travellers in post-primary education;  

2) Examine teaching and school practices that may affect the educational opportunities of Traveller 

pupils; 

3) Analyse how the discourse on intercultural education is being understood and implemented 

school staff at the local level with regards to Travellers.  

 

This study was developed in response to the lack of qualitative research that examines the experiences 

of Traveller students in post-primary education in Ireland. While we have quantitative data that 

demonstrates poor retention rates for Travellers and low test scores in numeracy and literacy, there is 

little qualitative research within the Irish context that examines the experiences of Travellers in school 

from their own perspectives. There is also a lack of qualitative data that examines how Travellers are 

perceived by their teachers and their non-Traveller peers within school settings. The study was 

devised in light of the Intercultural Educational Strategy (IES) (2010-2015) which played down the 

relevance of an intercultural approach to education for Traveller students, and in the context of the 

importance of unpacking the racism experienced by Travellers within the Irish context. While the IES 

(2010-2015) did mention Travellers (19 times in total) in the document, most of the references were 

superficial in nature13. This research was concerned with how an intercultural approach to education 

could be fully understood and implemented without paying specific attention to the uncomfortable 

                                                           
13 Usually referencing another document such as the Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools (DES, 2002) 

without providing any criticism of the same 
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‘truth’ about the widespread racism that has existed within Irish society for centuries in relation to 

Travellers.  

 

This study was devised in order to capture how an intercultural approach was being understood and 

implemented in relation to Irish Travellers in a post-primary school setting. I wanted to examine how 

an intercultural approach was being conceptualised, implemented and experienced by staff and 

Traveller and non-Traveller student participants, in an Irish post-primary school setting. In order to 

explore similarities and differences between different school types, it was planned to include one 

DEIS (designated disadvantaged) and two non-DEIS post-primary schools in the West of Ireland in 

this study. While school type (in terms of DEIS/non-DEIS) was one criterion that informed the 

selection, the level of diversity in the student population was another key criterion. After extensive 

negotiations (see Chapter Five Section 5.4.3 for further details), I was only granted access to one 

urban DEIS post-primary school, and therefore, my research aims and questions had to be amended.  

 

The specific research questions explored in the context of one urban, DEIS post-primary school were 

as follows:  

1. What are the views, beliefs and experiences of school staff in relation to Travellers in education?  

2. How do the views, beliefs and experiences of school staff impact on their approaches to teaching 

and on school practices?  

3. What does school life look like through the eyes of the Traveller child?  

4. What are the views and experiences of non-Traveller students in relation to Travellers in general, 

and Travellers in education?  

 

Additionally, it is hoped that the research journey outlined in this thesis can perhaps provide some 

insights and guidance to minority researchers ‘studying up’ and working in the area of cross-cultural 

and cross-racial research in an Irish context.  

 

1.6 Overview of Dissertation  

This dissertation comprises ten chapters. The current chapter sought to introduce the study and outline 

the aims of the research. Chapter two provides an overview of the context, including policy, with 

regard to Travellers in education in Ireland. It demonstrates the continuing lack of progression 

experienced by Travellers within the Irish education system. Chapter three provides a critical review 

of the academic literature relating to multicultural education, Travellers in education and other related 

fields. Chapter four outlines my philosophical assumptions and explains my methodological position. 

In chapter five, details regarding the procedures employed, as well as information regarding 
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participant recruitment, data collection and analysis and ethics are provided. In chapters six to nine, 

the findings of the research are presented. Finally, in the concluding chapter, the significance of the 

stud, its contributions to research and its implications and limitations are considered. 

Recommendations for policy and practice and suggestions for future research are also provided 

therein.  

 

1.7 Conclusion  

In this chapter I have outlined the research problem and explained why this study is important by 

briefly detailing the state’s approach to Traveller education provision and highlighting the dismal 

situation that currently exists for Travellers in education. I have provided a brief overview of 

intercultural education in the Irish context as well as a brief overview of the history of intercultural 

approaches to education detailing its strengths and weaknesses in practice. I have provided an insight 

into the conceptual framework informing this thesis and discussed my own positioning in relation to 

the study. I have also outlined the aims and objectives of this study and provided a brief outline of the 

structure and content of the thesis.  

 

The next chapter provides a contextual background for the study, including policy, with regard to 

Travellers in education in Ireland. It provides a broader context for the discussion of intercultural 

approaches to education within the Irish context as they are being conceptualised and implemented in 

relation to Travellers at post-primary level. It also provides a brief overview of the Traveller 

community as well as the history and development of educational policy pertaining to the Traveller 

community including details regarding the state’s responses to tackling educational inequality in more 

general terms. 
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Chapter Two: The History of Travellers in Education: Left Outside? 

 

2.1 Introduction 

While Ireland has diversified significantly in recent decades, the Irish Traveller community has been a 

part of Irish society for as long as the historical records can tell. Significant disparities between 

Travellers and non-Travellers in terms of progression in education have existed for decades putting 

Travellers at a severe disadvantage in Irish society. Having outlined the significance of my study in 

the previous chapter, and having introduced my research aims and questions, I will now provide a 

broader context for the discussion of intercultural approaches to education within the Irish context as 

they are being conceptualised and implemented in relation to Travellers at post-primary level.  

 

There are four sections in this chapter. In section two I will provide a brief overview of the Traveller 

community. Section three outlines the history and development of educational policy pertaining to the 

Traveller community within the Irish context. The fourth section examines the state’s responses to 

tackling educational inequality.  

 

2.2 Population Profile of Irish Travellers (Pavees and/or Minceirs14) 

The Equal Status Act (2000) defines the Irish Traveller Community as:  

… the community of people who are commonly called Travellers and who are identified 

(both by themselves and others) as people with a shared history, culture and traditions, 

including historically, a nomadic way of life on the island of Ireland (2000, p. 7). 

 

The most recent census figures (CSO, 2016) estimated that Travellers made up almost 0.7 percent of 

the overall population15. According to the 2016 census results, Irish Travellers were much younger 

than the general population with just over 73 percent of Travellers aged 34 or younger while only 7.5 

percent were over 54 (CSO, 2017). Whilst the majority of Irish Travellers live in Ireland, they also 

reside in the U.K and the USA. It is difficult to ascertain the exact number of Irish Travellers residing 

                                                           
14 The Cant (Traveller language) terms for Travellers are Mincéirs and/or Pavees. Some Travellers use the term Mincéiri as 

opposed to Mincéirs. The term ‘Traveller’ is used throughout the Report of the Travelling People Review Body (Travelling 

People Review body, 1983) in place of the term ‘itinerant’, which was used by the 1963 Commission. Travellers, who had 

been involved in developing the 1983 Report, explained to the Commission that they found the term ‘itinerant’ unacceptable 

and noted that they preferred to be called ‘Travellers’ (Equality Authority, 2006). While preferable to itinerant, the term 

‘Traveller’ is still problematic and many Travellers would prefer to be referred to as Minceir or Pavee. While I find the term 

‘Pavee’ preferable as it is the term I grew up using, I have used the designated term ‘Traveller’ throughout this study as I do 

not feel that I have the right to change it without consulting with the broader community. 
15 This figure is likely higher. For example, according to the All-Ireland Traveller Health Study (AITHS) (2011) the number 

of Travellers in Ireland was 40,129 (36,224 in the Republic of Ireland and 3,905 in Northern Ireland. The CSO (2011) 

counted 29, 573 Travellers in the same year. While the CSO (2016) figures for Travellers rose by 5.1 percent, the census still 

only counted 30, 987 Travellers. The discrepancy is like due to the fact that the data for the AITHS was collected by peer 

researchers and thus likely to be more accurate than the Census (2016) figures as sometimes Census enumerators did not 

gather information from Travellers due to a lack of appropriate training. The state has taken measures to address this issue 

and Traveller organisations have been working closely with the CSO and its enumerators to try and ensure that Travellers are 

counted in a more accurate and sensitive manner.  
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in Britain and the USA, but it is estimated that 15,000 Irish Travellers are living in Britain and that 

approximately 10,000 Irish Travellers live in the USA ( McDonagh and McVeigh, 1996). In spite of 

the relatively small size of the Traveller population, they remain one of the most marginalised groups 

in Irish society (Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017) and consistently fare poorly on every indicator 

used to measure disadvantage such as education, employment, health and general living standards 

(ibid., AITHS, 2010). Travellers are subjected to extreme forms of prejudice and discrimination. As a 

result of the accumulation of disadvantages experienced by Travellers, they tend to die on average 

about 11 years younger than members of the general population (AITHS, 2010; CSO, 2016).  

 

2.2.1 History of Irish Travellers 

Like the working-class, Travellers “do not own what has been written about themselves” (Lynch and 

O’ Neill, 1994, p. 309). While it is not within the scope of this PhD to provide a full account of 

Traveller history, it is important to note that Travellers have a rich history that is seldom told. Indeed, 

the study of Irish Travellers was of peripheral interest for many Irish scholars until recently (Hayes, 

2006; Ní Shuinear, 2005). The lack of interest that existed in the past has been linked to the 

perception, still common in Irish society today, that Travellers are simply a group comprising the 

descendants of ‘drop-outs’ from the settled community, people who most likely were the victims of 

policies of colonial expulsion, such as the evictions associated with the Great Famine era (Hayes, 

2006; Ní Shuinear, 2005). In spite of the existing evidence to the contrary16, such versions of 

Traveller history are the conventional wisdom in Ireland today. In the past, Travellers lacked the skills 

required to challenge such versions of history. Fortunately, more accurate insights into Traveller 

history do exist and are getting more into the public area now than they did in the past. For example, 

some scholars have dated the origins of Irish Travellers back to pre-Christian times (Gmelch and 

Gmelch, 1976). These scholars saw Travellers as descendants of a Celtic tribe who remained nomadic 

and who were, over the course of centuries, joined by beggars, farmers, seasonal workers, monastic 

scholars and other people displaced from their land due to some misfortune, such as eviction or 

famine. Certainly, as Fanning (2002) noted, Travellers seem to have always been recognised as a 

distinctive group. Critics question the extent to which interculturalism can truly be embraced within a 

context wherein the curriculum has historically erased or ignored certain perspectives (Drudy and 

Lynch, 1993; Lynch and Lodge, 2002). A recent Traveller History and Culture Bill passed in the 

Seanad17 has emphasised the need to include Traveller history within the mainstream school 

                                                           
16 While many Irish Travellers emigrated to Britain, the USA and Australia in response to the Famine (McDonagh and 

McVeigh, 1996) those that did took Cant (Harper, 1973; Binchy, 1994) and other traditions, such as nomadism, inter-

marriage, and “old family values” (Harper, 1971, p. 20) with them which provides evidence that Traveller culture was firmly 

established before this early emigration (Harper, 1971).  
17 The Seanad is the upper house of the Oireachtas (government) within the Irish context. It has 60 members who are known 

as Senators.  
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curriculum. Traveller organisations and Traveller representatives are currently working with the 

NCCA to progress this. 

 

In spite of conflicting theories, the ‘drop-out’ theory was adopted by the Irish State as the ‘truth’ 

about Travellers and was used to justify the development of the state’s policy to assimilate Travellers 

as evidenced in the seminal 1963 Report on the Commission of Itinerancy. In his address to the 

Commission, Minister for Justice, Charles Haughey stated that there “can be no final solution to the 

problems created by itinerants until they are absorbed into the general community” (Report on the 

Commission of Itinerancy, 1963, p. 111). While the 1963 Report marked the state’s formal plan for 

the Traveller community, the process of assimilating Travellers had started long before the report was 

launched. The 1963 Report provides us with an insight into how the Irish state and those labelled as 

‘experts’ viewed the Irish Traveller community at that time and highlights how overtly racist attitudes 

informed policies developed for the Traveller community. While the rhetoric of inclusion informs 

more recent policies, practice remains focused on assimilating and excluding members of the 

Traveller community.  

 

2.2.2 Traveller Ethnicity 

Up until 2017, the Irish state had engaged in the outright denial of Traveller ethnicity in spite of 

recommendations from international bodies such as the Convention of the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD). Despite being criticised by CERD, the Irish Government stated that it was 

“not prepared to include in the report (to CERD) a statement ... that Travellers are ethnically different 

from the majority of Irish people” (Dáil Debates, 13 October, 2003). CERD, having dealt with similar 

statements from governments before, had built up a practice of not accepting claims by states in their 

reports that certain groups do not qualify and in CERD’s General Comment 8 on ‘Identification with a 

Particular Racial or Ethnic Group’ the Committee stated that a group could self-identify as an ethnic 

group and thus was not reliant on a state accepting that they were one. After decades of campaigning, 

Irish Travellers were finally granted ethnic status in the Republic of Ireland on the 1st March, 2017. 

 

2.2.3 Impact of Racism and Discrimination 

If we measure racism by its outcomes for those on the receiving end, Travellers evidently experience 

more racism than any other group in Irish society (Watson et al., 2017). For example, Traveller 

mortality rates are much higher than they are for the general population (AITHS, 2010). Suicide is 

almost seven times higher than it is within the general population (ibid.). 82 percent of Travellers 

were unemployed in 2011 compared to 17 percent of the general population (Watson et al., 2017). 

Travellers are over represented in the prison population. While the Irish prison population is small, 

with a total of 7,484 people in total (1, 081 females and 6, 403 males) being incarcerated in 2017 

according to the Irish Prison Service (IPS) (Gallagher, 2018), it was estimated that 15 percent of the 
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male prison population and 22 percent of the female prison population was made up of Travellers 

(Lalor, 2017). Only 8 percent of Travellers had completed their post-primary education in comparison 

to 73 percent of the overall population according to the 2016 Census figures with 1 percent of the 

Traveller community holding a third level qualification (CSO, 2016).The most recent Traveller 

Community National  Survey (Community Foundation of Ireland, 2017) which measured attitudes 

towards Travellers in the Republic of Ireland highlighted little change in attitudes towards Travellers 

from previous studies carried out measuring the same (cf. Mac Gréil, 2011). For example, it found 

that 55 percent of non-Travellers would not have Travellers as community members, 35 percent avoid 

Travellers, 75 percent would not have Travellers as a co-worker, 78 percent would not have Travellers 

as a neighbour, 83 percent would not employ Travellers, 91 percent would not have Travellers as a 

family member while 85 percent would not have Travellers as a friend (Community Foundation of 

Ireland, 2017).  

 

2.2.4 Nomadism  

In Irish, Travellers are called ‘an Lucht Siúil’ (the walking people). Traditionally, Travellers practiced 

nomadism for short or extended periods, for both economic purposes and personal (visiting family 

and friends) reasons. However, today the majority of Travellers tend to be more sedentary because 

nomadism has been criminalised (Donnelly and Drummond, 2014). Recent laws, such as the Trespass 

Legislation (2001) and the Housing Miscellaneous Acts (1992, 2002)18, prohibit Travellers from 

practicing nomadism. Under the legislation it is a criminal offence to trespass on any land, which is 

private or publically owned (Donnelly et al., 2014). Travellers that break this law risk imprisonment 

and their homes can be impounded (ibid.). This legislation is forcefully implemented on a regular 

basis and in a consistent manner. In the UK, the British Home Secretary Prita Patel suggested, in her 

keynote speech to the Conservative Party Conference on October 1st 2019, that similar measures 

should be taken in order to curtail nomadism of the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) communities 

(James, 2019). In Ireland, Travellers now live in various types of accommodations including Official 

Halting Sites19, Unofficial Halting sites20, Group Housing Schemes21, Local Authority Housing, 

private rented accommodation and their own private property. While a significant number (18.2 

percent) of Travellers still live in mobile homes or caravans (AITHS, 2010), most are not mobile. 

While the Traveller Accommodation Act (1998) obliged Local Authorities to provide Travellers with 

transient sites22, to date, not one single Local Authority has successfully made such provision, 

                                                           
18 With the introduction of the Housing (Miscellaneous) Provisions Act 1992 and 2002, nomadism was severely curtailed 

through the use of evictions and the criminalisation of trespass on public and private land.  
19 A halting site is a purpose built facility with access to services such as electricity and water, where Travellers can live in 

caravans 
20 An unofficial halting site is where Travellers live in caravans, often without access to basic services such as water and 

electricity.  
21  A Group Housing Scheme is a small group of house that have been built to accommodate Travellers. They are considered 

culturally appropriate as taken into account that members of the same family prefer to live close together.  
22 Legal temporary stopping places 
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therefore ensuring that Travellers have no real means of practising nomadism. Local Authorities face 

no penalties when they fail to meet their obligations to provide Traveller accommodation. The lack of 

deterrents within the legislation contributes to this failure of the Local Authorities to provide suitable 

accommodation. A recent report by the European Commission of Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) 

suggested that not only should sanctions be imposed on councils for failing to draw down the funds 

made available to them meet their obligations to provide Travellers with accommodation but that the 

responsibility of Traveller accommodation should be taken out of their remit altogether (Holland, 

2017, 2019). However, Local Authorities continue to underspend on Traveller accommodation. 

During the worst housing crisis since the formation of the state, and with homelessness at an all-time 

high, local authorities have spent less than one third of the overall budget allocated for Traveller 

accommodation this year (ibid.). While Local Authorities are slow to draw down funding allocated for 

Traveller accommodation, they spare no time or expense when it comes to preventing Travellers from 

practicing nomadism which is ironic when we consider that the constant underspend contributes to 

more and more Traveller families being forced back on to the roads due to their unmet 

accommodation needs.  

 

Historically, Traveller families often followed regular migratory routes. Today it is quite common to 

see boulders23 erected by the Local Authorities in what used to be traditional stopping spaces. These 

boulders are used as a means of curtailing nomadic practices. Anti-nomadism is not unique to Irish 

Travellers. Indeed, many scholars have argued that anti-nomadism is a problem around the world (cf. 

Ellwood, 1995; Puxon, 1987; Deleuze and Guattari, 1988; Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). Anti-

nomadism has its roots in colonialism and capitalism. Drawing on Ellwood (1995), Donahue et al., 

(2005, p. 37) point out that nomads “by their very nature… rub nation states up the wrong way” and 

are viewed as “an embarrassment” because they do not fit neatly into nation state boundaries and 

acceptable ideological frameworks. Barbaric policies to ‘settle’ and assimilate nomadic people were 

widespread throughout history. In Ireland, the post-colonial state “inherited a legacy of anti-nomadic” 

policies (Donahue et al., 2005, p. 44) which are still brutally enforced today. As Donahue et al.(2005) 

point out, the 1824 Vagrancy Act24, which outlawed the practice of nomadism under colonialism, 

remained in place until 1988 at which point the Irish state developed its own anti-nomadic practices 

(Mc Laughlin, 1995).  

 

 

                                                           
23 The ‘boulder policy’ was borrowed from the Netherlands where the government had implemented the policy in order to 

curtail nomadism.  
24 The 1824 Act defined itself as “An Act for the Punishment of idle and disorderly Persons, and Rogues and Vagabond ... 

Persons committing certain offences shall be deemed rogues and vagabonds and may be imprisoned for three months” (as 

cited in Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005, p. 42).  
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2.3 Educating Travellers - From Segregation to ‘Mainstream’ 

2.3.1 School Admissions: Policy and Practice in Ireland  

In Ireland, education has a dual role (Lynch and Lodge, 2002). While on one hand education is 

ennobling, on the other it is used as a tool for social stratification (Lynch et al., 2002). At primary and 

post-primary level, the Irish education system is largely a denominationally state-funded system 

(Drudy and Lynch 1993). Unlike the situation internationally, where coeducation is the norm for the 

vast majority, single-sex schooling remains relatively commonplace in Ireland, particularly at second 

level, where 30 percent of primary school children and 39 percent of second-level students are in 

single-sex schools (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). Traditional patterns have changed since the mid-1980s 

as the vast majority of newly established primary schools are multidenominational in nature, or 

Gaelscoileanna (Tovey and Share, 2000). There are three types of post-primary schools in Ireland: 

voluntary secondary schools (mainly founded by religious orders), Vocational schools and 

community/comprehensive schools. Vocational schools were established in order to cater for the 

perceived needs of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds. In order to cater for the 

perceived needs of less privileged students, vocational schools provided a broad curriculum with a 

more practical rather than academic focus (Fass, Sokolowska and Darmody, 2015). Unsurprisingly, 

the different types of school are often very different in terms of the socio-economic composition of 

their students. While there tends to be a higher concentration of working class and ‘lower-ability’ 

students in vocational schools (Kavanagh, Weir, Moran, 2017), research has found that the student 

composition of voluntary secondary schools tends to consist of students from higher socio-economic 

backgrounds, with middle class and ‘higher ability’ students being over-represented in voluntary 

secondary schools (Byrne, McGinnity, Smyth and Darmody, 2010). Vocational schools are often also 

more accessible to migrant students (Watson et al., 2017). Additionally, there are a small number of 

private fee-paying schools in Ireland (Faas et al., 2014). Fee-paying schools have different 

management structures but they still adhere to the common curriculum and assessment framework 

(Byrne et al., 2010). Just 8 percent of both primary and post-primary schools are Irish-medium 

schools (DES, 2009).  

 

While the segregation of Travellers in education changed due to resistance as well as a reduction of 

resources (Lynch and Lodge, 2004), schools still find ways to maintain the social order. The 

introduction of legislation such as the Education Act 1998, the Education (Welfare) Act 2000, and the 

Equal Status Acts 2000-2004 has brought about a change in the way schools exercise control of their 

own internal policies and practices (ibid.). Under the Education Act, 1998, schools are required to 

have a school admissions policy that respects the principle of equality and provides for maximum 

accessibility to the school (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). The patron of a recognised school is expected to 

appoint, where practicable, a Board of Management, which is required to prepare policies on 

suspension or expulsion and must also set out measures to ensure its admissions policy is not 
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discriminatory (ibid.). In addition, under the Education Act, 1998, schools are required to have a 

school admissions policy that respects the principle of equality (ibid.). The school Boards of 

Management are required to have a clear policy in place regarding access and participation to their 

schools and must also set out the measures the school will take to ensure its admissions’ policy is not 

discriminatory (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). The Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the 

Equal Status Act (2000) and Equality Act (2004), identify the nine grounds on which discrimination is 

prohibited25. Membership of the Traveller community is one of those grounds. Educational 

establishments are not, according to section 7 (2) of the Equal Status Act (2000), allowed to 

discriminate in relation to admission, access, participation, or expulsion.  

 

While much of the debate regarding education assumes that it is an unproblematic social good, there 

is evidence that this is not the case (Connell, 1993; Lynch 1999; Lodge and Lynch, 2004). Schools 

have been found to employ discriminatory practices in terms of their enrolment policies (Lodge and 

Lynch, 2004; Darmody, Smyth and McCoy, 2012) and have been able to influence the nature of their 

student intake by putting specific admission policies in place, such as, the requirement to be from a 

particular religious background or catchment area, the length of time on the waiting list or the sibling 

clause1 (Lodge and Lynch, 2004; Darmody et al., 2012; Devine 2011a; Smyth et al. 2009; Educate 

Together 2005; Hyland 1989). While the Education (Admission Policy) Act (2018) prohibited schools 

from charging fees, except in the case of fee-paying schools, it did nothing to address the ‘hidden’ 

monetary barriers such as the requirement for expensive equipment or uniforms. Some schools may 

require students to buy expensive uniforms and sports equipment and may request financial 

contributions from parents (Lynch and Lodge, 2002).  

 

Changes in Irish society have led to an increased number of people of different secular beliefs as well 

as different cultural and religious backgrounds (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). Such changes have 

presented challenges to the Irish education system leading to an increased demand for multi-

denominational schools (Darmody, et al., 2012). The Educate Together26 school networks in the 

Republic of Ireland is one response to some parents’ desire for a new type of school (Darmody, et al., 

2012). The ‘Catholic first’ clause meant that schools could prioritise students from Catholic 

backgrounds (Devine, 2011b; Parker-Jenkins and Masterson, 2013). Researchers pointed out how this 

was problematic for non-Catholics as the majority of schools were Roman Catholic (Lynch and 

Lodge, 2002; Lodge and Lynch, 2004; Devine, 2005). It was also argued that the clause acted as a 

barrier to interculturalism because on one hand the rhetoric was about respecting diversity while on 

                                                           
25 The nine grounds are: gender, marital status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, age, disability, race and 

membership of the Traveller community.  
26 Educate Together Schools are state-funded, child-centred and democratically run. These schools are non-denominational 

and guarantee equality of access and esteem to students irrespective of their social, cultural or religious background. 
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the other hand the legislative framework allowed schools to deny access to students from diverse 

religious backgrounds (Devine, Kenny and McNeela, 2002). In July, 2018, the Equal Status Act 

(2000) was amended when an Education Bill1 was passed prohibiting schools from using religion as a 

barrier in over-subscribed schools.  

 

While the removal of the religious barrier was a welcome development it did not go far enough as 

schools continued to have a considerable degree of autonomy regarding their admission policy 

criteria. In 1993, the INTO raised concerns about the structural barriers that existed for Travellers 

trying to access mainstream schools. Because of the segregated model of education for Travellers that 

existed in the past, Traveller children are often automatically excluded because they cannot meet the 

family history criteria (Heffernan, 2010). In the case of certain schools, children from white settled 

Irish working class and disadvantaged backgrounds are also excluded based on not meeting the 

‘sibling clause’ criteria because historically students from such backgrounds would not have had a 

‘tradition’ of attending the more prestigious schools. Students from immigrant backgrounds are also 

excluded by this clause. Challenging such exclusionary policies is exceptionally difficult as was 

discovered by the Irish Traveller family that took a case against a school that would not enrol their 

son in 2010 (Heffernan, 2012). It is likely that the ‘catholic first’ clause was lifted because many non-

Catholics were from the dominant group and likely also middle class. It was, therefore, their middle 

class status that shaped political demands (Hill-Collins and Bilge, 2016) highlighting how the system 

is open to adapting to change when it comes to accommodating members of the dominant group but 

when minorities call for change it does not happen or takes a very long time. Anti-Racist scholars 

argue that the privileged will only advance the cause of racial and social justice when doing so 

coincides with their own self-interest and is of benefit to them (Bhopal, 2018; Ladson-Billings, 2005, 

2010, 2013). This type of interest convergence is one of the main hallmarks of critical race theory. As 

Milner (2013, p. 342) explains equality “will be pursued and advanced when they converge with the 

interests, needs, expectations, benefits and ideologies” of members of the dominant group. Adopting 

an intersectional approach to change is challenging (Hill-Collin and Bilge, 2016) but when we don’t 

adopt intersectional politics we can reinforce systems of oppression (hooks, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991; 

Chapman and Bhopal, 2013). The adoption of a more intersectional approach would have ensured that 

the 2018 Bill addressed all forms of inequality and discrimination. Such a ‘soft’ decision to address 

and accept change in just one or two categories is dangerous (Hill-Collin and Bilge, 2016) as it gives 

the impression that something has been done and that inequality is being challenged when in fact it 

was of little or no benefit to the groups that have always faced exclusion.  
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2.3.2 Traveller Education: Policy and Practice 

Ireland has an appalling history with respect to how it has treated people that were perceived to be 

outside of the ‘norm’ (Lynch and Lodge, 2004). Manywho did not fit the nation-state ideology (i.e. 

single-parents, the poor, people with disabilities and Travellers) were locked away in an industrial 

school or educated in segregated school settings (ibid.). This segregation was not a voluntary choice 

but something which was “imposed” on Travellers (MacLachlan and O’Connell, 2000, p. 319). The 

segregated model of education was in place since the 1950s and was set up to educate those labelled 

as ‘handicapped’ (National Council for Special Education (NCSE), 2010). The segregated model of 

education was advocated by the ‘experts’ for Travellers from the 1960s onwards. Borrowing from 

policies implemented in the Netherlands and in the UK, for example, the 1963 Report on the 

Commission of Itinerancy27 laid out a number of provisions to address the issues of Traveller 

education. According to the 1963 Report, almost all Travellers were illiterate in the early 1960s and 

only 114 children were attending school on a regular basis (Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, 

1963). The authors of the report believed that education was important for Travellers if they were “to 

change over to the settled way of life” (Government of Ireland, 1963, p. 64). In 1970, the Department 

of Education launched a report in response to the 1963 document, in which it defined Travellers as a 

deprived, disadvantaged, and educationally backward group and promoted interventions that would 

enable the Traveller child to ‘integrate’ into the educational system (O’ Connell, 1994; Kenny, 1997). 

As a result of the recommendations from the 1963 Report, special schools and special classes for 

Travellers were established. The first special school for Travellers was established in 1968, with five 

in total subsequently set up throughout the country. By 1990, 60 percent of Traveller children were 

being educated in special classes that were located in mainstream schools (INTO, 1993). Traveller 

children were segregated from non-Traveller children and many recall having different play times and 

not being allowed to use the school yard when non-Travellers were using it. Segregated schooling was 

not the experience of every Traveller student, likely because in some geographical locations there 

were too few to segregate.  

 

During the 1980s, in an attempt to address the “educational deficiencies” (Travelling Review Body, 

1983, p. 75) and the issue of early school leaving amongst Travellers, the Department of Education 

supported the establishment of Junior Traveller Training Centres (JTTCs) for 12-15 year olds and 

Senior Traveller Training Centres (STTCs) for 15-2528 year olds. At the same time pre-school aged 

Traveller children were being educated in segregated Traveller pre-schools, even though it was noted 

at the time that Traveller parents expressed a preference to have their children educated in mainstream 

pre-school settings (ibid.). The first JTTC was established in 1982 and by 1990 there were 26 JTTCs 

in Ireland. The centres were set up on an ad hoc basis and were criticised by the National Coordinator 

                                                           
27 This was the first official enquiry of the state into what was then called ‘the itinerant problem’.  
28 The upper age limit for the Senior Traveller Training Centres was abolished in the 1990s (INTO, 1993). 
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of Travellers in 1990 because of the poor standard of education they provided (INTO, 1993). The 

JTCs tended to focus on teaching Travellers social skills and basic numeracy and literacy as well as 

showing them how to make crafts (Lynch and Lodge, 2004). The centres also focused on improving 

hygiene and many Travellers recall the humiliation of being made to take baths during school hours.  

  

Segregated schooling was supported by medical professionals in the Report of Enquiry on Mental 

Handicap (Government of Ireland, 1965) and this approach to educating certain groups of children 

went largely unchallenged for a long time. Advocates of the segregated model argued that children 

with special educational needs would not be able to benefit from mainstream education and the 

pedagogical approaches used in ordinary classroom settings (Thomas, Walker and Webb, 1998). The 

move towards a more inclusive approach to education has its origins in the field of special education 

(NCSE, 2010) with pioneers in the field advocating for a more mainstream approach to education 

(Reynolds and Ainscow, 1994). As a result of the Civil Rights Movement in the US in the 1960s, 

people with disabilities and their parents started to challenge the status quo and put political pressure 

on governments to move towards a more inclusive model of education. The segregated model came 

under scrutiny because it was proving to be unsuccessful (Thomas et al., 1998) and research was 

highlighting how children from minority and marginalised backgrounds were over-represented in the 

special school system (NCSE, 2010). By the end of the twentieth century it was widely accepted that a 

more inclusive framework was needed (Thomas et al., 1998, NCSE, 2010).  

 

From the 1990s onwards, discourse progressed and the ‘experts’ started to concern themselves with 

the language of inclusion (Meegan and Mac Phail, 2006). The language of human rights was gaining 

momentum and people with disabilities were campaigning for inclusive education (NCSE, 2010). 

Traveller organisations were also calling for an end to the segregated model of education. In Ireland, 

the Department of Education and Science (DES) started to move towards policies to ‘integrate’ 

Travellers into mainstream education. By 2006, the DES promoted the integration of Travellers at all 

levels into the mainstream education system in The Report and Recommendations for a Traveller 

Education Strategy (DES, 2006). The system into which the child was to be integrated was under no 

pressure to change and the report makes no mention of valuing and respecting the uniqueness of 

Traveller culture or of diversity in society (O’ Connell, 1994; Kenny, 1997). In cases where it was 

believed a Traveller child was not ready to be fully integrated into the mainstream system, the DES 

made provisions for them to spend time each day with a resource teacher or in a special class for 

Travellers for the full duration of the school day (INTO, 1993). Consequently, most of the special 

schools for Travellers were closed down, with the last one shutting its doors in 2019 (Donnelly, 

2019).  

 



29 
 

Traveller representatives felt that the segregated model was proving to be highly ineffective and 

questioned the quality of education being delivered to the students attending the training centres. 

Research confirmed that the level of education Travellers received in the training centres was inferior 

to the education being delivered in mainstream (Lodge and Lynch, 2004). The DES remained 

uncritical of the training centre model and described them as projects that provided a “culturally 

appropriate” model of education to Travellers that met their “educational, social, leisure and spiritual 

needs” in the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (DES, 2006, p. 20). 

Traveller representative groups, such as Pavee Point, recommended that the TTCs should be “phased 

out” over a five-year period (Pavee Point, 2006, p. 1). They called on the Government to “ring-fence” 

funding that could be used to assist Travellers make the transition to mainstream educational 

programmes (ibid., p. 2). Pavee Point made it clear in their Position Paper on STTCs that they wanted 

to see an end to all forms of segregated education for Travellers (ibid.). In its Value for Money 

Review of Youthreach and Senior Traveller Training Centre (STTC) Programmes, the DES (2008a) 

seemed to agree with Pavee Point’s recommendation and specifically recommended the phasing out 

of STTCs. However, while the plan had initially been to ‘phase out’ the training centre model, 

austerity cuts during the financial crash saw the training centres being shut down at a pace that people 

felt unprepared for (Harvey, 2013). All 33 STTCs were closed in June 2012 (ibid.). NGOs criticised 

the approach taken by the government as there was little consultation with Travellers and Traveller 

groups and no alternative plans were put in place for the attendees other than an invite to participate in 

mainstream programmes (ibid.). The programme of mainstreaming was carried out in an aggressive 

manner in the wake of the economic and social crisis, but the supports necessary to assist the process 

were not provided (ibid.). 

 

2.3.3 Attendance, Participation and Progress 

In Ireland, and in the UK, there has been a dearth of research carried out in the area of Travellers in 

education. In the UK context, the majority of research tends to focus on Gypsies, Roma and Travellers 

(GRT)29. The latter category includes Scottish Travellers, Irish Travellers and New Age Travellers. 

Since January 2003, Travellers have been included as ethnic categories in data collected by the 

Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in England and Wales (DfES, 2003), though many 

families opt not to declare their ethnicity for fear of being excluded or discriminated against 

(Derrington and Kendall, 2004; Bhopal and Myers, 2009). Research in the UK has included the 

perspectives of Traveller students and their parents as well as the perspectives and views of policy 

makers, academics and education providers (Bhopal, 2004). In the UK, GRT students are recognised 

officially as the most vulnerable minority ethnic groups in the English education system (DfES, 2003; 

Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills, 1999). Research shows that GRT 

                                                           
29 I find the term GRT problematic as it encompasses so many groups and it can be hard to determine from the literature 

which ethnic group any set of findings relate to.  
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students are at the bottom of the achievement table compared to other ethnic minority groups and their 

sedentary counterparts (Lesovitch, 2005; Department of Education and Skills, 2003; Bhopal and 

Myers, 2009). While the attendance of GRT children has improved somewhat, particularly at primary 

level, the transition to post-primary school has not been as successful (Acton, 2004; Derrington and 

Kendall 2004, 2007; Reynolds, Mc Cartan and Knipe, 2003).  

 

In the Irish context, for the most part, research carried out and the subsequent findings produced 

pertain solely to Irish Travellers, with some recent studies looking at the experiences of Roma30. 

Reflecting the trend in the UK, access to education in Ireland for primary school continues to 

improve. However, this is not reflected in post-primary school attendance patterns. Accurate records 

of Traveller participation and attendance rates in schools were not kept until 2014, and therefore it 

was difficult to ascertain how Travellers performed in comparison to their non-Traveller peers. As 

Lynch and Lodge (2002) pointed out, the lack of data collection was in part due to the state’s 

Traveller ethnicity denial which resulted in there being no ethnic identifier question on school data. It 

also serves as an indication of the lack of importance afforded to Traveller education (Lynch and 

Lodge, 2004).  

 

The Education Act31 was signed into Irish law in December 1998. It is the main frame of reference for 

addressing educational disadvantage for primary and post-primary education in Ireland. Educational 

disadvantage is defined in the 1998 Act as “…the impediments to education arising from social or 

economic disadvantage which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in 

schools.”  (DES, 1998, p. 32). The Education Act (1998) made attendance at full-time education in 

Ireland compulsory for children between six and sixteen years of age32. The motivation for this policy 

focus on school retention stemmed from the fact that early school leaving was a major problem for 

children from disadvantaged backgrounds during that period (Stokes, 2003; Fleming and Murphy, 

2000; National Economic and Social Forum (NESF), 1997) and there were concerns about the impact 

early school leaving had on issues regarding social inclusion, employability and equality (Stokes, 

2003). The Education (Welfare) Acts 2000-2004 were enacted in order to monitor school attendance. 

Under these Acts schools are obliged to report to Tusla33 when a child misses 20 days or more from 

school without a reasonable explanation. Parents who fail to account for absences from school run the 

                                                           
30 A relatively new group to Ireland  
31 The 1998 Act formalised, for the first time in the history of the State, a national legislative mandate in education (Meegan 

and Mac Phail, 2006). The 1998 Education Act is the main frame of reference for addressing educational disadvantage for 

primary and post-primary education in the Irish context. Educational disadvantage is defined in the 1998 Act as “…the 

impediments to education arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevent students from deriving appropriate 

benefit from education in schools.”  (DES, 1998, p. 32). 
32 . A child has to stay in school until the age 16 or the completion of 3 years of post-primary, whichever is the later. 
33 Tusla, the Child and Family Agency was established in 2014 and is the state’s dedicated statutory organisation responsible 

for the protection, welfare and development of children.  
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risk of being charged with a civil violation and can be fined up to one thousand euros and jailed for 

one month for not complying. Prior to the 1998 Education Act, few Travellers transitioned from 

primary to post-primary education and tended to cease their education after primary school (INTO, 

1993). Studies show that there was an increase in participation at post-primary level after the 1998 

Act. For example, there were 600 Traveller students enrolled in post-primary schools in 1997-8 and 

this figure had almost doubled by 2002 (Lynch and Lodge, 2004). While the Education Act (1998) 

has gone some way to ensure that more Travellers attend school, evidence highlights that Traveller 

students still tend to leave school as soon as they are legally allowed (Watson, et al., 2017).  

 

Research shows that while Traveller children are staying in school longer, they are not reaping any 

major benefits from the system as evidenced by their lack of proficiency in literacy and numeracy 

(DES, 2017). While we know that students from the Traveller community have significantly lower 

than average achievement in both reading and mathematics and that they are lagging behind their non-

Traveller peers in DEIS schools (Kavanagh and Weir, 2017), we do not know if there is a significant 

difference in achievement for specific groups, such as Travellers, attending non-DEIS schools. 

Traveller achievement (or lack thereof) and participation in post-primary education is evidently a 

cause for great concern but is obviously not seen as a priority for the Irish state if the budget cuts 

since 2008 are anything to go by. The Pavee Point report ‘Travelling with Austerity’ (Harvey, 2013), 

provides clear evidence of an extraordinary level of disinvestment by the Irish state in the Traveller 

community. Both the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers (VTST)34 and the system of Resource 

Teachers for Travellers (RTT)35 ceased in September 2011. Enhanced capitation funding36 for 

Traveller children was substantially cut and additional school transport support ceased in 2010.  

 

In 2018, the inappropriate use of reduced timetables for Traveller and SEN students received 

extensive media coverage when Traveller mother and activist, Trish Reilly, highlighted how her son 

had been placed on a reduced timetable for a long period of time (Holland, 2018). While the use of 

reduced timetables may be justified in some cases37, usually a shortened school day is viewed as 

suspension, and suspensions which last more than six days must be referred to an Education Welfare 

Officer (EWO) (National Education Welfare Board (NEWB), 2008). Where a student is suspended for 

up to twenty days in any given year, the parents or guardian have the right to appeal the suspension to 

                                                           
34 As part of their role under the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers (VTST), teachers acted as advocates for Traveller 

students and their parents and supported Travellers to stay in school.  
35 The Resource Teachers for Travellers (RTT) provided extra support and tuition to Traveller students that were identified 

as having a need. When the RTT service was cut in 2011, supports for Traveller students that were eligible for extra tuition 

had to be given through existing learning support provisions within schools.  
36 Enhanced Capitation Grants for Travellers were paid directly to schools. The grants were based on the number of 

Traveller students attending a particular school.  
37 For example, if a child had a medical condition that prevented them from attending for the whole school day, a certified 

paediatrician can recommend a shorter school day. 
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the DES under section 29 of the Education Welfare Act (ibid.). Parents and guardians must be advised 

of this right by the school. (ibid.). Research carried out on the use of reduced timetables for SEN 

students found that students were being put on reduced timetables even when their parents did not 

agree to it (Brennan and Browne, 2019). The parents felt that they had no choice but to accept it for 

their children because of the pressure they were put under by schools (ibid.). In many cases the 

parents reported that the National Educational Psychology Service (NEPS) had not been consulted 

and no plan was put in place for managing their child’s misbehaviour. Being excluded from school 

has serious long term and short-term consequences for a young person. Not only are students being 

denied access to the full curriculum but they are being denied the opportunity to build friendships and 

are being alienated from their peers while in school. In the short term exclusion may make them feel 

unwanted, which may in turn lead to them leaving school altogether because they feel it is an 

unsupportive and negative place (ibid., Magee, Murphy, Turley, Feely, Iriarte, and McConkey, 2019).  

 

 

In 2019, a Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills undertook to examine the ways in 

which reduced timetables were being used in schools. The report highlighted that children on reduced 

timetables were in school for less than three hours per day with some students being in school for just 

one hour per day. In its interim report1, the Joint Oireachtas Committee called on the DES to produce 

clear guidelines on the use of reduced timetables and to gather data regarding same. Minister for 

Education, Joe Mc Hugh, made a commitment to ensure that the School Inspectorate would challenge 

the inappropriate use of reduced timetables (Houses of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Education 

and Skills, 2019). In September 2019, the DES (2019) produced a set of draft guidelines for all 

schools. The draft guidelines made it clear that reduced timetables should not be used as a form of 

punishment or behaviour management. While advocates of reduced timetables justified their use as a 

form of behaviour management, the DES guidelines strongly suggest that the NEPS should be 

consulted when a child is misbehaving and that reduced timetables should only be used as a last resort 

(O’Brien, 2019). Under the new guidelines, schools are required to notify TUSLA Educational 

Welfare Service when a reduced timetable is being put in place and will also be required to provide a 

rationale for the use of a reduced timetable. In cases where a reduced timetable is deemed necessary it 

can only be used for a limited period of time. Schools will also be required to explicitly state how it 

plans to reintegrate a student back into the system and consent must be received from the parents or 

guardians before putting students on a reduced timetable. 

 

2.4 Ireland’s Response to Tackling Educational Disadvantage  

The main approach to addressing educational inequality in many countries focuses on providing 

additional funding to disadvantaged schools. In Ireland, the Disadvantaged Areas Scheme (DAS) was 

introduced in 1984 and expanded in 1990. DAS was the first scheme introduced in Ireland that aimed 

to tackle educational disadvantage in schools. Under the scheme, schools were assessed for eligibility 
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based on the socio-economic backgrounds of students as well as student teacher ratios within schools 

(Smyth, Mc Coy and Kingston, 2015). Schools designated as disadvantaged under the DAS scheme 

were also included in a Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) scheme (ibid.), which is still in 

place today. The main aim of the HSCL scheme is to build better links between the home, school and 

wider community (DES, 2006). The DAS scheme proved to be ineffective and was replaced, in 1994, 

with an ‘Early Start’ programme, which is also still in place. The ‘Early Start’ programme is a one-

year intervention scheme designed to meet the needs of children who are at risk within the school 

system (Smyth et al., 2015). In 1996, the government introduced the ‘Breaking the Cycle’ (BTC) 

scheme as a means of tackling education disadvantage. As the issue of educational disadvantage 

prevailed in 2001, the ‘Giving Children an Even Break’ (GCEB) programme was introduced (Smyth 

et al., 2015). Under the GCEB scheme, schools were provided with additional funding which varied 

depending on the levels of disadvantage found in each school (ibid.). In 2002 the government 

introduced the School Completion Programme (SCP). This programme still exists and aims to keep at 

risk youth in school for as long as possible (ibid.)  

 

2.4.1 Delivering Equality of Opportunity to Schools (DEIS) Programme 

The most recent policy response for tackling disadvantage has been the Delivering Equality of 

Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) programme (DES, 2005). In 2005, primary schools with the highest 

levels of disadvantage in the country were identified via a survey of principals for inclusion in DEIS 

(Archer and Sofroniou, 2008). The programme was introduced in 2007, with the explicit aim of 

addressing the educational needs of children and young people from the most disadvantaged 

communities (Kavanagh, Weir and Moran, 2017). As noted previously, its predecessors included the 

Disadvantaged Areas Scheme (1990), Breaking the Cycle (1996) and Giving Children an Even Break 

(2000) (ibid.). DEIS differed to its predecessors in that it has a greater focus on improving literacy and 

numeracy and on planning and evaluation (Kavanagh et al., 2017). DEIS provides for a standardised 

system for identifying levels of disadvantage and an integrated School Support Programme (SSP). In 

order to qualify for DEIS status and the related extra resources and supports, a school had to be able 

to demonstrate that it was experiencing educational disadvantage, such as low retention rates and 

early school leaving, and that an above average percentage of its student population were 

economically deprived, and therefore, entitled to a medical card (Kavanagh et al., 2017; Archer and 

Sofroniou, 2008; 2014).The DEIS programme was operating in 825 schools in the 2016/17 school 

year, comprising  640 primary schools (328 urban and 312 rural schools) and 185 post-primary 

schools. While DEIS operates at both primary and post-primary level, at primary level there are three 

different Bands; DEIS Urban Band 1, DEIS Urban Band 2 and DEIS Rural whereas at post-primary 

level there is just one band; Urban DEIS or non-DEIS schools (Kavanagh et al., 2017). The DEIS 

Urban Bands at primary level are assigned based on a school’s assessed level of disadvantage (ibid.). 

ESRI research posits that such an approach is not adequate to tackle educational inequality because 
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over half of the young people that experience disadvantage in Ireland do not attend DEIS schools and 

therefore cannot benefit from such supports (Smyth, McCoy and Kingston, 2015).  

 

The most recent evaluation of the DEIS programme (Weir and Kavanagh, 2018) found that there were 

approximately twice as many EAL students at each grade level in DEIS schools in 2016 as there were 

in 2007, which highlights that DEIS schools are becoming increasingly more diverse. Studies have 

found that many Traveller children tend to attend disadvantaged schools (DES, 2005; Smyth et al., 

2015b). The DES (2005) found that almost half of all Traveller children attended DEIS primary 

schools and highlighted that this figure rose to 95 percent in the Dublin region. More than half of all 

post-primary school-aged Traveller children attended DEIS schools. In 2015/2016, 4,359 of the post-

primary pupils who identified themselves as Traveller pupils attended DEIS schools and the 

remaining 3,848 attended non-DEIS schools. The proportion of Travellers attending DEIS schools has 

changed little since 2007 (Weir et al., 2018). While a high proportion of Travellers attend DEIS 

schools, it must be noted that almost half attend non-DEIS schools. 

 

While DEIS schools receive a lot of extra funding and resources in order to ‘tackle educational 

disadvantage’, in practice students that attend the most disadvantaged schools have little opportunity 

to gain access to social or cultural capital. While minority students that attend predominantly white 

schools face unique challenges, such as for example, feeling isolated and alienated as well as 

developing low self-esteem and identity conflict, research in the UK and the US has found that they 

tend to do better academically than minority students that attend schools where there are higher 

concentrations of disadvantage (Chapman and Bhopal, 2018). The impact of the ‘multiplier effect’ 

(Smyth et al., 2015, p. VI) on student achievement has received a great deal of attention 

internationally (Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000; Rutter, 1979; Perry and Mc Conney, 2010; Osgood and 

Anderson, 2004). Palardy (2009) argues that segregated schooling for students from lower 

socioeconomic groups may worsen inequality in education and negatively impact on progression. 

While some studies suggest that the school context makes little difference to student outcomes 

(Luyten, Schildkamp and Folmer, 2009), others have shown that educational disadvantage is 

aggravated when there is a higher concentration of disadvantage present in a school (Smyth et al., 

2015; OECD, 2018; Perry and McConney, 2010) and have found that disadvantaged students benefit 

from being mixed in with a more socially advantaged peer group (OECD, 2018; Kahlenberg, 2001). 

In schools where there is a high-achieving learning environment overall, students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds do better (Hanusehek, Kain, Markman and Rivkin, 2001). The OECD (2018) found that 

in schools where disadvantage was not highly concentrated, disadvantaged students were on average 

two and a half years ahead of their peers in schools with high concentrations of disadvantaged 

students. Furthermore, the report found that in countries, such as the Netherlands and Switzerland, 
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where children are more socially integrated in school, the achievement gap is not as wide as it is in 

countries, such as the UK for example, where a large percentage of children are not socially integrated 

in their schools (ibid.).  

 

In the Irish context, research by the ESRI found that students in schools with higher concentrations of 

disadvantage had lower reading and mathematics achievement levels and that there was a significant 

impact on Junior Certificate and Leaving Cert grades (Smyth, 1999; Smyth et al., 2015). This was 

similar to findings in other studies that found higher levels of early school leaving (Sofroniou, Archer 

and Weir, 2004) and lower levels of progression to higher education (Mc Coy et al., 2014) in post-

primary schools where disadvantage was highly concentrated. Smyth et al. (2015) point out that it was 

difficult to ascertain whether the ‘multiplier effect’ affected different groups of students differently 

because of the lack of data on the socio-economic profile of individual students. However, recent 

DEIS evaluations provide us with important data regarding how students from different socio-

economic and ethnic groups are participating and achieving in schools with high concentrations of 

disadvantage (cf. Weir and Kavanagh, 2018; Kavanagh, Weir and Moran, 2017). An analysis of 

school attendance, carried out for the National Education Welfare Board by the European Research 

Centre, found that school attendance was higher for all forms of non-attendance in DEIS schools in 

2015/2016 and in 2016/2017 (Millar, 2018). In a DEIS evaluation, Weir and Kavanagh (2018) found 

that Overall Performance Scale (OPS) scores at JC exam level for DEIS schools were significantly 

lower than for non-DEIS schools. OPS score is based on a student’s performance in the seven subjects 

in which he or she performed best - scale is 0-84 with “the maximum possible OPS  score  is  84  

(which  is  achieved  by  a  student  who  is  awarded  seven  “A”  grades  on  Higher Level papers), 

while the lowest possible OPS score is 0 (where a student does not achieve at least a grade “F” on any 

of his/her best seven papers)” (Weir and Kavanagh, 2018, p. 6). By age 9, “clear differences are 

evident in reading and mathematics performance between social class groups and by parental 

education level” (Smyth, 2018, p.118). While the “achievements of students in urban DEIS primary 

schools have improved on each of four rounds of testing between 2007 and 2016 … their 

achievements are still well below the national norm” (Weir and Kavanagh, 2018, p. 3).  

 

2.5 Conclusion  

This chapter examined the history of Traveller education in Ireland. It highlighted how the Ireland’s 

approach to educating Travellers has been informed by deficit thinking about Travellers. Deficit 

thinking has resulted in the state adopting approaches to education which have often exacerbated 

rather than alleviated the inequalities experienced by Travellers in education and in wider society. 

This chapter has also raised questions about the states approach to addressing inequality in education 

more broadly, for groups other than Travellers, by highlighting how the DEIS system has the potential 
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to contribute to on-going educational disadvantage and inequality by ‘unintentionally’ segregating 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds.   

 

In the next chapter I will present the key themes from the literature. The composition of the teaching 

population will be examined and an overview of teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with 

diversity will then be provided. An outline of the various approaches that teachers adopt when dealing 

with diversity and engaging with interculturalism in their own classroom practices will also be 

provided. The experiences of minority ethnic students within the Irish context will be examined and 

the literature regarding the experiences of Travellers in education will be interrogated.  
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Chapter Three: Travellers, Teachers, Racism and Schooling in Ireland 

 

3.1 Introduction  

In the previous chapter the background and policy context for this study was presented. This chapter 

will present the key themes from the research literature regarding teacher and student views and 

experiences in an intercultural context.  

 

There are seven sections in this chapter. In the second section, the composition of the teaching 

population is examined and an overview of teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with diversity 

is provided. Section three outlines the various approaches that teachers adopt when dealing with 

diversity and engaging with interculturalism in their own classroom practices. In the fourth section, 

the literature on preparing culturally responsive teachers is interrogated. The fifth section examines 

the experiences of minority ethnic students in schooling in Ireland. Separately, the sixth section 

interrogates what research has found about the experiences of Travellers in education, including the 

literature regarding how Travellers’ navigate the negative experiences that they encounter.  

 

3.2 Teachers’ Attitudes towards Diversity  

3.2.1 Diversity and Homogeneity in the Teaching Profession  

Across the globe, classrooms are becoming increasingly diverse in terms of their student populations, 

while teaching populations by and large remain homogenous in nature (Heinz, 2008; Keane and 

Heinz, 2015, 2016). The cultural mismatch between the majority of teachers (who are predominantly 

white, settled, and middle class) and the diverse student populations which they now teach is a central 

concern within much of the literature that seeks to understand how we can best prepare teachers to 

teach in diverse classroom settings (Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016; Santoro, 2013, 2015).  

 

In Ireland, studies have found that the vast majority of Irish primary and post-primary school teachers 

are female, Roman Catholic and come from white, settled, middle class, rural or farming backgrounds 

(Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016; Heinz and Keane, 2018; Devine, 2011a; Heinz, 2011). Due to the 

church-based traditions of the Irish education system and Irish-language requirements38, in particular 

at primary level, the Irish teaching profession is not as diverse as the teaching population in other 

OECD countries (Hyland, 2012 as cited in Keane and Heinz, 2015). While the teaching profession in 

Ireland continues to attract more women than men, there has been an increase in the number of males 

enrolling in recent years (Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016; Heinz and Keane, 2018). This has been 

attributed to the economic recession that followed the ‘Celtic Tiger’ era, and the subsequent downturn 

                                                           
38 In Ireland all primary school teachers are expected to have a degree of fluency in the Irish language in order to teach 

(O’Donoghue and Harford, 2011) 
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in the economy, which may have resulted in the loss of other employment opportunities for young 

men, such as construction work (Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016). Members of the Travelling 

community and individuals from working class backgrounds and other minority ethnic groups 

currently remain underrepresented in the teaching profession (Keane, 2013; Keane and Heinz, 2015, 

2016; Heinz and Keane, 2018). As Heinz (2008, 2011) points out, places on initial teacher education 

(ITE) programmes are limited and demand is high. Prospective students are therefore selected through 

a competitive points system with only a few ITE programmes including an interview as part of the 

selection process (Heinz, 2011). Such a system privileges those that have the means to attain the 

points required to enter teacher education programmes (ibid.). In recent years, Ireland has taken a 

number of measures to try to diversify the teaching population. These include the re-examining of 

entry procedures to ITE (ibid.) and the more recent development of programmes39 geared towards 

encouraging under-represented groups to consider entering the teaching profession.  

 

Creating a more diverse teaching population is of international concern for a number of reasons 

(Santoro, 2015). It is assumed that cross-cultural knowledge enables minority teachers to bridge the 

gap between the home and school environment (Delpit, 1995). For example, some studies have found 

that teachers from diverse backgrounds are often more positively pre-disposed to working with 

students from diverse backgrounds (Villegas and Irvine, 2010; Santoro, 2013, 2015) because of their 

own lived experiences which they bring with them on entry to ITE (Sleeter, 2001, 2004). Studies have 

also suggested that teachers who have themselves experienced marginalisation can be powerful 

advocates for minority students (Santoro, 2009; Villegas and Irvine, 2010). Downey and Pribesh 

(2004) found that black teachers evaluated the behaviour of black students more favourably than did 

white teachers. Other studies have found that teachers from minority backgrounds generally tend to 

have higher expectations for students from backgrounds similar to their own (Maguire, 2005; Ladson-

Billings, 1994). Teachers from diverse backgrounds can also act as ‘role-models’ for students from 

diverse backgrounds (Villegas and Clewell, 1998; McCarthy and Crichlow, 1993). The ‘you can’t be 

what you can’t see’ philosophy underpins this argument. As well as being beneficial to students from 

diverse backgrounds, having a diverse teacher population also benefits student from the majority 

group as it normalises diversity and introduces them to different world views and perspectives, as well 

as different ways of being (Villegas and Irvine, 2010; Keane and Heinz, 2015; Santoro, 2015).  

 

While diversifying the teaching population is desirable for the reasons outlined above, many scholars 

warn against seeing the diversification of the teaching population as a panacea for addressing the 

                                                           
39 As previously noted, in order to increase diversity in ITE in Ireland, the Department of Education and Skills established 

the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH 1: Strand 1: Equity of Access to ITE) in 2017. Through this 

programme a number of projects are currently being run in ITE centres throughout Ireland (Heinz and Keane, 2018).  
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achievement gap (Santoro, 2015). They also caution against making naïve assumptions about a 

person’s attitudes and beliefs based on their identity (Weisman and Garza, 2010; Nieto, 2000b). For 

example, Nieto (2000b) argues that it is naïve to think that minority teachers will have the knowledge 

and skills required to be advocates for change based on their minority status alone because minority 

teachers must assimilate into the dominant group in order to be successful and therefore they may 

share the dominant group’s views and perspectives. As Burn (2001a) argues, it is important to develop 

a nuanced understanding of the types of attitudes and skills we wish to ‘role model’ in and through 

education. Scholars also warn against over burdening minority teachers with all of the ‘diversity 

issues’ (Santoro, 2013; Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016) and emphasise the importance of ensuring that 

all teachers are equipped with the skills required to teach for social justice and are prepared to work 

successfully with students from all types of backgrounds (Cochran-Smith 2004; Santoro, 2013; 

Sleeter, 2010).  

 

3.2.2 Teacher Attitudes towards and Experiences with Diversity  

Most of the existing research on teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with diversity has 

focused on pre-service teachers (cf. Pohan, 1996; Achinstein and Barrett, 2004; Leavy, 2005). Pre-

service teachers have been found to have limited worldviews and experiences with diversity when 

they enter Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes (Gilbert, 1997). While studies have found that 

people generally have greater exposure to diversity in their higher education years, given the lack of 

diversity in ITE, opportunities to engage with people from diverse backgrounds is very limited for 

student teachers (Leavy, 2005). In a survey of 286 pre-service teachers, Leavy (2005, p. 172) found 

that respondents had a “concerning lack of familiarity with other cultures” with 44 percent of her 

respondents reporting no exposure to members of the Travelling community, 20 percent reporting no 

exposure to non-Irish nationals and 43 percent reporting no exposure to non-Christians. She suggests 

that this lack of exposure to other cultures and ways of being will pose a considerable problem for 

ITE providers aiming to prepare students to teach in diverse classroom settings (ibid.). As pre-service 

teachers often have little or no prior contact with people from minority backgrounds (Devine, 2005; 

Leavy, 2005; Zimpher, 1989), they bring little cross-cultural knowledge with them on entry to higher 

education (ibid.; Allard and Santoro, 2006; Weisman and Garza, 2010). They tend to prefer to teach in 

non-diverse classroom settings and want to work with children who are from backgrounds similar to 

their own (Leavy, 2005; Cohran-Smith, 1995). Indeed, research has linked teacher job satisfaction to 

the racial composition of the school (Renzulli, Parrott, and Beattie, 2011).  

 

Castro (2010) traces the different themes found in the research on pre-service teachers’ views of and 

attitudes towards diversity from 1985 to 2007. His findings suggest that although some studies (e.g. 

Howe and Strauss, 2000; Ousley, 2006) reported more positive attitudes towards teaching students 

from diverse backgrounds, issues, such as individualism, colour-blindness, lack of experience with 
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diversity, negative beliefs about and attitudes towards diversity, as well as the myth of meritocracy, 

“plague pre-service teachers’ understanding of cultural diversity” (ibid., p. 206). Sleeter (2001, 1995) 

points out how naïve meritocratic beliefs lead teachers to deny the impact of racism on their students 

and the existence of social inequality. Pre-service teachers often have negative attitudes about 

children from cultural groups other than their own and view diversity as a ‘problem’ that needs to be 

solved as opposed to a resource and opportunity for them to engage critically with pedagogy (Bryan, 

2008; Bryan and Bracken, 2011; McGorman and Sugrue, 2007). Research has found that teachers 

generally tend to underestimate the academic ability of minority ethnic students (Troyna, 1988; Fine 

and Weis, 2007) except Asians who are often stereotyped as diligent high-achieving students (Tronya, 

1988). Conversely, students from more advantaged backgrounds are often perceived as being more 

motivated and academic by teachers (Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999).  

 

In a study conducted by Fine-Davis and Faas (2014) on teacher and students attitudes to diversity in 

five EU member states40, it was found that Irish teachers perceived the presence of ethnic minorities 

within their classrooms as problematic. In the same study, Irish teachers were the most likely group of 

teachers to report feeling that they behaved in a positive way towards and were sensitive to the needs 

of students from diverse backgrounds (Fine-Davis et al., 2014). Harris (2019) found that Irish 

teachers’ personal beliefs about diversity were more open than their professional beliefs and that their 

views were largely homogenous. However, in comparison to some international and Irish research, he 

found that Irish teachers viewed diversity positively (ibid.). Devine (2005) carried out 47 semi-

structured interviews with teachers and school leaders between 2001 and 2002. Her respondents 

demonstrated charitable approaches to catering for diversity which were underpinned by “paternalistic 

or assimilationist” ideologies (ibid., p. 65). Teachers wanted to ‘help’ migrant students but felt it was 

problematic trying to divide their time between them and native Irish students. She found that her 

research participants often expressed stereotypical and negative views about some migrants. Eastern 

European students were described as “bright” and “diligent”, while African immigrants were 

described as “boisterous”, “demanding” and “exuberant” (ibid., p. 62) and Roma students were 

described in “deficit terms” (ibid., p. 64). 

 

Irish research suggests that teachers feel ill-prepared to teach in diverse classroom settings (Devine, 

2005; Leavy, 2005, Fine-Davies and Faas, 2014) and report feeling unable to cope with the perceived 

demands of catering for diversity (Devine, 2005; 2011b; Bryan, 2009; Nowlan, 2008). Faas, 

Sokolowska and Darmody’s (2015, p. 455) postal study found that 28 percent of Irish post-primary 

school principals reported feeling able to cater for diversity to a “great extent”, 51 percent reporting 

feeling prepared to “some extent” while approximately 20 percent found catering for diversity 

                                                           
40 Italy, Latvia, Ireland, France and the UK 
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challenging. While DEIS school principals reported feeling somewhat more prepared than non-DEIS 

school principals, small schools tended to find catering for diversity the most challenging (ibid.). Irish 

teachers identified a lack of continuous professional development opportunities as a barrier to feeling 

prepared to teach in diverse classrooms (ibid.). Reflecting the international literature, Harris (2019) 

concluded that, in practice, intercultural education often focuses on celebrating and recognising 

diversity. He argues that schools and school leaders have an important and powerful role in deciding 

the direction of intercultural education (ibid.) 

 

Irish teachers practice a high degree of autonomy within their classrooms (Lynch, Grummell and 

Devine, 2012) as there are no mechanisms in place for monitoring their performance (O’Hara, 

McNamara and Boyle, 2007). The approach to diversity adopted has largely “been left to the 

discretion of the individual teacher who may or may not have had training on diversity matters, and 

may vary in their level of personal commitment” (Parker-Jenkins and Masterson, 2013). Darmody et 

al. (2012) found that different approaches to catering for the needs of migrants resulted in different 

experiences for migrant students.  

 

3.3 Teachers’ Approaches to Diversity  

3.3.1 Adopting a Cultural Deficit Approach 

The literature highlights how some teachers tend to understand the educational disadvantage 

experienced by marginalised and minority groups through a cultural deficit lens and tend to blame 

them and/or their parents for their low levels of educational attainment as opposed to factors with the 

way school is structured or more broader inequalities within society (Troyna, 1988, Watson, Blanco, 

Dornhecker, Martinez and Nagoshi, 2015; Silverman, 2011; Wseiman and Garza, 2010; Cochran-

Smith, 1995; Delpit, 1995). Deficit views have been found to have a serious negative impact on 

learning outcomes for minority students (McLaren, 1994) as it leads to lowered teacher expectations 

and the pathologisation of students from disadvantaged backgrounds (White, 2014; Youdell, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995). While the cultural deficit lens differs from the genetic deficit lens, 

which linked disadvantage experienced by individuals to genetics and heritable differences in 

intelligence and behaviour (Persell, 1981; Troyna, 1988; Fine and Weis, 2007), it is just as 

problematic as it pathologises individuals, families and disadvantaged communities and blames them 

for their own ‘shortcomings’ (Donovan and Cross, 2002; White, 2014). Believing in the ‘myth of 

meritocracy’, teachers often understand different outcomes for ethnic minority groups as something 

that occurs because of their cultural deficiencies or deficiencies in the home environment, such as a 

lack of motivation or ‘ability’ (Piña-Watson, Lorenzo-Blanco, Dornhecker, Martinez, and Nagoshi, 

2016; Liu, 2011; Persell, 1981) and poor family rearing patterns (Persell, 1981; Troyna, 1988; Fine 

and Weis, 2004). Solomona et al.’s (2005, p. 155) study found that teachers adopted a position 

described as “democratic racism” whereby on one hand they believed in democratic values such as 
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equality whilst on the other they held negative views towards ethnic minorities (ibid.). This in turned 

led teachers to adopt a cultural deficit lens (ibid.). Ladson-Billings (2006, p. 105) has argued that 

when preservice teachers are unable to “identify with students, they point to students' culture as the 

culprit”.  

 

In the Irish context, Devine (2005) found that teachers tended to position migrant students as hard 

working and intelligent vis-á-vis their working class student counterparts, who they constructed in 

‘deficit terms’. They also differentiated between different migrant groups such as Eastern Europeans 

and Africans (ibid.). While both groups were generally described in positive terms by teachers, 

Devine (2005, p. 62) found that teachers tended to describe African students more in terms of their 

“behaviour and personality traits”. The most negative attitudes expressed, by pre-service teachers in 

Ireland towards minority ethnic groups, were in relation to Travellers even though the vast majority of 

them reported having little to no exposure to members of the Traveller community (Devine, 2005; 

Leavy, 2005). In the UK, research has also found that primary and post-primary school teachers often 

hold negative attitudes towards GRT41 students (Bhopal, 2011). Studies have highlighted how 

teachers tend to describe GRT students and their cultures as deviant and outside of the norm (Bhopal, 

2011; Lloyd and McCluskey, 2007; Lloyd and Stead, 2001; Levison, 2005).  

 

When we adopt a cultural deficit lens we blame the victims of inequality for their socio economic 

status. ‘Victim blaming’ serves members of the more privileged dominant group as it deflects 

attention away from them and their complicity in perpetuating and maintaining inequalities by 

providing them with a way to rationalise inequality in education (Persell, 1981). Persell, (1981, p. 31) 

explains that “in addition to diverting blame for educational failure from teachers and schools to 

students and families”, ‘victim blaming’ diverts attention away “from structural differences in power 

and wealth”.  

 

3.3.2 Lowered Teacher Expectations  

Much of what we understand about the importance of teacher expectations stems from Rosenthal’s 

seminal work, aptly called the ‘The Pygmalion Effect’ (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968). Rosenthal and 

Jacobson (1968) demonstrated that when teachers expected their students to perform at high levels 

they did and when they expected students to perform at low levels they performed at low levels. 

Lowered teacher expectations are both class related and race related (Archer, 2007; Gillborn, 2010) 

and the link between deficit views and lowered teacher expectations has been well established within 

the literature on teacher expectations. Research suggests that teachers’ often make negative 

assumptions about minority ethnic students (White, 2014; Vilegas et al., 2007) and hold higher 

                                                           
41 Gypsy, Roma, and Traveller  
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expectations for individuals from middle socioeconomic backgrounds than for individuals from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds (Dusek and Joseph, 1983; Jussim, Coleman and Lerch, 1987). Teachers 

working in affluent schools with more advantaged students have been found to have high expectations 

of their students (Ferguson, 1998) while conversely teachers working in more disadvantaged schools 

tend to lower their expectations (Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999; Ferguson, 1998; Lane et al., 2010) 

and often have remarkably low expectations regarding children from minorities and low income 

families (Gomez and Tabachnick, 1992; Terrill and Mark, 2000; Allard and Santoro, 2005; Alvidrez 

and Weinstein, 1999). 

 

Teachers can hold classist and racist views about particular student groups (Archer and Francis, 2007; 

Gillborn, 2010). Valdés (1996) argued that a lack of confidence in their ability to teach students from 

different ethnic backgrounds resulted in the adoption of different instructional practices and lowered 

teacher expectations. Other studies have suggested that highly biased teachers are more likely to adapt 

their teaching practice than teachers that have low bias (Babad, Bernieri, and Rosenthal, 1989, 1991; 

Babad and Taylor, 1992). In the US, one study found a stark difference between teachers’ 

expectations of white students and black students (Jussim, Eccles, and Madon, 1996). While they had 

high expectations for white students their expectations for their black students were extremely low 

(ibid.). Other studies found that maths teachers held lowered expectations for Black male students 

which in turn affected their achievement in mathematics (Berry, 2004). In New Zealand, teachers also 

held lower expectations for Maori students than their New Zealand European student counterparts (St 

George, 1983). Research has found that when a teacher perceives students negatively they call on 

them less in class and provide them with fewer opportunities to answer a question (Blaine, 2007). In 

Ireland, Leavy (2010) and Devine (2008) found that teachers tended to have high expectations of 

certain migrant groups but explained that this was because of the intersection of race and class 

because many of the migrants that they taught came from middle class backgrounds. Devine (2006) 

found that the middle class migrant students were positioned against their working class counterparts 

and that teachers suggested that they provided positive role models for Irish students from working 

class backgrounds. This highlights how Irish teachers view working-class students in ‘deficit’ terms 

(ibid.).  

 

 

Many studies have since explored how self-fulfilling prophecies of failure affect students from 

different groups, particularly students from lower socio-economic and minority ethnic backgrounds 

(Doyle and Keane, 2018; Archer and Francis, 2007; Gillborn, 2010; Lupton 2004). As Blaine points 

out “students from minority, disadvantaged, or stereotyped groups are particularly vulnerable to the 

self-fulfilling prophecy as opposed to middle-class students” (Blaine 2007, pp. 47-48). Lower teacher 

expectations are often internalised by children, which in turn have a negative impact on how a child 
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engages with the educational process (Mc Gillicuddy and Devine, 2018; Zirkel, 2005; Lynn and 

Parker, 2006). Doyle and Keane (2018, p. 4) remind us that low expectations from teachers “are 

associated with early school leaving”.  

 

3.3.3 The ‘Colour-blind’ Approach  

In his review of the literature on pre-service teachers’ attitudes to diversity, Castro (2010) found that 

colour-blindness was an issue. Those that adopt a ‘colour-blind’ approach maintain that racism has 

disappeared or that it does not exist (ibid.). When teachers say that “they are colour blind” and “that 

they see the person, not the person’s colour” (Richardson, 1996, p. 37), it is often well-meaning. 

However, in reality such an approach actually diminishes the experiences of children that are 

‘othered’ and do not fit the ‘norm’ because those that ascribe to such an ideological framework deny 

the presence and prevalence of racism in people’s everyday lives (Bonilla-Silva, 2002). Their own 

lack of critical consciousness prevents them from being able to help students to understand white 

supremacy and institutional racism or the problems associated with ‘colour-blind’ discourse 

(Leonardo, 2004). Instead the ‘colour-blind’ approach is adopted by teachers in their schools and 

classrooms (Delpit, 1995; Sleeter, 2004, 2008). Because the ‘colour-blind’ approach to teaching is 

based on the denial of racism and white supremacy it leads to weak forms of multicultural education 

in practice (Banks, 2007; Nieto, 2004a). While adopting such a stance may make teachers feel more 

comfortable and ease their moral conscience about the existence of social inequalities and their own 

complicity in maintaining the status quo, it prevents them from acknowledging the presence of 

structural inequalities and limits their ability to engage with transformative pedagogical approaches 

(Nieto, 2004).  

 

Teachers are reluctant to involve pupils in “discussions about race-related issues” (Devine, 2005, p. 

52). They are reluctant to accept that ‘race’ may have any influence or impact on their attitudes thus 

fail to see how it affects and shapes the ways in which they approach their work (Mac an Ghaill, 

1994; Sleeter, 2004; Delpit, 2005). They adopt a ‘no problem here’ stance (Gaine, 1995), and tend to 

see racist incidents as ‘individual acts of meanness’ (Kitching, 2010). In Ireland, the ‘students are all 

the same’ argument is also often deployed in order to negate differences and avoid confronting the 

challenges of catering for diversity (Bryan, 2008, 2009a; Kavanagh, 2013; Devine, 2006). Allard and 

Santoro (2005) observe that pre-service teachers from the dominant group rarely interrogate the 

significance of their own identities and often assumed that their own experiences and ways of seeing 

the world were the ‘norm’ for everyone. Consequently, pre-service teachers often assume that all of 

their students have similar needs (Picower, 2009). Bryan (2009a) argues that the failure to recognise 

‘whiteness’ as a privilege prevents analysis of other issues such as power, dominance and oppression. 

She contends that understanding ‘whiteness’ as a privilege requires thinking about institutionalised 

and structural inequality (ibid.). It has been suggested that unless there is more emphasis put on 
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developing deeper understandings of cultural complexity, teachers will continue to use a ‘colour-

blind’ approach to teaching (Bryan, 2008; Kavanagh, 2013). 

 

‘Colour-blind racism’ maintains that racism has disappeared or does not exist (Bonilla-Silva, 2002). 

Those that ascribe to such an ideological framework deny the presence and prevalence of racism in 

people’s everyday lives (ibid.). This ‘no problem here’ (Gaine, 2000) approach highlights a denial of 

racism and white supremacy and leads to weak forms of multicultural education in practice (Banks, 

2007; Nieto, 2004a). While adopting such a stance may make the adoptee more comfortable and ease 

their moral conscience about inequalities and their own complicity in maintaining the status quo, it 

prevents them from acknowledging the presence of structural inequalities and limits their ability to 

engage with transformative pedagogical approaches. A teacher’s own lack of critical consciousness 

prevents them from being able to help students to understand white supremacy and institutional 

racism or the problems associated with colour-blind discourse (Leonardo, 2004). Believing in the 

‘myth of meritocracy’ (Bowles and Gintis, 1976), they understand different outcomes for ethnic 

minority groups as something that occurs because of their cultural deficiencies, such as a lack of 

motivation or ‘ability’ (Mueller and O’Connor, 2007). Irish preservice teachers have been found to 

hold similar attitudes to their international counterparts.  

 

3.3.4 Being Fearful of Adopting an Intercultural Approach  

Irish teachers were found to be “fearful of touching” (O’Brien, 2009, p. 203) intercultural issues and 

unwilling to accept that dominant discourses may impact on how they perceive and subsequently 

engage with students from minority backgrounds (Bryan, 2008; Devine, 2005). Kavanagh (2013) 

argues that this resistance may be due to the discomfort associated with discussing emotive issues 

around systems of oppression. O’Brien (2009) suggests that teachers have issues around confidence in 

responding to interculturalism. Devine (2005, p. 65) research found that many teachers felt 

inadequately trained to teach interculturally and noted that “teachers’ responses were complex and 

underpinned by a feeling of ambiguity and insecurity” about their practices and how best to proceed 

with inclusive education. Keogh and Whyte (2002) report that Irish teachers are keen to help 

immigrants integrate but feel they need further training to do so. Devine (2006) highlights teachers’ 

concerns regarding their capacity to appropriately address racist incidents. In the UK, Bhopal and 

Rhamie (2014) also reported that teachers felt ill-prepared to deal with intercultural issues and racist 

incidents in school. Instead of challenging and addressing injustice, Fine and Weis (2004) suggest that 

educators avoid naming and analysing social problems out of fear rather than neglect. Other studies 

also suggest that teachers are reluctant to critically address intercultural issues, as to do so may 

unsettle norms (Parekh, 2006; Nieto, 2004a). Challenging dominant hegemony can be frightening for 

teachers. However, being a critical multicultural teacher requires a commitment to engage in difficult 

discourses underpinned by politics (Bigler and Collins, 1995; Banks, 1993). This can leave teachers 



46 
 

feeling vulnerable within schools and lead them to being isolated by their teaching colleagues 

(Kavanagh, 2013). As Kavanagh (2013) points out, overcoming such challenges is not an easy task. 

However, student teachers can critically engage with these issues if the space to do so is provided 

through ITE programmes and Continuous Professional Development (CPD). She argues that it is 

crucial to provide teachers with opportunities that allow them to examine their pre-existing biases and 

belief systems so that they can understand how their own positionalities are shaped by dominant 

discourses and ideologies (Kavanagh, 2013). 

 

3.4 Preparing Culturally-Responsive Teachers  

While there is acknowledgement of the growing need for teachers to understand and work with 

diversity, it has been suggested in the literature on teacher education that preparing teachers to teach 

in diverse school settings is a daunting task for teacher educators (Villegas, 2008; Gay, 2002; Fennes 

and Hapgood, 1997). Research highlights how teachers’ existing beliefs serve as filters for subsequent 

learning (Richardson, 1996; Pohan, 1996) and influence what teachers do in the classroom in terms of 

their choice of teaching methods, instructional judgments and their approaches to classroom 

management and assessment (Leavy, 2005; Khader, 2012; Banks, 2007). Gorski (2008) found that 

teachers resisted discussions about structural inequalities. Pre-service teachers have been found to 

view society as inherently fair and believe they have succeeded because they worked hard and think 

that minority students just need to do the same (Solomona et al., 2005). Mueller and O’Connor (2007) 

found that these views persisted even when pre-service teachers were confronted with evidence that 

society was not meritocratic. Because of their limited experiences with diversity and beliefs in 

meritocracy, teachers and are likely to reject information regarding the causes of social inequality 

(Cochran-Smith, 2004; Haberman, 1991; King and Ladson-Billings, 1990, 2001; Sleeter, 2001; 2016). 

Studies on ITE programmes in the US have found that while student teachers are initially open to 

learning about diversity, their interest waivered once they starting their teaching practice and were 

submersed in planning and preparation (Sleeter, 2001). Kagan (1992, p. 154) found that pre-service 

teachers tended “to use the information provided in course work to confirm rather than to confront 

and correct their pre-existing beliefs” about minority groups. Pohan (1996) found that pre-service 

teachers with pre-existing strong biases and negative attitudes towards students from diverse 

backgrounds were less like to develop the skills required to be effective multicultural teachers. Pearce 

(2003) contends that it is incredibly difficult to get pre-service teachers to step outside of themselves 

and to see what life is like from the margins because of the feelings of discomfort that this kind of 

reflection evokes. However, it is widely accepted that in order to gain a more complex understanding 

of culture and people, teachers must examine their own socio-cultural history and develop a socio-

cultural consciousness (Villegas and Lucas, 2002). Therefore, sitting with feelings of ‘discomfort’ is 

part of the process. Gorski (2009) contends that it is the role of the anti-racist educator to create safe 

spaces where learners can work through feelings of cognitive dissonance.  
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There has been a great deal of research in the area of educating teachers to think about their own 

privilege and ‘whiteness’ internationally and in particular in the US (Betancourt and Lopez, 1993; 

Hardiman, 1982). Being culturally competent requires being able to interact effectively with people 

from different types of socio economic backgrounds and cultures and is especially relevant in 

environments where children come from working class and minority ethnic backgrounds (Husain, 

2005). It is argued that developing a socio-cultural consciousness would enable teachers to better 

understand the barriers that diverse groups experience in terms of access to and participation in 

education (Villegas and Lucas, 2002). In the absence of critical socio-cultural consciousness, the 

default position is often a deficit view of certain groups (ibid.). Allard and Santoro (2006, p. 117) 

found that white teachers rarely interrogated “their own privileged class status”. As Achinstein and 

Athanases (2005) explain, this is likely because many white middle class teachers have personal 

histories based on ‘white privilege’. ‘White privilege’ is the idea that white people in most Western 

societies are “passively handed [unearned] advantages” (Picower, 2009, p. 198) solely on the basis of 

their whiteness. White cultural norms and values are positioned as the norm which all students are 

expected to adhere to (Banks, 2006; Gorski, 2008; Leach, 2011). In the UK, Bhopal and Rhamie 

(2014, p. 319) found that white pre-service teachers acknowledged the problem of ‘white privilege’ 

but did not understand their “own role as social justice and anti-racist educators”.  

 

Some teachers see intercultural education as an attack on whiteness (Picower, 2009). In Picower’s 

(2009, p. 208) study of eight white female preservice teachers taking classes on multicultural 

education, she found that the participants deliberately resisted attempts to promote multicultural 

education and rejected the need for “culturally-relevant pedagogy”. Sleeter (2017, p. 159) also posits 

that white preservice teachers resist multicultural education courses and “often express their anger 

[towards them] in course evaluations”. Mills and Ballantyne (2010) contend that personal qualities 

such as openness, reflexivity and a commitment to social justice are essential to effective intercultural 

teaching. In their study, they found few of the participating teachers reported having a commitment to 

social justice while a quarter of the research participants had none of the desired qualities to be 

effective culturally responsive teachers. Solomona, Portelli, Daniel and Campbell (2005) suggest that 

some pre-service teachers deny the existence of white privilege whilst some (mainly white males) 

argued that it is in fact whites who are the targets of discrimination. Keane and Heinz’s (2016, p. 520) 

study of applicants to initial teacher education (ITE) programmes in Ireland found that just over 40 

percent of white settled applicants used phrases such as “Irish” or “Pure Irish” to describe their ethnic 

identity. This suggests that white students use their ethnicity to “position themselves in a place of 

power” over those who are not white (ibid. p. 14). This also suggests ITE providers in Ireland may 

struggle to engage white settled Irish pre-service teachers in intercultural education. 
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While Schoorman and Bogotch’s (2010, p. 1004) study found that teachers’ understanding of 

multicultural education was in line with the academic literature, in practice they found that teachers 

“utilised [a] very limited understanding in both teacher-student interactions in and outside the 

classrooms”. Many of their research participants viewed multicultural education as something to be 

targeted at students from minority ethnic groups (Schoorman et al., 2010, p. 1046). Sleeter (2001, p. 

100) also found that teachers “were more likely to incorporate multicultural content when their 

students were of colour and/or from low-income backgrounds”. Other studies have found that teachers 

tended to uncritically highlight exotic cultures (Portera, 2008, p. 486) or committed “xenophilia”, 

whereby they over-identified with minority students and turned them into a “teacher’s pet” (ibid., p. 

487). In order to be an effective culturally responsive educator it is essential to be flexible, open and 

adaptable to “the cultural specificities” of children from diverse backgrounds (Husain, 2006, p. 171). 

Supportive teacher attitudes are essential for “the successful teaching of a curriculum that is inclusive 

and respects ethnic difference” (Lodge, Lynch, Barry, Clarke, Hanafin, Kenny, Malone and Shevlin, 

2004, p. 72). Teachers who are successful at working with students from minority ethnic backgrounds 

acknowledge the importance of race and culture; have high expectations of all students; are embedded 

in local communities and use their local knowledge to inform their classroom practice; ensure the 

curriculum is relevant to students from minority cultures; acknowledge the way racism affects the 

lives of students from minority ethnic groups and attempt to help students to “critique and navigate” it 

(Sleeter, 2016, p. 1065; Cochran-Smith, 2004). Villegas and Lucas (2002) contend that critical 

multicultural teachers need to view themselves as ‘agents of change’. This is similar to Giroux (2012) 

who proposes that teachers must view themselves as capable of challenging and transforming school 

structures. However, drawing on the work of James Baldwin, Giroux acknowledges that teachers that 

refuse to ‘teach to the test’, in this age of neoliberalism, will be met “with the most fantastic, the most 

brutal and the most determined resistance” (as cited in Giroux, 2012, p. 3). As Husain (2005) argues, 

all aspects of an organisation should reflect and adopt a culturally competent approach in order to 

ensure that services are delivered in a culturally sensitive, appropriate and effective manner. 

 

The quality of training that teachers receive has been found to be weak and ineffective. According to 

Sleeter (2017, p. 158), within initial teacher education (ITE) programmes in the US, there is a “pattern 

of separating diversity work from the rest” of preservice teachers’ studies, which she argues limits the 

extent to which preservice teachers are prepared for working in diverse classroom settings. Bryan, 

Clark and Drudy (2009, p. 14) emphasise the need for ITE to expose teachers, both in-service and pre-

service, to a range of critical perspectives and pedagogical approaches that enable them “to interrogate 

their own positionality as a function of historical and contemporary inequalities”. This type of identity 

work requires more than a one-off lecture or seminar; it requires a sustained and critical interrogation 

of constructs like whiteness and privilege, as well as an exploration of the ideologies with which the 
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student teacher enters the classroom, and an examination of how these ideologies impact on their 

teaching practices and the ways in which they interact with students (Solomon, Portelli, Daniel and 

Campbell, 2006). Teachers need support and guidance to address the varied needs of diverse students. 

Achinstein and Athanases (2005) suggest that otherwise they may misconceive culturally and 

linguistically diverse students as academically less capable. A range of areas should be addressed in 

the education of all teachers, whether they come from the dominant group or from diverse 

backgrounds, in order to prepare them to work with diverse student groups. As identified by Solomon 

et al. (2005), these areas include creating safe spaces within ITE programmes where teachers can 

express their concerns, preparing them for the types of emotions they are likely to experience and 

providing them with examples of how to include anti-discrimination practices within their own 

classrooms. There is nothing in the literature to suggest that we are adequately preparing culturally 

responsive teachers at present in Ireland. Unfortunately, in neoliberal institutions such as universities, 

little attention is being paid to the area of social justice (Lynch, 2015). Internationally, research has 

suggested that one off workshops are often ineffective and reifying (Nieto, 2000; Villegas, 2007) 

because they fail to allow students to experience all points on what Nieto (2000) calls ‘a 

transformative journey’. According to Nieto (2000), effective diversity pedagogy must provide 

students with experiences that allow them to face and accept their own identity. When a teacher feels 

like they have the capacity to do something well it gives them an increased sense of efficacy 

(Bandura, 1997) which in turn has been found to impact on their views about the inclusion of students 

from diverse backgrounds (Weisel and Dror, 2006). Teachers with a strong sense of efficacy have 

been found to take more risks in their pedagogical approaches (Dembo and Gibson, 1985). May and 

Sleeter (2010, p. 12) argued that teachers were “more likely to struggle with critical multiculturalism 

than with liberal multiculturalism” because they do not understand what critical multiculturalism 

looks like in practice.  

 

3.5 ‘Other’ Minority Ethnic Students’ Experiences of Schooling in Ireland  

3.5.1 Academic Experiences  

According to UNICEF (Report Card, 2018), Ireland scored second out of forty-one countries in 

reducing inequality between children. However, certain groups of students were found to be falling 

behind such as homeless, Traveller and immigrant students due to inadequate educational supports 

(ibid.). It has been argued that “the school ethos and curriculum” of Irish primary schools “do not 

adequately address the needs of children of minority faith backgrounds” (Fass, Darmody, and 

Sokolowska, 2016, p. 91). Indeed, schools have been found to differ in terms of how they cater for the 

needs of migrant students (Devine et al., 2013; Kitching, 2012). One of the main national support 

measures for migrant students is the provision of additional English-language tuition (Faas, 

Sokolowska and Darmody, 2015). While this support measure was reduced following the recession 
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(ibid.), it was estimated that between 4-6 percent of urban DEIS students were in receipt of EAL42 

support in 2016 (Kavanagh and Weir, 2018). Mother-tongue language teaching is not offered in 

schools to migrants (ibid.). There is a demand for proficiency in English only (Macedo and 

Bartolomé, 2014) and the Irish primary and post-primary schooling system enforces linguistic 

homogeneity (Darmody, Byrne and McGinnity 2014; Lynch et al., 2002). McDaid (2011, p. 19) 

acknowledges that catering for students that spoke English as an additional language “poses 

significant challenges for the Irish school system, one which was, itself, already, a dual language 

system, in that both Irish and English are compulsory subjects at primary and post-primary level”. He 

describes the current approach as “linguistic assimilation” and points out that there is “plenty of 

international evidence to refute this course of action” (ibid. p. 19). Studies have found several benefits 

to multilingualism such as for example, enhanced cognitive functions due to the fact that both 

languages are active in the brain (La Morgia, 2011). It has also been found that speaking more than 

one language can delay the onset of dementia in later life (Bialystok, 2009). McDaid (2011) points out 

how important it is for children to retain their first language and draws on the work of Wong Filmore 

(1991; 2000) to highlight the implications losing one’s mother tongue can have on family 

relationships. He argues that students should be encouraged to be multilingual rather than prevented 

from using their mother-tongue (ibid.). Bryan (2010, p. 263-4) gives a detailed description of the 

plight of two Congolese girls in a school who over the course of a year, had their native language 

“devalued” by teachers who suspected their parents were “welfare tourists” and saw them as a 

“burden”. EAL students are regarded as “peripheral and problematic” (Nowlan, 2008, p. 262) because 

“they challenge normative understandings of what it means to be Irish” (Devine, 2009, p. 530).  

 

While there is a lack of consistent data on the educational achievements for students from immigrant 

backgrounds (Darmody and Smyth, 2018), minority students are identified as having literacy 

difficulties due to their bilingual or multilingual identity (ibid.; Darmody, 2011). For example, 

research on Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) found that students who spoke a 

language other than English or Irish at home had significantly lower mean reading scores than pupils 

who spoke mostly English or Irish (Kavanagh and Weir, 2018). Analysing data from the PISA study 

and Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) study, Darmody et al. (2018) also found that students from 

immigrant backgrounds scored lower on literacy tests and attributed this to language of origin as 

opposed to immigrant status. They did not find an overall gap in maths at age 9 although African 

students scored slightly lower than their peers (ibid.). However, another study found that students who 

spoke an additional language at home outperformed students who spoke English/Irish at home in 

maths (Smyth, Mc Coy and Kingston, 2015). It has been suggested that this may reflect differences 

between immigrant and native-Irish groups and the different levels of parental education (Smyth et 

                                                           
42 English as an Additional Language (EAL) 
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al., 2015) as many students from immigrant backgrounds have been found to come from homes where 

either one or both parents has a high level of education, whereas, Traveller students and white 

working class students attending DEIS schools have been found to come from homes where their 

parents have low levels of education (Kavanagh and Weir, 2018). Research indicates that teachers 

often have lower expectations of non-white students and/or students in diverse, urban schools (Sleeter, 

2001). ‘The Pygmalion Effect’ (Babad, Inbar and Rosenthal, 1982), whereby teacher expectations can 

be directly linked to academic success, has been used to explain why minority ethnic students have 

not managed to gain the most of their school experiences (McKown and Weinstein, 2002; López, 

2017). Research has highlighted how members of the dominant group are positioned as more 

intelligent than their minority peers (Murray and Jackson, 1983). Studies have also found that in some 

cases, teachers tended to only interact with their minority ethnic students when disciplining them 

(Martinez, 2010). 

 

3.5.2 Socio-cultural Experiences  

Research has indicated that racism is prevalent in the lives of ethnic minority students within the Irish 

context at both primary and post-primary level (cf. Dunne, 2017; Kitching, O‘Brien, Long, Conway, 

Murphy and Hall, 2015; Bryan 2012; Kitching, 2011; Devine, 2005, 2009, 2011b; Devine, Kelly and 

MacNeela, 2008; Smyth, Darmody, McGinnity and Byrne, 2009; Smyth and McCoy, 2009). Smyth 

and McCoy (2009) found that many students did not report their experiences of racist bullying to a 

member of staff. Devine et al. (2008) contend that racially motivated name-calling is a tool used by 

some children to assert their status in schools. Devine’s (2009b) research on racism in Dublin schools 

notes that racism is recorded as bullying, and argues that schools are failing to engage on any real 

level with this issue. Some studies have suggested that racism gets worse as kids get older (Elton-

Chalcraft, 2009) and that it is worse with boys than it is with girls. This is incredibly worrying 

considering we live in a patriarchy where men predominate in every aspect of political and 

professional life as they have the power to act out their racist beliefs. Bryan (2012) argues that by 

playing down the prevalence of racism and racist incidents within schools, post-primary schools are 

more likely to reproduce racism than tackle it.  

 

What constitutes ‘Irishness’ has changed as many immigrants have Irish citizenship and have the right 

to define themselves as Irish (Ní Laoire, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009). However,  

Dunne (2017) found evidence of Black Minority Ethnic (BME) students having their identity 

questioned when in primary and post-primary school. Her participants “described how they were 

perceived and constructed as non-Irish during their primary and post-primary schooling experience 

despite being an Irish citizen and/or self-identifying as Irish” (Dunne, 2017, p. 6). The BME students 

reported feeling as if they were only accepted if they identified as ‘other’ and allowed teachers and 

students to identify them as being different (ibid.). For some of her participants, their skin colour and 
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EAL status led to them being excluded (ibid.). Other studies have found that migrant children have 

been attempting to prove their ‘Irishness’ (Devine, 2009) and that they have been playing down 

aspects of their migrant identities in order to fit in and be accepted as Irish by their teachers and their 

peers (Ní Laoire, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009). While some migrant students have been 

found to describe themselves as having dual identities, such as for example, Polish-Irish, others have 

felt pressured to position themselves as non-Irish (Ní Laoire et al., 2009). Bryan (2009) asserts that 

nationalistic discourse on what legitimises Irish and non-Irish racial identities limits the adoption of 

an intercultural approach to education. She reminds us that the state has historically denied the 

presence of difference in Ireland maintaining the myth that Ireland was a homogenous country despite 

the fact that this has never been the case (Bryan, 2008). In such a context, where the state has failed to 

deconstruct its narrow definition of Irishness, it is not surprising that minority students are being 

positioned as non-Irish by their peers (ibid.). Martinez’s (2010) study on Chicano students found that 

those that ‘played white’ (Derrington, 2007) performed better within the school environment. This is 

similar to what has been found in other studies (cf. Bhopal and Chapman, 2018) on minority ethnic 

students.  

 

Research suggests that while Irish students tended to express acceptance towards minority ethnic 

groups, this acceptance was superficial and surface in nature (Devine et al., 2008; Myers, 2003; 

Tomlinson, 2005; Tormey and Gleeson, 2012). Devine et al. (2008) found some superficial evidence 

of inter-ethnic mixing. However, they also found a notable lack of inter-ethnic mixing and evidence 

that inter-ethnic violence was a problem within some schools (ibid.). Devine et al. (2008) suggested 

that while racist name-calling and fighting was evident amongst students in Irish schools, more latent 

forms of racism were more prevalent. They warned that “what teachers may see taking place in the 

yard or school classroom is often the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of the incidence of racism in children’s lives” 

(Devine et al., 2008, p. 370) as inter-ethnic conflict is a symptom of something much larger at play at 

the macro level (Devine, 2003). Inter-ethnic conflict is one the many by-products of living in a 

racialized society (Varma-Joshi, Baker, and Tanaka 2004). One reason for inter-ethnic conflict relates 

to how students are segregated within the school system (Devine et al., 2008). Minority groups in 

segregated settings are often pitted against each other and feel they need to compete for resources 

(Vigil, 1988) which can lead to tension among competing groups. Devine et al. (2008) found that in 

schools where meaningful opportunities were created for students to mix, students from different 

backgrounds had better relationships with each ‘other’. Ní Laoire et al. (2009) found that migrant 

families and their children are made responsible for ‘belonging’. Devine (2013, p. 288) points out that 

in cases “where ‘belonging’ does not occur, this is attributed to ‘deficits’ within the immigrant 

community itself”. Dunne (2017) also found that not being able to identify as Irish led some of her 

student participants to develop an identity crisis. 
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Research has found that minority students perceive their teachers to give preferential treatment to 

white settled Irish students (Gilligan, Curry, McGrath, Murphy, Ní Raghallaigh, Rogers, Scholtz and 

Quinn, 2010). They have described their teachers as insensitive and have expressed that they sought, 

but did not find, “greater understanding from their teachers in terms of resisting and subverting the 

racism they experienced from their peers” (Dunne, 2017, p. 91). Devine (2005) found that Irish 

teachers positioned migrant students as ‘other’ by drawing on exoticised discourse and cultural 

stereotypes that reinforced their position as being outside of the ‘norm’. She also found that they did 

not perceive racism as an issue within their schools (ibid.). In response to being positioned as ‘other’ 

by their teachers, Devine (2005) contends that migrant students were attempting to assimilate 

themselves by embodying and mimicking the mannerism of the dominant group.  

 

3.6 Travellers’ Schooling Experiences 

3.6.1 Understanding Poor Participation in Education 

There has been little research within the Irish context that looks at Travellers’ experiences of 

education. The research that does exist tends to be quantitative. The Teach Report (cf. Hourigan and 

Campbell, 2010) is the most notable qualitative study that takes into account the experiences of 

Travellers but it focuses on adult Travellers and their past experiences as opposed to the experiences 

of post-primary school pupils. In the UK, there has been significantly more research carried out on the 

experiences of Travellers in education. However, it is unclear if the research findings relate to Irish 

Travellers43, and therefore, it is hard to get a clear picture regarding the educational experiences of 

Irish Travellers.  

 

In both the Irish and UK contexts, early school leaving remains a problem that impacts greatly on 

Travellers. Within Ireland the difference in the level of education completed between Travellers and 

the settled community is quite stark (Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017). According to a study 

conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), only 13 percent of Traveller 

children complete their post-primary school education in comparison with 92 percent of the general 

population (Watson, et al., 2017). Poor retention at post-primary level means that very few Travellers 

progress to higher education. The number of Irish Travellers who completed higher education in 2011 

was 115, or one percent of the Traveller population, compared to 30 percent of the greater population 

excluding Travellers. This figure has since grown to 167 (CSO, 2017). However, the number remains 

staggeringly low with less than 1 percent of the Traveller community having a third level qualification 

                                                           
43 Research in the UK tends to focus on Gypsies, Roma and Travellers (GRT). The latter group comprises Fairground 

Travellers and New Age Travellers, many of whom are members of the dominant ethnic group. It could be argued that the 

latter group in particular have appropriated aspects of GRT culture, such as, for example, nomadism and a preference for 

simple living. Bhopal (2004, p. 63) has acknowledged that such an approach is problematic, nevertheless, it is an approach 

that persists and one which we have seen being adopted in Ireland in the last decade (Kenny and Binchy, 2009) against the 

wishes of many Irish Travellers.  
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(Watson et al., 2017). In the UK, GRT students have been identified as “the group most deprived of 

formal education in the country” (Kiddle, 2000, p. 265). While poor school attendance is an issue 

within the UK (Myers, 2012), Bhopal and Myers (2009) point out that there have been notable 

increases in the participation of GRT students since the 1960s. Nevertheless, progression remains 

poor. Bhopal (2011) argues that this trend of poor participation in education needs to be understood 

within the context of the long history of racism and the subsequent marginalisation experienced by 

Travellers in society and within the context of how they are portrayed in the media and in wider 

public and policy discourses. 

 

There has been much speculation as to why Travellers tend to leave school early and many 

researchers have put forward different suggestions. The reasons provided in the literature are usually 

framed as ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors (Bhopal, Jones and Owen, 2000; Bhopal and Myers, 2008; 

Derrington, 2007; Derrington and Kendall, 2004). ‘Push’ factors identified in the literature include 

being subjected to racism and racially motivated bullying from both students and teachers; the 

irrelevance of the curriculum; low teacher expectations; and exclusion (O’Hanlon and Holmes, 2004; 

Derrington et al., 2004; Derrington, 2007; Bhopal and Myers, 2008; 2016; Bhopal, 2004, 2011). The 

‘pull’ factors identified usually include reference to ‘cultural norms’ and expectations such as the 

tendency to marry young and the lure of the Traveller economy44 (Derrington, 2007; Bhopal and 

Myers, 2016). Nomadism has also been identified as one of the key reasons for poor attendance and 

low achievement levels (Forkam, 2004; Bhopal and Myers, 2008; Cudworth, 2018). As Bhopal (2004) 

points out, the reasons for poor participation in school are complex and vary from family to family. 

While some of the reasons Travellers leave school early may be linked to ‘pull’ factors, evidence 

suggests that early school leaving is more likely largely due to ‘push’ factors. However, attempts to 

explain poor participation often focus too much on ‘pull’ factors and play down the significance and 

impact of external factors “such as exposure to racist bullying, social disengagement, educational 

policy and low teacher expectations” (Derrington, 2007, p. 360; Derrington and Kendall, 2004). In 

Derrington and Kendall’s (2004) longitudinal study of forty-four GRT post-primary school students, 

over a third of the student participants correctly predicted that they would have left the school system 

by the age of 14. Their parents expressed a similar expectation (ibid.). In follow up interviews, 

students cited a number of reasons for leaving school including racist bullying, isolation, poor 

relationships with their teachers and peers, low teacher expectations and an overall lack of support 

(Derrington, 2007). 

 

                                                           
44 The ‘Traveller economy’ refers to the traditional economic activities that Travellers engage in, which “is ‘outside’ 

dominant or ‘mainstream’ economic activity that is based on sedentary modes of production” (Donohue, McVeigh and 

Ward, 2005, p. 13). 
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3.6.2 Experiencing Racism in School 

In the UK, the persistence of racism and bullying faced by GRT students is a recurring theme in the 

literature (Jordan, 2001; Lloyd and McCluskey, 2008; Cemlyn et al. 2009; Myers, McGhee, and 

Bhopal, 2010; Bhopal, 2011; Deuchar and Bhopal, 2013; D’Arcy, 2014) with harassment and name-

calling cited as forming much of the daily experience of GRT students (Jordan, 2001b). In Deuchar 

and Bhopal’s (2013) study of GRT parents, all reported that their children had been called 'gypo' 

irrespective of their ethnic status or origin. Over three-quarters of the forty-four GRT student 

participants in Derrington’s study said that they had been subjected to racist bullying including name-

calling (Derrington, 2007). Similarly, Power’s (2004) study on Irish Travellers in the UK found that 

bullying and verbal abuse were among the main issues facing Traveller pupils in schools. Another 

study conducted by Derrington and Kendall (2008) revealed a high incidence of medical absences but 

further analysis found that many of these absences were retrospectively linked to disclosures about 

bullying and racism. More than a third of the students believed that certain teachers held racist 

attitudes towards them (ibid.). In almost two-thirds of cases students did not report racist bullying or 

harassment to teachers (ibid.). This culture of non-disclosure is similar to what other studies into 

racial bullying have found (Smith, Shu and Madsen, 2001).).  

 

In Ireland, studies have found that negative attitudes toward minority ethnic groups are prevalent 

among the Irish public, and that they are especially prevalent towards Travellers (Tormey and 

Gleeson, 2012; Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Devine, 2005). For example, Tormey and Gleeson’s (2012) 

study found that 42 percent of the 4,970 post-primary school students that took part in their study 

reported high or very high levels of social distancing from Travellers. This is similar to a study carried 

out by Lynch and Lodge (2002) which found that three-quarters of the post-primary school students 

participating in their study believed that Travellers would not fit in to their school. Kavanagh (2013) 

points out that teachers often fail to recognise the inherent racism in non-Traveller parents asking 

teachers to move their children away from Traveller children. Under the National Traveller and Roma 

Integration Strategy (NTRIS, 2017), a study examining whether Travellers and Roma experience 

bullying is currently being carried out by The National Anti-Bullying Research and Resource Centre 

(ABC), a research centre located in DCU Institute of Education. Bhopal (2011) contends that societal 

racism towards GRT communities needs to be addressed in order to make schools feel like safe 

spaces. Holmes (2009) argues that in order for Traveller families to receive acceptance within 

education, they firstly need to be accepted into wider society. 

 

Research has found that teachers often do not believe GRT students when they report racist incidents 

or bullying (Lloyd and Stead 2001). However, in Ireland, teachers and principals have noted that 

bullying towards Travellers was prevalent within schools (TUI Surveys 2009, 2010). In a study 

conducted by Hamilton, Bloomer and Potter (2012), many Traveller parents and children clearly 



56 
 

recounted incidents where they experienced racism and were discriminated against in the education 

system purely on the grounds of being a Traveller. While the majority of Traveller participants stated 

that they had experienced racist bullying within school and the wider community, one board 

representative who was interviewed felt that Traveller families sometimes blamed everything on 

racism (ibid.). Jordan (2001) also suggests that some Traveller parents use bullying as an excuse in 

order to justify not sending their children to school. However, there is ample evidence that the 

anxieties that Traveller parents have are not unfounded and may, therefore, be an appropriate reason 

for not sending their children to school (Bhopal, 2010; Derrington, 2007; Cambridgeshire Travellers 

Review, 2003; Save the Children, 2001). According to Lloyd and Mc Cluskey (2008, p. 366) well-

founded fears of bullying and assault in school mean that many Travellers may “wish, but still do not 

feel able, to participate fully in state education, particularly at post-primary school level”.  

 

Bhopal (2011, p. 315) contends that “racism experienced by White Gypsy and Traveller groups is 

understood differently to that experienced by non-White minority ethnic groups” and therefore it is 

often not taken seriously. She highlights how teachers fail to understand racism beyond the white and 

black binary (ibid.). This is not a problem confined to schools as there is a lot of confusion in society 

more generally regarding how the experience of racism applies to Travellers. In many cases this stems 

from people’s ignorance regarding the existence of ethnic groups and a lack of understanding 

regarding ‘race’ theory and how it has evolved over time (Thompson and Neville, 1999; Kitching, 

2013). When teachers do not view the experience of Traveller students through the lens of racism they 

often label them unfairly and dismiss their experiences (Bhopal, 2011; O’Hanlon and Holmes, 2004; 

Lloyd and Stead, 2001). Bhopal (2011, p. 322) explores the views of GRT parents, post-primary 

school GRT students and members of the Traveller Education Service (TES) and reported that both 

Traveller students and their parents felt that it was “an injustice when racism [against them] was not 

taken seriously”. Deuchar and Bhopal (2013) argue that Travellers are denied the same citizenship 

rights as other students in the school community when their experiences of racism are not taken 

seriously. They found that teachers often reinforced their status as ‘outsiders’ through their reluctance 

to address racist incidents (ibid.: Bhopal, 2011; Bhopal and Myers, 2008). Deuchar et al. (2013) 

pointed out how despite the political rhetoric of social and cultural inclusion, GRT students often felt 

that their experiences were not understood or dealt with appropriately by their teachers. Racist 

bullying and the lack of appropriate responses by schools has been found to contribute to the poor 

attendance of Traveller students (Lloyd and Stead, 2001; Tyler; Deuchar et al., 2013). 

 

3.6.3 Absence of Travellers in the Curriculum  

An inclusive curriculum that values minority groups and fosters positive attitudes towards them is 

considered important within the research literature (Bhopal and Myers, 2008). However, school 

textbooks typically tend to present the perspectives of the dominant group (Grace, 2008; Hoo Kong, 
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1996) with minority groups being rendered practically invisible within the school curriculum (Winks, 

1971; Hale-Benson, 1986; BLAC Report on Education, 1994). This “sin of omission” (Willis, 1995, 

p. 34) leads to some histories being ignored (Giroux, 1986). Textbooks are a notable feature of Irish 

schools (Smyth et al., 2009) and have the capacity to exercise significant influence on ‘what’ 

knowledge and ‘whose’ knowledge is taught in schools (Devine, 2011b; Bryan, 2012). Exclusion 

from the curriculum has the potential to “psychologically” cripple (BLAC Report on Education, 1994, 

p. 40) Traveller learners which in turn affects their engagement with school.  

 

The irrelevance of the school curriculum has been found to be a barrier to progression for GRT 

students (O’Hanlon and Holmes, 2004; Bhopal and Myers, 2008; Derrington et al., 2004). Deuchar 

and Bhopal (2013) suggest that teachers lack the ability to understand the complexity of Traveller 

culture and identity and are unwilling to let Traveller students highlight their culture in class thereby 

denying them opportunities to feel like they belong. This is similar to what has been found in other 

studies (cf. Bhopal, 2011; Lloyd and McCluskey, 2008; Myers, 2006; Myers and Bhopal, 2009; 

Claire, 2001; Osler, 2005; Deuchar 2007). Every system of education reflects in detail the values, 

assumptions and social relationships of the dominant group (Robinson, 2017). These ‘one size fits all’ 

systems often have negative effects on the educational outcomes of minority group. Bhopal (2011) 

suggests that school curriculum is not inclusive and argues that if it was it would foster an ethos of 

understanding and respect. Studies carried out in the UK found that Travellers viewed the system as 

inappropriate to them and felt that their culture was largely invisible within the school system and was 

not celebrated, or even alluded to, in a positive way (Derrington, 2007; Levison, 2007). It is argued 

that in order to provide the best educational experiences for all children, their ethnic and cultural 

differences must be valued. Like all children, Traveller children should be educated in such a way as 

to ensure that “they receive an education for life that allows their identity to be developed, celebrated 

and resourced” (Mc Donagh, 2000, p. 4). In Ireland, while the guidelines on Traveller education 

indicate that schools should promote an intercultural approach that validates Traveller culture within 

the curriculum (DES, 2002), the guidelines are contradictory as they do not recognise Traveller 

ethnicity, and therefore do not respect Traveller culture. Many Traveller parents have concerns about 

educational provision and feel that in order to encourage more engagement in mainstream schooling 

amongst the Traveller community, there must be links within the curriculum to their own culture 

(Holmes, 2009). In contrast, Hamilton et al. (2012) found that many parents did not challenge the 

attitude of education not being relevant and accepted this as the norm.  

 

As Acton (2004) points out, progress in education for Travellers will not happen until schools operate 

in a respectful and welcoming way and views them as having a culture that is considered worth 

mentioning in the curriculum so that all learners, and not just Traveller learners, can develop a more 
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accurate sense of the community. However, Hourigan and Campbell’s (2010) research suggests that 

Traveller students felt isolated and humiliated when teachers tried to highlight their culture in class. 

The research does not tell us how exactly their teachers were highlighting Traveller culture. Kavanagh 

(2013, p. 203) found that teachers believed Travellers would feel as if “they would be laughed at” in 

class if they were to explore aspects of Traveller culture.  

 

In July 2018, Senator Colette Kelleher introduced the concept of a Traveller Culture and History in 

Education Bill in the Seanad. This Bill provided for the teaching of Traveller culture and history in 

the curriculum in recognised state schools and called for an amendment to be made to the existing 

Education Act 1998 in order to reflect this. In October, 2018, section 945 and section 3046 of the 

Education Act 1998 was amended by the Minister for Education. It was felt by the Minister that the 

Bill could be problematic if passed as it stood because the legislation created an unintended situation 

“whereby the only subject area prescribed under the Bill would be Traveller history and culture 

granting it a different status to all other subjects, including Irish, English and Maths” (Seanad 

Debates, 2019) thus a further amendment was suggested in order to avoid any such problems arising. 

It was proposed that the Traveller Culture and History Bill would be more appropriately located 

within an existing section of the Education Act, 1998. Section 9 of the Education Act 1998 was thus 

amended again in October 2019 by the insertion of “including a knowledge and understanding of the 

culture and history of the Traveller community (within the meaning of section 2 of the Equal Status 

Act 2000),” after “other cultural matters”. Senator Kelleher expressed her disappointment at the 

amendment stating that she felt it was a dilution of the provisions made by the previous amendment 

(O’ Halloran, 2019). Nevertheless, the proposed amendments were accepted by the Seanad on 

October 17th, 2019 and the bill is set to go forward to the second stage in the Dáil where TDs will vote 

on it.  

 

3.6.4 Teachers’ Attitudes and Expectations  

Bloomer, Hamilton and Potter (2013) reported that Traveller parents were fearful of their children 

being treated unfairly by teachers while in school. Research suggests that many teachers have low 

expectations of Traveller students and hold stereotypical attitudes towards them and their families 

(Lloyd and McCluskey 2008; Bhopal, 2011). Bhopal (2011) found that some teachers framed 

Traveller culture as disruptive and abnormal. Other studies have also found that teachers view 

Traveller students as unruly and disruptive with little to no respect for authority in the classroom 

                                                           
45 The Education Act 1998 is amended in section 9 by the insertion of the following after paragraph (m): “(n) promote and 

teach Traveller culture and history.” 
46 The Education Act 1998 is amended in section 30 by the insertion of the following after subsection (4): “(5) The Minister 

shall prescribe that Traveller culture and history is taught in recognised schools and, in so doing, shall prescribe the content 

of the syllabus to be taught in that regard in recognised schools. The Minister may consult with anybody or bodies for this 

purpose.” 



59 
 

(Lloyd and Stead, 2001; Levinson, 2005). GRT students are criticised by their teachers for 

questioning authority within the classroom (Levinson, 2005; Bhopal, 2011). Valdes (1996) highlights 

how cultural differences may result in teachers misunderstanding the minority students that they 

teach. Bhopal (2011) asserts that Traveller education will not improve if teacher attitudes do not 

become more affirmative. Such attitudes and beliefs are problematic as they lead to lowered teacher 

expectations (White, 2014). Lower teacher expectations are often internalised by children, which in 

turn have a negative impact on how a child engages with the educational process (Mc Gillicuddy and 

Devine, 2018; Zirkel, 2005; Lynn and Parker, 2006). Studies warn against assigning labels to children 

as they can lead to stereotypes and can be internalised by a student resulting in lowered expectations 

with implications for school engagement and motivation (McCoy and Banks, 2012). Derrington and 

Kendall (2008) note that while Traveller parents wanted their children to receive an education, they 

tended to have low expectations for their children. 

 

3.6.5 Exclusion  

Research highlights that Travellers face difficulty when attempting to send their children to certain 

mainstream schools. In Ireland, admissions policies often serve to exclude Travellers (Lodge and 

Lynch, 2004). In the UK, admissions criteria for entry to post-primary level can be based on primary 

school attendance (Lundy, 2001), which results in some Traveller children being denied access to 

post-primary schools. Bhopal et al. (2000) indicated that some schools are reluctant to admit students 

that they perceive to be ‘disruptive and aggressive’ because they may affect the schools’ scores and 

position in league tables. Bhopal (2011) also asserts that schools are reluctant to admit Traveller 

students because they feel their presence will negatively impact on the reputation of the school. 

Levinson (2007) draws attention to the fact some parents go as far as boycotting schools that admit 

Traveller students. In Ireland, such overt racism was also expressed when parents boycotted a small 

rural primary school in County Galway when Travellers students were admitted. The boycott resulted 

in the school subsequently being closed down because it did not have enough students enrolled to 

keep it open (Siggins, 2002).  

 

3.6.6 Cultural Barriers 

Travellers’ reluctance to participate in education is often perceived as a salient feature of Traveller 

culture (Bhopal, 2004, 2011). While there is little research within the Irish context that examines 

teachers’ attitudes towards and beliefs about Travellers in education the recent report on Youthreach 

Centres provides us with some insight into the ways in which teachers view Travellers and tend to 

blame Traveller culture for their poor engagement in the programme (Smyth, Banks, O’Sullivan, 

McCoy, Redmond and McGuinness, 2019). Adopting a cultural deficit lens, Youthreach staff tend to 

blame Traveller families for holding their children back (ibid.). In the literature,  it is assumed that 

GRT families follow “gender-centric roles” (Bhopal and Myers, 2016) and that sons leave school 
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early in order to work in the Traveller economy while girls leave in order to help their mothers with 

domestic chores (Levinson, 2007; Cemlyn et al., 2009) or because they are getting married (Smyth et 

al., 2019). However, in many Traveller families, my own included, gender centric roles are not so 

well defined and young women are also prepared to take up economic activity within the family. 

Often the literature reflects the beliefs of the dominant group and the narrows lens through which they 

understand and view the Traveller community. Using the tendency to marry young to explain why 

Traveller girls tend to leave school early does not explain why they have poor literacy and numeracy 

when they progress from primary to post-primary school and when they eventually leave the school 

system.  

 

Research has suggested that early school leaving and poor participation amongst Travellers can be 

explained by their desire to remain separated from the dominant group (Stewart, 1997). Ivatts (1998) 

argued that GRT students feel that if they get too close to the non-Traveller community that their own 

cultural identity will be eroded. While Gypsy and Traveller parents have highlighted that they are 

fearful of sending their children to school because they feel school has the potential to erode their 

culture and heritage (Cudworth, 2018; Hamilton, 2016; Levinson, 2007), it could be argued that if 

schools provided their children with an inclusive education that valued their culture and history and 

was a safe space free from bullying and racism such fears could be eliminated. Naturally, if parents 

fear for their children’s safety they will not send them to school (Bhopal, 2011). While Travellers 

have mixed views of their educational experience, some would agree with the dominant view that 

Traveller culture, as opposed to the educational system, is to blame for their low educational 

achievement (Reynolds, Mc Cartan and Knipe, 2003). Because of their continued marginalisation, 

many Travellers are still not politicized and have internalised the views of the majority population and 

therefore have accepted its ‘conventional wisdom’ regarding such matters as the truth. Low self-

esteem amongst Travellers was cited as one of the main barriers to progression in education in 

Hourigan and Campbell’s (2010) study. A lack of literacy and numeracy skills contributed to lowered 

self-esteem because it resulted “in their inability to engage with basic everyday activities, causing 

them to be reliant on others” (Hourigan and Campbell, 2010, p. 63). 

 

3.6.7 Parental Involvement and Valuing of Education  

Travellers are often viewed by members of the dominant group as a group that do not value education 

and who are not interested in receiving an education because it is not part of their culture (Hamilton et 

al., 2012). In fact, the reasons they may not engage are much more complex (Bhopal, 2004). Bhopal 

(2004) found that Traveller parents were often very receptive to their children’s education. Myers, Mc 

Ghee and Bhopal (2010) found that many parents felt that schooling had a greater place in their 

children’s lives than would have been the case a generation ago. This is similar to Clark’s (1998) 

conclusions. While many Traveller parents interviewed in Derrington and Kendall’s study (2004) 
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demonstrated high aspirations for their children, they tended to prioritise vocational skills and saw 

“the achievement of a functional level of literacy and numeracy as the determining factor of a ‘good’ 

education” (Derrington, 2007, p. 359). This reflects perhaps the low expectations that Travellers 

parents have internalised for themselves and the transgenerational impact of negative school 

experiences. Poor levels of parental education have long been associated with poorer educational 

outcomes for young people (Curtis and McMillan, 2008; Dale, 2010; Traag and van der Velden, 

2011).  

 

Evidence consistently points to the need for schools to build better relationships between Traveller 

parents and the school (Bhopal, Gundara, Jones and Owens, 2000). Bhopal and Myers (2009) and 

others (cf. Derrington, 2005; DfES, 2006) assert that trust is a significant issue for Travellers in 

education, as many Traveller parents experienced negativity in their own schooling. Therefore they 

see post-primary school as a dangerous place where their children are exposed to racist bullying and 

feel they would not be fulfilling their parental duties by exposing their children to such situations (O’ 

Hanlon and Holmes, 2004). As Derrington (2007) points out, the very act of sending Traveller 

children to post-primary school could be perceived within the community as “a dereliction of parental 

duty” (O’ Hanlon and Holmes, 2004, p. 29 as cited in Derrington, p. 260). Research on low-income or 

unemployed parents has shown that they are likely to have found their own school experiences 

unrewarding and as a result they tend to lack the confidence required to engage with schools (Drudy 

and Lynch, 1993; Doyle and Keane, 2018). It is not that they are not interested in their 

child’s/children’s education but that they do not have the skills or knowledge required to engage with 

schools. Doyle and Keane’s (2018, p. 12) study of parents’ perspectives of early school leaving found 

that parents felt constrained by unsupportive systems and their “human need to prioritise surviving 

everyday life in their challenging world” which they described as chaotic at times. While the parents 

valued education and understood the negative impact of not having an education, they felt that 

teachers had low expectations of their children and were unsupportive and disrespectful towards them 

because of their backgrounds and where they lived (ibid.). Drawing on the work of Maslow (1943), 

Doyle and Keane (2018) remind us how important it is to have one’s basic needs met before one can 

engage in the process of self-actualisation.  

  

3.6.8 Managing School Experiences  

Bhopal (2011) found that GRT students stuck up for each other when other students picked on them. 

They also tended to hang around with each other because they felt safe and secure amongst their own 

group members (ibid.). She explained that this mechanism was interpreted by teachers as a “mob 

mentality” (Bhopal, 2011, p. 320). According to Derrington (2007, p. 357), Traveller students rely “on 

maladaptive coping strategies to deal with psychosocial stress associated with cultural dissonance and 

social exclusion”. In Derrington’s (2007) study, the maladaptive coping strategies students employed 
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were fight (physical and verbal retaliation), flight (leaving school) and ‘playing white’ (hiding 

identity). ‘Playing white’ (Derrington and Kendall, 2004; Derrington, 2007) or wearing ‘white masks’ 

(Helms, 1995) is a fairly common tactic employed by children from minority groups in order to deal 

with the impact of racism. As Derrington (2007) points out, this tactic is often more accessible to 

Travellers than other minority ethnic groups who may have more distinct physical features. However, 

in many cases identity markers such as accent and surname rule out the use of this tactic for 

Travellers. While the adoption of this strategy was the least common one employed by participants in 

the study conducted by Derrington and Kendall (2004), half of the students who did use it completed 

post-primary education which suggests that this coping strategy may have worked for them 

(Derrington, 2007). It is a strategy, however, that depends on denial and repression and has the 

potential to seriously harm a child’s psychological well-being (Tajfel, 1978 cited in Derrington, 2007) 

so it is not one that should be advocated. Many Travellers are forced to conceal their identity in order 

to successfully gain employment or access to goods and services and they often report feelings of 

guilt, shame and anger at being forced to take such drastic actions.  

 

Ladson-Billings (2001) explains that minority ethnic group members who develop bicultural 

adjustment skills tend to adjust better in school. Tierney (1993) describes biculturalism as equipping 

children with ‘cultural savvy’ to cope better in school whilst maintaining pride in their own cultural 

roots and traditions (as cited in Derrington, 2007). Traveller parents who model and encourage their 

children to cultivate bicultural adjustment can help to minimise social isolation in school and lessen 

the effects and tensions of cultural dissonance. Biculturalism has also been correlated with 

psychological adjustment and well-being in Hispanic students (Szapocznik, Kurtines, and Fernandez, 

1980) and in their study of American Indian students’ experiences in mainstream schools, Whitbeck, 

Hoyt, Stubbon, and LaFromboise (2001) found that bicultural students developed stable social 

networks in both cultures and achieved higher levels of academic success. The American Indian 

students who had most difficulty adjusting were those whose parents and community members 

reacted with greater anxiety to change and who resisted mainstream influences. Schonpflug’s (2001) 

study of Turkish adolescents in German secondary schools found that bicultural students displayed 

higher levels of sociability than students that had either very strong or very weak links with their own 

culture or the dominant culture.  

 

3.7 Conclusion  

This chapter presented the key themes from the literature, examining the composition of the teaching 

population and providing an overview of teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with diversity. 

This chapter also outlined the various approaches adopted by teachers when dealing with diversity 

and engaging with intercultural issues in their own classroom practices. Additionally, the literature 

regarding the academic and socio-cultural experiences of non-Traveller minority ethnic students was 
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examined. Finally, this chapter outlined the schooling experiences of Travellers in Ireland and in the 

UK and highlighted that there are complex reasons impacting on their progression through education.  

 

The next chapter discusses the particular methodology employed in this study and positions the study 

by making my theoretical orientations, conceptual framework and the assumptions behind my analysis 

explicit.  
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Chapter Four: Theoretical Considerations Underpinning the Study’s Research Design 

 

Whatever the shortcomings of the work of the critical theorists, they were right, in my view, 

to emphasise the enduring significance of domination in the modern world; they were right to 

stress that individuals are self-reflective agents who can deepen their understanding of 

themselves and others and who can, on the basis of this understanding, act to change the 

conditions of their lives; and they were right to regard the critical analysis of ideology as one 

phase in the dynamic relation between domination and action, between the establishment and 

reproduction of forms of domination, on the one hand, and the process of critical self-

reflection which may enable individuals to challenge these forms, on the other (Thompson, 

1990, p. 330 as cited in Brandi, 2013, p. 109). 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the methodology employed in this study and situates the study in terms of its 

philosophical underpinnings, paradigmatic concerns and theoretical orientations. As already stated, 

this research is an in-depth case study which explores the complex issues that impact upon the 

educational experiences and outcomes of Travellers in post-primary education in Ireland. It also 

examines teaching and school practices that may affect the educational opportunities of Traveller 

students, and provides an analysis of how the discourse on intercultural education is being understood 

and implemented at the local level with regard to Travellers. Taking into account the complex and 

non-static relationship that exists between social and educational structures and human agency, I 

locate my theoretical position within the critical tradition as I believe that the intercultural approach to 

education must be critically understood and practised if it is to realise its transformative potential. 

This particular view is informed by the literature but also by my own beliefs and philosophical 

assumptions. Creswell (2014) explains that the researcher’s beliefs about the nature of reality and 

their beliefs about how knowledge is gained is a pivotal concern in the early stages of any research as 

this influences the project’s methodologies.  

 

There are five sections in this chapter. The second section discusses the ontological and 

epistemological positions adopted. Section three relates to paradigms and locates the study within the 

relevant one. In section four, critical theory is discussed while in section five a detailed description of 

how it informed this research is provided.  

 

4.2 Ontology and Epistemology  

The issue of how the social world can be studied raises a number of philosophical questions. While 

some of these questions relate to ontology, others relate to epistemology. Despite the coexistence of 

different approaches within critical research, they are rooted in common ontological and 

epistemological grounds (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999). Ontology refers to the assumptions we 
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make about “the nature of reality and the nature of things (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2011, p. 3). 

The ontological position a researcher adopts informs the way they conduct research and dictates their 

methodological position as well as the methods they employ. For example, an objectivist researcher 

(who believes that an objective reality exists) will adopt a neutral stance  and employ quantitative 

methods associated with positivism whereas a subjectivist researcher (who believes that reality is 

subjective) will be aligned with anti-positivism and believe that natural scientific methods are 

unsuitable (ibid.), opting instead for qualitative research methods. As our ontological perceptions 

inform our ways of thinking and knowing, it is important to be explicit about the underlying 

assumptions informing research so that the reader can recognize how these assumptions relate to the 

researcher’s chosen methodology and methods, and to the findings presented.  

 

Epistemology refers to the way that knowledge is constructed, acquired, defined and communicated to 

others (Cohen et al., 2011). An objectivist researcher views knowledge as something which is 

objective and tangible and will therefore adopt an observers’ role and align themselves with natural 

scientific methods (Cohen et al., 2011). A subjectivist researcher tends to view knowledge as 

something which is socially constructed and ‘value laden’ (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). A 

subjectivist researcher understands that our perceptions of reality are shaped by dominant discourses 

and ideologies and therefore they reject natural scientific methods (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Epistemologically, this research adopts an anti-positivist subjectivist approach. It operates from the 

perspective that knowledge can be, what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) refer to as, ‘rhizomatic’ as 

opposed to the traditional hierarchical understanding of knowledge. To think with the rhizome is to 

accept that there are many ways to approach a thought or a question as everything can have multiple 

and interrelated meanings (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987). 

 

4.3 Paradigms 

The underlying assumption of the positivist paradigm is that science provides us with a clear 

understanding of knowledge. Positivists believe that human behaviour can be studied, analysed and 

understood empirically in the same way as the natural or physical world (Cohen et al., 2011). Without 

intent, traditional positivist research can operate as a form of colonialism whereby the lives of the 

researched continue to be told by ‘experts’ that speak on their behalves (Lynch and Crean, 2018). The 

positivist paradigm is not ideal for the study of human behaviour because human nature and behaviour 

is not tangible and cannot be understood in the same way as the physical or natural world (Cohen et 

al., 2011). This study is therefore situated in the anti-positivist paradigm. In line with anti-positivist 

ideals it can be located between the transformative critical paradigm and the interpretivist paradigm.  
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The transformative critical paradigm is a relatively new paradigm, which emerged during the 1980s 

and 1990s because much of the existing sociological theory was developed from the white, able-

bodied, privileged male perspective (Mertens, 2014). In alignment with the transformative paradigm, 

in Chapter Two I described the contextual and historical factors that related to the oppression (ibid.) 

of Irish Travellers. While this research draws from the principles of the transformative paradigm and 

ultimately I am concerned with bringing about change (McLaren, 1998) for Travellers in education, 

this study did not aim to carry out an intervention. Unlike the transformative paradigm, which aims to 

bring about change through research by employing action research this is not what my study set out to 

do, although it may eventually contribute to change.  

 

The transformative critical paradigm intersects to a great extent with the interpretivist/constructivist 

paradigm. Hammond (2013, p. 614) argues that we should not seek to “establish an exclusive or rigid 

framework”. While both of these paradigms are compatible and well-aligned, since they seek to better 

understand the social world, the interpretivist/constructivist approach has been criticised for not 

adequately addressing issues of social justice (Creswell, 2003). The interpretivist/constructivist 

paradigm aims to understand the world of human experience deeply whereas the transformative 

paradigm aims to bring about change and seeks to transform “the lives of the participants, the 

institutions in which people work or live, and the researcher’s life” (Creswell, 2003, p. 9).  

 

This research draws on postmodernism and poststructural perspectives. Postmodernism developed as 

a reaction to modernist theory and its emphasis on the existence of an objective truth (Clarke, 20015). 

Poststructuralists understand that there are many interpretations of reality and argue that the 

production of knowledge is always subjective as there is no such thing as an objective value-free 

researcher (Viveiros de Castro, 2015). Critical theorists have engaged with postmodernism, 

assimilating some of its insights with regard to its epistemological relativism and concerns with 

difference (Calhoun, 1995; Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999). Postmodernists view identity as non-

essentialist. They present identity as complex, unstable and fluid in nature and warn against the 

dangers of ascribing fixed identities to people and/or groups (Bauman, 2004). This critical focus on 

the complex and ever-changing nature of identity is relevant for the subject of my study, as Traveller 

identity is often essentialised and presented as fixed by the settled community, but also by Travellers 

themselves. Poststructuralism was appropriate in this research as it blended the interpretations of the 

student participants from the different groups - Traveller student participants (TSPs), non-Traveller 

minority student participants (MSPs), white Irish settled participants (WISPs) -  and the staff 

participants (teachers and principals) who have diverse views and beliefs and non-static fluid 

identities (Bhabha, 1998).  
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4.4 Critical Theory  

While the main conceptual and theoretical framework of this study is Critical Race Theory (CRT), it 

can be more generally situated in a wider context of CT. Critical Feminist Theory (CFT) and Critical 

Multicultural Theory (CMT) also fall under the umbrella of CT. I will discuss each of these theories 

below and explain how they have influenced my research design and the methods employed to 

conduct this study. While this study draws from CFT and CMT, my study is primarily located within 

the critical position of CRT. 

 

To be critical refers to the articulation of “an explicit position of scholarly dissent in relationships of 

societal dominance and inequality” (Van Dijk, 1998, p. 11). While CT is located within the neo-

Marxist tradition, it draws elements from the field of psychoanalysis (Marshall, 1998). CT is an 

approach to research that aims to improve practice through a process of on-going reflection and 

dialogue (Carr, 1987). Like Marxism, CT acknowledges that human actions may be socially 

determined (ibid.). CT starts from the premise that there is no one way of being or seeing the world 

and proceeds to suggest alternative ways of being and doing things (Calhoun, 1995). It has the 

potential to help us understand the sheer complexity of human existence (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 

1999) because it involves continuously questioning ‘taken for granted’ assumptions and challenges 

conventional practices (Gibson, 1986).  One aspect of CT involves analysing existing power 

structures and systems of domination (Layder, 1998). Foucault (1986) tells us that if we want to 

understand how power works in society that we should look at the struggles of those that society has 

labelled “other”.  

 

CT is directed at “interrogating values and assumptions, exposing hegemony and injustice, 

challenging conventional social structures and engaging in social action” (Crotty, 1998, p. 157). 

Critical theorists do not claim neutrality and “ideological and political innocence (Cohen et al., 2011, 

p. 32) as they understand that ‘reality’ is something which is shaped by social, political, cultural, 

economic, ethnic, and gender values (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Critical researchers analyse social 

reality in light of a dialectical and relational logic (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999).  Reflecting a 

CT paradigm, I view the perceptions of the research participants and indeed my own perceptions of 

reality to be ‘value-laden’ (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). I understand that knowledge is negotiated 

between the researcher and the research participants in a particular social setting. Scotland (2012, p. 

13) emphasises that knowledge is “culturally derived, historically situated and influenced by political 

ideology” and therefore “not value free”. CT accepts that “knowledge is both socially constructed and 

influenced by power relations from within society (ibid., p. 13). In line with the principles of CT, I 

understand that my perceptions and the perceptions of others are value laden and shaped by broader 

ideological discourses (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). I understand that dominant discourses, which 
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are normalised over time, reproduce and reinforce power relations and that they position people in 

relation to one an/“other” (Kincheloe and McLaren 2005). I view myself and others as people that 

have the capacity to be self-reflexive agents of social change who can change the circumstances of 

our lives through the development of deeper understandings about the world (Thompson, 1990). 

 

4.3 Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

As stated in the introduction, CRT is the core focus of my theoretical framework. CRT emphasises the 

importance of capturing multiple voices and perspectives.  There are multiple voices present within 

this research as I interviewed both students and school staff so that I might better understand the 

school from a variety of different yet interconnected perspectives. No one grand narrative of ‘truth’ 

was held. Campbell and Groundwater-Smith (2010, p. xxvii) contend that the concept of truth itself is 

problematic as “what counts as knowledge is determined by the social and positional power of the 

advocates of that knowledge”. Drawing on the work of Foucault, Kitching (2009, p. 135) asks us to 

think about truth in terms of there being an “economy of truths” where some truths are more dominant 

than others. I understand that my perceptions and the perceptions of others are value laden. I 

understand that dominant discourses which are reproduced over time shape our perceptions of one 

an/”other”. CRT challenges us to think about our positionalities and to be more prepared and more 

questioning of how our positions impact on analyses, policy and practice (Gillborn, 2008).  

 

While critical race theorists accept that racism is embedded within social structures, CRT is sceptical 

about claims about neutrality and colour blindness. Scholars working within CRT place particular 

emphasis on the experiences of members of oppressed groups and challenge assumptions about 

“meritocracy” and “neutrality” as camouflage for the interests of dominant groups (Tate, 1997, p. 

235). One aspect of CRT is the use of storytelling and counter storytelling (Solórzano and Yosso, 

2002). While the use of narrative has been used by minority cultures for a long time, CRT 

appropriates such forms and uses them to challenge often untested narratives (Gillborn, 2006). 

Counter storytelling has the potential to disrupt hegemonic ‘taken-for-granted’ myths and 

assumptions, by presenting analyses from the perspective of minority group members (Delgado, 

1989).  I employ the use of critical autobiography to make explicit how I was involved in the research 

and how my identities shaped it from start to finish. In this study, I employ the use of critical 

educational autobiography as a form of counter storytelling. While many researchers hide and 

camouflage their privileges and interests in research and present their findings like a ventriloquist 

(Fine, 2008), which means they never have to say ‘I’ in the text and can thus deny the presence of 

politics in research, I do not deny my authorial subjectivities (Robinson, 1993). CRT challenges us to 

think about our positionalities and to be more questioning of how our positions impact on analyses, 

policy and practice. In Chapter Five, I will discuss the issue of my positionalities as a researcher in 

greater detail. 
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CRT argues that research needs to move beyond the descriptive and offer alternatives that can bring 

about real change and operate as a basis for challenging hegemonic and oppressive social structures 

(Gillborn, 2006; May, 1999). For Crenshaw et al. (1995), CRT scholarship has two intersecting 

interests. Firstly, we must understand how a system of supremacy has been created and maintained 

and, secondly, we must be engaged in processes aimed at changing the status quo. This emancipatory 

endeavour is difficult to bring about as it is one thing identifying a problem but another thing 

altogether trying to devise a viable solution. CRT provides me with a framework to examine the 

position of Irish Travellers in society and education through the intersections of race and power 

(Ladson‐Billings, 2005). I contend that all inequality experienced by Travellers needs to be explored 

through the lens of CRT. My passion for social justice, antiracism and the realisation of critical 

interculturalism drive me to want to produce knowledge (Hammersley and Traianou, 2012) that will 

enable me to be an agent of social change. Ultimately, I want to challenge the existing status quo and 

make some contribution to bringing about change, as understanding Traveller oppression is only one 

part of my journey and not of much use to my wider community in and of itself. However, as 

previously stated, while my research has been strongly influenced by the principles of CRT, I did not 

engage in action research and my study did not set out to include an intervention designed to change 

something. Therefore, while I have been influenced by CRT, I have not set out to strictly follow all of 

its tenets. However, I do hope that my research will be used in some way to promote a social justice 

and equality agenda.  

 

Like other CRT theorists, Gillborn (2015) is critical of intersectional theory and argues that if we want 

to change the racial status quo, we must refuse to be apologetic about naming the presence of racism 

and challenge the growing mainstream assertion that racism is irrelevant.  He reminds us that we live 

in a time when “merely naming racism as an issue is sufficient to generate accusations of playing the 

race card… or worse still, we are judged to be acting in ways that are racist against White people” 

(ibid., p.284). While Gillborn (2015, p.  284) does not ask us to completely abandon intersectionality, 

he justifies his decision to put race at the centre of analysis and tells us that: 

At this time, it is more important than ever that we take our cue from Derrick Bell and have 

the courage to say the unsay-able and follow through in our actions. We 

can use intersectionality, but we must not be silenced by it. Bell’s legacy demands nothing 

less. For all of its emphasis on the central role of racism in shaping contemporary society. 

 

4.4.2 Critical Feminist Theory 

This study also draws on anti-positivist feminist methodological principles which seek to empower 

the oppressed group – Travellers in this case, as opposed to women. Critical feminist research 

questions the legitimacy of research that does not empower the oppressed (Ezzy, 2002) and questions 
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the traditional and often exploitative nature of research (Creswell, 1998). CFT aims to address the 

power imbalance that often exists between the researcher and the researched (Ralph, 1988) and seeks 

to put the experiences of the oppressed at the centre of the research process. Sultana (2007, p. 380) 

argues that “it is critical to pay attention to positionality, reflexivity, the production of knowledge and 

the power relations that are inherent in research processes in order to undertake ethical research”. CFT 

is concerned with how knowledge is constructed and how it contributes to social change (Cook and 

Fonow, 1986). Research is always political with a political agenda (Lather, 1991). Lather (1991) calls 

on researchers to be conscious of the political consequences of their work. CFT informed and 

influenced my research by providing me with the tools required to examine my own positionality as a 

member of an oppressed group and allowing me to locate myself within this study in a critical 

manner.  

 

4.4.3 Critical Multicultural Theory 

Banks is the founder of Critical Multicultural Theory (CMT). The catalyst for the multicultural 

approach to education was the Civil Rights Movement in the US but in spite of it being in existence 

since the late 1960s, the multicultural approach to education is a contested term with many different 

definitions. Sleeter (2001) argues that teachers need to know the legal history of CMT because 

otherwise they will not know how to make it useful in their classrooms. CMT explores the 

intersectionality of all forms of oppression (May and Sleeter, 2010) and draws on theories of Anti-

Racist Education (ARE), Critical Pedagogy (CP), CFT, and CRT.  

 

CMT critically examines the social structures that reproduce and reinforce social inequality and calls 

for the application of a critical pedagogical approach that encourages students to view the world 

through a critical lens. CMT proposes that “we analyse existing asymmetric power relations at both 

the macro and micro levels and problematise and deconstruct the top down taken-for-granted 

assumptions, ideologies, structures and practices that perpetuate and maintain the existing unjust 

status quo” (Kavanagh, 2013, p. 34). CMT is not just rhetoric and advocates that we go beyond 

providing explanations to bringing about change that will lead to a more just and equal society 

(Gibson, 1986). This involves raising consciousness and making the oppressed aware of their 

situations so that they can reflect on their experiences more critically and realise positive change in 

their lives (Freire, 1970).  CMT has informed my study and research design because I am concerned 

with understanding how a regime of white settled Irish Catholic supremacy has resulted in the 

subordination of Travellers in the Irish context. Similar to the other perspectives adopted in this study, 

the selection of a CMT perspective reflects my belief that educational research should look at society 

through a critical lens (Creswell, 2007; Kincheloe and McLaren 2005).  
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4.5 Implications of Critical Positioning for Methodological Research Design 

CRT informed and influenced my study from the outset in terms of the topic that I decided to study 

and the methods that I employed to answer my research questions. CRT understands that there are 

many different ways of interpreting and understanding the world (Calhoun, 1995) and calls for the 

inclusion of minority perspectives to challenge hegemonic ‘taken-for-granted’ myths and assumptions 

about what is considered ‘normal’ (Delgado, 1989). Presenting stories about discrimination from 

minority perspectives is a primary objective of CRT (Parker and Lynn, 2002). Throughthe use of 

critical autobiography, reflexive journaling and a pre-pilot study (discussed in detail in chapter five, 

section 5.3) I was able to account for the ways in which I was involved in the research and how my 

researcher identity impacted on the research process. I wanted to understand how intercultural 

education was being understood and implemented at the school level in relation to Travellers from the 

perspectives of staff and student participants. Like critical multicultural theorists, I believe that 

intercultural education should permeate all aspects of the school environment (Banks, 2011; Nieto, 

2004b) and therefore it was important to include multiple perspectives.  CRT influenced how I 

engaged with the data and influenced my analysis and the way in which I chose to present my 

findings. I did not ignore the intersectionality of class, disability or gender in this research but my 

study unapologetically focused on how racism has shaped the school experiences of Travellers. CRT 

advocates giving a voice to the oppressed. While I felt compelled to amplify the voices of the young 

people in my study, CRT allows me to justify that compulsion because it is such an important 

component of CRT. While I did not strictly follow the tenets of CRT because my study was not action 

research and no intervention took place, my research was driven by a social justice agenda (Gillborn, 

2015) and I hope that it will inform policy and future practice in the area of intercultural education 

and Travellers in education.  

 

4. 6 Conclusion 

As stated in the introduction the aim of this chapter was to outline the particular methodology 

employed in this study. It started by positioning the study ontologically, epistemologically and 

paradigmatically and went on to make explicit my theoretical orientations, my conceptual framework 

and the assumptions behind my analysis. In doing so this chapter has delineated the methodological 

framework and traced the roots of this research. It has also provided a detailed account of the critical 

theories which comprise the study’s theoretical framework.  

 

The next chapter will provide an overview of the methods employed throughout the course of the 

research, including negotiating access, the pre-pilot study47 and the pilot study, participant recruitment 

                                                           
47 See Chapter Five Section Three for details regarding the Pre-Pilot Study 
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and data collection and analysis. It will also examine the ethical considerations that informed the 

study.  
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Chapter Five: Research Methodology 

 

5.1 Introduction  

This study set out to explore the complex issues that impact upon the educational outcomes and 

experiences of Travellers in post-primary education. In order to do this, it examined teaching and 

school practices that may affect the educational opportunities of Traveller students and analysed how 

the discourse on intercultural education was being understood and implemented in one DEIS school 

with a high level of diversity, with a particular focus on Travellers.  

 

This chapter aims to make the research design transparent, and therefore it will provide an account of 

the steps that were undertaken to develop and address the research questions. There are five sections 

in the chapter. The second section discusses the case study as a methodological approach and outlines 

why this approach was appropriate for use in this study. Section three provides information regarding 

the pre-pilot study and explains its purpose. It also provides details about the first stage of the research 

design and the process of negotiating access to research sites. Section five outlines how the main 

study was carried out while section six presents the steps taken at the data analysis of this study. 

Ethical issues including power, consent, risk and data protection are examined at each stage and 

discussed in detail.  

 

5.2 Case Study Methodology 

In this section, I define the case study methodology and explain why it is the most appropriate 

methodological approach for this research. While Creswell (2007, p. 73) defines the case study as a 

single instance of “a bounded system or multiple bounded systems” such as a child, clique, a class, a 

school or a community, others argue that a case study is less tightly bounded. Yin (2009), for 

example, argues that a case study is the study of a case in a particular setting and that it is important to 

set the case within its context. However, Verschuren (2003) argues that the case study can be both - it 

can be either tightly bounded or more ambiguous depending on the case.  

 

While the case study often gathers data from multiple sources, such as participant observation, direct 

observation, interviews, documents (e.g. letters, emails, diaries and notes, archival evidence) and 

physical artefacts (Patton, 1990; Yin, 2003, 2009), there are different types of case study methods, 

thus gathering data from multiple sources is not always necessary (Baxter and Jack, 2008). Depending 

on the type of questions the research aims to address, a single-method approach to data collection may 

be more appropriate (ibid.). In this case study I gathered data from interviews with staff and student 

participants and used my reflective journal (RJ) as an additional source of data. This was appropriate 

in this case as I wanted to understand how intercultural approaches were being understood and 
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implemented from the perspectives of student and staff participants and therefore this study did not 

need to gather data from other sources. The semi-structured interview is compatible with the case 

study approach (Creswell, 2007). While participant observation is also compatible with the case study 

approach, my study was not concerned with observing behaviour. Instead, it aimed to capture 

attitudes, feelings and views, which cannot be observed. The interviews allows “a researcher to 

investigate and prompt the things we cannot observe” (Wellington, 2000 p. 74). It was, therefore, 

appropriate for addressing my research questions as this method enabled me to gain a deeper insight 

into teachers’ and principals’ conceptualisation of intercultural education and the reasoning behind 

policies and practices (Denscombe, 2007; Stake, 2009; Yin, 1994; Robson, 2005).  

 

Yin (1994) differentiates between single and multiple case studies and categorises case studies as 

explanatory, explorative or descriptive. Stake (1995) uses different terms and categorises case studies 

as intrinsic, instrumental or collective. No case study method should be considered superior to another 

as each case is different and therefore requires a different approach (Denscombe, 2007; Macpherson, 

Brooker and Ainsworth, 2000; Robson, 2002, 2005). The exploratory case study method was deemed 

most appropriate for this research as this study did not set out to reach conclusions or make 

generalizable assumptions about other school settings. A case study approach should be used when 

the focus of the research is on the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions and when the contextual situation is 

deemed relevant to the issue being researched (Baxter and Jack, 2008; Yin, 1994). Yin (1994) argues 

that one of the most distinguishable features of the case study methodology is that it attempts to 

examine an issue within its real life context, particularly when the boundaries between the issue and 

the context are not evident.  

 

The case study method can facilitate the exploration of different variables in a school setting and 

potentially enable a cross case comparison. Ragin (2014) argues that a case oriented approach is best 

suited when the researcher wants to explore how a particular issue may be compared and contrasted in 

like settings. A case study methodology was, therefore, regarded as most appropriate for this study as 

the initial aim of the study was to explore how intercultural education was being understood and 

implemented, in relation to Travellers, in different types of school settings (eg. DEIS vs. non-DEIS). 

A case study methodology has the potential to transform how the reader understands an issue by 

extending their experience (Wanwynsberghe and Khan, 2007) as case studies are descriptive and 

detailed and involve looking at a situation in its real-life context in order to capture the experiences of, 

and attitudes and feelings towards, a particular issue (Yin, 1994, 2009; Robson, 2002, 2005). As my 

research questions necessitated an in-depth understanding of a particular social phenomenon (the 

complex issues that impact upon the educational experiences of Travellers and how teaching and 

school practices affect the educational opportunities of Traveller pupils), a case study method was 

deemed appropriate.  
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As outlined in chapter three, my study is informed by critical theory. Qualitative methods which are 

compatible with a case study approach such as, for example, reflexive writing and semi-structured 

interviews, were appropriate to use in order to facilitate the operationalisation of critical theory and to 

address my research questions (Madison, 2012; Creswell, 2007). According to Verschuren (2003), 

when a researcher is involved in a study, or the case is linked to the researcher’s identity, the case 

study approach is particularly valuable, because in a case study the researcher has more freedom and 

is less restricted than they would be in research using quantitative methods. The methods used may be 

more easily linked to the personality of the researcher (ibid.). Given my positionalities as a Traveller, 

a former post-primary school teacher and a teacher educator, a case study approach was well-suited to 

this research. When using a case study approach, the focus is on particularities rather than generalities 

(Stake, 1995; VanWynsberghe and Khan, 2007). While the aim of this study was not to generate 

generalisable findings, there is no reason to suppose that the attitudes and beliefs and experiences of 

the school staff and students that took part in this study would be significantly different to the 

attitudes and beliefs of those in another similar school context (i.e. very diverse DEIS school).  

 

5.2.1 Validity, Reliability and Trustworthiness  

Like all research methods, there are many criticisms of the case study approach (Ragin, 2014). Critics 

of the case study approach accuse it of lacking methodological rigour (Yin, 2009; Denscombe, 2007). 

Ragin (2014, p. ix), for example, argues that: 

… case-orientated researchers are always open to the charge that their findings are specific to 

the few cases that they examine, and when they do make broad comparisons and attempt to 

generalise, they are often accused of letting their favourite case shape or at least colour their 

generalisations.  

 

However, there are many frameworks available to assess the trustworthiness of qualitative data (e.g., 

Guba, 1981; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and strategies for establishing credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability have been extensively written about across fields (e.g., Krefting, 

1991; Sandelowski, 1993). The researcher is expected to be accountable about the ways in which they 

produced knowledge (Stake, 2005). I took a number of steps to show that my findings are “reasonably 

likely to be accurate and appropriate” (Denscombe, 2007, p. 297). For example, my supervisor 

reviewed and critiqued my work during all stages of the research process. I also accounted for the 

ways in which my positionality impacted on how I engaged with the research process from the initial 

planning phase to the data collection and data analysis stages. Additionally, I outlined how I engaged 

with the data analysis process (see section 5.6) and highlighted how I produced my final findings. 

5.2.2 Semi-Structured Interview as a Data Collection Method 

My research was not concerned with capturing an absolute “truth”. It was concerned with allowing 

the research participants to express and discuss their own interpretations of their situation from their 
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own point of view (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011), and therefore the most suitable method of 

data collection was the semi-structured interview. Interviews allow participants to express how they 

view a situation in their own words and allows them to discuss their interpretations of the world 

(ibid.). One of the best things about using the interview is its adaptability. The researcher can follow 

up a participant’s answers if they need further clarification regarding any of the issues raised. 

Interviews also allow the researcher to obtain data they may not obtain using any other research 

method. As Dyer (1995) points out, the interview is not an ordinary every day conversation as it has a 

specific purpose and is question based, with the questions being asked by the interviewer. The role of 

the qualitative researcher is “to capture the complexity, subtlety, and constantly changing situation 

that is the human experience‟ (Lincoln and Guba 1985, p. 193). 

 

The interview has some things in common with the self-administered questionnaire (Cohen et al., 

2011). However, the questionnaire presents problems in that it is unsuitable for use with people where 

literacy is an issue and even in cases where literacy is not an issue, response rates tend to be low and 

participants tend to fill them in in a hurry (ibid.). The potential for eliciting rich responses is lost as 

the researcher is unable to probe further when administering questionnaires and in cases where a 

question is misunderstood there is no room to provide clarity (Borg, 1963). As my research was 

concerned with eliciting rich and detailed data, the questionnaire was not deemed suitable as a method 

for data collection. In any event, literacy was an issue for some of my participants thus problems 

would have arisen if I employed the questionnaire as a data collection method.  

 

Three main types of interviews are commonly used in research: structured, unstructured,and semi-

structured.. The main difference between them is the degree of structure involved in the interview. 

The structured interview is best suited to quantitative research; questions are organised in advance and 

there is little freedom to make any modifications during the interview (Cohen et al., 2011). In 

qualitative research, interviewing is perceived as a participative activity to generate knowledge, a two-

way learning process, where the subjectivities of the research participants influence data collection. 

The unstructured interview allows for significant flexibility and freedom and resembles a 

conversation more than an interview but the conversation is always controlled and skewed towards 

the interests of the interviewer (Jamshed, 2014). The structured interview was not suitable for this 

study as it is too rigid (Wellington, 2011) and would not have allowed for the level of flexibility 

required. In contrast to the structured interview, the unstructured interview was also not deemed 

suitable because it is too loose and the lack of predetermined question topics or wording did not align 

well with my research questions (Patton, 1990).  
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The data collection method that was best suited to my research was the semi-structured interview 

because of the level of flexibility that it afforded and because it has the potential to elicit rich and 

detailed responses from research participants (Cohen et al., 2011). When using the semi-structured 

interview, the researcher has more control over the topics of the interview than in unstructured 

interviews. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983, p. 126) view the interview as a “social event” that is 

determined by discursive relations and situatedness. Objectivity, implying neutrality and detachment, 

is not possible (Guba and Lincoln: 1985, 1989) on the part of the interviewer as well as the 

interviewee. The flexible nature of the semi-structured allows the researcher to further probe on 

emergent issues and the researcher can alter the order of questions, modify wording and omit 

irrelevant questions where appropriate (Robson, 2005; Stake, 1995) while still providing participants 

with the opportunity and freedom to lead the conversation without constraint. In this sense, the semi-

structured interview can be used to empower people (Wellington, 2011). Probing enables the 

researcher to clarify questions when they are not understood or when they are misunderstood and 

enables them to ask participants to elaborate or explain further, which adds to the richness and depth 

of responses (Patton, 1990).  

 

5.3 Pre-pilot Study 

With a view to examining the impact of researcher identity on the interview process, in December 

2012, I carried out a small pre-pilot study with four post-primary school teachers at various stages of 

their teaching careers. The pre-pilot study did not set out to make any generalisations about the wider 

teaching population so a convenience sample, “sometimes called, accidental or opportunity sampling” 

(Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007, p. 113) was deemed appropriate. Participants were chosen based 

on their availability and accessibility to take part in the pre-pilot study and were accessed through 

personal and professional contacts. As I have worked as a teacher and was involved in Initial Teacher 

Education (ITE) in NUI Galway, I was able to access teacher participants with relative ease.  

 

The main purpose of the pre-pilot study was to assist me in deciding whether or not I should disclose 

my Traveller ethnicity to teacher participants and to explore if my identity affected the ways in which 

participants would answer my questions and engage with me as a researcher. I expected that some 

participants would know about my Traveller identity because of my work as a Traveller activist and 

teacher educator as well as my previous and current links to schools. Given the relatively small size of 

the teaching population in Ireland, the degrees of separation between those working in the education 

community are often quite low (Kitching, 2009) and information about me is freely available online. 

It would be naïve to think that research participants did not search for some background information 

on me prior to or after agreeing to conduct an interview with me. Aside from wanting to examine the 

impact of researcher identity on participant engagement, I also wanted to get a sense of how I, as a 

researcher, would feel and act in an interview situation if participants said hurtful and offensive 
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things. As a Traveller activist I have ‘chosen’ (because there is no way around it) to subject myself to 

listening to the ways in which people, in particular people in power, view and talk about Travellers. 

While that has been an incredibly difficult thing to do, and has caused me a lot of distress at different 

junctures, that level of exposure did serve to provide me with enough experience to know that I may 

be exposed to attitudes and beliefs that would be hurtful and frightening while conducting this study. 

Without having had those previous experiences and encounters, and undergoing the process of 

reflection and healing such experiences necessitated, I do not think I would have felt as well prepared 

to conduct this research. My work as an anti-racist educator has also provided me with ample time 

and opportunities to experience, understand and work through a lot of the issues that being exposed to 

anti-Traveller discourses brought up, both theoretically and pragmatically.  

 

The staff participants (SPs) were sent a letter of invitation (Appendix 1) to take part in the study, as 

well as an information sheet and consent form (Appendix 2) and a summary of the interview guide 

(Appendix 3) in advance of the interview. The pre-pilot interview guide was developed based on the 

research questions and my engagement with the literature with regard to teachers’ attitudes and beliefs 

towards, and experiences with, diversity. The interview guide included questions relating to teachers’ 

understanding of intercultural and inclusive education, their views on Travellers and their 

understanding of Travellers’ experiences in society and in education. At the commencement of each 

interview, full information was again provided. The participants expressed their willingness to 

participate based on informed consent principles (Howe and Moses, 1999) and gave permission for 

the interviews to be audio-recorded. Each interview was approximately one hour in duration. 

Participants were informed that the interviews could be stopped at any stage and all participants were 

assured of confidentiality. Following verbatim transcription, a hard copy of the transcript was sent to 

each participant for comment. Table 5.1 provides details regarding the SPs interviewed as part of the 

pre-pilot study.  
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Table 5.1: Pre-pilot Study Staff Participants (SPs) 

 Pseudonym  Staff Position School Type 

1 Roísín Teacher  Co-educational Gaelscoil with practically no diversity 

2 Joanne Teacher  Co-educational non-DEIS rural school with some diversity 

3 Muireann Teacher  Boys’ secondary school with little diversity 

4 Donal Teacher  Co-educational DEIS48 community school with high levels 

of diversity 

 

As a result of engaging with and carrying out the pre-pilot study, I decided not to disclose or deny my 

Traveller identity to any of the research participants in the main study. If asked about my ethnicity, I 

decided I would answer honestly. However, if a participant did not ask about my identity, I decided 

not to disclose it at the beginning of each interview for the following reasons: 

 

1. I found that the costs of disclosure (for example, the way in which identity disclosure 

inhibited respondents and made them wary of me as a researcher) far outweighed the benefits. 

2. Participants’ knowledge of my identity clearly impacted on the data. The pre-pilot reaffirmed 

what I already felt in terms of some people acting differently in my presence on learning 

about my ethnicity. While sometimes this was very overt, most of the time it was covert and 

harder to name but it was played out in strange ways nonetheless.  

3. Participants’ knowledge of my identity impacted on the relationship between me as the 

researcher and the participants.  

 

The ways in which researcher identity impacted on research participants’ responses during the pre-

pilot stage is discussed in detail in chapter six.  

 

 

5.4 Pilot Study, Research Design 1, and Negotiating Access 

5.4.1 The Pilot Study 

In the late Spring and Summer of 2013, I conducted a small pilot study with two SPs and three student 

participants (two traveller student participants (TSPs) and one white Irish student participant (WISP) 

in order to further refine my interview questions and identify any potential problems with questions 

and procedures (Yin, 2009; Bell, 2006). All of the staff and student participants for the pilot study 

either taught at or attended schools in the Connaught region. Two of the student participants (one TSP 

and one WISP) were enrolled in post-primary schools at the time the interviews took place while one 

                                                           
48  Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) forms part of the Department of Education and Skills social 

inclusion strategy to help children and young people who are at risk of or who are experiencing educational disadvantage. 
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TSP (the male) had just been expelled from a post-primary school. Table 5.2 provides details 

regarding the staff and student participants that took part in the pilot study.  

 

Table 5.2: Pilot Study Teacher and Student Participants  

 Pseudonym  Participant 

Group  

School Type 

1 Martina SP Co-educational DEIS with high level of diversity 

2 Aine SP  Co-educational DEIS with high level of diversity 

3 Martin  TSP All boys non-DEIS rural school 

4 Jennifer TSP Co-educational DEIS with high level of diversity 

5 Tony WISP Co-educational DEIS with high level of diversity 

 

Again, the staff and student participants were informally recruited through personal and professional 

contacts. It was felt that this was appropriate for the purpose of the pilot study. Prior to the pilot study, 

the SPs were sent a letter of invitation (Appendix 1) to participate, which emphasised the voluntary 

nature of this participation. The letter also outlined the nature of the research, what participation 

involved and the confidential nature of all gathered data. SPs were also sent an information sheet and 

a consent form (Appendix 2) and a summary of the amended interview guide (Appendix 4) in advance 

of each interview. The parents/guardians of the TSPs were also sent a letter requesting permission to 

invite their child (Appendix 5) to take part in the study. They were also sent an information sheet and 

a consent form (Appendix 6) as well as a summary of the interview guide for Traveller students 

(Appendix 7). When the consent forms were returned both of the TSPs were sent a letter inviting them 

to take part in the study (Appendix 8). An information sheet and assent form (Appendix 9) was also 

sent to the TSPs along with a summary of the interview guide (Appendix 7). A letter requesting 

permission (Appendix 12) to invite their child to participate in the study was also sent to the 

guardian/s of the WISP. They were also sent an information sheet and a consent form (Appendix 13) 

and a summary of the interview guide (Appendix 14). Again, when consent was granted a letter of 

invite (Appendix 15) was sent to the WISP along with an information sheet and consent form 

(Appendix 16) and a summary of the interview guide (Appendix 14).  

 

At the commencement of each interview, full information was again provided and the interview 

process was fully explained. Each interview was audio-recorded and was approximately one hour in 

duration. After each interview, each participant was asked for feedback, in relation to the interview 

questions, to ascertain participants’ views about whether the questions were comprehensible and 

appropriate. After transcribing the interviews verbatim, a hard copy of the transcript was again sent to 
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each participant for comment and verification. After considering the feedback, some small changes 

were made to the interview guide and the way in which I asked certain questions. I realised that some 

of the interview questions, for the student participants in general, had to be reworded and some of the 

probes had to be further reformulated. The pilot study was also useful because I learned that I was 

much more emotionally involved during the interviews with the student participants, in particular, the 

TSPs, as their experiences evoked painful memories for me. Constructivist ontology recognises that 

the researcher plays a subjective role in the reality that they create and allows the researcher the space 

to acknowledge the implications that their values and biases have on the research process (Creswell, 

1998). My own postionalities as a Traveller, a former teacher, and the mother of a Traveller child 

meant that significant reflexivity on my behalf was required throughout this research. The pilot study 

really drove this point home to me. I had anticipated feeling somewhat emotional during the 

interviews with the TSPs but I was not prepared for the way in which accounts of their experiences in 

education would trigger strong emotional responses from me. The pilot study did not resolve my 

feelings about Travellers’ experiences in education but it made me very aware of how difficult I 

would find carrying out some of the student interviews and reminded me to mind myself and to plan 

time to do something nice after the interviews as they were so depressing.  

 

In chapter six, I discuss in detail the ways in which my positionality/identity impacted on how I 

engaged with research participants and how they engaged with me.  

 

5.4.2 Development of the Interview Guides 

Developing the interview guide involved translating the aims of my research into questions that 

allowed for the answering of my research questions. Prior to developing the research guides for the 

different groups of participants (teachers, and different student groups), I carefully considered my 

own level of insight into participants’ situations and the kind of relationships I could hope to develop 

with them (Cohen et al., 2011). Establishing rapport between the interviewer and participant is an 

essential element in any research setting as both parties must be secure in the level of comfort and 

trust in the research relationship before the focus of the research is broached (McCaffrey, 2003). I also 

took into consideration the level of information I could expect to elicit from the different groups.  

 

While separate but overlapping research guides were developed for the TSPs (Appendix 7) and non-

Traveller student participants (Appendix 14), the topics covered included were broadly the same. 

These included: school life through their eyes, experiences with intercultural education, and 

experiences with and attitudes towards each other. Topics included in the interview guide for the SPs 

(Appendix 3) were: views on diversity, understanding of and experiences with intercultural education, 

and beliefs about Travellers in education. Over time there were some small changes and adjustments 

made to the interview guides. My reading and analysis of the pre-pilot study and pilot study 
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transcripts helped me refine my questions and highlighted instances where I needed to include further 

probes. The pilot study specifically allowed me to get feedback from student participants regarding 

the wording of my questions and changes were made accordingly.  

 

5.4.3 Research Design 1  

Three cases were initially selected for this study in order to facilitate a detailed and in-depth 

exploration and comparison of intercultural education as conceptualised and practised by the teachers 

and principals and understood and experienced by students in different school contexts (i.e. DEIS vs. 

non-DEIS). In order to explore similarities and differences between different school types, it was 

planned to include one DEIS and two non-DEIS post-primary schools in the west of Ireland to 

participate in this study. While school type (in terms of DEIS/non-DEIS) was one criterion that 

informed the selection, the level of diversity in the student population was another key criterion. The 

two non-DEIS schools initially selected to participate in this study were different in that one appeared 

to have little to no diversity in its student population while the other one appeared to have some 

student diversity. The DEIS school was selected on the basis of it having a lot of diversity in its 

student population. The views of female and male students were also sought; therefore, co-educational 

schools were preferred, but as the majority of non-DEIS schools are single-sex schools this was not 

always possible. It was understood at an early stage in this study that gaining access to schools to 

conduct this research might have been difficult and therefore the final deciding factor was whether or 

not I would be granted access to the research sites. I decided that if the first school/s selected, 

according to the criteria, did not wish to take part in the study, I would have to invite other schools to 

participate.  

 

 

5.4.4 Negotiating Access 

Keeping in line with best practice, ethical approval was sought from the Research Ethics Committee 

(REC) of NUI Galway prior to gathering data for this research. Once approved, the ethical protocol 

was carefully adhered to at all stages of the research process. In terms of the main study, a formal 

letter outlining the nature of the study was sent to the selected schools inviting them to participate in 

this study (Appendix 10). The letter of invitation outlined the objectives of the study and the benefits 

of participating as well as clearly explaining what would be expected from participants. As these 

potential participants were essentially the gatekeepers to all other participants it was vital to ensure 

that all information was clear and concise from the outset (Wellington, 2011). Official documentation 

from the School of Education, in NUI, Galway was included to demonstrate that the University’s 

Research Ethics Committee approved of the research and my Irish Research Council scholar status 

was also highlighted to further show that this study had been approved. One week after the principals 

received the letter of invitation, I followed up with a phone call to see if they had made a decision 

about participating in the research, and to answer any questions they had. The nature of the study was 
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again outlined and assurances were given regarding strict adherence to the ethical protocol of the 

university.  

 

The principal of the DEIS school invited me to a meeting in the school during the summer of 2013. 

The principal of one of the non-DEIS schools (with little to no diversity) also invited me to a meeting 

early in September 2013 and assured me over the phone that they would be happy to give me 

permission to carry out my research in the school. The principal of the other non-DEIS school (with 

no apparent diversity in its student population) asked me to contact them again in September 2013. 

Negotiating access was a difficult and time-consuming process. Every effort was made to build up 

good relationships with schools in order to build trust and rapport prior to entering the sites as a 

researcher. I was careful and explicit about my reasons for choosing the research sites and explained 

why the sites were relevant to the questions that I sought to address. After extensive negotiations, 

which began in February, 2013, I was granted access to just one school in spring 2014. Table 4 

provides an overview of the negotiating access process with the five schools that were invited to 

participate in the study and provides details of the outcome.  
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Table 5.3: Negotiating Access Timeframe and Outcome  

 
Timeframe School 1 

DEIS 

school 

(lots of 

diversity)  

School 2 

Non-DEIS 

school 

(little 

diversity) 

School 3 

(Non-DEIS 

school 

(no diversity) 

School 4 

Non-DEIS school 

(little diversity) 

School 5 

Non-DEIS 

(no 

diversity) 

February2013 Invitation letter sent. Follow-up phone call one 

week later  

  

Summer/ 

autumn 

2013 

Invited to 

meeting 

with 

principal 

Invited to 

meeting with 

principal 

Asked to contact 

again in autumn 

 

Autumn 2013 Teachers 

expressed 

concerns 

due to my 

identity  

Principal and 

teachers 

concerned 

about talking 

openly about 

such issues 

and 

identifying 

the school. 

Time 

commitment 

also cited. 

Principal cited 

school busyness and 

requested contact in 

2014. Invited to 

meeting (Spring 

2014) 

Invitation letter sent 

and follow-up phone 

call. Invited to meeting 

with teacher assigned 

by principal. 

 

Spring 2014  Invitation 

letter sent 

and 

follow-up 

phone call. 

Invited to 

meeting 

with 

principal. 

Outcome Access 

granted 

Access 

refused 

Access granted by 

principal but no 

teachers would 

agree to 

participate 

Access refused – not 

enough Traveller students 

for such in-depth research 

and time concerns 

Access 

refused – 

only past-

pupils 

facilitated  
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5.4.5 Outcome 

Negotiating access to research sites, in this case schools, on sensitive subjects is frequently 

problematic. During each meeting I answered any questions I was asked but got a sense that the 

principals were wary of letting their schools participate. Shah (2004) reminds us that gaining access 

can be difficult and can be influenced by how the research and the researcher is perceived. 

Assumptions regarding the background of the interviewer might obstruct access (Fine and Sandstrom, 

1988). According to Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) gatekeepers may have expectations based on 

the researcher’s identity. My previous work would have clearly demonstrated this to potential 

research participants and undoubtedly have been a hindrance in terms of being able to gain access to 

schools (Whitty and Edwards, 1994). As a junior researcher I also believe that the intimidation I felt, 

as well as my own feelings of inferiority as a result of being a member of the ‘out’ group, prevented 

me from being able to build better relationships with the gatekeepers. It was anxiety-inducing as a 

junior researcher from a marginalised group that has suffered so much injustice at the hands of 

powerful people from the dominant group, to be approaching people in powerful positions to seek 

permission to conduct a study in an area that I knew would be met with some trepidation. Researchers 

usually study down rather than ‘studying up’ (Nader, 1972) and tend to focus on the powerless as 

opposed to the powerful because the former are easier to gain access to and are rarely in a position to 

critique and challenge what has been written about them (Lynch and Crean, 2018; Lynch and O’Neill, 

1994; Lynch, 1999). I knew at the outset that my topic would be highly sensitive given the context 

and the relationships between Travellers and non-Travellers. I think, however, that even if I was not 

grappling with my own growth as a researcher that my positionality and the sensitive nature of the 

study would have prevented schools from agreeing to take part in the study.  

 

Three of the five schools approached to take part in the study denied me access. While one school 

principal granted me access, none of the teacher participants would agree to take part in the study. 

One of the reasons given was that the study required too much time and commitment. Wanat (2008) 

reminds us that approval does not guarantee cooperation from participants. Burgess (1991, p. 49) 

argues that access is not just an issue concerning the gate-keepers or the participants’ consent, but 

there are “multiple points of entry that require a continuous process of negotiation and renegotiation” . 

Kavanagh (2013) argues that this resistance may be due to the discomfort associated with discussing 

emotive issues around systems of oppression. O’Brien (2009) also suggests that teachers are fearful 

about naming their inadequacies regarding teaching about antiracism and intercultural issues.  

 

 

One principal raised a number of concerns regarding what he described as “racist incidents” within 

the school and felt that some staff may be reluctant to talk openly about such issues for fear of them 

having a negative impact on the schools’ reputation. Research can be perceived as threatening and 
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potential participants might wish to avoid being scrutinised (Whitty and Edwards, 1994). A study that 

involves exploring issues such as race and power is emotionally charged and could be perceived as a 

“substantial threat” (Lee, 1993, p. 4) to potential research participants. The political nature of 

multicultural education along with “dangerous discourses” (Bigler and Collins, 1995, p. 1) which are 

central to critical multiculturalism, can leave teachers vulnerable to being isolated by their teaching 

colleagues. International research suggests that teachers appear to be reluctant to critically address 

intercultural issues, as to do so may unsettle these norms (Nieto, 2004a). Challenging dominant 

hegemony is risky behavior and can be frightening for teachers (Apple, 1999). The sensitive nature of 

the research may have caused schools to be suspicious of my motives. It is not unusual for 

gatekeepers to withhold their cooperation if they think a study will paint them or their schools in a 

negative light (Wanat, 2008).  

 

While one school had initially been very enthusiastic about the study and the principal had granted 

access verbally, access was later refused. The explanation given was that the school did not have 

enough Traveller students for staff to draw their opinions and comments from. The school felt that 

because of its small Traveller student population it was more appropriate to deal with each Traveller 

student on an individual basis as opposed to dealing with them at a policy level or in the context of 

intercultural education. International best practice and the NCCA (2005) guidelines recommend that 

all schools should promote an intercultural approach regardless of the composition of students. In 

reality, however, many schools do not see the intercultural approach to education as being applicable 

in schools with little to no diversity. I explained that the number of Traveller students was not relevant 

to my study as the focus of my research was to explore how approaches to intercultural education 

were being understood from the perspective of whoever is in a particular school. I pointed out that 

international best practice is clear that we carry out this type of research and work in schools with 

different levels of diversity amongst pupils and not just in schools with lots of diversity. Policy 

research is sensitive and can lead powerful people such as principals to refuse access as they are 

responsible for implementing policy and may want to avoid research that reveals their incompetence 

(Cohen et al., 2011).  

 

One school refused access on the basis that it only facilitated past pupils when it came to carrying out 

research. This provides some insights into the “social organisation of the [school] setting” 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983). Researchers have highlighted factors useful in gaining access, 

such as, for example, a prestigious research grant, gender, and links with those in the relative context 

(Gewirtz and Ozga 1994; Kogan 1994). In this instance, my lack of links with those in this school 

context went against me.  
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The DEIS school that granted me access had a high Traveller population. I felt that the principal 

viewed the research as being potentially mutually beneficial because he thought that I might be able to 

offer some insights into how the school could promote Traveller progression. In comparison, it is 

possible that the non-DEIS schools with little to no diversity could not see how my research would be 

of benefit to them.  

 

At this stage, after extensive discussions with my supervisor and a meeting with my Graduate 

Research Committee, I decided that there was not enough time to try and negotiate access to any other 

schools. It was decided that I would focus on one school to which access had been granted and to 

conduct in-depth research in this site. My research design was, therefore, amended in this way.  

 

5.5 Overview of Final Research Design 

The study remained an in-depth qualitative case study but I was unable to explore to what extent there 

were similarities and differences in beliefs and attitudes towards, and experiences with Travellers in 

different post-primary school contexts. I was also unable to explore how intercultural education was 

being understood in different school contexts. As this study primarily sought to understand how 

intercultural education was being conceptualised and practised by principals and teachers in relation 

to Travellers, the principal and teachers from the case study school were invited to participate. This 

study also sought to include the voice of students and therefore students attending the school were 

invited to participate in the research. The school context afforded me the possibility of including not 

just Traveller and non-Traveller majority group students, but also non-Traveller minority ethnic 

students, due to the high level of student diversity in the particular school context. Within one context, 

I was able to include a comparison of attitudes towards and views about Travellers between different 

groups of research participants (staff participants (SPs), Traveller student participants (TSPs), non-

Traveller minority student participants (MSPs) and white Irish student participants (WISPs). This was 

an added advantage, and I amended my research questions to include this focus. My final research 

questions in the context of this final research design were: 

1. What are the views, beliefs and experiences of principals and teachers (experienced, newly 

qualified, pre-serving, support) in relation to Travellers in education?  

2. How do the views, beliefs and experiences of principals and teachers impact on their approaches to 

teaching and on school practices?  

3. What does school life look like through the eyes of the Traveller child?  

4. What are the views and experiences of non-Traveller students in relation to Travellers in general, 

and in education?  
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My final research design, therefore, consisted of an in-depth qualitative case study in one mixed-sex 

DEIS school (hereafter, St. Greg’s, a pseudonym) in the west of Ireland with significant diversity. The 

SPs included the principal, deputy principal and seven teachers (see Table 5.4). The student 

participants included nine Traveller student participants (TSPs), four white Irish student participants 

(WISPs) and six non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs) (see Table 5.5).  

 

While there are a number of ethical considerations that need to be taken into account when 

researching with human participants, conducting such an in-depth study that focuses on one school 

can mean that the risks of participant exposure can be higher. There are very strict guidelines now 

regarding data according to General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) but my study would have 

subjected to the requirements of the time. In order to help overcome possible ethical concerns relating 

to matters of coercion, deception, encroachment on participants’ privacy and exposure of participants 

to mental stress (Bell, 2006; Denscombe, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Robson, 2005), all participants were 

provided with information sheets and informed consent forms. These forms clearly stipulated the 

nature and purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation and participants’ right to 

withdraw consent at any time, the steps taken to protect participants’ privacy and the possible benefits 

and potential risks associated with participation. These forms also explained that interviews would be 

audio-recorded. To ensure anonymity and confidentiality as far as possible, the informed consent 

forms stated that the names of participants and schools would not appear in any documents either 

published or unpublished and that schools, principals, teachers and students would be assigned 

pseudonyms. They also stated that a file which linked the pseudonyms to the original names, all audio 

recordings, transcripts and field notes would be safely state where locked away and would be only 

accessible to me and my supervisor and appropriately destroyed and disposed of after four years. 

However successful researchers may be in protecting the confidentiality of those they research, 

participants can be self-identifable and may be able to identify other participants. While every effort 

had been made to guarantee confidentiality, deductive disclosure49 is a risk as it is with any research.  

   

5.5.1 Participant Recruitment 

 

Staff Participant Recruitment 

In terms of staff participants, I aimed to invite the principal and deputy principal to participate in an 

interview. In addition, the study actively aimed to include teachers at different stages of their careers, 

that is, pre-service teachers, newly qualified and/or experienced teachers. This was explained in the 

letter of invitation (Appendix 1), and an information sheet and consent form (Appendix 2) along with 

the updated interview guide (Appendix 4) which was sent to all relevant staff by the school secretary. 

                                                           
49 Deductive disclosure is the identification of an individual's identity using known characteristics of that individual. Even 

though direct identifiers are removed from data, it may be possible to identify respondents with unique characteristics. 
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None of the teachers offered to participate at this point, so in November 2013, with the agreement of 

the principal, I conducted a brief talk with the school staff about my research, requested their email 

addresses (to enable follow-up), and arranged to forward them the letter of invitation (Appendix 1). 

After this meeting, I followed up with all school staff directly via email and this led to three teachers 

agreeing to participate in interviews. I sent a reminder email to the remaining staff when they returned 

to school at the beginning of 2014 and managed to secure a further five research participants. A total 

of nine staff participants agreed to participate in interviews, and these interviews were conducted 

between January and April 2014. Table 5.4 provides details on the main study SPs.  

 

Table 5.4: Main Study Staff Participants  

 Pseudonym  Sex  Staff Role  

1 Barry Male Principal 

2 Caroline Female Teacher  

3 Clodagh Female  Teacher  

4 Padraic Male  Vice-Principal 

5 John Male  Teacher 

6 Kathy Female  Teacher 

7 Ruth Female  Teacher  

8 Sarah Female  Teacher  

9 Sean Male  Teacher 

 

 

Student Participant Recruitment  

In recognising students as competent social actors, it was deemed essential to consult them about their 

interest in or willingness to participate in the research. One of the most pertinent ethical issues relating 

to this study was that of parental/guardian consent and participant assent in relation to the student 

participants. Assent is usually applicable to participants between the ages of 8 and 18 years old 

(Alderson, 2012). None of the student participants were aged 18 or over at the time of volunteering to 

participate in the study, therefore written parental consent was required. Following negotiation with 

the school principal, it was decided that the Traveller students would be the first to be invited to 

participate in the study. As retention rates for Traveller children are so low in post-primary education 

(CSO, 2010; ESRI, 2017), all Traveller pupils who self-identified as Travellers were invited to take 

part in the study. Letters of invitation (Appendix 5) as well as information sheets and consent forms 

(Appendix 6) detailing the study were sent to all of the parents/guardians of children who self-

identified as Travellers at the end of April, 2014. The amended interview guide (Appendix 11) was 

also included. The nature and purpose of the research was explained and assurances were given about 

the voluntary nature of participating in the research and the right to withdraw at any time. Students 
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and their parents/guardians were asked to read the information sheet and return completed consent 

forms to the school. On receiving written consent, Traveller students themselves were invited to 

participate via letter (Appendix 8) and provided with an information sheet and assent form (Appendix 

9) to sign and return if they wish to participate in the study. The amended interview guide (Appendix 

11) was also sent to the Traveller students. The same process was followed for non-Traveller students.  

 

On receipt of the letter of invitation, only two Traveller parents/guardians granted me their permission 

to invite their child/ren to take part in the study at the beginning of May, 2014. I had anticipated that 

there might be a low response rate through this means of participant recruitment as studies show that 

literacy rates among the Traveller community are low (Pavee Point, 2010) so I suspected many of the 

parents/guardians could not read the literature they received regarding the study. I also thought that 

some of the parents/guardians might be fed up of being researched and allowing their children to be 

researched. My presence in the school generated a lot of attention from Traveller students and many 

of them approached me to enquire about the research and my Traveller identity. Some of the students 

knew me or knew of me because of my work as an activist. Hence, I was able to ask Traveller 

students if their parents/guardians had received my letter of invitation and they generally confirmed 

what I had suspected; that many of the parents/guardians were unable to read or write and did not 

know what they were being asked to consent to. In such contexts, where literacy is an issue and 

potential participants may not have the skills to engage with documentation, the methodological 

literature is clear that researchers must find other ways of ensuring that potential participants 

understand what they are being asked to consent to (Bayounmi and Hwang, 2002. Because of my 

positioning within the Traveller community, I was able to get information regarding the study to the 

parents/guardians of Traveller children through other means. I made use of my contacts in the 

Traveller Movement and arranged to meet with the Primary Health Care (PHC) workers in the area. I 

explained the purpose of my research to the PHC workers and asked them to deliver and read my 

letter of invitation to the families they visited who had children attending St. Greg’s. I reminded them 

to stress the voluntary nature of participation during these informal dialogues with Travellers. My 

phone number was made available to the Traveller parents/guardians and I received a number of 

phone calls during which I discussed and addressed questions they had pertaining to the research 

process. This on-going renegotiation and dialogue helped to build mutual understanding and to make 

informed consent more democratic (Miller and Boulton, 2007). As a result of this recruitment method, 

I was given permission to invite seven more TSPs to take part in the study by the end of May 2014. 

Unfortunately, as the school term was nearing an end I only managed to carry out two interviews 

before the summer holidays and had to wait until September, 2014 to carry out the remaining 

interviews.  
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In September, 2014, non-Traveller pupils were invited to participate in the study, again via letters to 

their parents/guardians from the school. By the end of September, 2014, two parents/guardians of 

students from non-Traveller minority group backgrounds gave me permission to invite their children 

to be part of the study. I then invited both of these non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs) 

to take part in the study and both of them provided their assent. With the principal’s permission, in an 

attempt to increase participation, in mid-October, 2014, I visited each class in the school in order to 

explain my study to the students and provide them with more parental consent forms. Students were 

asked to have the forms signed and to return them to the principal if they were granted permission to 

participate in the study. It was difficult to explain the nature of the study to classrooms of young 

people and I was conscious of making Traveller students feel awkward. It was through this process, 

however, that I was able to recruit a further four students from non-Traveller backgrounds (two white 

Irish student participants (WISPs) and two MSPs) by the end of October, 2014. Through 

‘snowballing’50 and my presence within the school, I was able to recruit a further four non-Traveller 

students (two non-Travellers from the majority population and two non-Travellers from other 

minority backgrounds) by the end of November, 2014. In total, nineteen students from the main case 

study school participated in the research; nine Traveller student participants, six non-Travellers from 

minority groups and four non-Travellers from the majority group. All who volunteered to participate 

from the various categories were included. Table 5.5 provides details regarding the main study student 

participants.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
50 In research snowballing refers to a method of participant recruitment whereby existing research participants recruit other 

participants from among their peers (Johnson, 2014) 
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Table 5.5: Main Study Student Participants  

  Student Participant Group   

 Pseudonym Sex  TSPs WISPs MSPs Year  

1 Jennifer Female  √    5th  

2 Connie Male √   5th 

3 Mickey Male  √   2nd  

4 Richard Male  √   2nd  

5 Celine  Female  √   3rd  

6 Rosa Female  √   2nd  

7 Serena  Female  √   3rd  

8 Paddy Male  √   1st  

9 Theresa  Female  √   5th  

10 Johnathan  Male   √  6th  

11 Hayden  Male   √  5th  

12 Jason  Male   √  2nd  

13 Connor  Male   √  3rd  

14 Victoria  Female    √ 5th  

15 Josef  Male    √ 5th  

16 Christiano  Male    √ 6th  

17 Marian  Female    √ 3rd  

18 Fiona  Female    √ 2nd  

19 Holly  Female    √ 5th  

 

Although the procedures I employed throughout this study would be regarded as fully satisfactory 

from a traditional ethical perspective, in retrospect, I am not satisfied with having sent letters of 

invitation and information regarding the study to the parents/guardians of Traveller children when I 

knew that literacy was a huge issue for the community. Literacy may also have been an issue for the 

parents/guardians of the children from non-Traveller minority ethnic backgrounds, given that the vast 

majority of immigrant families’ first language is not English (Smith, Darmody, McGinnity and Byrne, 

2009). The WISPs all came from single parent working-class family backgrounds which again raises 

issue of concerns surrounding informed consent. While I endeavoured to demonstrate ethical 

sensitivity in all decisions taken (Miller and Boulton, 2007), I tended to stick to the tried and tested as 

opposed to exploring other methodologies to see if there were better ways to ensure informed consent. 

I did this because as a novice researcher I did not have the confidence to do what my intellect was 

telling me to do and did not trust in my own decision making power. Needless to say, my confidence 
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has grown throughout the process of carrying out research. When conducting future research, I will 

explore different methods of recruitment.  

 

5.5.2 The Interview Process 

As previously stated, I chose the semi-structured interview, which is the preferred method of data 

collection in qualitative research. Qualitative researchers study phenomena in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or interpret it in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 1994). Face to face responses are not simply given to the questions, but to the researcher who 

poses those questions, in interplay with how the participants perceive the researcher and themselves in 

that social context (Burgess, 1991, Flick, 1998, Oakley, 1981). There is abundant literature 

emphasising the interplay of different factors on interviewing, and pointing to the issues of gender, 

personal experience, age, social status, race, ethnicity (cf. Flick, 1998; Oakley 1981). The complexity 

of these interactions increases significantly in cross-cultural contexts.  

 

A number of invaluable texts have been written to help researchers develop skills in effective in-depth 

interviewing (e.g. Yin, 2009; Creswell, 2007). During the interview process, every effort was made to 

avoid leading questions and to articulate questions simply and clearly (Yin, 2009, Creswell, 2007; 

Robson, 2005). Patton (1990) reminds us of the importance of using singular questions as asking more 

than one question in one sentence can confuse research participants and result in the loss of 

information. I endeavoured to keep each question singular throughout the interview process and 

employed the use of open ended questions in order to elicit greater depth and breadth of information 

(McCaffrey, 2003). Furthermore, to ensure confidentiality and to protect the identity of research 

participants, I tried not to mention the name of the interviewee or address them by their name 

throughout the interview process although this was not always possible.  

 

Data collection in the main study was completed over the space of almost two years between 

September, 2013 and February, 2015. Interviews with staff were conducted first, followed by 

interviews with Traveller student participants (TSPs), and then the minority student participants 

(MSPs) and white Irish student participants (WISPs). Four of the interviews took place outside of the 

school premises. One of the SP interviews was conducted in a hotel foyer; two TSPs were interviewed 

in a coffee shop (it was noisy and not ideal) and the parent of one of the WISPs requested for her son 

to be interviewed at home. The remaining interviews took place in the school during school hours. 

The school was always very accommodating and I was given the use of various offices during my 

time there in order to conduct interviews with the student participants. The interviews with SPs 

typically took place in their office or a classroom. I was frequently disrupted during interviews by 

people walking into an office or classroom looking for someone. Most student interviews were 
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approximately 30-45 minutes in duration. Interviews with staff participants were approximately one 

hour in duration. Some of the interviews had to be carried out over a two day period at the request of 

participants.  

 

The interviews with school staff generally went well. Most, if not all, of the staff were aware of my 

Traveller identity. For reasons explained earlier (see section 5.3), people’s attitudes towards and 

beliefs about Travellers no longer surprise me and therefore I was generally able to remain distant 

from uncomfortable attitudes during the interviews and could stay focused on guiding the interview. 

There were a few occasions, however, when SPs asked me questions which required me to be open 

and somewhat vulnerable as I tried to establish intimate relationships and build rapport in the field 

(Gaztambide-Fernandez and Howard, 2012). I wanted the SPs to feel open towards me and therefore 

felt obliged to be open with them. I found the interviews with three of the male SPs harder to conduct 

as they had a lot to say and viewed themselves as experts explaining reality to me. I allowed them to 

continue talking and waited patiently for a gap to arise before asking another question or asking them 

to clarify any of the points that they made. The female SPs were generally less inclined to lead the 

interview. Some of the female SPs remarked afterwards that the interview was difficult and left them 

feeling exposed and uncomfortable because of their perception that they perhaps expressed views that 

painted them in a negative light.  

 

While some of the student participants were incredibly open and chatty, others were less inclined to 

elaborate much on answers given. The MSPs tended to talk the most but two of the TSPs also had a 

lot to say. The interviews with the WISPs (who were all male) and the male TSPs were notably 

shorter than the interviews with the female student participants. In a sensitive area in which academic 

and educational expertise is not developed such as race and ethnicity, the potential for hurt and 

misunderstanding is acute. Some of the TSPs were a bit distressed at times during the interview 

process. Interviewing can harm participants somewhat directly, by arousing feelings of guilt, 

embarrassment or anxiety. I felt a sense of guilt evoking such raw emotion but I also felt that it was 

good to give the students a space to talk about their experiences. While it is impossible to safeguard 

against arousing such feelings, in particular when conducting research in an area that is likely to cause 

discomfort it is important to ensure that participant welfare is taken into account. When the interviews 

ended, I stayed and talked with any distressed student. I brought snacks and treats to the interviews 

with the student participants as a kind of ‘offering’ and/or as a ‘comfort food’ if required. I gave 

debriefing forms (Appendix 17) with contact numbers for relevant services to student participants and 

stressed that I was available for follow up questions or clarity as needed. At all stages, my 

commitment was to the welfare of my participants and they were prioritised above “the advancement 

of knowledge” (Miller and Boulton, 2007, p. 2209). Students that did interviews during school hours 

were glad to be out of class and were curious about the interview. The interviews with students tended 
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to be very relaxed overall and the students from different groups all engaged well with me and the 

process. Interviewing the student participants felt like a privilege and I stressed how thankful I was to 

them for allowing me to listen to their “inner-stories” (Baek and Damarin, 2008, p. 195).  

 

All interviews were audio-recorded (with participants’ permission). I created four electronic MS 

Word folders for the various participant groups and a number of sub folders. Text and sound files 

were catalogued into their relevant folders each day. All files were clearly named and dated. Data 

were thus well organised and easy to access and retrieve. Interview recordings were numbered and the 

pseudonyms for each interview were documented on a list, which was held solely by the researcher so 

that in the event of a third party transcribing the interview they would not know the name of the 

interviewee. The interviews were transcribed verbatim by me or a transcriber who signed a 

confidentiality agreement. I listened to the audio-recordings of each of the transcriber’s transcripts 

and edited the transcripts where necessary before sending them to participants for verification and 

comment. Soft copies were e-mailed to the teacher participants. Given the sensitive nature of the data 

generated and the low literacy levels of some of the student participants, I did not feel that it would be 

ethical to give a soft copy to the student participants so I offered to meet with those that wanted to 

meet and read through each transcript with them by the end of September 2015. All participants 

agreed the transcripts accurately reflected their interviews and no changes were required.  

 

5.6 Data Analysis 

5.6.1 Coding the Data 

I analysed my data manually by reading, re-reading, coding and categorising. I coded the data line by 

line, similar to Corbin and Strauss’s (1990, p. 12) “open coding”. They describe this as the process of 

“breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualising, and categorising data” (ibid. p. 12). 

Drawing on some grounded theory coding techniques (Charmaz, 2016), I began by doing line-by-line 

coding on the staff participant transcripts and then I did the same with all of the student participant 

transcripts before moving on to the next level of analysis. Line-by-line coding allows the researcher to 

stand back from the data (Dey, 2005). It enables them to interact with it, pose questions, and label, 

separate and compile the data (Charmaz, 2006, 2014). Line-by-line coding also allows the researcher 

to move beyond the descriptive to the analytical as they are not merely reading the data in a passive 

way (ibid.). Initially, I conducted line-by-line coding with gerunds (ibid.) and during this initial phase 

of data analysis the codes generated followed the data closely (Dey, 2005). I found that this type of 

coding helped to reduce some of the “anxiety and confusion” that often accompanies qualitative 

research analysis (Charmaz, 2015, p. 1116) because of the distance it created between the researcher 

and the data. This was of particular importance due to my positionality/ies (Charmaz, 2008) as it 

allowed me to account for the ways in which my identity/identities impacted on the research process. 
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Table 5.6 provides an example of the initial line-by-line coding phase. It demonstrates how the data 

from the interview transcripts was broken down into gerunds.  

 

Table 5.6: Sample of Line-by-Line Coding 

 

 

5.6.2 Developing Categories 

I began to initially categorise focused codes by placing relevant codes under broad headings such as 

Teacher and Student Perspectives of the DEIS school; Travellers as Deserving Victims and 

Experiences with Intercultural Education. Focussed coding involved reviewing all of the initial codes 

and bringing forward the most significant and/or frequent ones (Charmaz, 2014). Table 5.7 presents 

an example of an early attempt to frame the data and develop initial categories: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Line 

number 

Original Transcript  Gerund-based Codes 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10 

You can’t… you won’t survive here. You know 

you will not survive in this environment if you 

are not able to have a laugh. If it is too heavily 

academic and you take yourself too seriously you 

will struggle. You have to adapt. You know you 

adapt to the school environment that you are in 

and as I said to you, some days it is a really great 

place to work and other days you are going home 

saying ‘Jesus I need to get some place else’ 

Believing you would not 

survive in a school like his if 

you cannot have a laugh 

Adapting to the environment 

Not being too academic in this 

environment 

Not taking yourself too 

seriously 

Adapting to the school 

Feeling it is a great place to 

work some days 

Wanting to leave other days 
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Table 5.7: Initial Categories 

Teacher and Student 

Perspectives on The DEIS 

School –where “all the rotten 

apples” get accepted 

Travellers: Blameless 

Perpetrators and Deserving 

Victims 

Experiences with Intercultural 

Education in Action 

 “Choosing a school” 

  

Feeling fearful about attending 

DEIS 

  

The Traveller School!  

  

Other Reasons for Bad 

Reputation  

   

Being proud of their school 

 

Room for improvement! 

 

Relationships with Teachers 

 

Diversity 

 

Streaming  

 

Hopes and dreams for the future 

 

Favourite subjects 

 

 

Encountering Travellers  

 

Traveller Spotting –The Traveller 

Look!  

 

Fearing Travellers-being told they 

were to be feared 

 

Experiencing Travellers-as friends?  

 

Views on Travellers-One bad apple 

ruins the whole bag, or basket, or 

something like that 

 

Understanding Travellers 

experiences in society-knowing 

they are not liked  

 

Seeing Travellers as deserving 

victims  

 

Travellers in education - Reasons 

Travellers leave school 

 

Knowing about Traveller 

culture/history 

 

Big Fat Gypsy Wedding-

mockumentary! 

 

Irishness  

 

Being normal at school 

 

Confusing identities/identity crisis 

 

Bad identities  

 

Maladapting  

 

Racism  

 

Learning about other cultures-not 

learning about each other 

 

Too much focus on one religion-

feelings of shame when Islam is 

discussed 

 

Relationships with other students  

Some cliques! Mixing and not 

mixing 

 

 

 

As I started to write up my findings based on the categories in the above table, it became apparent that 

my initial categories were too broad as there was overlap between the sub-categories. As Corbin and 

Strauss (1990, p. 13) point out, the “researcher may inadvertently place data in a category where they 

do not analytically belong, but by means of systematic comparisons, the errors will eventually be 

located and the data and concepts arranged in appropriate classifications”. To counteract this problem, 

I did a mapping exercise with my supervisor in order to analyse the focused codes more deeply and 

prevent overlap. My supervisor encouraged me to engage more theoretically and abstractly with the 

emerging analysis (Charmaz, 2015). The mapping process led to thematic analysis (Petty, Thomson 

and Stew, 2012) of the existing codes and provisional categories. Appendix 18 presents the 

provisional categories that were developed as a result of the mapping process. Table 5.8 provides an 

example of how the codes were regrouped and clustered through a process of mapping.  
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Table 5.8: Regrouping and Clustering of Codes 

Seeing St. Greg’s as a 

Dumping Ground 

(segregation) 

Being and Relating to 

An/’Other’ 

Misunderstandings, 

Resistances and Discomforts 

in Intercultural Education  

Wanting/choosing St. Greg’s 

 

Being rejected elsewhere 

(assuming rejection) 

 

Other schools ‘cherry picking’ 

Normality and identity in a 

diverse school 

 

Sticking with their own 

 

Differential relationships with 

teachers  

Some students just living day 

by day (understanding 

inequality) 

 

Inclusive education viewed as 

behaviour management  

-feeling unprepared to manage 

behaviour/in area of 

intercultural education 

(identifying what should be 

covered in CPD) 

-ability grouping used as a 

form of behaviour management  

 

Resistance and Discomfort 

about intercultural education in 

the curriculum  

 

Further reflection and discussion with my supervisor, writing up drafts of potential categories and 

their contents, facilitated the development of the final categories and sub-categories, which are 

outlined below:  

 

1. Seeing St. Greg’s as a School for Rotten Apples 

 Taking the students “not suitable for mainstream” 

 Feeling Stigmatised: “A school for the Travellers and the Blacks” 

 Attending St. Greg’s for the ‘Freebies’ and Supports? 

 Seeing St. Greg’s as the School for the Academically Uninterested and/or Less Able   

2. Being and Relating to an/”other” 

 Not knowing how to Self-Identify/Confusing Identities 

 Knowing Who Is and Who Is Not considered ‘Normal’ 

 Sticking With Their Own-Blaming the ‘Other’ for the Lack of Mixing 
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 Student-Teacher Relationships in St. Greg’s 

3. Misunderstandings, Difference and Discomfort in Intercultural Education 

 Positioning St. Greg’s as an Inclusive School 

 Identifying Behavioural Issues as Particularly Challenging in St. Greg’s 

 Ability Grouping as a Form of Behaviour Management 

 Receiving/Not Receiving Intercultural Training (ITE/CPD) 

 

After writing initial drafts of the first three findings chapters, I returned to the codes again in order to 

examine the ways in which my researcher’s identity/ies impacted on the research process. Based on 

earlier learning, the category and its sub-categories, I developed were more specific as outlined 

below: 

Research Positionality/ies, Identity/ies and Researcher Relationships with Participants 

(Researcher Positionality and Negotiating the Field) 

 Being the Elephant in the Room: Fears, Vulnerabilities and Discomforts in Studying 

Up 

 Acknowledging/Pretending that Research Identity Matters/Does Not Matter 

 Being Viewed as an Insider, Outsider and an In-Betweener 

 Being Self Conscious and Uncomfortable and Being Comfortable 

 Being Emotionally Invested 

 

 

5.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has delineated the methods employed in this study and provided a rationale for all of the 

steps taken throughout the course of this study in order to address the research questions. It made the 

research design transparent by providing an account of the steps that were undertaken at each stage of 

the research. For example, in this chapter I provide an accounts of the ways in which I endeavoured to 

understand how my positionalities/identities impacted on the research process. This chapter also 

discussed the difficulties encountered at the negotiating access to research sites phase of the study. 

Additionally, it provided a clear overview of how the data was analysed using some grounded theory 

techniques and demonstrates how mapping helped me to develop the different categories.  

 

The next chapter is the first of four findings chapters. It examines the impact that my researcher 

identity had on the data collected from all of the different research participant groups. It discusses 

how different aspects of a researcher’s identity can be a source of discomfort or comfort for research 

participants and explores research participants’ behaviour and responses in an interview setting. It 
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examines how my own positionalities (Traveller, Traveller woman, Traveller mother, activist, 

educator, and researcher) impacted on the data collection and analysis process.  
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Chapter Six: Research Positionality/ies and Researcher Relationships with Participants 

 

… the most admirable thinkers within the scholarly community … do not split their work 

from their lives. They seem to take both too seriously to allow such dissociation, and they 

want to use each for the enrichment of the other … What this means is that you must learn to 

use your life experience in your intellectual work. (Mills, 1959, p. 195-196) 

 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines the impact that my researcher identity had on the data collected from all of the 

different research participant groups - staff participants (SPs), Traveller student participants (TSPs), 

non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs) and white Irish student participants (WISPs). It 

discusses how different aspects of a researcher’s identity can be a source of discomfort or comfort for 

research participants from different groups and explores how researcher identity affects research 

participants’ behaviour and responses in an interview setting. This chapter will also examine how my 

own positionalities (Traveller, Traveller woman, Traveller mother, activist, educator, and researcher) 

impacted on the data collection and analysis process and outline how that impacted on my own 

development as a researcher. It also examines how my identity/ies impacted on my relationships with 

the research participants during the interview process and how those relationships affected the data 

and research findings in specific ways. While information on identity and positionalities would 

usually be provided in an earlier chapter, I have included it here because of the ways in which my 

identity/ies affected the research and therefore became a finding as opposed to merely a reflexive 

account of my positionality in relation to the research.  

 

There are three sections in this chapter. In the next two sections, I will interweave my own reflections 

from my Reflective Journal (RJ) to highlight the ways in which researcher reflexivity was utilised 

throughout the research process. Section two will provide a justification for the use of critical 

educational autobiographical techniques and include a detailed and critical account of my educational 

journey. In section three, the impact of researcher identity on research participants and the research 

process will be explored in depth by drawing on the data collected from research participants and 

from my own RJ.  

 

6.2 Critical Educational Autobiography  

6.2.1 Justifying Critical Educational Autobiography  

At the negotiating access to the research sites stage, my Traveller identity was raised as an issue of 

concern when the principal of St. Greg’s informed me that some teachers had been worried about how 

my role as a Traveller activist would impact on how I represented the school and the views of the SPs. 

While nervous to begin with, I was delighted to have been given the chance to put all of ‘my cards on 
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the table’ with the school principal. It helped me to relax more in the school and I really appreciated 

that the school had granted me access in spite of their concerns.  

Barry (SP) is such a decent guy. I really get the sense that he has granted me access because 

he wants to understand how to improve the educational outcomes for the students in St. 

Greg’s. I really appreciate that he told me about the reservations that the school had. He 

understands that this is sensitive research and that it may not paint the school in a positive 

light and is still willing to grant me access. I hope I can capture how much I appreciate his 

honesty and bravery. I actually feel quite emotional after that honest encounter… I really 

hope I can capture that genuine desire to do better… (Hannagh, Reflective Journal (RJ), 10th 

September, 2013).  

 

One question that people often ask me is how I managed to progress in education when the statistics 

for early school leaving amongst Travellers is so high. It was not surprising, therefore, to be asked by 

some of the research participants, the SPs in particular, how I managed to progress in education. For 

example, Kathy (SP) wanted to know why I “went to school and others [other Travellers] don’t”. Ann 

(SP) and Maire (SP) were also curious about my own school experiences and asked what had 

“motivated” (Maire, SP) me to stay in school.  

How come you went to school and others don’t? What is your belief? Had your mother huge 

expectations for you?  How are you doing your PhD? (Kathy, SP) 

What motivated you growing up? Why were you so determined to succeed? (Maire, SP) 

 

The answer I give to the SPs is reminiscent of the information that I would usually divulge to others in 

a group setting such as a lecture or presentation. I quickly explain that because of trauma51, which I 

experienced as a child, I was offered an early intervention and I attribute the difference in my life 

trajectory to the sequence of events that followed.  

I think for me and my particular case… when I was a child, I had a very traumatic experience 

and from the age of seven I had intensive sessions with a child psychologist, and I saw her 

weekly, and daily if I needed to. So that early intervention ... (Hannagh, from Kathy’s 

transcript) 

 

As previously explained in Chapter Four, I hired a transcriber to help me transcribe some of the 

research interviews. During the transcribing process the transcriber wrote to me in order to check if I 

wanted the end of the interview with Kathy transcribed because of the personal nature of the 

discussion. I was reminded yet again how vulnerable the telling of my own story made me and I felt 

uncomfortable putting such personal information about myself out there but I told him to transcribe it 

anyway as I knew there was no getting away from myself in this study.  

Today the transcriber asked if I wanted him to type up my response to Kathy’s question. He 

felt it was a bit sensitive in nature and wanted to double check that I wanted it included. I 

wonder how much I told her and what exactly I said. Cringe! I worry constantly about how 

                                                           
51 It is important to note that the trauma experienced had nothing to do with my ethnicity.  
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much I will have to share and how I will present it. I am conscious of the fact that I am more 

privileged than many of my family members. I have had opportunities to reflect and develop 

and gain a depth of awareness that many of them did not therefore I am cautious of exposing 

myself, not just because I am afraid of the consequences I might face, but because I do not 

want to cause any discomfort to those I love. This is not the first time in my life that I have 

resented being me. (Hannagh, RJ, 19th December, 2014) 

 

Throughout the research process, I have found a significant degree of self-study both necessary and 

useful. According to Mills (1959, p. 12), a study which does not engage with biographical issues and 

include historical contexts has not “completed its intellectual journey”. Feminist researchers (cf. 

Walkerdine and Lucey, 1989; Stanley and Wise, 1993) argue that who we are always impacts on the 

research process as “the personal experience of the researcher is an integral part of the research 

process” (Ezzy, 2002, p. 153). However, as Reay (1996) points out, not everyone is expected to 

constantly have to explain themselves and write about their difference because some researchers take 

their positions for granted. Lather (2006) argues that our understanding of the social world is shaped 

and influenced by our own autobiographies. In order to gain a more complex understanding of culture 

and people, we must examine our own socio-cultural history and develop a socio-cultural 

consciousness (Villegas and Lucas, 2002) or be able to “see with a cultural eye” (Irvine, 2003, p. xv). 

Such an examination promotes cognisance of our own complex cultural identities and how they 

influence our perceptions of others. If used rigorously, autobiography can be used to highlight how 

researchers have come to see the world and how others have come to see them (Jackson, 2004). Behar 

(1996, p. 14) argues that critical autobiography can lead the reader “into the enormous sea of social 

issues”. 

 

Reflexivity allows the researcher to make their epistemological positions explicit and be open and 

honest about how they have participated in the research process and produced knowledge 

(Hammersley and Atkinson, 1983; Reay, 1996; Subedi, 2006; Mills, Bonner and Francis, 2006). 

Reflexive accounts of one’s own experiences can “provide a critical lens to theorize social discourses” 

(Subedi, 2006, p. 573). My personal and professional experiences have affected the way I have come 

to interrogate, understand and frame my analysis and findings. To suggest otherwise would be a lie. It 

would trivialise my work to pretend that I am an “abstract universal speaker” (Grumet, 2001, p. 71). 

As Anderson (1989, p. 253) explains, our “conscious models exist to perpetuate, as much as to 

explain social phenomena” as one cannot step outside of their own historicality. Reay (1996), who 

used reflexivity to critically analyse how her own class positioning impacted on the data analysis and 

interpretive process, reminds us that no process is perfect or complete. While she acknowledges that 

her own subjectivity is problematic, she uses the research process to question the view that knowledge 

is hierarchal (ibid.).  
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Drawing on Grumet (2001), Keane (2009, p. 8) points out how critical autobiography often evokes a 

sense of vulnerability as it is difficult to put “one’s (private) self ‘in’ a (public) work” and to make 

oneself ‘visible’ to others. The reflection process has been difficult as it contains not only reflections 

on my work but also on my personal life as the boundaries between both have often been hard to 

define (Rubin, 2013). Given the relevance of my positionalities to the research topic, I knew from the 

outset of this research journey that writing about my own educational experiences would form an 

important part of the overall study. However, I did not fully appreciate or anticipate the ways in which 

I would have to engage with myself nor did I understand how many layers of self I would have to peel 

back in order get to a point where I could put myself on a page for others to scrutinize. However, as 

Valenzuela (2013) reminds us, we must understand and know ourselves before we can begin to 

understand others. I believe that we must be prepared to make ourselves vulnerable in research which 

relies on our research participants making themselves vulnerable to us. Therefore, I feel it would be 

disingenuous of me not to talk about how the intersections of my identity have affected me as a 

person and how my experiences have shaped my worldview and impacted on how I engaged with the 

research process. Nevertheless, those of us that agree to reflect on positionality need to think about 

how deep we are willing to commit to that process (Lather, 1991).  

 

Somekh (2009, p. 7) argues that the self “can best be understood as intermeshed with others through 

webs of interpersonal and professional relationships that co-construct the researcher’s identity”. Like 

other researchers utilising a critical autobiographical approach, I have had to question and decide 

“how much of myself do I put in and how much of myself do I leave out?” (Holman Jones, 2005, p. 

765). As highlighted above, in my spoken narrative I allude to having experienced early childhood 

trauma. While I can see the transformative potential of sharing stories and critical autobiography, I am 

very reticent about going into too much detail about my childhood. I feel I have a duty of care to those 

(my mother and my siblings) that have been on this journey with me and am conscious of the fact that 

my life has turned out relatively okay, all things considered, while to varying degrees, some of theirs 

have not. It is one thing to make yourself voluntarily vulnerable but another thing altogether to impose 

vulnerability on others. For ethical reasons, I have therefore endeavoured to tell my story, and to talk 

about some of the things that have happened to me, without talking about the personal experiences of 

those I shared my childhood with. In order to help me decide what to put in and what to leave out, I 

have had to revisit it all. While the experience has been somewhat cathartic, it has also been 

exhausting and at times completely debilitating and consequently, it has taken me some time to be 

able to get to this point.  

 

Commentators in the field of critical auto-biography and auto-ethnography highlight concerns about 

appearing ‘self-indulgent’ (Ribbens, 1993) or too self-centred (Sparkes, 2000). We learn that we are 
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not meant to be heard or seen in scholarly reports (Charmaz, Mitchell and Hertz, 1997). Stinson 

(1998, p. 117) reveals that she learned as a student that it was “inappropriate” to make personal 

disclosures in academic papers and “unprofessional to share private stories with colleagues”. In my 

case, at least, I would rather not indulge at all. It was really difficult to get the time to engage in the 

healing process that would enable me to write about myself. I have a child to raise on my own and a 

living to make and revisiting the types of trauma I have experienced was conducive to neither. I have 

resented not having a ‘normal’ journey, a story that I can talk openly about in any given situation. I 

learned at a young age that my experiences were not considered ‘normal’ and I have grown cautious 

of sharing too much because of how people have reacted to me in the past and subsequently behaved 

towards me. People like me learn to be silent and to feel shame about who we are and what we have 

experienced. Rose (2004, p. 12) contends that fear and shame are “the darkest, most discomforting 

colours of the psyche” (as cited in Reay, 2005, p. 213). If I could assume the role of a privileged white 

researcher, I would. I have envied them their regular lives with their regular stories and ‘lightbulb 

moments’ throughout this research process. I know that that is not fair as like me they did nothing to 

inherit their story other than be born. Nevertheless, I do feel a sense of resentment and envy similar to 

the feelings Reay (2005, p. 912) identified as “affective aspects of class”. She argues that feelings of 

superiority and inferiority and visceral reactions, are etched into our psyche and characterize and 

shape our social positions (ibid.).  

 

6.2.2 Educational Autobiography   

Both of my parents are Travellers. Reflecting the diversity within the Traveller community, they come 

from very different backgrounds. While my father’s family tended to be nomadic all year long, my 

mother’s family were seasonal economic nomads and lived a sedentary life during most of the school 

year. Born in the late 1970s, I grew up in a large family of eight children. Not long after I was born, as 

part of the State’s ‘settlement programme’, my parents were housed. However, we continued to be 

partially nomadic for long periods at a time. I travelled with my mother’s parents until my grandfather 

died when I was sixteen years old. His death marked the end of nomadism for me. Travelling with my 

father’s family was always chaotic because we were always moved-on and never had access to water 

or electricity, whereas travelling with my mother’s family was a pleasant experience as we had a 

small funfair and were welcomed wherever we went.  

                                                                                                                                                    

When my family were not practicing nomadism, I attended an all-girls Catholic convent primary 

school that was ran by the nuns. The socio-economic make-up of the school was predominantly 

middle-class. Unlike many Travellers of my age, I did not attend a segregated school. My family were 

the only Traveller family in the town where I grew up. Given that we were just one family, there 

would have been no need to segregate us. The nuns developed a relationship with my mother and 

would visit our home. We were very poor, like many people in the 1980s but my father’s alcohol 
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addiction exacerbated the problem. The nuns provided us with school uniforms and books. One nun 

made lunch for my sister and I every day. She would give it to us at the beginning of class so as not to 

cause us any embarrassment in front of all of the other students. I appreciated her discrete manner 

even at that age. Without the pastoral care provided to us by the nuns, I don’t know how we would 

have been able to participate in school.  

 

For the first few years of primary school, the other children were reluctant to play with me. I never 

questioned why that was. I just assumed that they did not play with me because I was somehow bad 

and unworthy. One student who walked home in the same direction as me would let me walk behind 

her and talk to her. It was later in life when I realised she did that because she was afraid that her 

parents would see her walking beside me. In second or third class, a small group of the students 

(eleven in total), including myself, from my class were moved up a class52. We were seated down one 

side of the classroom and while taught alongside the other students, we always remained in our own 

distinct group. As there was an odd number of us, one person had to sit alone at the little desks built 

for two. That was always me. Birthday parties were always a sore point for me as I rarely got invited. 

In a bigger group this might not have been so noticeable, but as our group was small, it was clear that 

I was the only one not invited. I can still remember trying not to cry every time that this happened.  

 

For me, childhood was a series of traumatic events and adversity. When I was eight years old, I was 

assigned a child psychologist. She played a really significant role in my life as she acted as an 

advocate for me in primary school. After she got involved in my life, school life improved. She 

engaged with my teachers at school and helped them to understand how trauma was affecting me. The 

psychologist must have also spoken to some of the parents of the other students as I started to get 

invited to some parties. While I was glad to be invited, I always felt that I was a bit of a spectacle in 

these very middle-class environments. 

 

Before critically engaging with my primary school experiences I would have described them as being 

good. I would recall how my teachers had high expectations of me and proudly remember that I was 

good at spelling. Unlike many Travellers, and in spite of long absences from school due to nomadism, 

I learned how to read and write and could do math when I completed my primary education. 

However, I left school not knowing what I was. I had never heard of a Traveller or came across one in 

the school curriculum. If someone said to me ‘you can’t be a Traveller as you don’t travel’ I 

confusedly agreed with them. I had developed an identity crisis and did not know how to challenge 

such remarks. So now I would look back at my primary school experience and say while there were 

                                                           
52 I always believed we were moved because we were too smart for the level our class was at. I don’t know how I 

internalised that belief or if there was any truth in it. We may have just been moved because of class size. I still don’t know 

the real reason we were moved but I believe that that internalised belief served has me well.  
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some positives, overall it was quite a damaging experience as I left school not knowing what I was 

and not understanding why I was rejected by other students.  

 

When I was twelve, we had to relocate to another county for safety reasons. We moved to Galway 

where I attended a primary school for six months before moving on to post-primary school. That was 

my first time being in a class with other Travellers. I recall there being baths in the school and later 

learned they had been used for bathing the Traveller students. Many of the Traveller students attended 

a special class and those that did not usually sat together. For safety reasons, I did not identify as a 

Traveller. I ‘played white’ and sat with the settled children and hung out with them. It was a hard time 

as I lived in constant fear of being ‘found out’ by both Travellers and settled people.  

 

My first post-primary school experience was an unpleasant one. I had no uniform as we had no 

money. I never asked my mother for school stuff as I knew she was already struggling to make ends 

meet. Some teachers would make a big deal about the uniform and it was really embarrassing to have 

to tell them why I had none, so I didn’t. Rather than face humiliation, I turned to stealing and stole 

what I needed for school. I grew to hate post-primary school after the first few months and felt very 

unwelcome and out of place there. I don’t remember if there were any other Traveller girls in my 

class. I remember getting in trouble a lot and being branded as the ‘ring leader’ by the school principal 

and some teachers although nothing could have been further from the truth. I was in no position to 

lead the group of peers I hung around with at that time as they were all quite strong characters. I got 

on with very few teachers but there were a few teachers that I did like because they were 

understanding and kind. I knew that they liked me and that they did not ‘look their nose down’ on me. 

I hated the school principal and the feeling seemed mutual. I hated the guidance counsellor too. She 

told me I would go nowhere in life. I was thirteen and I believed her.  

 

I begged my mother not to send me back to that school in second year. She sent me anyway. I warned 

her that if she sent me back I would make sure I was expelled. And of course I fulfilled that prophecy. 

I would sign in on a Monday so as to avoid the authorities following up with my mother and then I 

would mitch school all week with a group of other young people like me, who also hated being in 

school. We would steal biscuits and sit under the bridge all day smoking cigarettes. Sometimes we 

sniffed tippex and petrol. There was always the same few young people, many of whom are dead 

today due to one tragedy or other. When eventually, at the end of second year, I was asked not to 

return to the school, I was glad.  

 

I tried to get a place in another school. I was refused over and over again. I had no idea how to 

challenge the system and had nobody that could challenge it on my behalf. I found a job in a 
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‘takeaway’ and worked the nightshift for the next three years. I started to hang out with people older 

than me. By the time I was sixteen, I was taking drugs and drinking alcohol. At seventeen, I was on 

the verge of a breakdown and had developed stress related rashes all over my skin and was having 

severe panic attacks. I went to see my GP and he offered me Prozac. I asked him if I could talk to 

someone instead and he gave me the number of a counsellor who worked on a sliding scale. I called 

her and she agreed to meet with me every week for as long as I needed to meet for fifty pence per 

session. More often than not, I did not have the fifty pence but that never mattered. That psychologist 

saved my life. There is no way that I would be alive today without her help. 

 

One night, I had a dream that I met some of the girls from my primary school. They asked me what I 

was doing with my life and I woke from that dream feeling a deep sense of shame. I went downstairs 

and told my mother I was going back to school. I had no big plan. I just wanted to be in school. 

Again, I got refused from the first two schools that I tried. Next, I wrote a letter to another school 

principal explaining my situation and begging him to allow me to attend school. He wrote back and 

invited me to meet him and asked me to get a reference from my old school. I was nervous going back 

to my old school but felt as almost four years had passed that the principal would have gotten over his 

contempt for me and would see how much I wanted to go to school. He said he would send on a 

reference. And he did. He told the new principal that he would not refer me to any school and instead 

advised the principal to check with the guards to see if I had a criminal record. People often gasp 

when I tell them that. I don’t know if they are horrified that I was refused a chance or if they are 

surprised he suggested I may have had a criminal record. The thing is I could have very well had a 

record. People that experience ACEs are twenty times more likely to end up incarcerated than those 

that have experienced none (Bellis, Ashton, Hughes, Ford, Bishop, and Paranjothy, 2016). I had 

luckily escaped such a fate but only by the ‘grace of God’. My new principal joked that I must have 

been very naughty altogether but said that he was going to give me a chance all the same and allowed 

me to attend school on ‘probation’.  

 

I loved post-primary school the second time round. My favourite and by far the most engaging teacher 

was my English teacher. I loved everything about English. My English teacher introduced me to 

philosophy and it fascinated me. It is no surprise then perhaps that I went on to study English and 

Philosophy when I eventually managed to go to university.  

 

I did not get the points required to enter university the first time that I sat my Leaving Certificate. I 

was not far off but it was not enough. While I was initially disappointed I picked myself up and 

returned to school to repeat the year. I had come too far to go back at that stage. I was about half way 

through the academic year when the career guidance teacher called me into his office. He explained 
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that the university was running a pilot ACCESS programme and that all schools in Galway had been 

asked to nominate a student. My school had nominated me. At first I was suspicious as I did not 

believe that the ACCESS programme would guarantee me a place in university so I was reluctant to 

leave school and wait for the pilot to begin. But after going for an interview with the ACCESS staff, I 

was more convinced that it was the route for me. For numerous reasons, ACCESS was exactly what I 

needed in order to make the transition from school to university.  

 

When I first went to university, I felt somewhat uncomfortable around the other students. While I did 

make a few friends, those friendships always remained surface in nature. I hung out with other 

ACCESS students during breaks and as I had a large group of friends outside of university, I tended to 

hang out with them during my free time. I worked around my college timetable. My boss was flexible 

and would let me off for an hour or a few hours during the day to attend lectures. I found that aspect 

hard but it was necessary. I had moved out of home, was too young to qualify for Back to Education 

(BTE), and only received the half grant as my family lived in Galway and of course the assumption 

was, that if your family lived in Galway that you would be living with them. I was not. I moved out of 

home when I was eighteen and never moved back again after that.  

 

I applied to do the Higher Diploma in Education (H. Dip.) on completion of my BA. I really felt that I 

would have a lot to give as a teacher because of my own life and educational experiences. I was 

delighted to be offered a place on the programme. In the university, I still felt like the ‘odd one out’. 

This was reinforced time and time again through my interactions with white middle class settled 

people. I can vividly recall an incident in English methods class where we were discussing novels. 

One student brought up the book Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt and described it as being 

unbelievable. She believed that nobody in Ireland lived a destitute life like the one that McCourt had 

described. Nobody challenged her. In fact, there seemed to be a consensus within the classroom. The 

lecturer even agreed. I stayed silent as did not have the courage to stand up and say that the book 

seemed accurate to me because of what I had witnessed in my own life. I made no friends during the 

H. Dip. and cannot even recall one student’s face or name from the class other than the one that dissed 

Angela’s Ashes.  

 

I did my teaching practice in a disadvantaged school. Still not openly identifying as a Traveller, I had 

started to notice how all the young Traveller boys were put in the same class. Sometimes, the 

Traveller students would make jokes about my surname. They would jokingly ask ‘Miss are you 

related to’ such a person? I never had to answer, because the idea that a Traveller could be a teacher 

seemed impossible to them and so they laughed off their own question. While I cannot recall there 

being a lot of negative discussions about Travellers in the staffroom, the one I do recall was a game 
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changer for me. One day the vice principal expressed that he believed that Traveller children could 

not be educated. I was shocked by his statement. He was a good person and a brilliant educator and I 

was shocked to learn what he thought. I wondered what hope there was for Traveller children if this 

was what their teachers believed. I never spoke up. I didn’t know how. I ‘played white’ because I was 

afraid. I was worried the deputy principal and others would think that I was not able to teach if they 

found out I was a Traveller. I ‘played white’ because my little brother was in the school and I did not 

want to ‘out’ him. I ‘played white’ because I was scared to come ‘out’. I felt ashamed of myself for 

hiding my identity as I knew my silence was damaging to the Traveller students. I felt that I was 

teaching them that there was something terrible about who they were by not admitting what I was. On 

completion of my H. Dip., riddled with guilt, I decided not to go back into teaching.  

  

I took a year out after the H. Dip. but felt that I should do a masters. I thought that it would give me 

the confidence and the courage I needed to speak out. I applied to do the MA in Community 

Development and was accepted. I decided at the outset to ‘come out’ as a Traveller. I was sick of 

hiding and feeling guilty about it. So on the first day of my MA, I did just that. It was overwhelming 

and I went red from the feet up with shame. Like I was admitting a terrible secret. The students on the 

course reacted to me strangely and I started to notice that I was never picked to join groups for group 

work. I felt that the students thought I would bring the group’s grade down as they believed I was not 

as smart as them. This was my first time being ‘out’ in an explicitly settled world. It was scary. My 

lecturers and the professor in my department could not have been more supportive. They could see the 

dynamic in the group and quietly showed me they were aware of the difficulties I was encountering.  

 

On completion of my MA, I started to work in a Traveller non-government organisation (NGO). I still 

had a lot of internalised oppression to work through. It was wonderful to be amongst so many 

Travellers working in a Traveller NGO. However, it felt strange and at times and I was not sure if I 

really belonged or was accepted. I was conscious of my difference and was unapologetic about it. I 

stayed working in the NGO sector for six years on a full-time basis. I was completely ‘out’ as a 

Traveller. It was a difficult time and a lot of my settled friends started to distance themselves from 

me. My family also felt uncomfortable at having been ‘outed’. Eventually they came round. I became 

very disillusioned with the community sector very early on. The principles I had learned about during 

my MA did not seem to be practised on the ground and I was often in conflict over the structures of 

the movement which I felt was settled led. During the time I worked in the community sector, I met 

my PhD Supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane. I was surprised to hear an academic outside of the community 

development sector talk so knowledgeably about the educational inequalities facing Travellers and I 

was impressed by her ability to present facts in a way that I couldn’t. I wanted to be able to do that. I 

felt we were talking among ourselves in the settled dominated community sector and I wanted to be 
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able to bring our advocacy work further. I wondered if getting a PhD would lead to us being 

considered the ‘experts’ within our own community. After meeting Dr. Keane a number of times at 

work events, I approached her and asked her what I needed to do to do a PhD. The rest as they say is 

history. From day one Elaine was enthusiastic and believed in my ability to get here. She was 

approachable and encouraging and always made me feel I was able for this even when every fibre of 

my being believed otherwise.  

 

6.3 Researcher Positionality and Negotiating the Field  

6.3.1 Being the Elephant in the Room- Fears, Vulnerabilities and Discomforts in Studying Up 

As discussed in Chapter Five, I conducted a pre-pilot study in order to examine how my Traveller 

identity might affect research participants’ responses and to explore whether or not I should disclose 

this identity to them. Three of the pre-pilot study SPs felt that I should not disclose my Traveller 

identity if I wanted to hear the “truth” (Donal, SP) from other SPs. Muireann (SP) advised me to 

“leave it [my ethnicity] out” because she was “worried” about what I “would get in the aftermath” if I 

chose to disclose my identity to potential research participants. 

I would be worried by what you would get in the aftermath. You know if you got a very 

negative reaction. (Muireann, SP) 

 

In addition to using the pre-pilot phase to explore whether or not I should disclose my Traveller 

identity, I also used it to see how I would feel as a minority researcher interviewing research 

participants. While I was used to hearing people express negative views about Travellers before 

embarking on the PhD journey, I wanted to see how I would manage my reactions and responses in an 

intimate setting such as an interview. I felt guilty about concealing my identity and while, as 

explained in Chapter Five, after the pre-pilot stage I came to the conclusion that my Traveller identity 

did have an impact on the data and on the ways in which research participants engaged with me, I did 

not take the decision not to disclose my identity upfront lightly. However, I also wanted to hear the 

‘truth’ from research participants and decided that it was better not to draw attention to the elephant in 

the room, in particular in situations where it might have made research participants feel uncomfortable 

and guarded. Similar to Muireann (SP), I was also worried about how my findings would be received. 

I struggled with feelings of insecurity and concerns about being critical of members of the dominant 

group in a society where Travellers hold very little power.  

I feel as if I am being dishonest about something. I am not. I am annoyed that I have to even 

grapple with this issue but I know too that I have to in order to minimise and/or protect 

myself from criticism… I feel like I am being sneaky and as if I am trying to ‘trick’ people 

into feeling comfortable enough to tell me stuff that they might not tell me if they knew who I 

was… I have felt nervous and anxious before and during each of the [pre-pilot] interviews. Of 

course! I am afraid of being found out. Would I feel better if I just introduced myself as a 

Traveller? I am sure I would but how would the research participants feel? I am conscious 

that while I am part of this process that it is ultimately not about me but about the research 
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and the research participants and their comfort. … I wish I did not decide to interview 

teachers. What was I thinking? I really do not feel qualified to do this and at times the whole 

experience scares me…  I regret not choosing a fluffier topic or one where I am not so 

involved in so many ways… (Hannagh, RJ, 14th December, 2012) 

 

Researcher identity has been a focus of research in the social sciences for some time with many 

studies examining the complex ways in which a researcher’s status and identity (gender, race, and 

class) affects the research process (Bhopal, 2009, 2010; Oakley, 2016). Much of the literature on 

researcher identity tends to focus on what it is like for members of the dominant group to conduct 

research on minorities and the power dynamics inherent in those relationships (Anderson, 1989). The 

literature depicts a picture whereby the researcher is in a position of power and exercises greater 

authority over the research process than the research participants (Conti and O’Neill, 2007; Watts, 

2006). The assumption that researchers assume “a superior position within the research process” 

becomes complicated when the researcher/s comes from a minority background (Sohl, 2018, p. 470; 

Chikkatur and Jone-Walker, 2012). While there is a need for members of privileged groups to reflect 

on how their racial identity enters into the research process (Berryman, Soohoo and Nevin, 2013), as 

my study highlights there is also a need for members of oppressed and marginalised groups to 

interrogate how their racial identity enters the field and impacts on the research process. 

 

Hoel (2013) argues that researchers should reflect on the emotional aspects of the research process 

such as feelings of vulnerability. Referring to fieldwork as “feelwork”, Ahlstedt (2015, p. 187) argues 

that researchers do not adequately address how their own identities and personal histories contribute 

to the emotions aroused during fieldwork. My identity, as a member of a marginalised ethnic minority 

group carrying out research on members of the dominant group, meant grappling with feelings of 

inferiority and anxiety over getting it wrong. According to Bourdieu (1987), we come to understand 

our own place in the world and the place of others unconsciously. For him this is an embodied process 

(ibid.). Growing up in Ireland as a Traveller, I have learned my place in the world. As can be seen 

from my Reflective Journal (RJ), my Traveller identity made me feel vulnerable in the field, in 

particular when interviewing the SPs. I felt cautious and anxious and it took me time to assume the 

position of a researcher and to leave my subservient self at the door. A key challenge for me was what 

Gaztambide-Fernandez and Howard (2012) describe as coming to terms with my own ambivalence 

regarding my status as an academic. Similar to the views expressed by Muireann (SP), regarding 

being worried about how members of the dominant group would react to my findings, I was also 

worried about the potential negative reaction from the SPs and people working within the field of 

education more broadly. Sohl (2018) and others (cf. Knowles, 2006; Behar, 1996) invite researchers 

to allow themselves to be vulnerable and to turn uncomfortable feelings and fears into important data. 

Reinharz (1992) argues that complex relationships in the field between the researcher and the 

researched can produce valuable data as long as researchers have a good sense of self awareness. 
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Knowles (2006) posits that we can learn a lot about power and privilege by examining relationships 

that appear difficult because of the dynamic between the researcher and the research participants.  

 

Research should therefore be viewed as an interaction between the researcher and the research 

participants “that is characterized by complex and nuanced power dynamics” (McGarry, 2016, p. 

340).  Drawing on Gallagher (2008), McGarry (2016) reminds us that the interactions between 

researchers and research participants cannot be fully predicted as they often result in unexpected 

outcomes and may produce outcomes which have not been anticipated. She argues that the role of the 

researcher is to understand rather than overcome the power dynamics which are at play in research 

(ibid.). As Maher and Tetreault (1994, p. 164) point out, positionality cannot be defined “in terms of 

their fixed identities but by their location within shifting networks of relationships, which can be 

analysed and changed”. McGarry (2016, p. 341) refers to this “complex nexus of power that 

characterises all social interaction” as the “’messiness’ of research”. Drawing on Foucault (1997), she 

argues that “all knowledge should be seen as a dynamic product of the power relations governing the 

specific context in which it is produced” (ibid., p. 342). James (2007) posits that as researchers have 

many identities, one positionality should not take precedence over others because identity is fluid and 

ever changing and therefore the researcher adapts their behaviours and positionalities depending on 

the research environment. Holt (2004) asserts that because power dynamics are changeable and 

complex, the researcher needs to be both reflexive and flexible in their approach to negotiating the 

multifaceted power dynamics at play in research. My reflexive journal (RJ) enabled me to capture and 

make sense of the ways in which my different positionalities impacted me as a researcher throughout 

the research process, and on the research participants from across the different groups (staff 

participants (SPs), Traveller student participants (TSPs), white Irish student participants (WISPs) and 

minority student participants (MSPs). 

 

There is less risk involved when ‘studying down’ than there is when ‘studying up’ as underprivileged 

groups are rarely in a position to criticise what has been written about them (Lynch and O’Neill, 

1994; Lynch and Crean, 2018). Researching underprivileged groups contains ‘a feel-good factor’ for 

researchers (ibid.). I worried about how I would present my findings long before I analysed my data. 

In particular, I was concerned about making members of the dominant group look bad. Part of me 

worried about being overly critical of teachers and the education system as I felt I was ruining my 

chances of ever being employed in a school setting again. Subedi (2006, p. 573) suggests that 

researchers with complex insider-outsider identities or “halfie-researchers” are consumed with the 

politics of misrepresentation and suggests that they often struggle to write their findings and make 

them public. I was conscious of being accused of being less rigorous and of letting my bias and 

positionality as a minority dictate what I saw and how I saw it (Reay, 1996). I worried that the reader 
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would assume that my analysis and findings derived from my own previous experiences (Keane, 

2009). When people from oppressed groups draw on their personal experiences as a way to 

understand issues of difference (Mukherjee, 2017), their narratives can be interpreted as being of “less 

scientific value” or can be accused of lacking “less rigorous standards of objectivity” (Subedi, 2006, 

p. 575). However, my experiences as both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ have taught me to see things from 

many different perspectives (Adamson and Donovan, 2002). The teacher in me was sympathetic to 

the SPs and I often had to remind myself to check my own privilege and remember that the teacher 

part of my identity was doing okay. Sohl (2018, p. 473) points out that “it is important to keep in mind 

that research interactions with privileged groups… are… dynamic as privileges and vulnerabilities are 

not always clear cut”. At times, I found that I was so concerned about not hurting the feelings of 

members of the dominant group that I was trying to find ways to play down what I was finding in 

order to make them look better. However, then I would engage with the data from the student 

participants, in particular the TSPs, and remember that I was on the side of the oppressed (see section 

6.3.5).  

 

6.3.2 Acknowledging/Pretending that Research Identity Matters/Does Not Matter  

While both Donal (SP) and Joanne (SP), who had taken part in the pre-pilot study53, acknowledged 

that my Traveller identity would have an impact on other research participants, they both maintained 

that it was not an issue for them personally. Donal (SP) suggested that my Traveller ethnicity would 

cause research participants “to answer differently” but stated that while “it would definitely bother 

others” that “it didn’t bother him”. Joanne (SP) also agreed that my ethnicity would affect how others 

engaged but denied that my identity had impacted on her responses and wanted me to know that her 

opinions had been formed before the interview. She suggested that other teachers, in particular, “some 

of the older teachers” might be more politically correct with their responses and answer “a bit like I 

[she] did” if they knew that I was a Traveller, which indicated that she believed that “older teachers” 

would talk negatively about Travellers if they were being interviewed by a non-Traveller researcher.  

Well some of the older teachers that I have experienced or I know from the school I know that 

they would answer differently if they thought…if they knew you were a Traveller. They 

would probably answer like…probably a little bit like I did. Like how they [Travellers] are 

wronged by society… But then it is hard to tell. It is hard to know… I don’t know now if I 

would have answered differently. I don’t know, it is hard to tell but I do…I did have this 

opinion [that Travellers were wronged by society] already because… (Joanne, SP).  

 

Roisin (SP) claimed that she would not have answered any differently if she had known my identity as 

the “facts are the facts”. While Roisin did not admit to knowing that I was a Traveller, I believe that 

                                                           
53 See Chapter Five for details regarding the pre-pilot study, which I carried out in order to decide whether or not I should 

disclose my Traveller identity to research participants.  
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she did know because of a comment made by another SP54. I am not sure why Roisin (SP) did not 

admit to knowing that I was a Traveller. Perhaps it allowed her to tell me “the facts” without feeling 

guilty. While Roisin (SP) argued that my identity had no impact on her responses, she suggested that 

it had had an impact on me and accused me of “getting a little bit tetchy”. She wondered if I would be 

able to “depersonalise” what I would likely hear without getting “tetchy”.  

There was a few times during the interview alright that I felt you were getting a little bit 

tetchy with me… so whether that enables you or hinders you… that is up to you I suppose. 

You know your responses or what you are trying to elicit from me…Can you depersonalise 

the information you know? I suppose that is up to you. (Roisin, SP) 

 

It was clear from the data that Roisin (SP) was, in fact, getting a “bit tetchy” with me. The interview 

was really short as her answers were very abrupt. When I remarked that we were “moving swiftly” 

through the questions she told me I could probe her more if I felt her “answers were too short”. 

However, at that stage I was reluctant to probe Roisin too much as the atmosphere became a bit tense 

and my questioning often seemed unwelcomed and was met with a bit of hostility.  

 

Throughout the interview with Roisin, she suggested that Travellers were to blame for their own 

educational failures. She implied that Travellers did not “adhere” to the “rules and regulations… the 

same as everyone else” within the school environment. I often felt she was putting me back in my 

place by assuming a defensive position and positioning herself as someone who knew the “facts”.  

Roisin: Does the system fail them? No, I don’t think so. The system would have to try and 

make sure there is a home school liaison working with the family… that they are welcomed in 

a school but with that there are rules and regulations that you have to adhere to as well for the 

health and safety of every child in the school so, you know, yeah you are a Traveller child but 

does that make you different from me?  

Hannagh: Ok. In terms of rules and regulations and health and safety… when you say that 

what do you…   

Roisin: Well it is the same as any child like… 

Hannagh: Ah ha… 

Roisin: Well if you have thirty kids in side of a room then if there is one getting out of your 

seat… If there is no mitching for thirty children, then there is no mitching for thirty-one. That 

is what I mean by rules and regulations like. It… if they want to be treated the same as 

everyone else then they have to adhere to the school’s regulations…  

 

When it was time to disclose my identity to Roisin (SP), I felt particularly nervous as the atmosphere 

was already quite tense at that point in the interview. My hand was shaking so much that, when I 

                                                           
54 I have decided not to include the comment in order to protect Roisin’s identity.  
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listened back to the interview recording, I could hear the ice shaking in the glass of water that I was 

holding. 

What a strange encounter? That was the hardest one [interview] yet and I don’t know why. Is 

it because I felt so guilty about not disclosing my identity at the outset? Did she know? I think 

that she did but why would she not admit that? To watch me sweat? Why was she so 

defensive? Was it because she teaches in a school with so little diversity and felt I was being 

critical of its enrolment policy and subsequent lack of diversity? That is possible. I was 

actually shaking with nerves when it came to disclosing my identity. That was the shortest 

interview yet because I was literally afraid to probe her as was so conscious of not offending 

her… in this instance I wish I had just been upfront about the fact that I was a Traveller at the 

outset and maybe that would have alleviated some of the tension, for me at least… (Hannagh, 

RJ, 22nd April, 2013) 

 

Only one of the pre-pilot SPs was aware, or was comfortable enough to admit, that my Traveller 

identity had affected them directly during the interview process. Muireann (SP) acknowledged that 

she “found it hard” doing the interview because she was afraid to “offend” me when she had to recall 

a negative story that involved Travellers.  

… I found it hard saying, you know, my own experience there, when I was saying, do you 

know, when I was saying that the jacket was stolen… And you know there was a Traveller 

girl in the thing and automatically I kind of thought ‘Yeah do you know it must have been 

her’ and I found it hard to say and I was going ‘oh like am I going to offend you?’ (Muireann, 

SP).  

 

Muireann (SP) did not offend me. I found her honesty and willingness to be vulnerable refreshing. 

However, I did have a visceral reaction at times during my interview with Muireann (SP) and others. I 

think I managed to hide it well but it was difficult to be exposed to what were at times quite negative 

attitudes towards Travellers. However, I had anticipated such feelings and so my only real concern 

during interviews related to getting the data and ensuring that the research participants were as 

comfortable as possible being questioned and probed by me. Given my positionality, I did not want to 

leave any room for accusations regarding a lack of professionalism on my behalf.  

She (Muireann, SP) seemed really kind and clearly comes from a good place. She was open 

and honest. I felt that she was trying to be sensitive and that she was conscious of minding my 

feelings but she also wanted to be authentic. I liked that interaction as I know it was not easy 

for her to be so vulnerable. I don’t want research participants to be worried about offending 

me. I am used to hearing about the stereotypes. Still it is not easy and I did feel my body react 

on a visceral level once or twice during the interview but I was aware of where the feelings 

were coming from and could manage them… this was my decision at the end of the day and I 

understood what I would be subjecting myself to. (Hannagh, RJ, 14th December, 2012). 

 

While many of the SPs that took part in the pilot study and main study referred to my ethnicity 

directly, some avoided mentioning it and acted as if they did not know I was a Traveller. For example, 

Greg (SP), claimed that he “would love to see them [Travellers] have their own teachers” even though 
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it was clear from the discussion that I had with Barry (SP), during the negotiating access to research 

sites stage55, that the staff were well aware of my Traveller identity and the fact that I was also a 

teacher as they has raised it as an issue when deciding whether or not to grant me access to the school. 

Sarah (SP) also did not refer to my Traveller ethnicity during the interview; however, she was well 

aware of my background and my educational experiences as is evidenced by her inclusion of me when 

discussing the disadvantage experienced by some of the students that attended St. Greg’s.  

… if they had their own teachers, say for the Traveller community, or... Yes, I mean you will 

probably find one from Traveller community. Someone said to me there was one in the Law 

Library, they are in every walk of life now, and for that, if there was a few more of them 

teaching, that would be able to help out there. (Padraic, SP) 

But then again you will have other kids who come from terrible situations who come in the 

door, and they are so good. And they would never lift their head up, and you would never 

know, with them. But it has to come out somewhere… and I am sure you, Hannagh, you came 

into school there, some days and the last thing you needed was a teacher to be giving out to 

you, because you forgot a copy. (Sarah, SP) 

 

I felt that some of the SPs unconsciously chose not to acknowledge that I was a Traveller so as to 

avoid having to police what they had to say. For example, Sarah (SP) who was aware of my 

background and educational experiences but did not admit knowing I was a Traveller went on to talk 

about Travellers as a homogenous group of people who were “allowed to break the law” and who got 

away with not “paying their taxes”. By not acknowledging my Traveller ethnicity she allowed herself 

to speak more freely and generally about the Traveller community. Padraic (SP) also tended to make 

general negative statements about Travellers, which he could do without apology when he did not 

acknowledge my Traveller identity. While John (SP) acknowledged my Traveller ethnicity there were 

times when he chose not to. While at times he would include me in his comments about Travellers by 

saying “ye” at other times he would refer to Travellers as “they” or “them”. He usually reverted to 

“they” when he was talking about Travellers in a generalising and negative way.  

I don't think they should be given an extra privileges like that. They should not be allowed to 

break the law… they shouldn’t be allowed get away without paying their taxes. I don't believe 

that they should have exceptions from those things, if the rest of us are law-abiding and have 

to pay for...I'd love to know what percentage pay tax? Whereas I am forced to pay tax, I don't 

have any choice... I think they have to get out from hiding behind that thing of ...oh yeah they 

can't get jobs, they can't do this, they can't do that, it is not good enough, because, certainly 

they earn money… whichever way they earn it, they are not paying tax on it, that is where I 

would find the inequality. (Sarah, SP) 

 

… the culture has to change and you know yourself, the girls in particular don't have an easy 

life in the Travelling community. So there is a lot of stuff with that part of their culture, and 

the boys seem to be kings… (Padraic, SP) 

                                                           
55 See above in Section 6.2.1 for details  
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Now it wasn’t just Travellers it was… it was… what do ye call them? Is it buffers56? ... look I 

am like yourself I grew up in [name of working class area ... Like if you ask Travellers where 

does money come from they say in the wall or in the post-office. They don’t understand. You 

could give them books there and they would lose them … they think money comes from a 

hole in the wall … (John, SP) 

 

It is clear from the staff research participants’ responses that my ethnicity was an issue in the field that 

often affected how research participants managed themselves during the interview process and 

impacted on the data. Adamson and Donovan (2002) assert that when ethnicity is involved the 

insider-outsider debate has particular resonance. While Donal (SP) and Joanne (SP) acknowledged 

that my identity would have an impact on research participants, they distanced themselves and 

asserted that it was not an issue for them. This distancing behaviour is likely due to a lack of self-

awareness or a fear of admitting that my identity mattered in case it made me question their responses. 

As Keane (2011) points out, people use distancing behaviour as a means of self-protection. Adopting 

a hypothetical stance shut down any chance of an intimate discussion about why and how my identity 

mattered. Grove (2017) found that his heterosexuality had a similar impact on some of his 

homosexual research participants who also tended to speak in hypothetical terms when talking about 

intimate things because of his ‘outsider’ status. While empathy and intimacy are emphasised within 

feminist methodologies (Raju 2002), Sohl (2018) argues that such methods might not be appropriate 

when a researcher is ‘studying up’ and carrying out research on privileged groups. I think where the 

ethnicity of the researcher is an issue for research participants, creating an intimate environment is in 

some ways out of the hands of the researcher as the research participants, in particular if they are from 

the dominant group, bring their own ‘baggage’ and feelings of ambiguity and suspicion into the 

interview with them.  

 

 

While the interview with Roisin (SP) felt tense at times, it was interesting to reflect on why that was 

the case. In order to understand and make sense of tense or hostile moments during interviews, 

Childers (2011, p. 352–53) suggests that researchers should not rely on building “rapport and 

comfort” but instead think about what it is like when researchers are “in trouble” or “in jeopardy”. 

Mukherjee (2017, p. 293) points out that this “might lead to new questions and new avenues of 

interpretation, as well as point to structures of domination and subordination within which participants 

are embedded”. Roisin’s (SP) responses reflect the sense of superiority that accompanies a middle-

class identity while my own RJ entry reflects my own feelings of inferiority (Reay, 2005). I felt 

intimidated by her and on further reflection I can see that I was erring on the side of caution out of 

fear. Harvey (2011) argues that it is important to remain composed when faced with research 

participants that are overly assertive during the interview process. While I remained composed, for me 

                                                           
56The Cant word for a settled person is a ‘buffer’ 
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being composed meant not probing Roisin (SP) in case she accused me of being aggressive. Her 

responses regarding Travellers highlighted that she agreed with dominant discourses and viewed us as 

a group that were unruly. My visceral response (Reay, 2005) to this was to ensure that I showed no 

signs of fitting the stereotype. As a result, I spent most of the interview focusing on the tone I used 

when asking questions. Being able to access research participants from groups that do not want to be 

studied, are unused to being studied or feel ‘overused’ in studies, can be difficult for any researcher 

(Souleles, 2018). Carrying out research on issues such as race and racism is difficult at the best of 

times as most people do not want to engage for fear of looking bad. My ‘insider’ status as a teacher 

gave me access to research participants that another Traveller might not be granted. I was very 

conscious of not messing the opportunity up.  

 

As Dunne (2018) points out, as a white researcher carrying out research with Black and Minority 

Ethnic (BME) third level students, she was the one that the research participants were suspicious of. 

As a minority researcher carrying out research with members of the dominant group, I felt I was in the 

position where I was the one that some of my research participants were suspicious of. As Ladson-

Billings (1995) contends being a ‘native’ can go against the researcher. It may evoke suspicion 

because of the researchers’ perceived vested interest in their own community (ibid.). My study has the 

potential to represent members of the dominant group in a negative light. It is not surprising, 

therefore, to find that research participants from the dominant group viewed me with suspicion. 

Subedi (2006) draws attention to the term “wild anthropologists” which Spivak (1990, p. 165) used to 

describe the position on non-white scholars in academia. Subedi (2006, p. 573) explains that “post-

colonial scholars are wild in the sense that they come from what are considered ‘dangerous places’ 

and they problematize the very notion of an intellectual-a title that quite often is given to white 

scholars”. As a Traveller, I am cognisant of the fact that I problematize the idea of what it is to be an 

intellectual. Travellers are rarely the ones doing the studying, in particular they are rarely, if ever, the 

ones ‘studying up’. While at times during the interview process I felt vulnerable and powerless, 

ultimately it is the researcher that interprets the data and decides which “aspects of the data are much 

more prominent than others” (Reay, 1996, p. 57).  

 

6.3.3 Being Viewed as an Insider, Outsider and an In-Betweener  

It was clear that while sometimes the research participants from the different groups saw me as a 

Traveller, sometimes they did not because I did not fit neatly with any fixed identity As noted 

previously, my reflexive journal (RJ) enabled me to make sense of the ways in which my 

positionalities impacted on the research process and the ways in which I adapted my positionalities 

and behaviours depending on the research environment and the shifting power dynamics at play.  I 

was viewed in a variety of different ways within the field (Chikkatur and Jones, Walker, 2012) and 

the ‘unfixedness’ of my identity was apparent at different stages with the research participants from 
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across the different groups. One of the TSPs, Serena (TSP), constantly checked to see if I was a “real 

Traveller”, rather than some “wannabe” settled person, as Jennifer (TSP) put it. Serena (TSP) asked 

me if I dressed like I dressed because I wanted to look like a settled person. At least one-third of the 

interview with Serena (TSP) consisted of her trying to make sense of my identity. She wondered if I 

acted like “a real Traveller” when I was with Travellers and told me I seemed “kind of bufferish [like 

a settled person]” to her. She wondered if I was “half buffer” and also wanted to know if my child was 

“a Traveller or a buffer” and if she acted “like a buffer or a Traveller”. Theresa also questioned if I 

was a Traveller because she did not think I looked “like a Traveller” as I was wearing flared trousers 

and Travellers “wouldn’t wear these at all”. Both Theresa (TSP) and Serena (TSP) asked “what is 

your surname?” in order to check if I was really a “full Traveller”. Serena (TSP) wondered if I “acted” 

like a “real Traveller” when I was with other Travellers.  

Serena: … Are you a half buffer? 

Hannagh: No. 

Serena: Is your daughter a Traveller or a buffer? 

Hannagh: She is half.  

Serena: Does she act like a buffer or a Traveller? 

Hannagh: She acts like a child. 

Serena:  Does she act like a buffer or a Traveller? ... Do you act real Traveller around other 

people? 

Hannagh: When I am around Travellers? 

Serena: Yeah.  

N. She's lovely. Does she act like a buffer or a Traveller? 

H. I don't know. Tell me the difference and I will tell you. What would she act like if she was 

like a buffer? 

N. Buffers are alike mam, can I have something to eat? You know I mean. 

H. No, I don't. I would like to understand. 

N. Like she would hang around with a load of buffers, she would be saying, like, mam, 

supper, tea. 

H. No, she doesn't say ... she doesn't use the words supper or tea.  

N. Does she say mam or mommy? 

H. Both, I think. 

N. We say mommy, we don't say mam. Come here, mam, come here mom. We say - Come 

here mommy. No not mammy. Mommy.  

H. Mommy. And you think all Travellers say that? Yeah? So that is what makes them a 

Traveller? They talk like that? 

N. Buffers say, Mam. Mum. Or Dad. Does she call your husband Daddy?  
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H. I am not married. She calls him daddy, though.  

N. Why, do you have a boyfriend? 

H. No. She has a dad though.  

N. Yeah. Are you separated now though?  

H. Yes. 

N. My mother is separated. My dad has died though.  

 

While I am ashamed to admit this now I found it challenging having my ethnicity challenged by some 

of the TSPs. I have never fitted the essentialised Traveller stereotype as I was raised as much with 

“buffers” as I was with Travellers. When Serena (TSP) questioned me it made me feel like I had to 

prove my authenticity. During the interview, however, I felt challenged as I did not have the 

opportunity to reflect on issues regarding embodiment at that stage. I know now I felt challenged 

because while I was an advocate of being bi-cultural I had not really understood embodiment theory 

and how normal it is for us to embody identities or how okay it is for us to embody our identities in 

whatever way we feel fits. These were issues that I was still grappling with myself. I also wanted to 

challenge the narrow way in which Serena (TSP) saw herself.  

I don’t know why that made me feel so uncomfortable. She is a kid struggling with her own 

fixed ideas about what it is to be a Traveller. That is not her fault. I get that. I think it is 

because I am subjected to this fixing of an identity stuff and I hate it as I don’t recognise my 

experience in so much of it… Am I becoming a settled person? Am I leaving my Traveller 

identity behind? I can only be me and would be faking it if I tried to be more Traveller or 

more settled just to fit in… this is the grand sum of who I have become and I am good with 

that. So why do I feel so uneasy? (Hannagh, RJ, 10th September, 2014).  

 

 

While the TSPs accepted that I was a Traveller they did not see me as a “normal” (Rosa, TSP) or 

“traditional” (Jennifer, TSP) Traveller. Jennifer (TSP) described some Travellers as “very strict” but 

did not think that she was “as traditional” as some Travellers. She recalled meeting two older 

Travellers who had been asking her if the Traveller family that she babysat for had taken their new 

baby “out” of the house before it was “christened”. While Jennifer (TSP) admitted to not being a 

traditional Traveller, similar to me there was a sense of defensiveness about this. She reminded me 

that I would not be considered a ‘traditional’ Traveller either because I had chosen not to christen my 

own daughter.  

Hannagh: What makes Traveller culture different from non-Traveller culture?  

Jennifer: I think some of them do be awful funny the way they get on… It is very strict like. 

Very traditional.  

Hannagh: Would you see yourself as traditional? 

Jennifer: No. Not as traditional as some people. And like [name of older Traveller woman] 

and [name of older Traveller man] are very strict. They are very traditional. Like they said the 
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last day ‘did Mary and Michael take the child out yet?’ and I was like ‘no, why?’ and they 

said ‘oh they would not do that. They would not take the child out before it is christened’. Do 

you know what I mean like? If that was the case, Cíosa57 would never leave the house. 

 

Serena (TSP) asked me on numerous occasions if I would discuss what she had said with the school 

principal or other teachers. She also wanted to know if I would “sign my [her] report sheet” 

highlighting that she also saw me as an officious person and not a “real Traveller”.  

Hannagh: So how would you describe your teachers? 

Serena: If I say something, you'll say it back to them. 

Hannagh: No, I promise you. I really do promise you. 

 

While on one hand some of the TSPs saw me as an officious person, on the other hand they also 

understood that I was a “real Traveller” as evidenced by some of their expressed concern that I would 

tell their families members what was discussed during the interviews e.g. Serena (TSP) and Rosa 

(TSP). I think it is safe to assume that this would be a possible concern for any minority group 

member being interviewed by a member of their own group, especially when that group is as small as 

the Irish Travelling community. I assured and reassured the TSPs that what we discussed was 

confidential except in the case where they disclosed something that qualified as a child protection 

issue.  

 

All of the female TSPs and the two MSPs from the Roma/Muslim communities asked me about my 

marital status. Once they established that I was not a “traditional” (Jennifer, TSP) or a “normal” 

(Rosa, TSP) Traveller, some of them seemed to relax more with me and opened up about issues that 

they may not have been so open about if they had viewed me as a ‘traditional’ Traveller. The female 

TSPs and the two Roma student participants were interested to know if I “like[d] the life I was living” 

(Serena, TSP) and Rosa (TSP) wondered if I would like my daughter “to have a normal Traveller life” 

or a “normal life, like?”. She asked me if I would let my daughter “have a boyfriend now” (Rosa, 

TSP) and when I told her that I would she talked to me about her own crush and opened up about how 

she felt about getting married. Rosa (TSP) accepted that she would likely “end up getting married” but 

expressed a preference for a less ‘traditional’ path and felt that she would like to experience what it 

was like to date a few people before “tying the knot”. She did not know if she would be allowed to 

“find your [her own] way” and was “sad” because she felt she would be unable to “go with him [the 

boy she had a crush on]”. 

Rosa: Yeah, I am going to end up getting married. I know this anyway so… I will make sure 

it is a man who has money in his pockets like, you know. 

                                                           
57 My daughter Cíosa has not been christened.  
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Hannagh: How do you feel about that? Getting married?  

Rosa: Like sometimes you want it, sometimes you want to get married, and you want to have 

it. And sometimes you just want to live a normal life like, have friends, you know, go out to 

places, like discos and that, and then just settle down, get married, you know, like have a 

couple of boyfriends like, find your way, you know.  

Hannagh: Find the one you want? 

Rosa: Yeah.  

Hannagh. Yeah, it is interesting, yeah. And do you think you will be able to do that?  

Rosa: Yeah. I don't know. I don't know now.  

Hannagh: How do you feel about that?  

Rosa: Bad, I feel bad when people like, that young fellow… even if I liked him I won't go 

with him. I'd say no if he asked me to go with him… and now he won't ask me to go with him 

since he thinks I will say no, but he likes me. 

Hannagh: And you like him?  

Rosa: Yeah.  

Hannagh: It is hard, isn't it?  

Rosa: Yeah. It is like evil, you can't do nothing, like.  

 

Being familiar led me to assume ‘it is hard’ because I know that it is hard having restrictions put on 

you as a young woman. I found this narrative particularly difficult to deal with and was worried about 

how I would present such things as it feeds into the whole idea that we are oppressed because of our 

culture. While I have been able to work through this gender dimension throughout the course of the 

PhD journey, it was a dimension that I was still struggling to understand on a personal level when I 

was carrying out interviews.  

How do I talk about this stuff?  This is real. It is awful to think that young girls feel restricted. 

I would hate that for my daughter. So why is it okay for someone else’s daughter? Why do we 

[Traveller activists] not challenge this more? Of course it is impossible for us to discuss 

gender issues like this because we know what the backlash will be and we know it feeds into 

the dominant narrative anyway but we need to create the spaces to openly discuss such issues 

so older generations of Travellers don’t pressure young people to get married all because they 

want to preserve culture. We have to continuously ask ourselves ‘how anti-oppression am I?’ 

(Hannagh, RJ, 20th May, 2014) 

 

Similar to the TSPs, many of the SPs also had very fixed ideas about what it is to be a Traveller. For 

example, Sean (SP) wondered if a Traveller could be “a half-Traveller” (Sean, SP). He mentioned that 

some Travellers were likely hiding their identity although he presented that fact as if the Travellers he 

was referring to just considered “themselves completely mainstream” because they had been 

“integrated into society”. Sean (SP) wondered how Traveller culture would exist if Travellers were 

“more integrated into society”.  
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Should the Travellers’ society be more integrated into society? But then there wouldn't be a 

Traveller culture. Because I am sure there are lots of people now who are considering 

themselves completely mainstream society who were Travellers three or four generations 

back, or two generations back. But they are integrated into society, do you know what I 

mean? (Sean, SP) 

 

The most basic understanding of the dynamic relationship between the researcher and research 

participants is that of ‘insider’ status versus ‘outsider’ status (Sohl, 2018). Associated with issues of 

positioning, are debates concerning whether there is a greater advantage in having ‘insider’ or 

‘outsider’ status (Pitman, 2002). Some researchers argue that the ethnicity of the researcher should 

always match the ethnicity of the researched. Advocates of the ‘insider’ position believe that only 

researchers who share similar backgrounds and experiences with their research participants can 

accurately interpret their experiences (Weston, 2004; Lambevski, 1999). Proponents of the ‘outsider’ 

position argue that having ‘outsider’ status allows a researcher to detach from the research process 

and form a more neutral and objective view (Rhodes, 1994). Positivists believe that the identity of the 

researcher does not matter at all because for them social reality as an objectively knowable construct 

(Davidson and Tolich, 2003). However, it is widely accepted within the social sciences that there is no 

such thing as an objective, invisible and neutral researcher (Creswell, 2014; Kincheloe and McLaren, 

2005). Feminist scholars believe that research is best carried out by a researcher that matches the 

group being studied and have questioned the representations made by those that do not belong to the 

group being researched (Oakley, 1981; Kitzinger and Wilkinson, 1996). They have suggested that the 

relationship between the researcher and the researched should always be non-hierarchical in order to 

reduce the risk of exploitation (Valentine, 2002; Rose 1997). Skeggs (2001, p. 79) dismisses the 

argument that the relationship between the researcher and the researched needs to be non-hierarchical 

as “naïve”. 

 

While I leaned towards the belief that research on Travellers, for example, should be carried out by 

Travellers, I can see from my own data how identity matching can be both beneficial and problematic. 

While on one hand, I could argue that being a Traveller positively impacted on the interview process, 

I can also see how my non-fixed Traveller identity was problematic and a challenge for both me as a 

researcher and the research participants. In some ways, my identity was a hindrance as during the 

interview process much time was taken up responding to questions about myself. Participants were 

often as curious about me as I was about them. One third of the interview with Serena (TSP), for 

example, involved her interrogating me and I was conscious of the need to answer her questions in 

order to try and build rapport, as me not fitting into the idea she had in her head caused her to mistrust 

me straight away. As I was still working through aspects of my own identity development, I was 

uncomfortable being probed about why I did not look, dress or talk like a “real Traveller” (Serena, 

TSP) as is evidenced by the defensive tone in some of my responses. Wilkins (1993) saw the merit in 
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examining our responses as researchers to personal encounters within the field and argued that we can 

learn from them. We all carry “personal baggage” (Knowles, 2006, p. 394) and are guilty of taking 

things personally (Wilkins, 1993). Understanding the sociological implications of the tensions we 

encounter within the field is of value and we should not be afraid to acknowledge such encounters 

(Knowles, 2006). 

 

In a sense, I was viewed as a white settled researcher or a “wannabe” white settled researcher. Like 

Subedi (2006), I found that some of the TSPs problematized my desire for legitimacy. Lynch and 

O’Neill (1994) argue that one loses their class identity in ways others don’t lose identity as class is not 

as fixed as say gender or ethnicity. I think we all risk losing how we embody our identities and the 

expectation and pressure to conform to middle class ways of being constantly challenge us. We have 

to learn to leave parts of ourselves at certain doors because we know those parts will be viewed in a 

negative way. It is a struggle as it doesn’t always feel like a choice but more of an expectation. As 

hooks (1994, p. 182)  

… we were encouraged as many students are today, to betray our class origins. Rewarded if 

we chose to assimilate, estranged if we chose to maintain those aspects of who we were, some 

were all too often seen as outsiders. 

 

The pressure to conform is huge, yet when we assimilate, it “constitutes betrayal” whereas “holding 

on to aspects” of our class identity, in my case, ethnic identity, “marks our acceptability” (Reay, 1996, 

p. 4). However, it is hard not to “speak with the voice of a colonized person” (Villenas, 1996) because 

we learn through systems of domination that that is the only acceptable voice. As a minority person 

working and studying in an institution dominated by the middle classes you are conscious that your 

mannerisms and ways of being do not fit. Nobody tells you this but you learn it through subtle 

messages communicated to you when you don’t get it right or fail to blend in. As Lynch and O’Neill 

(1994) point out, if working class people are to succeed in education “they have to abandon certain 

features of their class background”. This is the same for minorities. If we want to succeed in education 

we must abandon or compromise, certain aspects of ourselves, such as for example, our mannerisms 

and to some extent our value system. As Hey (2003) points out, while upward mobility is desirable, it 

is also resented and feared. For me upward mobility is desirable in terms of having access to the 

cultural, social and material capital that comes with being middle class. Who wouldn’t want to be 

socio-economically secure? But I never desired to embody a middle-class way of being. It seems like 

too high a price to pay to me and does not feel like a success to have to give up so much of yourself. 

Like Reay (1996, p. 453), I find the middle-class identity is a “façade”, one that not only can slip at 

any time but one which I resist vehemently and that I would cast aside in a heartbeat. However, 

Bauman (2004, p. 22) contends that “whoever else you might have been or aspired to become, it was 



126 
 

the ‘appropriate institutions’ of the state that had the final word”. Though not of much comfort he 

suggests that  

… the more one practises and masters the difficult skills needed to get by in such an 

admittedly ambivalent condition, the less sharp and hurting the rough edges feel, the less 

overwhelming the challenges and the less irksome the effects. One can never begin to feel 

everywhere chez soi, ‘at home’ – but the price to be paid is to accept nowhere will one be 

fully and truly home” (Bauman, 2004, pp. 13-14).  

 

Education may well be transformative but as Reay, (2008, p. 259) reminds us it is not “cost-free”. 

And in this age of neo-liberalism, securing socio-economic capital is not even guaranteed (Connor, 

Tyers, Modood and Hillage, 2004).  

 

Being too close to the research has been flagged as potentially problematic (Reay, 2005; Haw, 1998). 

TSPs spoke to me and about me in ways that they would perhaps not speak to a white settled 

researcher. For example, Jennifer (TSP) reminded me that I was not a ‘traditional’ Traveller just like 

her. She drew on this similarity in order to manage her own discomfort about not being perceived as 

‘traditional’. While I was not questioning her right to belong, I got a sense that she felt the need to 

defend herself by reminding me that I was in no position to talk. In the Irish context, the Traveller 

community is so small that it is likely that other Travellers will know something about a Traveller 

researcher and have access to details about their personal lives. If I was not a Traveller researcher, 

Jennifer (TSP) may not have felt the need to defend herself in the way that she defended herself to 

me. As an ‘insider’ researcher I was able to understand and give meaning to her response in a way 

that perhaps an ‘outsider’ may not have been. I understand the sensitivities involved in not having a 

fixed identity. I was able to recognise the “verbal and non-verbal codes and behaviours” (Kim, 1991, 

p. 266). Reay (1996) talks about the dangers of proximity and argues that there is always a risk of 

conflating your own experiences with people from backgrounds similar to your own. As Kumashiro 

(2002) points out, while members of marginalised groups share common experiences of oppression, 

they experience it in different ways.  

 

Bhopal (2010) discusses how the researcher’s position as both an ‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ can affect 

the research process and the relationships between the researcher and the researched. It is considered 

important to establish rapport with research participants in qualitative research in order to gain trust 

and minimise creating a hierarchy between the researcher and the research participants, which in turn 

will yield richer data (Oakley, 1981). Some scholars argue that ‘insider’ status can facilitate rapport 

building (Wilde, 1992; Oakley, 1981; Adamson and Donovan, 2002; Scott, 1998). However, as By 

drawing on Song and Parker (2010), Bhopal (2010) it has also been suggested that “distance can 

encourage disclosure” (Bhopal, 2010, p. 188). Dimmock (2002) maintains that an ‘outsider’ may 

bring a new perspective. There seems to be no ideal identity to possess in research. What seems to 
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matter most is that the researcher needs to go beyond articulating who they are in relation to the 

researched to interrogating how their identity impacted on the research process (Shah, 2004). As 

Foster (1994) asserts we are all ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in different ways and settings and sometimes 

we are both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’.  

 

6.3.4 Being Self-Conscious and Uncomfortable vs. Being Comfortable  

It was evident that some of the research participants from across the different groups were 

uncomfortable discussing certain things in front of me and that they were being careful about how 

they said things. For example, one of the MSPs, Josef (MSP), was hesitant when he had to explain 

how Travellers were perceived in society and he flinched at having to tell me what he had heard.  

I am just gonna get ... it wasn't really all that positive stuff, it was just kind of negative stuff, 

like, "oh be careful of them." Like, they portrayed them to be bad. Made them look bad. But 

they weren't really. They weren't really bad. (Josef, MSP) 

 

Research participants, in particular the SPs, definitely tried to be more ‘politically correct’ in front of 

me. For example, when Caroline (SP) told me about a game she played, during CPD58 in intercultural 

education, she tended to become self-conscious in relation to the words she was using. When I asked 

Ruth (SP) to clarify what she meant by “integration” when she suggested that Travellers did not 

integrate, she acted like I had put her on the spot and subsequently became more conscious of her 

response. It was almost as if she felt that I was trying to trick her or catch her out as evidenced by her 

responses “yes I see where you are going with that”.  

And the one I remember Hannagh, is they did this particular one and you have to … imagine 

that you are moving, that the house next door has been sold and there is new people moving 

in and all the way around the room they put up pictures back to front and you don’t see the 

pictures… and you pick … and you think ‘who would you like living beside you’ and you 

can’t really pick who is going to live beside you. And then I turned over my thing and 

unfortunately… well not unfortunately… but however I picked a Traveller family! (Caroline, 

SP) 

Hannagh: When you say integration, what does that mean? Integration? 

Ruth: Well everybody all working, living together I suppose… yes I see where you are going 

with that … following what norms? 

Hannagh: I am just trying to get a sense… 

Ruth: (laughs) Yes and who decides what the common approach is… well I think that 

everybody should be able to live and work together and respect each other’s values and 

differences but... when some students aren’t allowed to participate in that because… because 

you know of their background… you know is there a little breakdown in integration there? 

Possibly?  

 

                                                           
58 Continuous Professional Development (CPD) 
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The SPs often positioned themselves as experts when expressing their views and beliefs about 

Travellers. John (SP), for example, positioned himself as an expert and almost challenged me to 

dismiss his belief. Ruth (SP) also emphasised that she was speaking from “experience”.  

 

No, because I see it in here. They get everything. Absolutely access to everything in here! 

They are given the books. They are given free study. There is small classes. We do more for 

them here than in any other school. I don’t think the system itself… is it the system that is the 

problem? I don’t think so. I think it is a mind-set and attitude problem within Traveller culture 

that needs to change. Alright? (John, SP) 

 

… I suppose I can only relate it to my own experience and those I see that I would perceive 

that and from my colleagues’ experiences. I mean certainly we do so much as a school here. 

(Ruth, SP).  

 

Some of the SPs were afraid of sounding “silly” and were worried that they had “highlight[ed] my 

[their] own ignorance when you are [they were] asked to speak about it [Traveller culture]” (Ruth) in 

front of me. Donal seemed embarrassed that he did not know the “right answers” and felt he should 

have prepared more in advance of the interview.  

 

There were occasions when some of the SPs wanted my ‘expert’ opinion and to check if what they 

had said was “correct” (Kathy, SP). My identity seemed to make them question their own views and 

beliefs about Travellers and second guess themselves at times. Some of the SPs kept on asking me 

“what do you think?” (Caroline, SP) and were curious to know if I “agree[d] or not” (John, SP) with 

what they had said. 

 

The SPs often started out by reminding me that they were not the kind of people that liked to 

generalise. Ruth (SP) informed me that she found the interview hard and explained that she was 

worried that she had come across as “biased”.  

It is hard, isn’t it? I suppose you know I try to embrace everybody so it is hard to just focus 

maybe on one area. I suppose I’d be afraid of coming across kind of biased or … I suppose 

because it is just about one culture, I am afraid that I am coming across as biased. (Ruth, SP) 

 

Ruth (SP) stated that she “wouldn’t be really comfortable” with me asking her what her views on 

Travellers were because she did not “really like to generalise” even though she had made lots of 

general observations and remarks throughout the interview.  

You see, as I said, I try to treat everyone on an individual basis so I don’t really like to 

generalise and say ‘oh my view of Travellers is this’ because I generally don’t have a view of 

Travellers. I have a view of certain Travellers based on knowledge I have or fact I might have 

like I might have… you know I wouldn’t really be comfortable asking that because as I said I 

could have a negative opinion but I could equally have a positive one … (Ruth, SP) 
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Sarah (SP) also mentioned that she did not like “painting everyone with the same brush”  

 

One thing I hate though, Hannagh, and it is painting everybody with the same brush, so every 

time I am saying something, I am thinking of somebody else, or I am thinking, that well that 

is true, in that case and you can't generalise either…  if I could generalise at all, it is one thing 

that I don't like to do, is to judge, to generalise with a group, but if you asked me what is the 

problem, I'd say with the Travellers coming into school, it is non-conforming, they don't want 

to conform and that sometimes they don't have the basic skills, either, that you learn as a child 

growing up… (Sarah, SP) 

 

 

Caroline (SP) argued that Travellers would not engage in education just “for the love of it” but my 

presence made her rethink her argument and disrupted her thoughts.  

I think they value it. But only to a certain extent… to how to… to what they can get out of it 

for… it is not education for the overall sense of education. It is education so I can read or 

write or so I can get a job. So I can do… I don’t think they have the big overview that 

education is necessary for life and that you are learning all of the time… they would not just 

do it for the love of it…  Even though you are great now. You have gone on and done great 

things. And you love it as well. (Caroline, SP) 

 

While most of the SPs told me countless stories to back up their negative beliefs about Travellers in 

education they also made sure to talk about the rare exception to the rule in order to demonstrate to 

me that they were reasonable and capable of acknowledging that not all Travellers are the same. Both 

Ruth (SP) and Clodagh (SP), for example, went to great lengths throughout their interviews to recall 

any positive stories they had in order to demonstrate to me that they could see that there was “good 

and bad” (Ruth, SP) in every group even if it was the “exception” (Clodagh, SP). Caroline was also 

constantly catching herself making generalisations and mindful to demonstrate that she did “not think 

that is everybody” every time she made a general statement about Travellers  

Those that do, however, are very interested in their kids getting educated as they say. But that 

is the exception, Hannagh. I will be straight with you, it is the total exception. (Clodagh, SP) 

I would say they feel and that a lot of them feel like this… they feel hard done by. Now I 

don’t know whether or not that is valid or not but I would think that a lot of them think that 

they would have the right to get money from the state and that they don’t think that they have 

to work. Now I would not think that is everybody. Because we have so many Travellers in 

here that we would see different types and that. But I would say that they do think that they 

are hard done by. (Caroline, SP) 

 

Donal (SP) wanted me to know that he did not purposefully tell me good stories to counteract the bad 

stories, just because he was being interviewed by a Traveller. While Donal (SP) claimed not to be 

affected by my identity his statement regarding not telling me the good stories to counteract the bad 

indicated that that is exactly what he had one.  
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It is hard one yeah because if you tell them are they going to answer differently? Like I 

wasn’t… if you did not say it I knew but I said I knew itinerants. I grew up in a pub and it is 

like every race it is like everything. There is good and bad in… I didn’t tell you the good 

story to balance with the bad one by the way. (Donal, SP)  

 

The MSPs were also conscious of making generalisations about Travellers and when they did, most of 

them would counteract it by making statements about some Travellers being “extremely” or “really” 

nice (Marian, MSP).  

Not much. I don't know that much. But some of them are extremely nice, and some of them 

are not. Most of them are messing around, but others of them are really nice… (Marian, MSP) 

 

It was clear from the research participants’ responses that my Traveller identity was a source of 

discomfort at times, in particular when research participants were asked to answer questions about 

Travellers. There are few studies that examine how research is affected when the researcher comes 

from a marginalised group. As Josef (MSP) highlighted, it was difficult to tell me ‘to my face’ about 

the negative things that he had heard about Travellers. Ahmed (2004a, p. 148) explains that when we 

feel discomfort we feel “out of place, awkward, unsettled”. At times, it was evident that the research 

participants felt unsettled by my presence. As Shay (2004, p. 3) asserts “face to face responses are not 

simply given to the questions, but to the researcher who poses those questions, in interplay with how 

the participants perceive the researcher and themselves in that social context”. 

 

A shared background creates a space where research participants feel as if they can talk more freely 

and can feel less threatening to research participants and researchers (Foster, 1994). Chikkatur and 

Jones-Walker (2012, p. 5) contend that “difference is almost never seen as neutral” and is almost 

always a disadvantage to those from minority groups. Given that my presence clearly evoked 

psychological discomfort, I can’t help but wonder if the research participant responses would have 

been worse if I was a researcher from the dominant group. Objectivity in research is not possible 

according to Guba and Lincoln (1989) because the researcher and the research participants are both 

responding to specific subjectivities (Shay, 2004). The research participants, in particular the SPs, 

tended to be more conscious of the fact that they were generalising and there were moments when my 

presence seemed to force them to reflect on what they were saying. Their discomfort was usually 

managed by referring to me directly as an ‘exception’ or by mentioning other ‘exceptions to the rule’. 

When members of an oppressed group do not fit the stereotypes ascribed to them by the dominant 

group, they are often referred to as exceptions (Gorski, 2008). Villenas (1996) discussed how the 

individual success of a researcher may make them complicit in reinforcing ideas of meritocracy.  

 

The SPs were worried about “sound[ing] silly” (Ruth, SP) or felt that they should have prepared more. 

This led many SPs to ask for my opinion. As Shah (2004) points out research participants can feel 
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stressed regardless of the researcher’s ethnicity. For example, “in mono-cultural situations” other 

“factors such as power relations, gender, age, class, knowledge, [and] profession” have been 

identified as a source of stress by the researched (ibid., p. 15). In my study, I found that the research 

participants experienced the greatest degree of discomfort when Travellers were being discussed. 

Bhopal (2010) discusses how her gender helped her gain access to the GRT and Asian women in her 

study and suggests that her ethnicity and shared experiences of racism made her research participants 

feel a sense of connectedness with her, which prompted them to share stories more openly. She was 

able to use her own biography as a way of building rapport and advocates the use of biography in such 

situations (ibid.). Sharing my biography during the interview process, with SPs in particular, would 

likely not have encouraged them to share their views and attitudes more openly with me and may have 

led to tensions because of the lack of commonality in our experiences. It was not my ethnicity but my 

teacher status that laid the foundation for building trust and rapport with the SPs. Bhopal (2010) also 

addresses this issue of having dual identities and both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ status. For example, she 

points out how on one hand she was an ‘insider’ when interviewing Asian women because of her own 

ethnic background while on the other hand her role as an academic from an elite institution also 

positioned her as an ‘outsider’ (ibid.). Likewise, I was an ‘insider’ with the SPs because of my 

teaching background but an ‘outsider’ because of my Traveller identity. My teacher identity made the 

SPs more comfortable than they would have been if I was just a Traveller researcher. There was a lot 

of “as you know yourself, Hannagh” (Sarah, SP) moments. At times it made them too comfortable. 

For example, Barry asked me to share the data regarding streaming with him as he wanted to know 

what students had said. I had to remind him that as a researcher I could not share confidential data.  

 

While my Traveller identity caused some of the SPs to be uncomfortable and self-conscious, my 

Traveller identity had the opposite effect on the TSPs. Having a shared identity with the TSPs led to 

some great banter between us because they were relaxed and could be themselves. The TSPs referred 

to settled people as “buffers” (Martin, TSP) throughout the interview and said things like “you know 

how we are?” (Paddy, TSP). Richard’s (TSP) retelling of a story between him and a guard 

demonstrates that he knew I would be able to understand things from his perspective.  

Hannagh: How do you think Travellers experience society? What do you think life is like for 

Travellers? 

Richard: Hard… we are all different in this world cos we all like doing different stuff… when 

we want to go travelling the guards will pull us in off the road… or from wherever we are… 

they just don’t want us out… they don’t want us having horses… Like here I was the other 

day … I was driving my horse … I couldn’t make sense of this now but a guard pulled me in 

… I pulled in on the footpath and tied my horse to the gate and he pulled out on the middle of 

the road and then he says ‘what are you doing stopping all of the traffic’ … but I was going 

twenty mile an hour and it was him holding up all the traffic... and then he called me names… 

he called me a ‘knacker’… some guards just hate you. Some are nice though…   
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Rosa (TSP) also demonstrated that she knew that I understood her and she voiced her opinions about 

“buffers” freely.  

You know what you are doing, like. When you are like fourteen, fifteen, like you are full of 

sense that age. For buffers, like, they don't really have their senses because they like act 

childish, they don't learn nothing like, they don't learn how to act, like how to act around 

boys, you know. Their mothers don't really tell them anything. Like literally they learn for 

themself. Walking around. But like Travellers you have to learn all this before you are 

fourteen, fifteen, you have to have the full senses… boys kind of look at you at that age. 

(Rosa, TSP)  

 

Like Bhopal (2010), I found that having shared experiences with the research participants meant that 

they could discuss issues with me that they may have been uncomfortable discussing with an outsider. 

For example, my shared experiences with the SPs meant that they could discuss their experiences of 

teaching. Sharing experiences can result in research participants opening up more to the interviewer 

(Bhopal, 2010). When research participants feel they will be understood and not judged by the 

interviewer (Bhopal, 2010) they may feel more comfortable telling stories they might not otherwise 

share. Bhopal (2010) found that research participants found comfort in the familiarity she shared with 

them. I also found evidence of this as evidenced by responses such as “you know what we are like”. 

Many of the TSPs used language they knew I would understand. Bhopal (2010) also reported this in 

her interviews with female Asian students.  

 

Bhopal (2010) and Adamson and Donovan (2002) point out that while shared identity can be 

beneficial it may also be problematic because a researcher may take things for granted when they are 

too close to the research topic. Research participants from backgrounds similar to the researcher may 

not feel the need to explain stuff to the researcher thus it is important for the research to maintain 

enough distance to ensure that they ask research participants to explain what they mean and be 

explicit about their views (ibid.). Drawing on Harding’s (1993) concept of ‘strong objectivity’, 

Bhopal (2010b) reminds us of the importance of being able to reflect on our own positionalities as 

researchers in order to maximise objectivity and ensure that the voices of the researched are 

adequately heard, understood and represented.  

 

6.3.5 Being Emotionally Invested 

There were many times throughout the research process where I was reminded just how emotionally 

invested I was in the study because of my own educational experiences. For example, Jason (WISP) 

informed me that he had not applied to a particular school because he believed he was not smart 

enough. While I did not address his negative belief during the interview I found myself going back to 

it when the interview had ended in an attempt to make him feel better and more confident about 

himself.  
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During Interview with Jason 

Hannagh: Really? OK, why did you think you wouldn't get into the school?  

Jason: Because I am not that smart.  

Hannagh: You are not that smart? You seem smart to me.  

Jason: I am in the lowest class in this school so I don't think I would get into any other school.  

Hannagh: You don't think you would?  

Jason: No. I was ... in Second Year I got moved up.  

Hannagh: OK.  

Jason: To the second highest class…But then I got put back down because of my behaviour.  

Hannagh: Not because you are not smart?   

Jason: Yeah.  

Hannagh: It is two different things, aren't they?  

Jason: Yeah.  

 

 

Post interview with Jason 

Hannagh: … you love Maths? You have to be really smart to be good at Maths. So don't put 

yourself in a box. If you say things like that eventually you start to believe them.  

So don't tell yourself stuff like that and if other people tell you stuff like that, maybe they are 

not that smart. Because smart people wouldn't say that to somebody, you know.  

 

During the interview with Martin (TSP), he became very emotional when talking about how it made 

him feel to be treated differently because of his ethnicity.  

 

Hannagh: Just in relation to racism-what is racism to you? 

Martin: It just makes you feel different. And I am like. But I am just human like yourself. I 

can do the exact same things as you can do and all that. But you know you don’t treat me 

differently. But they do like. And it is (gets emotional) 

Hannagh: Yeah. I know. I know and you can feel that.  

Martin: You know just don’t be treating me differently.  

Hannagh: And when you say ‘treat me differently’ what does that mean? What does that look 

like to you?  

Martin: Making me feel like I am dumb and all that shit. Making me feel like I am not good 

enough! And that I cannot do much.  
 

As mentioned earlier, the teacher in me was often sympathetic to the SPs. After engaging with the 

data from the SPs, I had to remind myself to check my own privilege and remember that the teacher 

part of my identity was doing okay. When I engaged with the data from the student participants, I 

remembered why I was on the side of the oppressed. After that, the voices that I kept hearing in my 

head were the voices of the student participants.  

I was worried I would write for a different audience. I was so involved with the teacher data 

and so engrossed in their narratives that I almost lost sight of myself. I forgot why I set out to 

do this research. And then just like that I am back in that place of not feeling good enough. Of 

believing I am stupid. And I would not wish that for any child. I am haunted by their [the 

student participant] voices. Haunted by the fact that I am merely a spectator for one brief 

moment who is too powerless to do anything to change their current situation. I can write 
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about it. But I cannot change anything and they must live with inequality and suffer the 

damage that is caused by it. I really struggle with knowing that I will be the main beneficiary 

of this whole exercise (Hannagh, RJ, 1st December, 2016).  

 

It was Jason’s birthday on the same day that we did the interview and I could not bear to hear how this 

young teenager viewed himself. I was saddened and angry and even now as I write I still feel 

saddened and angry. How dare ‘we’ make ‘other’ humans feel like this about themselves? For me, the 

student participants reminded me of myself at their age, they reminded me of my family, my friends 

and the people I go back home to every day. The reality of how life turns out for “the likes of us” 

(Hey, 2003, p. 324) is something I live with each day. I see it around me and feel the effects even as I 

acknowledge my own privilege as someone that is educated. The precarious nature of my own life 

makes me fear being overly critical but my consciousness and my conscience overrides that fear.  

 

Martin’s (TSP) account of being made to feel as if was ‘less than’ resonated with me on so many 

levels. I know that it is possible to overcome such feelings of worthlessness but the journey from there 

to here is not an easy one and it is a “road less travelled” (Peck, 1978, p. 1) because in order to take it 

a person needs the very opportunities these young students were being denied. They needed 

opportunities to engage critically with the systems of power and domination that made them 

internalise that they were inferior. As a mother, I often worry that my own child will be made feel like 

the student participants that I interviewed. I know that in some sense she is privileged to have me as 

her mother as I have the skills and knowledge required to protect her from such a fate. I am also 

conscious of the fact that I have put her ‘out’ there and perhaps denied her the safety net of being able 

to ‘play white’ (Derrington, 2007). As a researcher, and a mother, I really struggled with not being 

able to help the student participants to deconstruct the ‘[un]truths’ that they had been told. As Lynch 

and O’Neill (1994, p. 309) argue, in research the “exploitation, urgency, struggle and necessity are 

lost in a sea of statistics or theoretical abstractions”.  

 

The voices of the students have never left me. They stay with me now and are at the forefront of my 

thinking when I stand back from the research. I understand how hard it is to grapple with their issues; 

the self-loathing that comes from having internalised negative beliefs about yourself. I wonder what 

happened to the student participants. I wonder if they are okay now and I think about how they are 

doing. How have their lives turned out? I feel a sense of guilt that my life has turned out okay. A 

sense of melancholy and mourning for those I have left behind and could not take with me.  

 

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter included an account of my positionality/ies in relation to the research. As confessed, I 

did not enjoy this aspect of my methodological approach but as I could see and understand its merits I 
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undertook to engage with the process. This proved to be a worthwhile endeavour not only because of 

the ways in which engaging with identity helped me account for the ways in which I have come to 

view and understand the world, but also because of the ways in which it enabled me to intellectualise 

my own personal experiences.  

 

This chapter also examined the impact that my researcher identity had on the data collected from all 

of the different research participant groups (SPs, TSPs, MSPs, and WISPs). It was clear that my 

identity/ies impacted on the data collection process in different ways. There seems to be no ideal 

researcher identity. There are pros as cons to both ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ identities and as discussed 

there are also both pros and cons to having complex identities like mine. As researchers we can’t 

avoid some tensions in the field. It is important to engage critically and reflexively with such tensions. 

In this chapter I outlined how different aspects of a researcher’s identity can be a source of discomfort 

or comfort for research participants from different groups. I also explored how researcher identity 

affected research participants’ behaviour and responses in an interview setting.  

 

This chapter also examined how my own positionalities (Traveller, Traveller woman, Traveller 

mother, activist, educator, and researcher) impacted on the data collection and analysis process and 

outlined how that impacted on my own development as a researcher. It also examined how my 

identity/ies impacted on my relationships with the research participants during the interview process 

and how those relationships affected the data and research findings in specific ways.  

 

The next findings chapter examines how the SPs and student participants from all of the different 

groups (MSPs, WISPs and TSPs), perceived St. Greg’s.  
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Chapter Seven: Seeing St. Greg’s as a School for “Rotten Apples” 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This second findings chapter examines how the staff participants (SPs) and student participants from 

all of the different groups – non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs), white Irish student 

participants (WISPs), Traveller student participants (TSPs) - perceived St. Greg’s. Generally, they 

viewed St. Greg’s as the school that took all of the “rotten apples” (Clodagh, SP) or the students that 

no other school wanted and gave them “a chance” (John, SP). The SPs described the students who 

attended St. Greg’s in terms of them not being the “high-achievers” (Ruth, SP). They believed that 

other schools did not want to enrol such students because they would affect how a school scored on 

the league tables and argued that schools wanted “to protect the standard of education” (Padraic, SP). 

 

There are five sections in this chapter. The second section outlines how diverse St. Greg’s was in 

comparison to other schools from the perspective of the staff and student participants. Section three 

examines how the staff and student participants perceived St. Greg’s and how they thought the school 

was perceived in wider society because of its diverse student population. Section four discusses the 

reasons given by the staff and student participants for the increased level of diversity in the school that 

occurred over the last two decades. Finally, section five details the potential reasons that the students 

who attended St. Greg’s had not been accepted into other schools in the area.  

 

7.2 Becoming a More Diverse School: Explaining Increasing Diversity at St. Greg’s 

7.2.1 Linking Diversity at St. Greg’s to Increasing Societal Diversity  

Almost all of the SPs had taught in St. Greg’s when there was less diversity in the student body and 

had grown up in an Ireland where the only diverse group that they had encountered was Travellers. 

Most of the SPs pointed out that there was a huge increase in diversity in the student population at St. 

Greg’s over the past two decades and remarked on how much things had changed in the school over 

the years. One of the SPs, Caroline, who had completed her initial teacher education (ITE) in the 

1980s, recalled being told during ITE when “there was no foreigners or anything like that” that “in the 

future” schools were going to become more diverse. She explained how hard it was for her at the time 

to comprehend that, as according to her, there were “no Blacks” in Ireland, whereas now she had 

classes “with only Blacks”.  

But I remember a lecturer saying to me, in the future this is what would happen and this was 

years ago and saying ‘I bet in twenty years’ time’ and you know when you are nineteen you 

are saying ‘twenty years’ time, whatever, we are going to have… this is what is going to 

happen’. Because remember that time now Hannagh, even when I was growing up there were 

no coloured people in this country. We had no Blacks and now I have classes with only 

Blacks. It is hard to believe that there was such a big change in a short while. They did 
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discuss it but it is hard to imagine it when it was not around at the time and I remember when 

I was on teaching practice and we went to so many schools it was all Irish kids. There was no 

foreigners or anything like that. So it was really… completely different. (Caroline, SP) 

 

As discussed in chapter two, while large scale inward immigration has only taken place over the last 

twenty years, diversity has always existed in Ireland. Caroline’s (SP) assertion that “there were no 

coloured people in this country” echoes the myth that is perpetuated in much of the literature wherein 

post-independence Ireland is often presented as an ethnically homogenous country although this was 

never the case (Lentin, 2002; Lynch and Lodge, 2004; Lodge and Lynch, 2004; Bryan, 2008). The 

denial of difference has served to propagate the myth of a homogenous Ireland. Lodge and Lynch 

(2004) argue that anyone who dared to contradict this myth was viewed as controversial and/or 

deviant. Blommaert and Verschueren (1998) argue that constructing a narrative of a homogenous 

society results in homogeneity being considered normal and diversity being viewed as an aberration.  

 

As Caroline (SP) pointed out, the Ireland that most of the SPs grew up in was “completely different” 

to the Ireland that they now live in. The diverse student classrooms that they now teach in, were in 

stark contrast to the classrooms that they had taught in, in the past. As discussed previously, 

classrooms globally are becoming increasingly diverse. In the Irish context, while immigration into 

Ireland has reportedly slowed down, net inward immigration remains strong (CSO, 2018) and many 

of the people that immigrated to Ireland during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years have settled and made lives 

here. Diversity in the student population is therefore a given going forward. An intercultural approach 

to education was ‘adopted’ in Irish schools in order to cater for this growing diversity (Bryan, 2008; 

Kitching and Curtin, 2012). Intercultural approaches to education were not a feature of Initial Teacher 

Education (ITE) in the Irish context until circa 2002 (Bryan, 2008). While McCoy, Quail, and Smyth 

(2014) found that most of the teachers working in DEIS schools had been teaching for five years or 

less, most of the SPs that presented to take part in this study had taught at St. Greg’s for fifteen years 

or more by 2015/2016. Most of the SPs had taught in St. Greg’s, therefore, when there was little 

diversity in the student population and before the intercultural approach to education was conceived 

of by policy makers. As a result, the SPs completed their ITE long before intercultural approaches 

was a feature of ITE. It is important to be cognisant of this fact because it may help us to understand 

some of the attitudes and views that the SPs expressed throughout this study. 

 

7.2.2 Taking the students “not suitable for mainstream” 59 

The SPs pointed out that St. Greg’s differed from other schools in the local area. They noted that almost 

one-third of the school population was made up of Travellers and that there was also a high percentage 

of “international students” (Barry, SP), students with special educational needs (SEN), as well as “just 

                                                           
59 Taken from a quote from Barry (SP) 



138 
 

normal kids” (Sean, SP). While the SPs never referred to students’ family status, all of the non-Traveller 

students from the majority group that I interviewed were from one-parent families. Padraic (SP) also 

pointed out that most of the students would be entitled to a medical card60, which meant the students 

were likely from lower socio-economic backgrounds.  

There is a high number of Traveller students in the school, as well, we have a number of 

students with needs as well, and a number of just normal kids. (Sean, SP) 

Well, I suppose we have a good breakdown here in terms of multicultural society, in that 

almost 30 percent of our students would be from other countries, and we have students from 

… I think around forty different countries. And then we also have kids from the ... who have a 

Traveller background, and they are about 28 percent... And then we also have kids that have 

special educational needs, etc., and look it, there is a good multicultural mix… 94 percent 

would have medical cards. (Padraic, SP) 

 

While the SPs typically did not identify any specific type of SEN they constantly referred to St. 

Greg’s as the school that took the students “with behavioural problems” (John, SP) or “difficult 

behaviours” (Ruth, SP). John (SP) opined that a lot of the students in St. Greg’s were “not able to 

function in mainstream” and gave the example of one student that was on a reduced timetable because 

of an Emotional Behavioural Difficulty (EBD) although he was unsure what the child’s specific 

diagnosis was. Two of the student participants, Jason (WISP) and Serena (TSP) talked about being 

diagnosed with emotional behavioural difficulties such as ADHD.  

… we got a lad that he is just not able to function in mainstream. There is just too much 

happening. He could have ADHD. He could have ADD. He could have OD. He is just not 

able for it. And he will tell you that himself.” (John, SP). 

 

Some of the SPs felt that St. Greg’s took the students that were not “suitable for mainstream 

environment” (Barry, SP) and provided them “with a safe environment” (John, SP). Some SPs 

suggested that there was a need to reinstate the Traveller “training centres” (Padraic, SP) or “training 

workshops” (John, SP) which suggested that they did not think that Travellers were suited to a 

“mainstream environment” (Barry, SP).  

I suppose we manage the kids that aren’t suited to mainstream education. And people need to 

understand this …. Certain kids aren’t suited to mainstream education. … The Department of 

Education need to understand that they probably need to have something else there for them. I 

know they have Youthreach61 and everything else but there is probably something else 

[needed] …like the training workshops62 there years ago… they are all gone now …. I 

                                                           
60In Ireland, if you qualify for a medical card most medical expenses are free. Being entitled to a medical card is sometimes 

taken as a proxy for lower socio-economic status.  
61 If you have left school without any formal qualifications, the Youth Reach programme can provide you with 

opportunities for basic education, personal development, vocational training and work experience.  
62 Senior Traveller Training Centres were established in 1974 by non-Travellers to provide basic education for Travellers 

between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five (Foley, 2008). The upper age limit was abolished in the 1990s and many 

Travellers attended the centres for extensive periods of time. The centres aimed to provide Travellers with basic education 

and the skills required to transition to work and adulthood (Griffin, 2008) within a settled context. National Travellers 

organisations rightly criticised the existence of the centres and argued that they provided Travellers with inferior 

http://www.youthreach.ie/
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suppose we take the kids that are the most unruly, with behaviour problems, and we give 

them a safe environment. (John, SP) 

…there is a student here who I deem will not be suitable for mainstream environment, he just 

can't cope in school and he would be the first to admit that... But he is only fourteen …I am 

under no illusion that school is for everybody. Without my own parents driving me [to attend 

and finish school], I would have much preferred to work all my life … so I appreciate that 

young people can find school quite difficult and will behave in such a fashion that they will 

get expelled eventually. (Barry, SP) 

 

As noted by the SPs “94 percent [of the students in St. Greg’s] have medical cards” (Padraic, SP) and 

therefore the school had no problem meeting the criteria to qualify for DEIS status. While a high level 

of diversity is not unusual in DEIS schools (Smyth, McCoy and Kingston, 2015), as discussed in 

chapter (section 2.4.1), the level of diversity present in St. Greg’s was quite unusual. In particular, the 

high number of Travellers students stood out as an issue that has not been highlighted in any other 

study in Ireland.  

 

Historically, the student population in St. Greg’s was much larger and was made up of urban working 

class students and students from rural and farming backgrounds. While one-third of the school 

population was still made up of white settled Irish students from disadvantaged backgrounds, at the 

time of my research there seemed to be evidence of ‘white-flight’ (Leonardo, 2007) in St. Greg’s. 

‘White-flight’ occurred as a response to desegregated schooling in the US in the 1970s (Mc Millen, 

1971; Clotfelter, 1999, 2004; Diamond and Bodenhamer, 2001; Fairlie and Resch, 2002). Studies on 

parental choice have found that whites tend to prefer to send their children to private schools over 

public ones if they feel there is a high concentration of disadvantage in a particular school (Clotfelter, 

2004; Ledwith and Clark, 2007). In Ireland, the issue of ‘white flight’ has also been flagged, as 

research has found that Irish students withdraw from primary and post-primary schools when the 

enrolment of non-Irish students exceeds that of white settled Irish students (House of the Oireachtas, 

2008). Devine (2013b) found that teachers and school principals were concerned with being identified 

as an ‘immigrant’ school because of the threat of ‘white-flight’. In County Galway, a small rural 

primary school was forced to close down when all of the non-Traveller parents withdrew their 

children from the school after the enrolment of five Traveller children (McDonald, 2001). While 

schools can play a key role in terms of creating spaces that foster integration (Ní Laoire, Bushin, 

Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009), and studies have highlighted the important role that positive 

intergroup contact can play in reducing prejudice and racism (Barlow, Louis and Hewstone, 2009), in 

a context where ‘white-flight’ is an issue, positive relationships with the ‘other’ cannot be developed.  

 

                                                           
opportunities and had no impact on addressing the inequality experienced by Travellers. Without review, in January, 2011, 

the Government started to phase out enrolment nationwide accumulating in their closure by 2012.  
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As highlighted by the SPs, there was a significant number of SEN students at St. Greg’s. While the 

SPs did not use the term emotional behavioural difficulties (EBD), they did refer to the constant need 

to manage “challenging behaviour” (Ruth, SP) and mentioned no other type of SEN specifically. In a 

quarter of Urban Band 1 DEIS primary schools, more that 25 percent of the student population have 

been ‘diagnosed’ with an EBD while in non-DEIS schools only 2 percent of the student cohort have 

been ‘diagnosed’ with an EBD (McCoy, Banks and Shevlin, 2012). While a teacher’s judgement does 

not apply in cases where a SEN is obvious (i.e. hearing impairment, speech difficulties etc.), a 

teacher’s judgement often plays a key role in EBD identification in a student (McCoy et al., 2012). 

EBD identification by teachers has been accused of being biased (Riddel, Stead, Weedon and Wright, 

2010; O’Connor and de Luca, 2006; McCoy and Banks, 2012) as it is likely to depend on what a 

teacher considers ‘normal’ behaviour and this will vary between schools. A teacher’s judgement of 

acceptable behaviour is influenced by what they consider normal for a particular ‘referent’ group 

(McCoy et al., 2012). For example, teachers are more likely to label a child from an unemployed 

and/or one-parent family as having EBD than a middle class child from a two-parent family with 

similar emotional-behavioural well-being (McCoy et al. 2012; Banks and McCoy, 2011; Keslair and 

McNally 2009). There have been some studies done on the prevalence of specific types of SEN 

among certain groups of children (Croll and Moses, 1985; 2000; Derrington 2005; Troyna and Siraj-

Blatchford 1993). Although the focus has not tended to focus specifically on ethnicity, Dyson and 

Kozleski (2008) found that within the US, African-Americans are over-represented in particular 

categories of SENs. For example, they tended to be diagnosed with more emotional behavioural 

difficulties (EBD) such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Dyson and Kozleski, 

2008). In the UK, Travellers and Black Caribbean students were over represented in the same 

categories (ibid.). No comparable study has yet been carried out in the Irish context so it is hard to 

decipher whether Travellers or ethnic minorities are over represented in particular categories of SENs.  

 

While research has provided empirical evidence that an inclusive model is more beneficial to children, 

many teachers still hold views like those expressed by many of the SPs in my study. Inclusive 

education has many different meanings to different people and understanding of the concept varies 

from context to context (Bhopal, 2018; Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006). Teacher attitudes and 

beliefs towards inclusion are complex, and as Croll and Moses (1999) point out, even when teachers 

espouse inclusive ideals, they can often employ exclusive practices particularly in dealing with what 

they perceive as behavioural issues. Such attitudes and beliefs are problematic as research has shown 

that teachers with deficit beliefs about their students tend to be less effective in practice than teachers 

that believe that they can help a child to overcome their learning difficulties (Rosenfeld and 

Rosenfeld, 2008).  
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The suggestion made by some of the SPs that mainstream education was not suitable for all children 

harks back to a time when the ‘experts’ believed it was best to educate children from marginalised 

groups in segregated environments (Lynch and Crean, 2018). The segregated model of education was 

in place since the 1950s and was set up to educate those labelled as ‘handicapped’ (NCSE, 2010). 

Ireland has an appalling history with respect to how it has treated people that were perceived to be 

outside of the ‘norm’ (Lynch and Lodge, 2004). Anyone that did not fit the nation-state ideology (i.e. 

single parents, the poor, people with disabilities and Travellers) was locked away in an industrial 

school or educated in segregated school settings (ibid.). The move towards a more inclusive approach 

to education has its origins in the field of special education (NCSE, 2010), with pioneers in the field 

advocating for a more mainstream approach to education (Reynolds and Ainscow, 1994). Advocates 

of the segregated model argued that children with SENs would not be able to benefit from mainstream 

education and the pedagogical approaches used in ordinary classroom settings (Thomas, Walker and 

Webb, 1998). The segregated model was supported by medical professionals in the Report of Enquiry 

on Mental Handicap (Government of Ireland, 1965) and this approach went largely unchallenged for a 

long time (Pijl and Meijer, 1994). As a result of the civil rights movement in America in the 1960s, 

people with disabilities and their parents began to put political pressure on governments to move 

towards a more inclusive model of education by arguing that the segregated model was proving to be 

unsuccessful (Thomas et al., 1998). Research highlighted that children from minority and 

marginalised backgrounds were over-represented in the special school system (Tomlinson, 1981). By 

the end of the twentieth century it was widely accepted that a more inclusive framework was needed 

(Thomas et al., 1998, NCSE, 2010).  

 

As previously discussed in chapter two (section 2.3.2), the segregated model of education ended 

abruptly in 2011. The last special school for Travellers was due to shut its doors in 2019 (Donnelly, 

2018). The SPs showed little awareness of the fact that previous state policies for educating Travellers 

were a failure and did not mention how the phasing out of “special schools” for Travellers had 

naturally led to their increased participation in mainstream schools. While the SPs did not mention the 

closure of the Traveller Training Centres as a reason for the increased number of Travellers in 

mainstream schools, one of the SPs, Kathy, did note how Travellers had moved to different schools 

when the “special” school for Travellers had shut down for “reasons of integration”.  

 

7.2.3 Changes in National Policy Regarding School Leaving Age 

Considering the increased diversity in Irish schools over the last two decades, the SPs cited the 1998 

Education Act, and the 2000-2004 Education Welfare Acts, as the beginning of the change. John (SP), 

for example, talked about how the 1998 Education Act “changed the whole landscape of education in 

the country” because it made it illegal to leave school before the age of sixteen. Other SPs echoed this 
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belief. The SPs noted how this had directly led to an increased number of Traveller students attending 

St. Greg’s.  

Well the improvement in [Traveller] progression has only happened since 1998, and that is 

the Education Act… especially the Education Welfare Act … the year 2000. That had a 

massive influence because now you [had] Education Welfare officers, who were willing to 

bring the parent to court if they didn't insist that their child was in the minimum time in 

school… It has been enforced fairly well, yeah. (Barry, SP) 

… now you have seen how much progress has been made since 1998 when the Education Act 

came in… a lot of the Travellers now are going to the Junior Cycle. (Sean, SP) 

 

As we have seen in chapter two (section 2.3.2), while the Education Act (1998) has forced Travellers 

to remain in school, Traveller pupils still tend to drop out of school as soon as they are legally allowed 

to do so (Hourigan and Campbell, 2010; Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017). In the past, it was 

believed that post-primary school retention rates were being affected by the fact that Travellers had 

the option of leaving school to attend paid training in the STTCs at the age of fifteen (Lynch and 

Lodge, 2004). While this undoubtedly was a contributing factor, there had been little change since the 

closure of the segregated Traveller schools and training centres in terms of retention. In fact, it is quite 

likely that Travellers remained in ‘education’ longer in segregated educational settings than they do 

today in mainstream education.  

 

7.2.4 An Inclusive School Enrolment Policy: Not ‘Cherry-Picking’ 

The SPs argued that all of the students from diverse backgrounds ended up at St. Greg’s because it 

abided by its mission statement of inclusivity and did not “cherry pick” (Padraic, SP) its students. 

Many of the SPs accused other schools of paying “lip service to open door policies” (Clodagh, SP).  

But I do think what tends to happen is our school is the school in … that takes the vast 

majority of them [students from diverse backgrounds, particularly Travellers]. We don’t 

cherry pick. We abide by our mission statement. We are probably the most inclusive school 

within the area so we can never be accused of being discriminatory. We don’t cherry pick at 

all. (John, SP) 

People pay lip service to open door policies, we don't. We have an admissions policy and it is 

crystal clear and it always has been. You know, we don't refuse anybody. And we never have. 

But there are others who say they have open door policies, in Christian schools as I call them, 

and the opposite is true. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

Some of the SPs recalled being told that the other schools were “using money as a barrier” (Clodagh, 

SP) and that they were “redirecting students” (John, SP) to St. Greg’s. John (SP) suggested that a 

“new school” that had recently opened in the area was “telling any Traveller that rings up ‘no we are 

not a DEIS school and we don’t offer free books and we don’t do free lunches’”.  
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Other schools use money as a barrier, I think, if you enrol here we want 300 pounds for 

photo-copying and we need it for sport, and blablabla… I know it is anecdotal, but the 

students sat in front of me and said yeah, ‘I was in that school, tried to do the Entrance exam, 

they saw my address in the Application Form, and they told me to ‘get out’. That has 

happened too. So there are reasons why. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

Roisin (SP) acknowledged that there was very little diversity in the school where she taught and 

admitted that it was because of the enrolment policy as not everyone was “entitled to come in”. 

Now it is not necessarily officially a feeder school but yet you would have, what you may call 

it … very much a roll-over of enrolment there and that is in the admissions policy… There 

wouldn’t be no because I suppose the admissions policy it is what it is… if your son or 

daughter went there or your mother or father went there then you are entitled to come in and 

then if you went to the ‘Bun Scoil’ then you are entitled to come in. You know? (Roisin, SP) 

 

The SPs in St. Greg’s were angry that other schools were not being made to “take their fair share” 

(John) of students from diverse backgrounds in order “to be fair to everybody’s needs” (Clodagh). 

They were critical of school admission policies, which they felt were being used “to protect the 

standard of education” (Padraic, SP).  

... the other side is they are really protecting is the standard of education and the standard of 

the system… I don't like it, the elitism that goes on in some schools… they just pick the best 

150, so why wouldn't they be at the top of the agenda, the top of the league. If they said, right 

pick the first 150 that comes in, that would be a different story. (Padraic, SP) 

Yeah. He did look at admissions policies for schools, he made a big statement about it last 

year, but making a big statement about it and doing something about it are two very different 

things. Surely it is easy to say schools have to change their admissions policy, but no school 

was told to change it. I think the ground needs to be levelled there completely to be fair to 

everybody's needs. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

While the SPs praised St. Greg’s for being a school that doesn’t ‘cherry pick’ its students, the school 

was in no position to ‘cherry pick’ because student enrolment was very low in 2015/16 when I was 

carrying out fieldwork and numbers have continued to drop since then. Student enrolment in DEIS 

schools is often lower than enrolment in non-DEIS schools which are often over-subscribed (Lodge 

and Lynch, 2004; Smyth et al., 2015). While the SPs praised St. Greg’s and claimed that it abided by 

its admission policy, the school’s admission policy was not phrased in a way that was inviting to 

everyone but was similar to other school admission policies. For example, St. Greg’s school 

admission policy stated that applicants from the school’s ‘catchment area’ would be given first 

preference and that applicants from outside of the school catchment area would be entered into a 

‘lottery’ if the number of applicants exceeded the number of places the school had to offer. It also 
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stated that the school reserved the right to deny access to any student that was considered, by the 

school authorities, a threat to the provision of education to other students63.  

 

Historically, Ireland did not have official school league tables and there was strong opposition from 

teacher unions and parents about introducing them (Lynch and Moran, 2006). The case for full 

disclosure was won in the courts by the media allowing the national media to compile crude league 

table results where elite schools brag about the success of their students and schools. Every year 

reports in the Irish media touch on the issue of league tables and feeder schools. Being in the ‘league’ 

is seen as a sign of success and schools compete to stay at the top of the ranks. Progression to HE is 

one measure of a school’s success. Urban DEIS schools consistently underperform in standardised 

literacy and numeracy tests and experience a high level of early school leaving, which puts them at 

the very bottom of the league. The tables show a decline in the numbers of DEIS students opting to 

attend higher education (Cahill and Hall, 2014). Such statistics and figures vilify some schools and 

turn them into ‘demonised’ spaces inhabited by the “lower echelons of society” (John, SP) who have 

failed to exercise their right to ‘free choice’ (Ball, 1997, 2003, 2009).  

 

In the US and in the UK, we see similar trends with students in less prestigious schools consistently 

underperforming in standardised tests and poor progression rates to HE. While some media 

commentators who report on the prevalence of educational inequality name inequality of condition as 

the main cause of poor educational outcomes, other commentators link poor educational outcomes to 

individual failure and poor parental input. The meritocratic discourse shapes this narrative. If we 

locate education in the broader realm of neoliberalism which priorities the market and the economy, 

we can better understand what is driving this desire and/or pressure to stay at the top of the league. 

Within the neo-liberal paradigm, children become neo-liberal subjects and value is placed on those 

children who produce and perform according to the ideals of the market economy (Devine, 2014). 

States compete with other states in terms of educational outcomes in this globalised market economy 

(Ball, 2009). In Ireland, poor PISA performance scores become a threat to Ireland’s reputation as a 

country that has the capacity to produce a high end skilled labour work force (Devine, 2014). Devine 

(2013) posits that this pressure to perform well impacts on schools that have a desire to be inclusive 

and fair in their culture and ethos because in an increasingly market driven economy, managing the 

reputation of the school is considered important.  

 

While most of the SPs showed a lack of socio-political consciousness regarding the increased 

participation of Travellers in St. Greg’s, they were very conscious when it came to understanding why 

they got all of the “kids from the lower echelons of society” (John, SP). Most of the SPs were critical 

                                                           
63 St. Greg’s Admission Policy 
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of such policies. This criticality demonstrates that they had the capacity to be critically conscious 

when ‘bad’ policies had a direct perceived negative impact on themselves. When a system privileges 

us, we are less critical of it and less likely to want to see it change (McIntosh, 1990). While the SPs in 

St. Greg’s were critical of school enrolment policies and “the elitism” (Padraic, SP) that exists in Irish 

education, they were not affected or “outraged” enough to participate in actively challenging such 

systems of domination (ibid., 1990, p. 4). Roisin (SP) normalised, justified and legitimised the elite 

selection process occurring in the school in which she taught and viewed enrolment in certain schools 

as an ‘entitlement’. As the current system is seen to be functional and serves the needs of the majority, 

the exclusion of minorities is considered acceptable (O’Brien and Ó Fathaigh, 2007). In such a 

climate institutional racism is normalised and selection procedures which disadvantage ethnic 

minority students are considered acceptable (Delgado and Stefancic, 2000). 

 

As some of the SPs pointed out, they had anecdotal evidence that some schools were using money as 

a barrier to access. As discussed in chapter two (section 2.3.2) evidence would suggest that some 

schools do use money as a way of ensuring that students from disadvantaged backgrounds cannot 

access the school. While some schools may appear to have “an open door policy” (Clodagh, SP), in 

reality they are a ‘closed shop’ and are covertly discriminating against certain groups (Noden, 1998; 

Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Lodge and Lynch, 2004). 

 

School ‘choice’ is heavily influenced by what Ball and Vincent (1998) call ‘grapevine’ knowledge or 

‘hot knowledge’. This includes knowing things such as which schools do well on the league tables, 

and how long you need to be on the waiting list. Lynch and Moran (2006, p. 22) argue that ‘choice 

ideology’ legitimatises class reproduction “by fostering illusions of opportunity”. In reality, 

opportunities are not spread evenly across the different groups in society but this ‘myth of 

meritocracy’ and ‘fairness’ silences dissent because it assumes that everyone has the right to exercise 

‘choice’ freely (ibid.). As Bauman (1998, p. 86) reminds us, “all of us are doomed to the life of 

choices, but not all of us have the means to be choosers”. Middle class parents have more access to 

‘grapevine’ knowledge than working class parents (Ball, 2009; Cahill and Hall, 2014). During 

recessionary times, middle class anxieties are heightened and the middle classes worry about class 

reproduction (Ball and Vincent 1998). Wanting to ensure that their children continue to benefit from 

the system, they seek out what they consider to be the ‘good’ schools (Ball, 1997). Research has 

established that educational institutions, such as schools, reproduce and legitimise the inequalities that 

already exist in society through a number of different processes (Bourdieu, 1984, 1993; Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1979). The SPs understood that social stratification is not accidental (Reardon, 2011; 

Standing, 2011) and that it was a result of policies of exclusion in a context where the rhetoric is one 

of inclusion (Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Lynch and Baker, 2005). Again, Bourdieu’s social and cultural 
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reproduction theory provides a useful framework for helping us to understand why and how the 

advantaged maintain their privileges and ensure that they are passed down from one generation to the 

next.  

 

Parents are complicit in driving this marketised system of education (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998; 

Lynch and Baker, 2005) and don’t see any problem with what they are doing. In fact, as evidenced by 

the some of the SPstaff s responses, middle class ideals dictate that these parents think that they are 

being good parents by ensuring that their children attend the most ‘academic’ schools. Research has 

found that parents employ the discourse of ‘sameness’ to legitimise school stratification (Brantlinger, 

2003; Cahill and Hall, 2014). 

 

While the rhetoric of inclusion is popular in the Irish context, in reality existing policies and practices 

continue to be exclusionary (Lynch and Lodge, 2002) and the DEIS and non-DEIS school system is 

more akin to a form of segregated education that separates the advantaged from the disadvantaged 

while claiming that they are a means of ‘tackling disadvantage’. 

 

7.3 Feeling Stigmatised: “A school for the Travellers and the Blacks” 

7.3.1 Diverse Student Population Negatively Affects the School Reputation  

Many of the SPs believed that there was “a stigma attached to the school” (Barry, SP) because of its 

diverse student population. John (SP) suggested the school was labelled as “the school for the 

Travellers and the Blacks”.  

Like if you talk to any [locals] … they say this school is for Travellers and blacks and that is 

the stigma we have. It is very hard to change it. If you are on a night out you are 

discriminated against because of the place that you are working… You are trying to change 

the image of the school. (John, SP) 

 

Research has suggested that having a school with a diverse student population can be viewed in a 

negative light (Kirsten, 2006; Castro, 2010; Villegas and Lucas, 2007), by teachers, parents and 

students, in particular if the diverse students are also from socio-economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds. Much of the literature suggests that teachers view diversity as a challenge as opposed to 

a resource and an opportunity to engage critically with pedagogy and challenge inequality (Devine, 

2006, 2012; Bryan, 2008, 2009a, 2009b; Bryan and Bracken, 2011; Smyth et al., 2009; McGorman 

and Sugrue, 2007; Garcia, 1999; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto 1996; Nieto and Rolón, 1997). John 

(SP) suggests that having a high number of “Travellers” and “Blacks” in the student population is a 

particularly negative thing that has resulted in St. Greg’s being stigmatized by the wider community. 

It seems that the level and ‘types’ of diversity reflected in the school population impacts on how 

teachers view their schools, which points to a hierarchy in Irish society in terms of minority groups 
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(Kitching, 2009) with some being viewed better or worse than others. This is consistent with the 

broader research regarding which groups experience the most racism in Ireland (O’Connell and 

McGinnity, 2008; Tormey and Gleeson, 2012). Irish Travellers (MacGreil, 2010; Tormey and 

Gleeson, 2012) and Black immigrants (O’Connell and McGinnity, 2008; McGorman and Sugre, 

2008) are consistently subjected to the highest levels of discrimination and racism. Evidence shows 

that many teachers view students from marginalised groups through a culturally deficit lens (Nieto, 

1996) and often perceive them to be weaker students academically (Castro, 2010). As previously 

discussed, students from certain backgrounds are seen as a ‘risk’ to the reputation of a school (Bryan, 

2008). For example, in Bryan’s (2006, p. 89) study, she found that while the school was proud of its 

“international students”, which made up to 10 percent of the overall student body, the school was 

losing some of its students because of its increasingly diverse student population. This type of ‘white 

flight’ has been well recorded in the literature (cf. Kye, 2018; House of the Oireachtas, 2008; Devine, 

2013b; Bryan, 2006).  

 

John (SP) indicated that he was ‘looked down on’ because he was teaching in the school that had a 

“stigma” attached to it. In the literature on racism it is widely acknowledged that racism affects 

everyone, albeit in very different ways (Goodman, 2001; Spanierman and Heppner, 2004; Pettigrew 

and Tropp, 2008). John (SP) highlighted the nuanced ways in which racism may affect members of 

the dominant group. For John (SP), it was through this ‘stigma by association’, whereby even being 

associated on a professional basis with members of stigmatised groups had perceived negative 

consequences for him. It was interesting to hear that John (SP) felt “discriminated” against because of 

where he worked as it highlighted how little he understood about discrimination and reflected a lacked 

of racial awareness (Helms, 1994) on his behalf. For Helms (1994) there are six stages of white 

identity development. She names these stages as contact, disintegration, reintegration, pseudo-

independence, immersion-emersion, and autonomy (ibid.). Helms (1990) reminds us that each stage is 

not linear and she argues that people may find themselves fluctuating between the different stages. 

She names the stages that John (SP) finds himself at as the contact and disintegration stages because 

he had contact with minorities and demonstrated some awareness regarding how those groups were 

perceived in society. However, he tried to disassociate himself from members of the minority group in 

an attempt to re-establish his own group memberships and avoid feelings of guilt and discomfort 

(Helms, 1996). In the absence of opportunities to engage critically with these experiences, Howard 

(2006) argues that it is not possible to develop critical multicultural educators. As John (SP) could not 

distance himself completely from the minority students that he taught he had to negotiate these 

feelings of discomfort on an ongoing basis. Teacher education needs to provide teachers with 

opportunities to critically reflect on their own positionalities so that teachers can see how they often 

inadvertently perpetuate and maintain the unequal status quo (Den Heyer, 2009; Bryan, 2009). This 

type of identity work requires more than a one-off lecture or seminar; it requires a sustained and 
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critical interrogation of constructs like whiteness and privilege, as well as an examination of how their 

ideological thinking has the potential to impact on their classroom practices and relationships with 

students (Solomona, Portelli, Daniel and Campbell, 2005).  

 

The SPs were aware of St. Greg’s negative representation in the local community, and positioned the 

school within a ‘demonised school’ discourse (Cahill and Hall, 2014; Ball, 2003; Reay, 2004a, 2007; 

Hollingworth and Archer, 2007). Hollingworth and Archer (2007) found that such judgements are 

resisted and contested by young people in a number of ways. Similar to Hollingworth and Archer 

(2007) and Cahill and Hall (2014), my study found that young people resisted the stigmatised view of 

the schools by dismissing the negative claims made about the school and asserting that there were 

commonalities across schools. Hollingworth and Archer (2010) found that minority students have to 

negotiate how their own identities are associated with a school that is labelled negatively. They 

remind us that the pathologisation of particular urban schools can have damaging effects on the 

students that attend them, including on the ways in which students see themselves (ibid.). Wacquant 

(1997) contends that “territorial stigmatization”, where certain places are “branded” and labelled, 

results in the people that inhabit these spaces being trapped by these labels. Their location within 

these spaces contain potential negative connotations for the self (Hollingworth et al., 2007). Reay 

(2004) explains that there is a painful struggle involved in trying to separate out from the ‘demonised 

other’ because it is so tied up with the self. 

 

In the Irish context, it is clear that there are ‘good’ schools and ‘bad’ schools (Ball and Vincent, 

1998). The media presents a clear picture to the public about which schools fall into which category 

by publishing detailed accounts of which schools are ‘succeeding’ and ‘failing’ via the ‘league tables’. 

As “places also mean people” (Thrift, 1997, p. 160), it is the types of students that attend a particular 

school that get labelled as failures or successes. In the UK, certain schools have always served the 

urban working class (Hall, 1974; Reay, 2007). A similar model of education was introduced in the 

Irish context with the establishment of what are now known as community colleges. Urban education 

often refers to schools where the ‘lost causes’ or the children with ‘problems’ go (Ward 1978, 1990). 

They are the ‘types’ of schools that the elites or even the middle classes would not consider sending 

their children to receive an education that prepared them for ‘their place in the world’ (Butler and 

Robson, 2003). Historically, urban education aimed to socialise these ‘lost causes’. In the UK, urban 

schools often are assigned inferior status because of the high numbers of minorities concentrated in 

them (Ward, 1990). In the Irish context, DEIS schools seem to be following in the footsteps of its 

British neighbours leading to some being labelled as ‘inferior’ because of the over concentration of 

“Travellers and the Blacks” (John, SP) and other minorities and marginalised groups.  
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7.3.2 Difficulties Encountered Trying to Challenge Negative School Reputation  

Some of the SPs talked about the difficulties encountered when trying to promote the school in a positive 

light, including difficulties getting good media coverage. A lack of finances was cited as a barrier to 

placing advertisements in the local newspaper. John (SP) also noted that “politics” played a role and 

that the media was keener to print negative stories about the school than it was to include “the good 

stories”. 

But we have a problem with the media. With the local media in particular in trying to get our 

stories out there … Yeah, the good stories. They have no problems with the bad stories but if 

you are trying to get reports in they will tweak it or if you are trying to get photographs in… 

you will get a certain amount but you won’t get a lot in… it is politics. It is [name of town]. 

Because it is a small, small, small [place]. People do not realise that. And there is a huge 

amount of politics involved regarding everything. (John, SP) 

…we are starting a very heavy public campaign now, but it is quite expensive. If you send a 

news item from this school into a newspaper, it is not published, without payment... Because I 

suppose we are not the demographic that would be buying the advertising …our parents 

would not have the spending power that other parents would have, so maybe our articles 

wouldn't be as fast to make it into the local paper. (Barry, SP) 

 

By comparison, two of the SPs in other schools noted their schools were perceived positively. Mary 

(Sp), for example, believed her school had a “good reputation” and Roisin (SP) noted that her school 

was known for being “high achieving” and that students from “more maybe middle class backgrounds 

would be going” there.  

 

While all schools in Ireland are state funded most schools fund some of their expenses from the 

‘voluntary contributions’ requested from parents. Middle class parents can make large contributions to 

ensure that their schools have access to extra resources (Lynch, 1989; Lynch and Lodge, 2002). The 

SPs refer to the school’s lack of economic capital and name it as problematic in terms of not being 

able to afford to pay for advertising in local papers. They also noted the importance of social capital 

and highlighted that the parents of the students attending St. Greg’s did not typically possess such 

capital. Bourdieu (1986) identified three different but interconnected types of capital: economic, 

social and cultural. He argued that while all of the different socio-economic groups possess capital to 

varying degrees, not all forms of capital have the same value in the ‘field’, in particular, a field such 

as education. Social capital refers to the connections people make throughout their lives. It is widely 

accepted that being in a position to network and forge the ‘right’ kind of social connections are vital 

for building social capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Not having access to the ‘right kind of capital’ makes it 

difficult for the school to challenge the negative stigma attached to St. Greg’s. Positive stories about 

ethnic minorities do not fit the discourse at a national and local level (Leahy, 2014). As Leahy (2014) 

points out, Travellers would be practically invisible if the media did not give them so much negative 

attention. 
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7.3.3 Blaming the School’s ‘Bad Reputation’ on the High Proportion of Travellers  

Having a large Traveller population was named as the main reason for the school having such a bad 

reputation by the MSPs and WISPs. The MSPs recalled being told that the school was “really rough” 

(Marian, MSP) and as a result they expected to “get beat up” (Joseph, MSP) and were nervous about 

attending the school.  

Yeah, a lot of Travellers come here, so they would kind of be thinking, this school must be bad. 

That is what I heard anyway. But I never thought it was that bad to be honest. I really like the 

school. (Christiano, MSP) 

I think because a lot of Traveller people come here. And they [Travellers] have a bad 

reputation for lots of fighting and stuff, but I think within every culture there is going to be 

people like that, in every school there is people like that. (Holly, MSP) 

Anyways, people were saying, ‘oh that that school, like ehm, that school is full of Travellers, 

you get beat up, First Year is that bad’. (Joseph, MSP)  

 

However, as can be seen in the quotes above, the MSPs disagreed with this view of the school. While 

they talked about being warned about the school and being told that it was a rough school, all of them 

found that the school did not match its reputation and described it as being a “really nice place” 

(Marian, MSP) and “not as bad as everybody says” (Josef, MSP). Holly (MSP) believed that St. 

Greg’s reputation was improving. She attributed this to the school “slowly becoming more visible” 

and getting positive media attention for the achievements of students in Transition Year as “that has 

been in the paper and documented and stuff”.  

Yeah, we are getting more media and that I suppose, it's showing that the school is not all 

bad. (Holly, MSP) 

 

While the WISPs did not mention being fearful about attending St. Greg’s, they did hint at it having a 

reputation for being a bit of “a hard school” (Johnathan, WISP) and some indicated that they also 

blamed Travellers for the school’s negative reputation. Hayden (WISP), for example, was clear that 

he had “learned to avoid them [Travellers]”.  

I don’t know, you have some kids that you stick away from because trouble starts and stuff 

like that. That is about it really … Mostly Travellers, who start everything. Anything they can 

start on they will just start on. I have learned to avoid them. (Hayden, WISP) 

 

Two of TSPs identified issues with the school’s reputation. Both Rosa (TSP) and Richard (TSP) 

mentioned that their parents were worried about them attending St. Greg’s because of its reputation in 

relation to students smoking. Rosa (TSP) said her mother also worried about students having 

“boyfriends and girlfriends.” 

… because, like, they heard a lot of bad things about this school, like when you come into 

school, there was a lot smoking, and like boyfriends and girlfriends… (Rosa, TSP) 
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While Rosa (TSP) did not mention that Travellers gave St. Greg’s a bad reputation, she was conscious 

of the negative ways in which Travellers were perceived in general by people in society.  

… they view Travellers ... how would I say, me, always in trouble, always drinking, robbing, 

stealing, dressed naked, wearing a lot less clothes like, and mean to people, like if Travellers 

give you something, they are passing all their bad luck onto you… You don't learn that, you 

just know that, like. The way people look at you, like.  

 

Some studies have suggested that Travellers see school as ‘dangerous’ because it has the potential to 

erode Traveller culture (Clay, 1999; Levison and Sparks, 2006; Lloyd and Stead, 2001). Some 

scholars maintain Traveller parents fear the corruptive nature of mainstream youth culture, such as 

smoking and drinking and hanging out with members of the opposite sex, and suggest that this 

prevents them from wanting their children to engage with education (Derrington, 2007). While Rosa 

(TSP) points out that her parents were concerned about things such as smoking and dating, this is the 

type of stuff that would concern many parents from any ethnic group. Not wanting your child to drink 

or smoke is a fairly mainstream idea and most parents would see it as part of their parental duty to 

steer their children away from such vices and take measures to keep their children away from 

perceived harm. Colin (WISP), for example, said his mother had not accepted a place in one of the 

‘better’ schools because of where it was located as she did not want him to be going into town at 

lunch time in case he came to any harm. It is interesting to note how Travellers attempting to protect 

their children is often framed as ‘culturally’ motivated whereas for non-Travellers it is just parental 

concern.  

 

None of the student participants from across the different groups attributed the school’s negative 

reputation to their own particular socio-economic or ethnic group. While most of the MSPs and the 

WISPs mentioned that the school had a bad reputation, they did not relate this negativity to 

themselves. While the minority students were relieved that the school is “not as bad as everyone says” 

(Josef, MSP), they demonstrated that they were acutely aware that they were in a school positioned in 

a derogatory discourse. Bryan (2010) argues that macro processes and discourses can have an impact 

at the school level and impact negatively on ethnic minority students. The MSPs highlighted how 

discourses about Travellers had affected them and they reported feeling “fearful” (Natalia, MSP) 

about attending St. Greg’s because they would be coming into contact with the Travellers. However, 

they were glad to discover that Travellers were “not that scary” (Marian, MSP). Natalia (MSP) 

thought it was good to have experience with Travellers as it stopped her “shaking” when one walked 

past her. While the white settled Irish student participants alluded to the idea that the school’s 

reputation as a “hard school” (Johnathan, WISP) was linked to its large Traveller population, they did 

not report feeling fearful. This is likely because they had grown up in areas where there was a high 
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concentration of Travellers and as a result they were aware, on some level at least, that the violent 

stereotype is liberally applied to Travellers without any real grounding in reality. In a sense, what is 

described here is a process of ‘demystification’ (De Beauvoir, 1989) of this negatively stereotyped 

group through “the figured world” of the school (Cahill and Hall, 2014, p. 386). Research suggests 

that when groups come into contact with each other relationships improve (Watson, Kenny and 

McGinnity, 2017) because myths are dispelled and the ‘other’ becomes more familiar. There is some 

evidence that increasing contact between groups has the potential to dispel myths and reduce racism 

(ibid.) although it is questionable to what extent increased contact alone can achieve in terms of 

reducing a cognitive behaviour such as racism. While contact between groups may reduce ‘fear of the 

other’ racism does not stem from fear. 

 

In the 1960s and early 1970s, the theory of racism, in shorthand, was that racial prejudice was based 

on a fear of the unknown. Racism was viewed as something that could be overcome by simply 

interacting with the ‘other’ and learning about different cultures (Fine and Weis, 2003; Parker-

Jenkins, 2005; Bryan, 2012). It was therefore assumed that by providing people with opportunities to 

mix with those outside of their own cultural group that ignorance and fear would be dispelled and this 

would in turn have an impact on racial prejudice. However, men and women have always interacted 

with each other but women remain oppressed. This cannot be explained by a fear of the unknown or a 

lack of contact. Frankenberg (1993) views this ‘fear’ as a feature of racist discourse and point out that 

this ‘fear’ is “an inversion of reality” because it is based on a stereotypical image of a group that has 

been created by the dominant group in order to justify the poor treatment of the ‘other’. She argues 

that the minority ‘other’ has more to fear about members of the dominant group than vice versa.  

 

Irish studies have found that negative attitudes toward minority ethnic groups are prevalent among the 

white settled Irish students, and that they are especially prevalent towards Traveller students (Tormey 

and Gleeson, 2012; Kitching, 2010, 2013; Keogh and Whyte, 2002; Connolly and Keenan, 2002; 

Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Malone, 2002; TUI 2009; 2010; Devine, 2005). Lynch and Lodge (2002) 

found that three-quarters of second-level students believe Travellers would not fit in in their school. 

Tormey and Gleeson’s (2012) study on students’ attitudes towards ethnic minorities found that Irish 

post-primary school students report low levels of ‘social distance’ from black, Muslim and European 

immigrants, and high levels of distance from Travellers. Surveys carried out by the Teachers Union of 

Ireland (TUI surveys, 2009, 2010) suggest that racism and harassment towards minority ethnic 

groups, especially Travellers and African students, was prevalent in schools. A quarter to a half of the 

teachers surveyed were aware of or had recently reported a racist incident in their respective schools 

(TUI Surveys, 2009, 2010). Kavanagh (2013) also highlights tensions between social groups, where 

teachers report that non-Traveller children think that they are better than Traveller children. Kavanagh 
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(2013) also found that teachers felt that Traveller children thought that they were better than black 

children.  

 

7.4 Attending St. Greg’s for the ‘Freebies’ and Supports? 

7.4.1 Catchment Area 

While the school’s location and “catchment area” (Caroline, SP) was cited as a key factor for the high 

level of diversity in the student population by the SPs, Clodagh (SP) nonetheless acknowledged that 

“I was going to say our catchment area, but it is not really, more students pass by us to go into other 

schools, than come here”. Similarly, only a small number of the student participants (across groups) 

mentioned location and proximity as an influencing factor in attending St. Greg’s.  

 

Studies have found that middle class parents are best positioned and more likely to send their children 

to schools outside their area (Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Byrne, McGinnity, Smyth and Darmody 2010). 

While a few of the student participants (across groups) claimed to attend the school because of its 

catchment area, St. Greg’s was on the ‘other side of town’, in an area that would have traditionally 

been working class. Students were “bypassing” (Clodagh, SP) their local schools and had to travel to 

school by bus or be driven to school and collected by parents because it was not on an accessible bus 

route. One of the WISPs, Colin, had rejected a place in one of the ‘better’ schools. The ‘choice’ in this 

case was made by his mother as she wanted Colin to attend a school that was in their locality. 

However, this case was exceptional as the rest of the WISPs that attended St. Greg’s did so as a last 

resort as opposed to ‘choice’.  

 

7.4.2 Getting ‘Freebies’ and Extra Supports  

While the SPs cited “getting freebies” as a motivating factor for all of the parents in deciding on St. 

Greg’s, it was evident that some of them believed this to be particularly the case for the parents of 

Traveller children. Caroline (SP), for example, specifically mentions that Travellers attend the school 

because “they [Travellers] get everything for free”.  

Because we are a DEIS school, everything is free. We have the book scheme and the lunches 

and all of the resources are free. We don’t have to pay for anything. They [Travellers] get all 

of these trips and everything. (Caroline, SP) 

Well I would say that the biggest issue is the whole financial side of it. I know the new school 

that has opened above is… they are telling any Traveller that rings up ‘no we are not a DEIS 

school and we don’t offer free books and we don’t do free lunches’ (John, SP) 

 

While all of the students from the different groups mentioned that they got a lot of things for free such 

as trips and lunches, only one of them, Josef (MSP), mentioned hearing about getting “free lunches” 

in St. Greg’s before he attended the school. However, he was more concerned about the school being 

a “rough” place than getting stuff for free.  
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…But [friend], he actually went to this school. Like and other people who weren't in the 

school were like, ‘Oh yeah, this is going to happen, this is going to happen’ but [friend] he 

just, he made loads of friends here and I was, like, "I thought this school was meant to be 

rough?" and he was like, ‘no, it is not that bad, if you do your own good, like, you will be 

fine. The teachers’ pay attention to you, you get free lunches, it is a really nice place, like’ 

(Josef, MSP).  

 

The other student participants, while grateful for the “freebies” (Sarah, SP) did not mention being 

motivated to attend the school because of its DEIS status and the expectation that they would get 

things for free. In fact, while the student participants, from all of the different groups, appreciated that 

food was available and thought that it was good to have the option, many of them complained about 

the “free lunch” (Marian, MSP) and tended to bring in their own food or buy lunch from the local 

shops. While some of the student participants from the different groups were happy with the food 

available, others were “sick of the same things” (Victoria, MSPs) and did not rate the food highly. 

The cheese do be all hard. The roll do be hard, the muffins are all sweaty, like. (Serena, TSP) 

 

Some of the SPs believed that students from minority groups attended the school because of the wide 

subject choice and all the extra supports available to them. Sean, for example, suggested that the 

“international students” (Sean, SP) had a preference for attending St. Greg’s because of all of the 

support that was available in the school for them. 

International students come here because we have a lot of support for international students… 

In terms of extra English, languages, there is a tradition of being able to sit the Leaving Cert 

in your own traditional language through Polish or whatever. So, there would be a bit of 

expertise here in regards getting sample papers and stuff like that. (Sean, SPs) 

 

Not all teachers were convinced that the extra supports or availability of subjects were motivating 

factors for school choice however. Barry (SP), for example, did not believe that students came to St. 

Greg’s because they had so many practical subjects to choose from and pointed out that many schools 

offered the same types of subjects at St. Greg’s.  

I mean some people will say, look it, we want to come to the school because of the subject 

choice. Well, look it, at the end of the day, we are traditionally a vocational school, and we do 

have a heavy practical background, but all of the schools offer Woodwork and Technical 

Drawing. And Art, and any of these anymore. So that is not going to ... We are not going to 

stand out just for doing those subjects. (Barry, SP) 

 

Again, none of the student participants from the minority groups talked about being motivated to 

attend St. Greg’s because of the extra supports available to them. Also, none of the student 

participants from any of the three groups mentioned being motivated to attend the school because of 

the range of subjects that were on offer.  
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Historically, community schools and vocational schools, which are now typically DEIS schools, were 

set up to cater for the needs of working class students. There was, therefore, a greater focus on 

practical subjects, such as construction studies and mechanical drawing, in particular in schools like 

St. Greg’s which  originally catered for the educational ‘needs’64 of working class boys. Secondary 

schools were for the more ‘academic middle classes’ and to this day they tend to educate children 

from middle class backgrounds (Smyth, 1990). As Barry (SP) pointed out, practical subjects such as 

technical graphics and technology are widely available in all secondary schools nowadays so students 

are not ‘choosing’ to attend St. Greg’s for the subject choice. As secondary schools are usually over-

subscribed there is little chance of minority ethnic students securing places in them. 

 

 

As the SPs pointed out, DEIS schools receive a number of additional resources because of their 

designated status. These may include extra teaching resources, free-school meal programmes, support 

for students to buy school books as well as funding to ensure students have access to homework and 

summer clubs (Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017). The SPs assumed that these ‘advantages’ were 

what motivated parents, Traveller parents in particular, when choosing a school for their child/ren. 

However, we know that over half of all Traveller children attend non-DEIS schools (Darmody et al., 

2012) so this assumption is incorrect and problematic. Research tells us that in Irish society Travellers 

are largely perceived as a group that do not want to work (Mac Greil, 2011) preferring instead to live 

on state hand-outs and “milk the state” (McGee, 2014) according to media commentators such as 

Brenda Power. 

 

Travellers are constantly being negatively stereotyped by the Irish media as scroungers that do not 

work and want everything for free. They are portrayed as backward, dirty, lazy, violent, uncivilised, 

and unruly (McVeigh, 2007; Leahy, 2014). Racist ideology is normalised, rationalised and spread 

through the institutional frameworks of society, such as the media and mainstream education systems 

(Jacobsen, 2003). Racism and related ideas of superiority and inferiority are internalised by both the 

dominant and non-dominant group, and therefore, racism affects the socialisation of all people 

(Smyth, 1995; Jacobsen, 2003). As teachers in Ireland typically come from the dominant group 

(Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016) it is not surprising that they too have internalised such beliefs about 

the Travellers as the ‘truth’. However, studies have consistently shown that Travellers face huge 

discrimination when trying to access work (AITHS, 2010; MacGreil, 2011; ESRI, 2017). Only 17 

percent of those that took part in the National Traveller Survey in 2017 said that they would employ a 

Traveller. Similarly, in a study carried out by MacGreil (2011) four out of ten employers admitted that 

they would not hire a Traveller. Up until the latter part of the 20th century Travellers would have been 

predominantly self-employed but various laws introduced by the state had a negative impact on their 

                                                           
64 What they needed was decided for them by the experts of the time 
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ability to trade (Hayes, 2006). Welfare dependency has resulted because of increased difficulties 

facing the ‘Traveller economy’ and discrimination in the workplace but the dominant narrative is that 

Travellers have somehow chosen their victim status because they are ‘work shy’ and feel entitled to 

get everything for free without having to give anything back, such as paying taxes or paying for 

services (McVeigh, 2007; Leahy, 2014). As teachers are rarely, if ever, given the opportunity to 

interrogate their deeply ingrained beliefs about the Travelling community, it is not surprising perhaps 

that the dominant narrative perpetuated by the media has been so deeply ingrained within their 

psyche. Nevertheless, it is a worrying ideological narrative and the implications for how teachers 

engage with Traveller students is troubling. While the DEIS school system has been set up as a means 

to tackle disadvantage it runs the risk of reinforcing beliefs about certain groups being motivated by a 

sense of entitlement to get ‘stuff for free’. The student participants from all of the different groups 

demonstrated that they were not motivated to attend St. Greg’s because of the ‘freebies’.  

 

Cognitive dissonance or inconsistencies in how the SPs think are apparent throughout the study. 

When it comes to understanding why so many Travellers attend the school, the SPs tended to blame 

Travellers themselves for their overrepresentation in the school. The SPs believed that “getting 

freebies” (Caroline, SP) was one of the main reasons that students, and Traveller students in 

particular, ‘chose’ to attend the school. This belief about Travellers as scroungers and freeloaders 

stems from the broader discourse and denial of racism that exists in relation to Travellers in Irish 

society. The SPs rationalise the inequalities that they named, perhaps, in order to manage the 

psychological discomfort they were experiencing from having to think about Travellers as a group 

affected by structural inequality. They viewed Travellers as a group that liked to get things for free 

and not as a group that experienced systematic and structural inequalities. The SPs needed to extend 

the narratives given so that they were more consistent with their prior beliefs and attitudes towards 

Travellers. As Howard (2006) reminds us teachers cannot teach what they do not know. It is unfair to 

expect them to be able to. We need to create ideological and educational spaces where people can 

safely explore how their worldviews have been shaped and moulded. This is emotional work and 

evokes a lot of feelings and therefore pedagogical approaches to intercultural training need to take this 

into account. Images of Travellers as ‘scroungers’ and people that do not want to work because they 

think they are entitled to everything for free are deeply ingrained in the psyche of the SPs. 

Intercultural training needs to be designed with this in mind. Challenging such deeply ingrained 

prejudice will evoke resistance and likely be an on-going struggle in some cases. I would argue that 

any attempts to improve outcomes for Travellers will not happen while they are being taught in 

classrooms and schools where teachers are not critically engaged educators. Education delivered 

within such an ideological framework is a long way away from the ideals of intercultural education.  

 



157 
 

7.4.3 Understanding the Belief that Travellers are ‘Freeloaders’ 

The belief I outlined in the previous section, that Travellers are free-loaders, can be located back to 

the early memories that many of the SPs reported regarding Travellers. Many of the SPs had some 

early memories of Travellers living in illegal encampments on the side of the road, or Travellers at 

their front doors begging and their own families giving them things. While John (SP) remembered the 

begging as something that caused “huge problems”, others remembered it as something they just grew 

up with. Some recounted their families keeping clothes, for example, for Traveller women that they 

knew. 

I remember the place there was huge problems because they used to come across for water 

and bags of sugar. I think I used to have [name of Traveller woman] and a few people on to 

me calling down to the house ... They would be appreciative like. I remember them calling 

down to the house for milk and bread and sugar and mam use to give it to them. (John, SP) 

Well my experience of Travellers would be eh simply as from being a kid that they would 

drive up in their Hiace vans and they’d park it up the road and then they would come down 

then with … it is usually the mother with loads of children around and ask for sugar or 

whatever. (Roisin, SP) 

I suppose [name of Traveller woman] calling to my mother for clothes. That would be my 

earliest memory as a kid. My mother would have saved these clothes and kept them for this 

woman. That was just part of my life. (Aine, SP) 

Ehm, wow, yeah I suppose when I was young I always knew Travellers. I particularly 

remember some Traveller woman used to always call to our house, so there would always be 

a good reception; there was never any ill-feeling or that sort of thing. (Maire, SP) 

 

These early encounters seem to have left a lasting impression on the SPs. Travellers were etched in 

their minds as a group that always had their hands out begging. Such memories can be connected to 

their belief about Traveller parents being motivated by ‘getting freebies’ in selecting St. Greg’s. 

While the SPs believed that Travellers in the past would have had “trades” (Padraic, SP), and noted 

that they made a contribution to society, they now perceived Travellers as having a sense of 

“entitlement” (John, SP) because of the “welfare system” (Maire, SP) and felt that “a lot of them think 

that they would have the right to get money from the state” (Caroline, SP). 

 

From the 1960s onwards, more and more Travellers found themselves without work in post-colonial 

industrial Ireland and as a result they were forced to move into more urban areas (Hayes, 2006). The 

government of the time viewed Travellers as ‘failed settled people’ that had been wandering the roads 

since they were put off their land during the famine (Mc Donagh and Mc Veigh, 1996; Ni Shuinear, 

2005; Hayes, 2006). The rhetoric of the time was one of assimilation and fixing the ‘itinerant 

problem’ (Commission on Itinerancy Report, 1963). Travellers had nowhere to live when they moved 

into urban areas and many had to set up camp on the side of the road near housing estates and other 

urban dwellings. In order to feed themselves and their children, Travellers, particularly women, would 
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go hawking65. While many of the SPs encountered Travellers during their childhood, for the most part 

these encounters were with Travellers coming to them and their families with ‘their hands out’. The 

SPs recalled themselves and people like them ‘giving’ stuff to Travellers. In the absence of a well-

developed socio political consciousness these encounters became ingrained in the psyche of the SPs 

and shaped how they viewed Travellers in the present. Similar to the charitable model of development 

that was still fashionable at the time, these early encounters impressed upon the SPs, as settled people, 

that they were in the superior position of giving to and helping Travellers. The SPs rarely referred to 

or remarked on these experiences in a critical way. In the narratives given, Travellers just appeared 

begging and there was no reference to why this was the case. The NCCA (2005) stresses the 

importance of teachers having prior knowledge about the experiences of their students in order to help 

students develop a socio-political consciousness about structural inequalities and the issues affecting 

them. It is worrying to think that Traveller children are still being educated by people that know so 

little about them and who lack the skills to critically reflect on their own positionalities. We cannot 

blame teachers for these short-comings however, as we know that many have received little or no 

intercultural training (Bryan, 2008; Keane, 2012; Kavanagh, 2013) and many have not been provided 

with opportunities to deconstruct their attitudes and beliefs (Keane, 2012).  

 

7.5. Seeing St. Greg’s as the School for the Academically Uninterested and/or Less Able   

7.5.1 Family History of Attending St. Greg’s Influences ‘Choice’ 

The SPs, and the student participants from across the different groups cited having a family history of 

attending St. Greg’s as a key reason for ‘choosing’ to attend the school. Johnathan (WISP), said that 

the “only reason” he attended St. Greg’s was “because [his] my brother was in there”. Jason (WISP) 

indicated that having a history of family attending St. Greg’s also influenced his choice because it 

made him believe he “had a better chance of getting in”. Jason (WISP) also had a cousin in one of the 

more affluent non-DEIS schools but he did not express if he would have a better chance of being 

accepted in that school because of his family connections, perhaps because his cousin had been 

expelled from it. Both the SPs and the TSPs particularly highlighted a family history of attending the 

school as being a key factor for Travellers in deciding on St Greg’s. Mickey (TSP) points out that 

having a family history of attending St. Greg’s meant that he “didn’t really choose” the school that he 

ended up in.  

This school? I didn't really choose because all my cousins were coming here and everything 

and my uncles came her. (Mickey, TSP) 

They come, they come, they come, they are surrounded by their friends, their neighbours, or 

whatever cousins they have, it is very safe for them, it is very comfortable. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

                                                           
65 Cant word for begging-signifies more than just begging however, and often involved trying to sell or swap small 

household items to settled people 
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While the WISPs had not applied or were not accepted into any other schools, three of them expressed 

a preference to attend another school and even now they felt they would leave St. Greg’s to do so. 

Johnathan (WISP) believed he would not be accepted in the school that he wanted to attend because 

“a load of people try and get into that school, so like… you would have to sign up like in 5th class”. 

Jason (WISP) believed that he did not stand a chance of being accepted into St. Martin’s but said that 

he would “love to go to that school now” because he believed it was a better school where “they 

actually have to try to educate you”.  

When I was younger I thought it was all gay and all that but now I just want to go to it 

because most people I know had to get a better education to get in, to get a job and all that… 

because it is like, they are stricter and everyone says oh it is better, they have to actually try to 

educate you. (Jason, WISP) 

 

While the WISPs, bar one, still expressed a preference to go to one of the better schools, the MSPs 

had grown to love Greg’s, and none of them expressed a desire to leave. Some of the MSPs 

mentioned that they had the option to leave but those that did decided to stay in St. Greg’s. The TSPs 

all seem to be happy with their school “choice” and none of them expressed a desire to be in any other 

school other than St. Greg’s. Indeed, some of them had left what would be considered better schools 

in order to attend St. Greg’s. Theresa (TSP) had attended one of the ‘better’ schools. However, she 

‘chose’ to leave so that she could be with more Travellers. She knew it was a ‘better’ school but 

rejected the opportunity to attend because she ‘preferred’ to be amongst her own.  

It is a good school, but just I would prefer to be around more people, more Travellers. There 

was only the one Traveller in the school, like. That I really talked to. There was more 

Travellers in St. Greg’s (Theresa, TSP).  

 

Attending schools because of a ‘family history’ of attending a particular school is not an uncommon 

practice in Ireland. This practice tends to work in favour of the middle classes who hoard the ‘best’ 

schools for themselves and use the sibling clause to ensure that ‘outsiders’ or ‘newcomers’ cannot 

access the scarce school spaces coveted by the middle classes. Studies have shown that school choice 

is a “non-decision” (Ball et al., 2002, p. 57) for the working class and some minority groups. My 

study shows that ‘choice’ was influenced and limited by students’ perceptions of where they would 

get accepted or ‘have a better chance of getting in’ (Jason, WISP). Travellers are “unconsciously 

passing” (Keane, 2011, p. 349) into disadvantaged schools because they are not privy to the broader 

discourses about school choice. Travellers are also self-segregating themselves, as a form of 

resistance to an act of symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1977). Compliance is made easy in this setting as 

research has highlighted that Travellers children feel more comfortable when they are surrounded by 

their own (Bhopal and Myers, 2009) so if you create the conditions for them to self-segregate they 

will because ‘distancing to self-protect’ (Keane, 2011) is a natural human instinct. Traveller children 

go where they feel secure and welcome, which like all groups is ‘amongst their own’ or with people 
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that they view as being from a similar type of background (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; McPherson et. al., 

2001). Drawing on the work of Mouw, (2006) and the theory of homophily, Keane (2011) refers to 

this human tendency that individuals have to ‘flock together like birds of a feather’ when they share 

perceived similar characteristics. Keane (2011, p. 195) posits that “homophilous groups may serve a 

self-protective function in providing benefits such as feeling a sense of ease, comfort, support, safety 

and security”.  

 

The apparent self-segregation of Travellers has been explained as them wanting to maintain cultural 

boundaries (Lloyd and Stead, 2001) but my study shows that, in this case at least, they are self-

segregating because external factors have created the conditions for them to feel the need to do so. 

What looks like ‘choice’ may actually be an inevitable consequence of structural inequalities. If there 

was a more even distribution of children from certain groups across all schools, we could claim that 

everyone has the ‘freedom to choose’. As interpersonal communications are more likely to occur 

between two homophilous individuals (Lazarsfeld and Merton, 1954) ‘grapevine’ news gets shared 

between people from similar backgrounds (Rogers, 1995). A combination of homophily and exclusion 

ensures that Travellers have very little access to this invaluable ‘grapevine’ news such as which 

schools score higher on the league tables and how long they needed to have a child’s name on a 

waiting list. If they had access to this, then perhaps they would make ‘better’ school choices.  

 

A number of studies have been carried out on the issue of school choice internationally (Ball, Bowe, 

and Gewirtz 1995; Lauen 2007; Lynch and Moran 2006; Reay and Lucey 2000; Thrupp 2010; Cooper 

2005; Gillborn and Youdell, 2000; Reay and Ball 1998) and within the Irish context (Byrne, 

McGinnity, Smyth and Darmody 2010; Lynch and Lodge 2002; Lynch and Moran 2006; OECD 

2012). The ‘right’ to choose a school is enshrined in the Irish constitution (Article 42) which states 

that:  

the state shall not oblige parents in violation of their conscience and lawful preference to send 

their children to schools established by the state, or to any particular type of school designated 

by the state (Ireland, 1937). 

 

Not everyone practices the same level of engagement with choice processes (Byrne et al., 2010; 

Lynch and Lodge 2002) and middle class parents are found to possess “greater insider knowledge of 

the education system” (Byrne and Smyth, 2010, p. 59). “Choice is a particularly middle class way of 

operating in the world” (Skeggs, 2004a, p. 139) and it has been argued that the middle class are 

‘working the system’ or demonstrating a ‘sense de jeu’ (Bourdieu, 1996). School choice processes can 

therefore be considered as acts of symbolic violence (Cahill and Hall, 2014) because the middle 

classes have the knowledge required to ensure that class reproduction stays intact (Bourdieu and 

Passeron, 1990). 
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Most of the WISPs demonstrated a desire to distance themselves from St. Greg’s and its negative 

reputation and wanted to go somewhere where “they actually have to try to teach you”. The belief that 

the standard of education they are receiving was inferior reflects an awareness of the broader 

discourses and a certain degree of access to the ‘grapevine knowledge’ possessed by the middle 

classes. 

 

7.5.2 Travellers Being Uninterested in Academic Achievement  

‘Academic performance’ was considered something that was “not top of the list” (Roisin, SP) for 

Traveller parents when it came to school choice. Sarah (SP) also believed that “academic 

achievement” would not be the “number one” priority for the parents of the students attending St. 

Greg’s. While Sarah (SP) claimed that her main motivating factor was the Irish language, she implied 

that unlike the parents of the children she taught, she was motivated by academic achievement and 

thought that “for most parents that would be number one” (Sarah, SP).  

… Academic achievement would not be in that list at all, you see. Whereas for every other 

school it would be academic achievement. For most parents it would be number one. My 

school choice was linguistic, yeah, it was for Irish. T'was Irish. That was number one. 

Number two would have been location and number three, academic achievement wouldn't be 

high in my list. Number three would have been their choice. But really number one was 

Gaelscoil… I didn't even have a choice... (Sarah, SP) 

 

It was assumed that Traveller parents did not promote education or see it as a priority for their 

children. While the SPs often pointed out that there were some “exceptions” (Clodagh, SP) it was 

clear that they believed that this was not the norm and that education “was not a huge part” (Ruth, SP) 

of Traveller culture or a “priority” (Roisin, SP) for Traveller parents.  

 You know to me what would strike me is family and yet you know within the community 

education would not be a huge part of that… but again maybe that is my ignorance. I could 

not really say. (Ruth, SP) 

Well I would imagine it was financial as well and maybe a lack of understanding from 

[Traveller] parents or a lack of priority (Roisin, SP) 

 

Some of the SPs talked about the lack of engagement at parent teacher meetings and used this to 

demonstrate that Travellers were just not interested in education. They assumed that the majority of 

Traveller students’ parents did not engage because they were not “interested” (Clodagh, SP) in or did 

“not respect” (John, SP) education. Again, they pointed out that there were some exceptions but this 

was not considered the norm.  

I really think it comes from home. You know because we would know a lot of the parents 

wouldn't have been through education… I think a lot if it comes from home, we would have 

parent-teacher meetings and very few of them would even attend…. Those that do, however, 
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are very interested in their kids getting educated as they say. But that is the exception, 

Hannagh. I will be straight with you, it is the total exception. (Clodagh, SP) 

Most cases are good in all fairness. What sometimes tends to happen, like the last day for 

example, we had a parent-teacher meeting here, it was on from quarter past four until half 

past six. Now as far as I know, only one parent from the Traveller community came, which is 

disappointing. Now that is one area where they need to get involved with the school. (Padraic, 

SP 

 

The SPs also suggested that Travellers did not have a “culture of homework” (Sean, SP) or that doing 

homework was perhaps “not in the top ten of their ‘to do’ list when they went home” (Roisin, SP). 

Again, this highlights that they believed that Travellers were not motivated by academic achievement.  

Maybe. I am only guessing. Like eh… I don’t know. Maybe it was not in the top ten of their 

‘to do’ list when they went home. When he went home from school. (Roisin, SP) 

There would be still issues regards a culture of homework, no sorry, not a culture, a habit of 

homework, in the evenings, so those two things massively impact on the current Junior Cert. 

(Sean, SP) 

 

The SPs framed Travellers as ‘non-academic’ and ‘uninterested’ in education. Even within the school 

environment where Travellers made up such a large part of the student population, they were 

positioned as ‘outsiders’ by the SPs.. The SPs negatively compare Travellers vis-à-vis “most parents” 

(Sarah, SPs) and positioned Travellers as ‘different’ in terms of the value that they attach to 

education. This belief that Travellers do not value education or promote it in the home has become the 

conventional wisdom amongst people in Irish society (MacGreil, 2011) and within the realm of 

education. The myth is often not dispelled in research because many researchers come from the 

dominant group and their analysis is often shaped by dominant beliefs. Little attention is paid to the 

social context and its role in alienating Travellers from the educational realm. Much of the research 

that exists examining Traveller attitudes towards education has been conducted on very small 

numbers of Travellers and has usually included the views of the Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) 

community which has made it hard to distinguish which group is being referred to at times. For 

example, Smith (2017) interviews two members of the GRT community and one member of the non-

GRT community that works with the GRT community and draws her conclusions about a shift in the 

attitudes of the GRT community towards education from these three interviews. She does not specify 

which group either of the GRT interviewees belong to. Smith (2017, p. 14) concluded that “traditional 

cultural aspects” of the GRT community “strongly influenced” attitudes to and participation in 

education. She also concluded that the GRT community were fearful of sending their children to 

secondary school (Smith, 2017) and argued that schools needed to be cognizant of how to facilitate 

the ‘culture’ of the GRT community.  
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In the last couple of decades there has been a shift in understanding as scholars have started to view 

the experience of Travellers through a more critical lens. The ‘myth’ that Travellers are not interested 

in education and see it as irrelevant to their culture and lifestyle is dispelled by Bhopal’s (2004) 

research, which found Traveller parents were very receptive to their children’s education. Myers, Mc 

Ghee and Bhopal (2010) found that changing social circumstances had led to Traveller parents seeing 

the importance of formal education for their children in terms of them being able to make a living in 

the modern world. While Derrington and Kendall (2008) also note that Traveller parents wanted their 

children to receive an education, they pointed out that the parents tended to have low expectations for 

their children. While this may be true in some cases, it is often presented in the literature as a cultural 

deficit as opposed to something that has occurred as a result of oppression and exposure to consistent 

racism. The low expectations of Traveller parents are often framed as a deficiency as opposed to 

something that has resulted because of failed state policies to provide appropriate education to 

Travellers.  

 

The SPs viewed the lack of engagement by Traveller parents at parent teacher meetings as proof that 

Travellers do not value education. Research has highlighted the importance of schools fostering good 

relationships with Traveller parents and the Traveller community (Bhopal, Gundara, Jones and 

Owens, 2000; Derrington and Kendall, 2004). Bhopal and Myers (2009) point out how trust is an 

issue for Traveller parents because many of them have had such negative experiences in education at 

the hands of non-Travellers. Many of the older generation received little to no education and often the 

education that they did receive was in segregated classrooms or ‘special’ schools (Fanning, 2002) and 

was a humiliating experience. They therefore may see school as a potentially dangerous place for their 

children, a place where they may be exposed to overt and covert racist bullying and discrimination 

(Derrington, 2005). Their fears are not unfounded. Research has highlighted that teachers do hold 

negative attitudes towards and beliefs about Travellers (Bhopal, 2010 a) and Traveller children do 

experience racism in schools (Derrington, 2007). Parents often feel they are not fulfilling their 

parental duties when they keep exposing their children to such situations (O’Hanlon and Holmes, 

2004). Research has identified the anxieties many Traveller parents face when sending their children 

to school because of their own very real negative experiences of schooling. Similarly, research on 

low-income or unemployed parents has shown that because they are likely to have found their own 

school experiences unrewarding, as a result they tend to lack the confidence required to engage with 

schools (Drudy and Lynch, 1993). It is not that they are not interested in the children’s education but 

rather that they do not have skills or knowledge required to engage with schools. In this study 

Traveller parents were perceived as being less interested in their children’s education when in fact the 

reasons they did not engage are much more complex.  
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While the SPs acknowledged that ‘exceptions’ do exist, they were clear that that was not the norm. 

The negative stereotypes that the SPs have constructed about Travellers get challenged at times by 

Traveller parents that appear to take an active interest in their children’s education. Such instances are 

described as ‘exceptions to the rule’. This kind of explanation for something that challenges our 

deeply ingrained beliefs is not an uncommon response.  

 

In terms of the student participants’ academic engagement, the TSPs reported various attitudes to 

doing their homework. While some claimed not to do homework, their reasons were varied. Connie 

(TSP) and Brigid (TSP) said they only did their homework sometimes. Mickey (TSP) did his 

homework most of the time but as his parents could not read or write he had to ask a neighbour for 

help. He was also fortunate enough to be able to attend a Traveller specific homework club where he 

had also received help. Richard (TSP) and Jennifer (TSP) did not do their homework; Richard 

because he could not read or write and Jennifer because she was completely demotivated and had 

disengaged from school. Celine (TSP), Martin (TSP) and Rosa (TSP) did their homework because 

their parents were “strict about homework and things like that” (Martin, TSP). Serena (TSP) did not 

do her homework but she did not see school as relevant let alone see the point in doing homework.  

Well my mam and dad can't read or write themselves, but my next door neighbour could, she 

knows how to read, and my uncle's wife, she helps me… Yeah, the one on the site, I often go 

there… Good, yeah, good. I found it was very good, yeah… they always help you like, like 

this school, they always help you. With all your reading and writing. (Mickey, TSP) 

If I was not in school... like I would probably be in [name of place] with me father... if I did 

not have to be there I would be definitely down with my father. And that is what I would 

prefer to be doing because I would prefer to be doing something rather than sitting down 

learning from a book like. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

Only one of the WISPs talked about not completing his homework. Jason (WISPs) remarked that he 

got very little homework and said that even when he did, he rarely if ever completed it. All of the 

MSPs completed their homework. Victoria (MSP), Holly (MSP), Josef (MSP) and Christiano (MSP) 

all indicated that they attended the school’s homework club. All four of these MSPs were in their final 

year of school at the time of their interviews. The other two MSPs also indicated that they completed 

their homework although Natalia (MSP) complained that she “sometimes [got] get too much 

homework” from certain teachers. 

I never really get much homework. I leave my bag in school most days anyway so would not 

do it. (Jason, WISP) 

 

I do after-school study from four to six; it is free for anyone who wants to come. (Josef, MSP) 

 

Contrary to what the SPs believed, some of the TSPs pointed out that their parents did value education 

and “academic achievement” (Roisin, SP). Mickey (TSP) spoke about how his parents wanted him to 
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attend the school because they believed it was “a good school” and a “strict school for all the reading 

and writing”. Other students had internalised the belief that Travellers did not value school. Martin 

(TSP), for example, believed that Travellers saw no value in school and suggested that the only reason 

he and his friends even went to school was “to have a laugh”. It was obvious that Martin (TSP) did 

not want to go to school just “to have a laugh” as he talked about wanting to learn and be in school 

throughout the interview.  

That is just the way I am brought up like. To have a laugh like. I am not the kind of person to 

just sit and all like… Like that is just the way all of us get on like. We just go around having a 

laugh like… Do you know when you see the boys and you are bored out of your head... you 

are in school like doing a bit of this and that and having a chat with the boys. Do you know 

what I mean? They can stop going to school if they want to stop going to school. The only 

reason they even go in is to have a laugh. That is the only reason. (Martin, TSP) 

 

Homework can be defined as the tasks assigned to students for completion outside of schools hours 

(Robinson and Patall, 2006) and is considered an important component of school life for teachers, 

students and parents across different countries (Cooper, 1989; Xu and Corno, 1998) although 

historically it was not always viewed as a key element of academic success (Gill and Scholssman, 

1996). Research indicates that policymakers, educators and parents perceive homework as important 

for learning and achievement (Gill and Schlossman, 2004; Van Voorhis, 2004; Warton, 2001; 

Wiesenthal, Cooper, Greenblatt, and Marcus, 1997; Xu and Yuan, 2003). There have been a number 

of studies carried out on student attitudes towards homework and their homework behaviours such as 

management, effort and the level of completion (Xu, 2008, 2011; Xu and Wu, 2013). According to 

Epstein and Van Voorhis (2012), when students don’t understand the purpose of a homework task, 

they are unlikely to complete it. There are many reasons why students may not complete their 

homework (Araújo, 2009; Silva, 2004; Katz, Kaplan and Buzukashvily, 2011). Research indicates that 

many students do homework because they are obliged to do so by teachers and their parents as 

opposed to wanting to do it themselves (Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, Whetsel, and Green, 2004). 

Research suggests that when students do homework because they want to and because they enjoy 

understanding and learning something, they engage more meaningfully (Bouffard, Marcoux, Vezeau, 

and Bordeleau, 2003; Coutts, 2004; Midgley, 2002). 

 

The TSPs’ attitudes to home work, and school more generally, reflects the complex and wide diversity 

of attitudes that exists within the Traveller community. Some of the TSPs highlighted the difficulties 

encountered trying to do their homework due to family literacy challenges. Research has shown that 

poor literacy is a huge issue affecting the Traveller community (Acton, 2004) and more recent studies 

suggest a lack of any clear progress in this regard (Kavanagh and Weir, 2017; DES, 2017). The adult 

Gypsy population across Europe had been found to have an illiteracy rate of up to 90 percent 

(Liegéois and Gheorghe, 1995). If a parent has poor literacy it has a knock on effect on the child as 
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the parent cannot help the child with their homework. Brooks (1916, p. 193) concluded that ‘‘… 

where the parents are illiterate or for other reasons are unable or unwilling to supervise the home 

study, their children as a rule either make slow progress or are failures . . .’’. It has been argued that 

parental support is vital for the successful completion of homework (Katz, Kaplan, and Buzukashvily, 

2011; Villas-Boas, 2000a, 2000b; Marques, 2001). As not all parents have the capacity to help 

students with their homework, as Mickey (TSP) points out, many students are unable to avail of 

support at home. This puts their children at a major disadvantage because the non-completion of 

homework results in children falling behind in school and may also lead to a reprimand from the 

teacher. Further, it reinforces the belief that teachers already have about Travellers not having a 

‘culture’ of doing homework when in fact other factors are very often at play. Families are different in 

terms of the resources available to them (Katz et al., 2011) and some families do not have the time or 

capacity to help their children with their homework. Research has found that requests for involvement 

may be unrealistic in certain families where there is a lack of ability and/or resources, such as time 

and space, or in single parent households (Scott-Jones, 1984; Kronholz, 1997; Odum, 1994). The SPs 

viewed the non-completion of homework through a cultural deficit lens. While we cannot blame 

teachers for having internalised the negative stereotypes perpetuated by the media and society in 

relation to Travellers, their racist views are concerning and may result in Traveller children not 

getting the support they need because of this tendency to blame ‘culture’.  

 

As Richard (TSP) highlighted, children can internalise the negative beliefs of the dominant 

community and accept them as the ‘truth’. Richard believed the only reason that he and “the boys” 

even went to school was to have a “laugh”. This could be interpreted as a lack of interest in schooling 

but it could also show how Richard (TSP) had accepted a fixed idea (Bauman, 2004) about what it 

was to be a Traveller. Research highlights how Travellers themselves have mixed views of their 

educational experience. While some Travellers report having positive school experiences, for many 

their experiences were quite negative and many Travellers recall being segregated within the school 

system (O’ Connell, 1994; Kenny, 1997), being racially abused or excluded by other students (Lloyd 

and Stead, 2001; Hourigan and Campbell, 2010; Tormey and Gleeson, 2012; Lynch and Lodge, 2002; 

Keogh and Whyte, 2002; Connolly and Keenan, 2002; TUI 2009; 2010; Devine, 2005; LYNS, 2003) 

or being made sit down the back of a classroom drawing pictures while the other children were being 

taught (Pavee Point, 2000; Irwin, 2006). Sadly, some would agree with the dominant view that 

Traveller culture, as opposed to the educational system, is to blame for their low educational 

achievement (Reynolds, Mc Cartan and Knipe, 2003). Because of their continued marginalisation, 

many Travellers are still not politicized and have internalised the views of the majority population and 

accepted its ‘conventional wisdom’ regarding such matters as the ‘truth’. When we tell people 

something often enough they believe it and these internalised negative beliefs often result in self-

fulfilling prophecies of failure (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). Villegas and Lucas (2002) note the 
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importance of teachers having high expectations for all students, however, studies show that that pre-

service teachers often have remarkably low expectations regarding children from minorities and low 

income families (Gomez and Tabachnick, 1992; Terrill and Mark, 2000; Allard and Santoro, 2005). 

Guskey and Huberman (1995) states that teachers’ negative assumptions about minority students, and 

their lack of confidence in their ability to teach students from different ethnic backgrounds, can result 

in more limited practices and lowered expectations of their students.  

 

7.5.3 A School “Full of Dummies” 

Some of the MSPs opined that St. Greg’s had a bad reputation because it was “full of dummies” 

(Josef, MSP) and did not score high on the “league Tables”.  

And some people were like, that is a school full of dummies, they don’t really go to school, 

they just go dossing, and it is really not all of us who go dossing. (Josef, MSP) 

 

… if you went there you would never do well, that you would never go to university. Ehm, 

you wouldn’t progress in life. You would just stay at the same level and you would become 

the same as everybody else who went there, supposedly. (Holly, MSP) 

 

Some of the student participants believed that St. Greg’s was a school that would accept the “stupid” 

(Marian, MSP) students. For example, Marian believed that other schools did not accept the “people 

that are stupid”, which implied that she believed that her school did accept the kids that were stupid.  

Oh yeah because maybe they don’t accept all of the other children, but like St. Greg’s do 

because there is a lot of people in St. Jude’s and they don’t accept most of the people that are 

stupid. (Fiona, MSP) 

 

While Jason (WISP) believed it was “good to know they are letting everyone into the school… no 

matter where they are from, their race or anything”, he did not think that was the same in all schools 

and named not being “that smart” as a reason for him not applying to any other school. Jason (WISP) 

also believed that in order for a “coloured” person to get into some of the other schools they would 

have to be “really smart”.  

But there is not that many coloured people. Like my personal opinion, you have to be smart to 

be coloured to get into that school. (Jason, WISP) 

 

Christiano (MSP) explained that he did not know why he was rejected from the other two schools that 

he had wanted to attend, “I don’t know what the problem was, I just got rejected, I don't know what 

the reason was”. He went on to imply that his Irish born step father knew why he was rejected but he 

did not elaborate when probed and expressed that “it doesn't really matter, because I didn't get in 

there” (Christiano, WISP). 

 



168 
 

The student participants’ responses indicated that they were aware of the negative discourses 

surrounding schools like St. Greg’s. Holly (MSP) and Josef (MSP) believed that people viewed the 

students at their school as automatic failures. While Holly (MSP) and Josef (MSP) challenged the 

perceptions society had about students from St. Greg’s, some of the students had internalised the 

negative discourses and accepted them as the ‘truth’. For example, both Marian (MSP) and Jason 

(WISP) believed that they were not smart enough to be accepted into other schools. While Holly 

(MSP) and Josef (MSP) challenged the negative stereotypes ascribed to them because of their 

marginalised and disadvantaged status their level of critical insight was limited. While they 

demonstrated an awareness that the negative perceptions did not apply to them as individuals they 

indicated that they saw themselves as ‘exceptions’. For example, Josef (MSP) remarked that while 

some of the students in St. Greg’s fitted the stereotypes ascribed to them, he stated that it was “not all 

of them”. While Holly (MSP) and Josef (MSP) highlighted that some students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds managed to succeed in spite of the social barriers that they face, they also highlighted 

that they had been forced to confront issues of being considered ‘inferior’.  

 

As noted already, Marian (MSP) and Jason (WISP) seemed to have internalised the inferior status 

ascribed to them. Both displayed a concerning lack of confidence in their own ability and believed 

that they were not smart. The perception that individuals are not smart or interested in academia feeds 

into and legitimises the myth of meritocracy which makes ‘failure’ an individual problem (Lynch and 

Lodge, 2002). Belief in one’s ability is key to learning. Racism and other forms of oppression are 

internalised by the majority and minority groups. It affects everyone. While members of the majority 

group may internalise feelings of superiority members of a minority group internalise feelings of 

inferiority. This lowers their self-esteem and indeed it has been found that racism and other forms of 

oppression lead to depression, poor health and a diminished effort in education and employment 

(Kessler, Mickelson and Williams, 1999). When we pathologise certain groups, they internalise the 

dominant narrative as the ‘truth’ and these internalised negative beliefs often result in self-fulfilling 

prophecies of failure (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). As educators it is important to understand the 

impact of oppression and racism, otherwise, we may view a lack of confidence and self-belief as a 

child being disinterested in education and miss opportunities to engage them successfully in the 

classroom.  

 

7.6 Conclusion  

This second findings chapter examined how the staff and student participants from all of the different 

groups, perceived St. Greg’s. Generally, they viewed St. Greg’s as the school which took all of the 

students that no other school wanted. The SPs described the students in terms of them not being the 

‘high-achievers’. They believed that other schools did not want to enrol such students because they 

would affect how a school scored on the league tables and argued that schools wanted to protect their 
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standard of education. The staff and student participants highlighted how schools like St. Greg’s were 

perceived negatively because of its diverse student population.  

 

The next chapter examines the relationships between the SPs and the student participants from across 

the different groups (MSPs, WISPs) and TSPs. It explores issues of identity and belonging and 

considers which people and/or groups are considered ‘normal’, from the perspectives of the staff and 

student participants, within the school environment and Irish society, and which groups are not.  
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Chapter Eight: Being and Relating to An/“Other” 

 

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines the relationships between the staff participants (SPs) and the student 

participants from across the different groups - non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs), 

white Irish student participants (WISPs) and Traveller student participants (TSPs). It explores issues 

of identity and belonging and considers which people and/or groups were considered ‘normal’, from 

the perspectives of the staff and student participants, within the school environment and Irish society.  

 

There are five sections in this chapter. In section two, issues regarding identity and belonging are 

explored. Section three considers which groups of people were considered ‘normal’, within society 

and within the school, and which are not. Section four details how the student participants from 

different groups related to each other in the school and demonstrates that TSPs, the MSPs and the 

WISPs did not have meaningful relationships with each other. In section five student-teacher 

relationships are explored and student perspectives regarding desirable teacher qualities are then 

provided.  

 

8.2 Not Knowing How to Self-Identify/Confusing Identities  

8.2.1 Identity Matters 

The WISPs tended not to talk about their own white settled Irish identities. When they did describe 

themselves, it was generally in terms of perceived personality or individual characteristics such as 

being “shy” (Johnathan, WISP), “not that smart” (Jason, WISP) or being “popular” (Hayden, WISP).  

 

All of the TSPs identified as Travellers. Only one of the TSPs, Jennifer, had a parent from both the 

settled and Traveller communities, but she chose to identify as a Traveller, stating that she wanted to 

make this “clear”. Caroline (SP) remarked, with some degree of surprise, that Traveller students 

seemed “proud” to identify as Travellers and mentioned that some Travellers would be “half 

Traveller” but found that they were proud to identify as Travellers.  

 

And even people are proud to be Travellers. And even people now we will say… we have 

people and someone will say ‘are you a Traveller?’ and now not that you would look like a 

Traveller but… they would be very proud to say ‘I am half a Traveller’ ‘I am a Traveller’ . 

(Caroline, SP) 

 

I suppose I don’t want people calling me a wannabe and going ‘oh look at her she thinks she 

is a Traveller’. I suppose I just want to make it clear. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

The MSPs talked about their identities and how they identified and saw themselves. Some MSPs had 

identities that were more complex than others. For example, while Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) 
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identified as Roma/Gypsy to me, they generally tended to identify as Croatian and had learned to 

conceal both their Roma and Muslim identities. Marian (MSP) suggested that there might be more 

Gypsies in St. Greg’s but was unsure because she believed that they also “keep quiet” about their 

Roma/Gypsy identity. 

Not a lot of people know that I am Roma. But if they did and people heard that, like it would 

be kind of awkward, so… (Marian, MSP).  

I just don't like being called one of them [Roma], because it makes me feel insecure. (Natalia, 

MSP). 

 

Marian (MSP) said that she was proud to be Muslim but did not identify as one at school unless 

someone asked. While she claimed to be comfortable with her Muslim identity, it was clear that she 

was not as she went on to explain that she felt “uncomfortable” when they talked about Muslims in 

school. Natalia admitted that it made her feel “uncomfortable” to identify as Muslim. Both Marian 

(MSP) and Natalia (MSP) had internalised the dominant demonised discourse regarding Muslims.  

It is annoying because in religion class sometimes they would talk about Muslims … and then 

they mentioned something about Islam and their rules, and all the people be like complaining 

about it. Yeah, I hate it too, but I didn't say anything I would be like, please shut up, please… 

sometimes it is difficult and you just want to run away from the world and say, please don't 

ever speak about that ever again. But then sometimes it's like nothing, because it hardly ever 

gets talked about here but when it does it is extreme (Marian, MSP). 

 

I feel uncomfortable. I know a lot of Muslim people, they kill and stuff like that, and I don't 

do stuff like that… we hear about on the news… I don't like that they have to get married ... 

they buy them from their parents… their parents literally sell them for money… their God lets 

them kill people, he said it is right, and they bomb everything... (Natalia, MSP) 

 

Natalia (MSP) found it “annoying” having to conceal parts of her identity and spoke about how it 

prevented her from having friendships that went beyond the superficial because she feared being 

found out.  

… but then it is annoying because of course you do not want to expose all of yourself about 

your background and stuff like that but you don't want them to not know too much. Because it 

is annoying making sure that nobody finds out, because then you always have to make sure 

every step you take is not exposable. I learned that from myself…it is just what we learned, 

that you don't have to let everybody in, even though I do. To some people, only four or three. 

(Natalia, MSP) 

 

 

While Holly (MSP) talked about having an “identity crisis” because she did not have Irish citizenship, 

she did not feel she had to hide any aspects of her identity. 

I am a British citizen as well. I don't have an Irish citizenship, so I'm just like all over the 

place. I don't like it… every one like, even people who are refugees from war zones, you 

know, at least they know that they are from that country… I can't say I'm fully Irish, and I 

can't say I'm fully anything… I find it difficult too, like, just like that whole thing of identity 

crisis. (Holly, MSP).  
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From the student participant responses, it was clear that identity mattered albeit in different ways to 

the members of the different student participant groups. By not talking about their identity, the WISPs 

highlighted how identity is often a ‘non-issue’ for members of the dominant group because 

‘whiteness’ is generally portrayed as ‘normal’ (Delgado and Stefancic, 1997; McKinney, 2005). 

McKinney (2005, p. 17) found that ‘whiteness’ was a “prompted identity” among white college 

students. McIntosh (1990) points out how members of the dominant group are not taught to see their 

‘whiteness’ and the privileges that ‘whiteness’ affords them. Du Bois (1899, p. 322) argues that the 

power of ‘whiteness’ is maintained by ensuring that whites are “unconscious” of the privileges it 

affords them. The ‘invisibility of whiteness’ allows people to remain oblivious to the ways in which 

they are privileged over others (Sue, 2010; Dyer, 2005). Suchet (2008, p. 874) describes this as the 

“racial melancholia” that accompanies the denial of white privilege. While the WISPs who took part 

in this study could not be described as ‘privileged’ vis-à-vis middle class students, their ‘whiteness’ 

and their ‘Irishness’ were not problematic for them as evidenced by their tendency not to refer to their 

racial category. Many scholars point out that ‘whiteness’ is not one-dimensional (cf. McKinney, 2005; 

Suchet, 2008). However, some of the research on ‘whiteness’ fails to take into account how 

‘whiteness’ intersects with gender, class and sexuality and, thus, has been criticised for its reductionist 

nature (Ballantine, 2004; Winans, 2005; Croll 2007). Wiegman (1999, p. 121) argues that 

understanding the working class struggle is invaluable in terms of “forging alliances across racial 

lines”. Lensmire (2010) suggests that the elites grant poor whites some privileges in order to maintain 

racial hierarchies and prevent poor white people from standing in solidarity with non-white 

minorities.  

 

Studies in the UK have suggested that some Gypsy Roma and Traveller (GRT) students hide their 

identity while in school (Derrington, 2007) in order to ‘fit in’ and avoid racist bullying. In the Irish 

context, research has highlighted how Travellers have had to hide their identity in order to gain 

employment (Watson, Kenny and McGinnity, 2017) and access to social spaces (Joyce, 2018). An 

article in the UK Times (Coyne, 2019), claimed that Traveller children were hiding their identities and 

changing their accents in order to fit in and avoid racist encounters in Irish schools. Hegarty (2013) 

also found that some mothers and students in her study did not want to be identified as Travellers 

within the school environment. In my study, I found that none of the TSPs felt the need to conceal 

their identity or ‘play-white’ (Derrington, 2007) while at school. This is certainly a positive thing 

about being in the type of school setting where you are ‘amongst your own’. It is not surprising that 

the TSPs who attended St. Greg’s did not hide their identity considering they had all ‘chosen’ to 

attend the school in order to be with other Travellers. Research has found that predominantly white 

spaces may be a source of stress or alienation for Black Minority Ethnic (BME) children (Terhune, 

2008; Chapman and Bhopal, 2018) while mixed environments were less stressful (Parker, 2004; 

Chapman and Bhopal, 2018). The high number of Traveller students in St. Greg’s was likely a source 
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of comfort for Traveller students, a comfort which they may not have found in schools with fewer 

Travellers in the student population.  

 

Jennifer (TSP)66 attended a school with considerably fewer Travellers in its student population. While 

she had a dual settled-Traveller identity she chose to identify as a Traveller while in school. Jennifer’s 

(TSP) assertion that she did this because she did not want anyone to accuse her of being a “wannabe” 

was interesting and suggested that her identity may have been called into question by other students. 

Hollinger (2003) asks us to consider who has the authority to ascribe an identity to another. Jennifer 

(TSP) was rejecting the privilege of having an identity that is not viewed as problematic (relatively 

speaking as her mother was from a working class background) and embracing her Traveller identity 

which had the potential to be difficult for her. This perhaps represents a desire to belong but may also 

reflect a desire to side with the more oppressed side of her identity or to connect with a part of herself 

that she missed out on growing up in a predominantly settled environment.  

 

While the issue of not knowing how to self-identify came up for all of the MSPs, Marian (MSP) and 

Natalia (MSP) were the only student participants from this group that spoke about having to conceal 

aspects of their identity to fit in and avoid abuse (Dunne, 2017). The literature suggests that minority 

groups negotiate white spaces by adopting particular strategies in order to minimise the perceived risk 

of punishment (Rios, 2011; Tonry, 2011). Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) understood that certain 

identities were perceived negatively and as a result they kept them hidden. The doll study technique 

developed by Clark and Clark (1940) has been used in numerous studies (cf. Justice, Lindsey and 

Morrow, 1999; Bernal, Knight, Garza, Ocampo and Cota, 1990) and we know that children as young 

as eight can identify ‘in groups’ and ‘out groups’ and that they have in and out group preferences 

(Milner, 1975). Studies in the UK found that Gypsy Roma Traveller (GRT) students sometimes 

concealed their identities in order to ‘fit in’ and avoid bullying in schools (Derrington, 2007). While 

this “maladaptive coping mechanism” has been found to bring about some success to GRT students in 

terms of progression in education and better school achievement, it is not a strategy that is advocated 

because of its potential to cause long term feelings of guilt and shame for those that feel forced to 

adapt such coping mechanisms (Derrington, 2007, p. 357). As Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) 

pointed out, it was “annoying” (Marian, MSP) wearing ‘white masks’ and caused them a degree of 

psycho-social distress (Fanon, 1968). While the ‘choice’ to conceal aspects of your ethnic identity is 

not available to members of some racial categories, as evidenced here it is a ‘choice’ available to 

some. The racial identity that Natalia (MSP) and Marian (MSP) ‘choose’ could be considered as ‘the 

best of a bad lot’. Bashi (1998) contends that within a racialised society one is not allowed to be 

                                                           
66 Jennifer (TSP) was interviewed as part of the pilot study 
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without a race. Luibhéid (2004) points out that as racial categories and relations continually change, 

new racial and racist ideas, norms, and hierarchies emerge. 

 

As both Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) highlighted, people have multiple identities and may have 

multiple ‘bad’ identities to grapple and contend with. The rise in Islamophobia has escalated rapidly 

over the past two decades (Michaels, 2016) and it is not uncommon to encounter negative discourses 

regarding Muslims in mainstream media and on social media forums (ENAR, 2005). Muslims have 

been constructed as a violent group that are a threat to society (Michaels, 2016). Wodak and Reisigl 

(1999, p. 182) explain how stereotypes take “the logical form of a judgement that attributes and 

denies, in an oversimplified and generalising manner” the perceived characteristics of a particular 

group. It was interesting to note the stereotypical perceptions Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) had 

internalised regarding Muslims and Roma. These ‘pictures in our [their] head[s]’ (Lipmann, 1992) 

have been carefully constructed over time and their constant repetition in the media ensures they leave 

lasting negative stereotypical images (Hall, 2003; Wodak and Reisigl, 1999) about certain groups. As 

Leahy (2014) warns, we need to be conscious of how the media works and positions certain groups as 

the demonised ‘other’. Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) highlighted how in the absence of a strong 

counter-narrative, certain identities can be very difficult to own. They also highlighted how minorities 

internalise dominant negative discourses regarding their racial categories and in doing so provide us 

with insights as to why people feel forced to hide who they are.  

 

8.2.2 Wanting Irish Citizenship  

Some of the MSPs expressed a desire to be an Irish citizen. While Christiano (MSP) wanted 

citizenship because he believed that “Irish people will accept me more” and that having an Irish 

passport would allow him to travel “all over Europe” with a degree of ease, Holly (MSP) wanted 

citizenship because Ireland was where she grew up and she wanted to be able to participate fully in 

Irish society. While Christiano (MSP) was “looking forward to” getting his citizenship, Holly pointed 

out that she did not have the money required to apply.  

I'm pretty much an Irish citizen… I am getting that. You have to be here seven years until you 

get it, so I get it next year… I am looking forward to it… It is important, I can travel all over 

Europe. If I travel all over Europe with my Brazilian passport, is it is harder… I suppose Irish 

people will accept me more, I think. (Christiano, MSP) 

 

I'm not allowed to vote in any referendums here, or any presidential elections. I just think if I 

was going to live here it would be better if I had an Irish passport and Irish citizenship, 

because it's where I grew up, it is my home essentially… it costs over a grand for me to get 

Irish citizenship, and that is really why I don’t have it. (Holly, MSP) 

 

 

Holly (MSP) explained that she had learned to say she was not Irish because she felt she was “not 

really”. She pointed out that even those minorities who did have citizenship would not “automatically 
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say they were Irish” because people would question their right to claim Irishness. Josef (MSP) also 

noted that even young people born here were “kind of confused by what to call themselves”.  

When I started here everyone was asking me where I was from, and I never knew what to say, 

and I remember a few times I said I was Irish, and people would be like - where are you really 

from? Because like you know, you can't be Irish if you're dark skinned, or if you don't look 

Irish, which I think is kind of wrong because there are kids and they have African parents 

who have been born in Ireland. (Holly, MSP).  

 

I know some people who were actually born here but their parents are from whatever country. 

But they would kind of… be kind of confused about , I don't know how to explain it, they 

would be kind of confused by what to call themselves because they have lived there all their 

life. (Josef, MSP).  

 

 

Changes made regarding Irish citizenship had important social and economic consequences. The 

Citizenship Referendum debate did not pay much attention to the discussion of these consequences 

(Mancini and Finlay, 2008). In order to apply for Irish citizenship through the process of 

naturalisation you must be a permanent legal resident in the country for a certain length of time67 

(Handoll, 2010).  You must also be able to prove that you can support yourself and your family 

independent of any state support and must show that you have not received any state support for the 

three years previous to your application (ibid.). Holly highlighted how some people who are legally 

entitled to apply for citizenship are unable to do so for financial reasons. The application process is 

costly and as Holly pointed out, in total it can cost well over one thousand euro (ibid.). Holly moved 

to Ireland from Spain when she was a year old. She was seventeen when she participated in this study. 

That her parents were not able to apply for citizenship on their own on her behalf is perhaps an 

indicator of the income status of the family and their need to avail of state support. Ireland has 

become an increasingly expensive country to live in and as wages in low-income jobs do not meet the 

cost of living, many people are in need of state support. Therefore, at the structural level immigrants 

run the risk of being politically marginalised (Fanning, Shaw, O’ Connell and Williams, 2007). As 

Holly (MSP) pointed out, if you are living in Ireland but are not an Irish citizen, you have the right to 

vote in some elections but cannot vote in a referendum or presidential election until your citizenship 

has been approved.  

 

Christiano (MSP) drew attention to the fact that as Ireland is part of the EU, travel between EU states 

does not require people to apply for a visa to enter fellow EU states. EU citizens have the freedom to 

travel to and work in fellow member states, a privilege many Irish people take for granted. As 

Christiano (MSP) is from a non-EU country he must apply for a visa in order to visit and work in 

                                                           
67 After nine years of being resident in Ireland a person can apply to become an Irish citizen through the naturalization 

process of naturalization. You must reside in the state legally for five of those nine years before making your application. In 

some cases, the Minister for Justice can waiver some of the required time, for example, in the case of persons seeking 

asylum or a person with Irish associations.  
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other countries within the EU which restricts his freedom of movement. For him having an Irish 

passport ‘opens up doors’ to parts of the world that may have been otherwise ‘out of bounds’ to him 

as a Brazilian citizen.  

 

While Christiano (MSP) thought that having Irish citizenship would make Irish people “accept” him 

more, some of the other MSPs pointed out that this may not necessarily happen. While what 

constitutes Irishness has changed as many immigrants have Irish citizenship and the right to define 

themselves as Irish (Ní Laoire, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009) both Josef (MSP) and 

Holly (MSP) pointed out that having Irish citizenship did not make Irish people automatically 

“accept” (Christiano, MSP) migrants more.  

 

8.2.3 Views on ‘Irishness’  

The MSPs wanted to be able to claim Irishness as part of their identity because they felt “Irish as 

well” (Holly, MSP) and sometimes considered themselves “more Irish” (Victoria, MSP). Victoria 

(MSP) said that she considered herself “more Irish” if she was with Irish people as opposed to people 

from Russia68. Holly (MSP) felt Irish on one hand as she had grown up in Ireland, however, on the 

other hand she felt she could not claim Irishness because of the sort of stuff she watched on TV and 

the foods she ate, or more specifically, did not eat.  

I live in Ireland and I have grown up in Ireland and nearly all my friends are Irish. I have 

learnt Irish in school… but on the other hand, I don't feel Irish because my parents and you 

know at home, we don't watch a lot of RTE… we watch a lot of English TV… I don't eat that 

much Irish food. I think it was like two years ago was the first time I ever had bacon and 

cabbage and like my friends who are Irish were really surprised. So you know, in that sense, I 

am not really Irish. (Holly, MSP).  

 

However, as Holly (MSP) pointed out, what constitutes Irishness constantly changes.  

I don't really know what you would identify as Irish. Because it is such a big mix and it is 

growing and it is different from just people who were born here and had so many generations 

of people from this country, it is completely different now. (Holly, MSP). 

 

 

The MSPs felt that Ireland was their home. Holly (MSP) claimed that she did not always “identify 

with the country” but said that, as she got older, she “felt more at home” here. Holly also recalled that 

Victoria (MSP) once said that “she did kind of feel like, Ireland was her home” (Holly, MSP).  

 

‘Irishness’ is defined in terms of culture, citizenship or ethnicity (Considine, 2016). MacÉinrí and 

White (2008) remind us how problematic the dominant narratives of ‘Irishness’ had been in twenty-

first century multicultural Ireland. While the MSPs reported feeling “chez soi ‘at home’” (Bauman, 

2004, p. 14) in Ireland, they pointed out how this was an ambiguous feeling because of the narrow 

                                                           
68 Victoria (MSP) was born in Russia and both of her parents were Russian citizens 
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ways in which ‘Irishness’ is constructed (Waldron and Pike, 2007; Considine, 2016; Dunne, 2017). 

Additionally, the MSPs explained the difficulties they encountered when they described themselves as 

Irish because they felt that people were reluctant to move beyond essentialised ideas of what it meant 

to be Irish (Waldron et al., 2007; Considine, 2016). In his study on young Pakistani men living in 

Ireland, Considine (2016) was unable to find a single definitive interpretation of ‘Irishness’ and 

instead identified many ways of embodying ‘Irishness’. Considine (2016, p. 145) contends that 

“‘Irishness’ is a slippery concept” because it is constantly changing in a pluralist society and means 

something different to every individual. However, Considine (2016, p. 145) contends that “it is still 

possible to identify various types of Irish national identity by drawing upon national group 

‘boundaries’, which operate in the popular imaginations of people in Ireland”. As he points out, 

“boundaries differentiate between the ‘Irish’/‘non-Irish’ and are constructed and maintained by people 

of the white Irish majority” (ibid. p. 145).  

 

Ethnic minorities can claim to be somewhat culturally Irish as is highlighted by the MSPs in my study 

because Irish culture is so broad and means something different to everyone anyway. But even claims 

to be culturally Irish are ambiguous, as demonstrated by the MSPs, who reported that they did not 

fully embody the lifestyle and values that they perceived to be equated with ‘Irishness’. ‘Irishness’ is 

more often defined in terms of hybridity and ancestral characteristics (Considine, 2016; Mac an 

Ghaill, 2003). Comerford (2003) argued that an essentialised Irish identity was developed in post-

colonial Ireland in an attempt to negate the impact of the inferior stereotype of Irish people that had 

been perpetuated under British colonialism (Keane and Heinz, 2016, Bryan, 2009). As Bryan (2009, 

301) pointed out, “the political project of Irish nationalism… was based upon racialized and 

exclusionary foundations”. ‘Irishness’ was equated with sedentary and bourgeois values (Hayes, 

2006) and became a benign representation of ‘whiteness’ (Kitching 2015). The false narrative of Irish 

people as white, settled, Roman Catholic and English speaking has narrowed the scope for what 

constitutes ‘Irishness’ (Bryan, 2008) to such a degree than anyone without those characteristics is 

viewed with suspicion when they try to make legitimate claims to ‘Irishness’, as experienced by the 

MSPs. Shandy (2008) argues that people fear the “renegotiation” of ‘Irishness’ posed by the children 

of immigrants. Malkki (1995, p. 7) argues that “refugees are seen to haemorrhage or weaken national 

boundaries and to pose a threat to ‘national security,’ as is time and again asserted in the discourse of 

refugee policy”. Minorities are thus positioned as the ‘other’ in order to retain a sense of ‘Irishness’ 

(Devine, Kenny and Macneela, 2008).  

 

My study suggests that the MSPs were being positioned as non-Irish, in some way, by their peers and 

the school. Dunne (2017) also found evidence of this in her study of Black and Minority Ethnic 

(BME) students in Higher Education in Ireland. BME students pointed out how they felt pressurised 

to question their identity and to identify as non-Irish in primary and post-primary school (ibid.). The 
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BME students reported feeling as if they were only accepted if they identified as ‘other’ and allowed 

teachers and students to identify them as being different (ibid.). For some of her participants, their 

skin colour and EAL status led to them being excluded (ibid.). Other studies have found that migrant 

children have been attempting to prove their ‘Irishness’ (Devine, 2009) and that they have been 

playing down aspects of their migrant identities in order to fit in and be accepted as Irish by their 

teachers and their peers (Ní Laoire, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009). Waldron et al. (2007) 

found that Irish students defined ‘Irishness’ in terms of culture. Similar to the student participants in 

my study, Waldron et al. (2007) found that references to culture focused on characteristics such as 

cultural practices and behavioural traits. Dunne (2017) raises concerns about what kind of identity 

minority students are allowed to have and express. She suggests that what constitutes ‘Irishness’ 

needs to be challenged and deconstructed in order for minority students to be accepted as Irish 

(Dunne, 2017). As the MSPs pointed out they were not fully accepted as Irish even when they had 

Irish citizenship and self-identified as Irish. Waldron and Pike (2007, p. 248) warn that the narrow 

views regarding what constitutes ‘Irishness’ should concern us because “this essentialised and 

exceptional view of national identity is antithetical to the idea of cultural pluralism”. Drawing on 

Gullestad (1977), Waldron et al. (2007) remind us that the boundaries between national identity and 

nationalism can become blurred if we fail to provide children with spaces and opportunities to engage 

with fixed ideas about identity (Bauman, 2004).  

 

8.3 Knowing Who Is and Who Is Not Considered ‘Normal’ 

8.3.1 Identifying What is Considered ‘Normal’ Behaviour? 

All of the student participants from the different groups expressed different views on what it meant to 

be ‘normal’ in their schools. Some of the student participants did not think there was such a thing as 

“normal” (Celine, TSP) because everyone “was normal with their own group” (Holly, MSP).  

I don't think there really is one. I don't think there is a normal because there are so many 

different people…  I don't think there is a normal, no, because everyone is normal with their 

own group, so what is normal basically? I don't know. (Holly, MSP) 

 

I think it is every person is different. So everybody is different. (Celine, TSP) 

 

It was clear from the other student participants’ responses that there was a ‘normal’ stereotype. Some 

of the MSPs identified having the right kind of “appearance” (Victoria, MSP), accent and/or 

behaviour at school as defining features of what it was to be ‘normal’.  

I suppose it is not to stand out too much… It could be by your appearance or something… 

Maybe talking in a specific manner. (Victoria, MSP) 

 

… I don't know how to describe it, just a student really… you know, maybe just a few days 

you don't have your homework done, and you get detention once, maybe you are late for class 

just a few times... But not like you don't care. (Josef, MSP) 
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Jennifer (TSP) identified being a good student as ‘normal’ within her school. She described a good 

student as someone that did their homework and participated well in class. She believed that while 

most of the students in her school would be considered ‘normal’, there was about 30 percent of 

students for which “there is like no hope”. She seemed to include herself in this category as she felt 

that no matter how hard she tried to be a good student it did not matter as she “would never be good 

enough” (Jennifer, TSP).  

To be normal would be like to... my way of seeing it would be someone who has their 

homework done and someone that is... just minds their business in class… and answers 

everything right. That would be normal. And I would say about 70 percent of the people in 

the school would be normal but the other 30 percent there is like no hope… I have to work so 

hard to bring myself up to that level and even when I do it is not good enough so I just don’t 

bother. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

One of the MSPs felt that she would be considered “normal” but she believed that it “depends [ed] 

on” who she was with (Victoria, MSP). She talked about how she adapted to the school environment 

in order to be ‘normal’ but noted that “outside school” she was “more free” (Victoria, MSP).  

It depends on the group I am with. I suppose I would be normal. And like inside the school, 

not to catch any attention. But then outside school, I would be more free, and do whatever I 

want… With my family or like, at my friends’ houses…Like I wouldn't come into school 

without makeup... the minor things like mascara or something… I think it is about self-

confidence for me, but for other girls it might just be to fit in…. (Victoria, MSP) 

 

Some of the WISPs also viewed themselves as ‘normal’. For example, Hayden (WISP) found it “kind 

of weird” to be able to say being ‘normal’ “is a bit like me [him]” and he also felt that Johnathan 

(WISP) and Jason (WISP) would be what was “termed normal” (Hayden, WISP). Johnathan (WISP) 

agreed that Hayden, Jason and he would be considered ‘normal’ and the “popular kids” to “a certain 

extent”. He attributed their perceived ‘normality’ to them knowing how to dress and “blend in with 

everyone” (Johnathan, WISP).  

It is kind of weird, but it is a bit like me… normal people are just people who have swag, like 

high tops, proper jeans, OK looking jumpers, stuff like that, haircuts, instead of looking just 

scruffy…  Like Me, Johnathan and Jason, we are kind of termed normal. (Hayden, WISP). 

 

To be normal? Just, like, to just blend in with everyone. Like not be shy and stuff, talk to 

people… like shoes, hair and clothes matter a lot… if you want to be one of the popular kids, 

you start wearing nice clothes… Like me, Hayden and Jason are popular to a certain extent 

but we really wouldn't be in the really popular kids. (Johnathan, WISP). 

 

 

Johnathan (WISP) suggested that in a school like St. Greg’s to be ‘normal’ you needed to know how 

to “stick up for yourself”.  

And in our school, you have to be kind of like… say somebody was calling you names, if you 

like go and tell and stuff like that, people will call you a pussy and stuff. Like you get slagged 

so much if you, like, didn't stick up for yourself in school. (Johnathan, WISP) 
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Some of the student participants believed that ‘different ways of being’ were ‘normal’. For example, 

Holly (MSP) showed that she was conscious that what was considered ‘normal’ varied from group to 

group as she stated that “everyone [was] is normal within their own group”. While the student 

participants who understood that being different was ‘normal’ were right in their assertions, society 

has constructed a hegemonic idea of what it is to be ‘normal’ (Gramsci, 1970) and the student 

participants are being subjected to an externally imposed ideal whether they accept it or not. To be 

‘normal’ is to behave in a way that conforms to what is considered common and acceptable behaviour 

in any given society (Brewer, 1999). Research has found that not all minority students are helpless 

conforming victims (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano, 2009) as some learn to resist the negative 

labels and stereotypes ascribed to them and learn to reject dominant discourses and offensive micro-

aggressions (Pierce, 1970; Gillborn, 1997). Pierce (1970, p. 280) highlighted how this was a healthy 

response and hoped that all BME children would someday be able to “recognize and defend promptly 

and adequately against every offensive micro-aggression” so that they do not leave a huge “toll” on 

those that are subjected to them. My study found that some students, at least, were resisting 

hegemonic ideals.  

 

Many of the student participants explained what they perceived to be an acceptable and ‘normal’ way 

of being within the school environment. While for some it was a person’s appearance or manner of 

speaking, for others it was the ways in which a student engaged with the school experience that made 

them either fit or not fit the ‘normal’ stereotype. Josef (MSP) believed that you did not have to be 

perfect all of the time whereas Jennifer (TSP) thought that the ideal student answered “everything 

right”. Research has found that when students are labelled as ‘normal’ or average they are allowed to 

‘act out’ sometimes as their teachers consider bad behaviour a phase that they will outgrow 

(Waterhouse, 2004). When students are labelled as deviant, however, the opposite is true and good 

behaviour is seen as a phase and something that is not likely to last. Labelling theory proposes that 

when students are ascribed negative labels, they become self-fulfilling prophecies of failure (Rist, 

1970). Young people act out the labels they are ascribed (Goffman, 1963). Jennifer (TSP) felt that a 

high percentage of students at her school had “no hope” of succeeding in school. She saw “no hope” 

for herself as she believed that no matter what she did it would be considered “good enough”. This 

statement highlighted how vulnerable students are to negative stereotyping (Steele, 1990). Positively 

labelled students are more likely to develop positive attitude towards studying while those negatively 

labelled are likely to develop an anti-school attitude (Rist, 1970). There has been some research that 

shows that some minority students respond to negative labelling by working harder to prove 

themselves (Fuller, 1984), however, in most cases negative labelling has been found to have an 

adverse impact on student outcomes (Steele, 1989, 1990). Indeed, being subjected to negative 

stereotyping has been found to negatively impact on Black students even when they had no direct 

experiences of racism (Miller, 1995). 
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The pressure to conform and to “not stand out” (Victoria, MSP) is huge as at the primal level humans 

have an innate need to belong (Bauman, 2004; Maslow, 1968). Those who do not conform to ‘normal’ 

standards risk being delegitimised by members of the dominant group (Bar-Tal, 1989). Bar-Tal (1989, 

p. 170) defines delegitimisation as the “categorization of groups into extreme negative social 

categories which are excluded from human groups that are considered as acting within the acceptable 

norms and/or values” within society. Devine (2009a) found that migrant children were embodying 

Irish accents and supressing aspects of their migrant identities in order to fit in at school. While 

Victoria (MSP) felt she would be considered ‘normal’ in school, she was conscious that she needed 

conform to a particular ideal in order to fit in. She talks about feeling more relaxed when with family 

and friends. For Victoria (MSP) wearing make-up was considered a ‘normal’ thing for a girl to do in 

school. All young women are being scrutinized in terms of their appearance (Walter, 2010) and 

Victoria (MSP) is conscious of the need to get it ‘just right’ in order to avoid ridicule.  

 

For the WISPs that viewed themselves as being ‘normal’, clothing was identified as a way of 

distinguishing their normality. Clothing can be seen as an interface of the social and the individual 

(Entwistle, 2000). Keane (2011a, p. 454) found that the middle class third level students in her study 

used clothing as a form of what she termed “social peacocking”. She contends that middle class 

students used clothing “in a Bourdieusian sense” in order to exhibit and maintain their higher social 

status (ibid., p. 459). I found evidence that some of the student participants in my study were also 

using clothing as a way of maintaining group, class and/or ethnic boundaries (Keane, 2009; Skeggs, 

2004). Featherstone (1991, p. 171) claims that we use our body image in order to achieve a 

“marketable self”. Bauman (2004) argues that the symbolic exchanges and the politics of recognition 

of consumerism mean that we do not just buy consumer goods but that we are steadily encouraged to 

actively market the self, and as such become commodities ourselves. He posits that in order “to be 

admitted to the social prizes,” people have to recast themselves as commodities (ibid., p. 6).  

 

8.3.2 The “Traveller Look”69 Is Not Normal 

Johnathan (WISP) argued that Travellers were not considered ‘normal’ to anyone other than other 

Travellers because they were “trouble-starters” (Johnathan, WISP).  

To Travellers, yeah, but not to any other people. It is because they are trouble starters. 

Nobody likes trouble starters… (Johnathan, WISP) 

 

 

While some of the WISPs and MSPs did not specifically name Travellers as not being ‘normal’, it 

was obvious from their descriptions of Travellers that they did not fit the ‘normal’ stereotype because 

they “act[ed] differently” and/or had “different accent[s]” (Brian, WISP).  

 

                                                           
69 Both Joseph (MSP) and Brian (WISP) say this 
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And then like you know it is easy to spot them… It is easy by their accents. (Marian, MSP) 

 

We just act differently. And Travellers are more loud. (Anastacia, MSP) 

 

To be honest… how they behave, some people say they talk with a funny accent. (Josef, 

MSP) 

 

 

Some of the TSPs also mentioned that Travellers spoke and behaved in a different manner to non-

Travellers. For example, Serena (TSP) believed that Travellers spoke differently to non-Travellers 

and that Traveller were “dirtier” than non-Travellers who she described as “clean” while Theresa 

(TSP) implied that Travellers acted differently.  

... like they [buffers] have their dinner at six… they would have tea, supper… we don't say 

tea, we say tae. We don't say buggie, we say pram…We are rough to them... We are like more 

dirtier to them, they are like all clean (Serena, TSP). 

 

They [Travellers] are just like same but they… act different (Theresa, TSP).  

 

 

The two Roma student participants were certain that they were not in the ‘normal’ group. Natalia 

(MSP) did not think that she would be considered ‘normal’ but felt that her Irish friend would be. 

Similarly, Marian (MSP) believed that her “plain white” Irish friend would be considered ‘normal’ 

whereas “a Traveller or a gypsy or a Roma” (Natalia, MSP) would not be “counted as normal”.  

 ... I guess it's not to be a Traveller or a gypsy or Roma ... just not to be a Traveller or a gypsy 

or Roma. And I am not normal but my friend Victoria is… Yes, she would be counted as 

normal. She is from Ireland. (Natalia, MSP) 

 

No. She is like plain. Plain is like she is plain white [Irish], she is not a Traveller... Normal 

would be non-Traveller or non-gypsy, and I think non-Roma. (Marian, MSP) 

 

Some of the TSPs were also conscious that they were not perceived as being ‘normal’ within the 

school environment. For example, Martin (TSP) did not think Travellers “fit[ted] in there [in school] 

at all” while Rosa (TSP) believed that Travellers were viewed as a group that were always stealing or 

up to no good. Some of the TSPs did not seem to fully understand this question. 

 

Well buffers fit in. They fit perfectly in. Us like... well you know what I mean.... we don’t fit 

in there at all. (Martin, TSP) 

 

They view Travellers ... how would I say, me, always in trouble, always drinking, robbing, 

stealing, dressed naked, wearing a lot less clothes like, and mean to people, like if Travellers 

give you something, they are passing all their bad luck onto you… (Rosa, TSP) 

 

Normal? I don't really get that question. (Mickey, TSP) 

 

The student participants from all of the different groups talked about “the Traveller look” (Josef, 

MSP) and suggested that you could “spot” (Marian, MSP) a Traveller by how they dressed or wore 
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their hair. However, Josef (MSP) pointed out that “you can never really tell” as sometimes non-

Travellers could look “like one [a Traveller]” if they had a particular style of haircut. Brian (WISP) 

confirmed that sometimes a “buffer” (Josef, MSP) dressed similar to Travellers and admitted that he 

also wore his “pants tucked into the [his] socks” like “most Travellers” (Brian, WISP). 

… to be honest, how they dress … some people say they tuck their pants in their socks, they 

wear tracksuits, they have like a v haircut or something like that… they say ‘oh yeah, that is 

the Traveller look...’ well, a buffer could just do that… and he might look like one, but he is 

not… you can never really tell. (Josef, MSP) 

Travellers have a dress code like... they would wear different clothes than everyone else 

would wear… It is like it is their outfit if you get me… like you would never see a Traveller 

wearing Chinos… I would just say like you would always know them if you saw because like 

most Travellers have pants tucked in to the socks. Like I do it myself. (Brian, WISP) 

 

Traveller girls were described as girls who “always like[d] to show a bit of flesh like” (Brian, WISP), 

were “really tanned” (Victoria, MSP). It was suggested that you could spot them by “the length of 

their hair” and the “bling” (Holly, MSP) that they usually wore. One of the Roma student participants 

differentiated between “Traveller and Roma” by claiming that Travellers were allowed to “wear really 

short thing and show off their belly” whereas the Roma were not because they had “rules” (Marian, 

MSP).  

The girls... well they usually have really long hair and ... their jeans are always ripped like... 

And they always like to show a bit of flesh like... (Brian, WISP) 

The difference between Traveller and Roma is they wear really short things, and show off 

their belly and we cannot. Some of them do… not all of them… we have rules but they don't 

have as much as we do… (Marian, MSP) 

… usually by the length of their hair, or whatever they are wearing, it is usually got tons of 

bling on, some of it looks kind of cool... And also ear-rings as well, a lot of them wear hooked 

earrings. (Holly, MSP) 

 

Some of the TSPs agreed that you could ‘spot’ a Traveller by how they looked. Both Serena (TSP) 

and Theresa (TSP) spoke about Travellers in the third person when they were describing what 

Travellers looked like. For example, Serena (TSP) told me that “we see them” [the Travellers] dressed 

“in bra tops and skirts” at the Ballinasloe fair “every year” which implied that perhaps she did not 

dress like that herself. Rosa (TSP) believed that she was identifiable as a Traveller by how she 

dressed. For her the Traveller look was “skinny-like jeans” with “rips” worn with “boots” and “a body 

top” (Rosa, TSP). 

They are just like same but they dress different… they would wear jeans and a fitted top 

whereas the other people would probably just wear jeans and a big hoody like… or you know 

[Travellers] by their hair, because their hair will be up in the clip. (Theresa, TSP) 

 

Well, like the Travellers like they believe in bra tops and skirts and all these kind of things… 

I see them... Ballinasloe. And the fair, we go there every year. (Serena, TSP) 
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If I walked in there and I had pale make-up and… like this funny kind of t-shirt, wide-like 

jeans, pair of runners … [they] think I am a buffer? … But we don't dress like that. We would 

walk in with skinny-like jeans on, boots or rips on our jeans, a body top… (Rosa, TSP)        

 

Rosa (TSP) believed that Traveller girls wanted to dress in a way that made them “look like a doll”. 

While not many of the SPs talked about the ‘Traveller look’, John (SP) did mention that Travellers 

girls aspired to look like dolls.  

… just like kind of look like a doll. You know? ... did you ever hear that saying, you play 

with dolls one half of your life, and you act like dolls the other half? (Rosa, TSP)        

 

For the girls it is fine. It is the doll image. It is the Barbie doll image. You can see it in them 

walking around there when they get to 14 or 15 (John, SP).  

 

 

Sarah (SP) also referred to how Travellers girls dressed on programmes like My Big Fat Gypsy 

Wedding (MBFGW) and found it confusing to see “small kids” being encouraged to show flesh and 

dressing “provocatively” in a community that “seem[ed] to have a huge emphasis on being chaste” 

(Sarah, SP). 

I suppose the whole thing Hannagh, seeing them on the Gypsy Wedding… how they allow 

small kids to dress very provocatively, and dance very provocatively and it seems to be 

encouraged, all this flesh showing… yet they would seem to have a huge emphasis on being 

chaste… that is what I find very conflicting… [it’s] very hard to give a child - like that girl – 

that message, ‘well, you don't do this, but you can dress like that’. (Sarah, SP) 

 

Rosa (TSP) believed that people judged Travellers because of the way that they dressed. She felt that 

people viewed Travellers as “sluts” because of the clothes they wore and believed that people did not 

think of Travellers as “humans”. Rosa (TSP) explained that she knew how people felt about 

Travellers because of the “way people look at you”.  

 ... when people think of Travellers, they think they are sluts… because they wear these 

clothes…. they don't think of us as humans, they think of us as like strange people... they 

judge us by our clothes… You don't learn that, you just know that, like. The way people look 

at you, like (Rosa, TSP). 

 

While some of the TSPs agreed that there was a ‘Traveller look’, Celine (TSP) did not agree. She said 

she did not see Travellers wearing “little bra tops” and she believed that Travellers “would [not] be 

allowed” to wear such clothes because they were not “respectable”. 

So obviously a Traveller don't dress like that... They just wear like very natural hair… they 

just kind of dress more respectable… I don't really see many people in, you know, if I go to 

weddings they don't wear little bra tops, because I don't think they would be allowed… My 

father says if you don't respect yourself, no one will respect you (Celine, TSP) 

 

 

As we have seen above, the student participants from across the different groups distinguished 

between Travellers and non-Travellers through markers such as mannerisms, the Traveller “accent” 

(Marian) and the ways in which Travellers dressed. In the literature, many scholars and social 
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theorists refer to the ways in which a person’s mannerisms, manner of speech and clothing are used to 

distinguish class and ethnic boundaries (Okely, 1983; Dwyer, 1999; Skeggs, 1997, 2004; Archer, 

Halsall and Hollingworth, 2007). Ball (2003) highlights how class identities are relational and often 

seen through comparisons with others. Like Travellers, the white working class, often referred to as 

‘chavs70’, are presented as “loud” (Victoria, MSP) and troublesome people with strong accents, 

inarticulate speech and bad taste in clothing (Skeggs, 2004; Tyler, 2006; Mc Robbie, 2004). The ways 

in which the student participants identified Travellers are similar to the ways in which the middle 

classes have been found to identify ‘chavs’ (Hayward and Yar, 2006) who are identified as people that 

wear sports clothing, show too much flesh, are too tanned and wear too much make-up and the wrong 

kind of jewellery (Lawler, 2005) or “bling” (Holly, MSP). The ‘chav’ is represented as having 

“vulgar” and excessive taste (Hayward and Yar, 2006, p. 14). Lawler (2005, p. 432) suggests that the 

image of the working class ‘chav’ is constructed in such a way as to invite an understanding “that 

certain kinds of clothing, location and bodily appearance indicate a deeper, underlying pathology”.  

 

The MSPs and the WISPs positioned Travellers as a group that dressed and behaved differently to 

them. In doing so they are not positioning Travellers as a group that dress or behave better than them 

but as a group that are in some ways subservient to them. The MSPs and the WISPs are not simply 

‘looking their nose down’ (Lawler, 2005) on Travellers but are trying to maintain a distance between 

themselves and Travellers by positioning Travellers as the ‘other’. Keane (2009, 2011a) describes this 

process as “status maintaining/raising” distancing (p. 145). Skeggs (2004) contends that maintaining 

this distance from the ‘other’ requires diligent work because the difference between the self and the 

‘other’ is not fixed or static, thus, people must carefully project what is considered distasteful onto the 

bodies of the ‘other’. While “disgust” (Miller, 1997, p. 6) was not always overt it was evident from 

the student participant responses that they thought that Travellers dressed distastefully. Miller (1997) 

argues that disgust is triggered when people come into contact with a perceived threat to social order. 

While not all of the students expressed outward “disgust” at the ways in which Travellers dressed, 

they distanced themselves from Travellers through their narratives by suggesting that Travellers 

dressed down or implying that Traveller girls dressed in excessively ‘slutty’ ways. These subtle put 

downs are examples of racial and sexual micro-aggressions (Skeggs, 2004).  

 

Clothing practices have been examined in order to theorize the relationship between aspects of the 

personal and the socio-cultural and the influence of clothing on identity performance (Bennett and 

Watson, 2002, Ball, 2003, Savage, 2000). The investigation of clothing styles as a way of advertising 

group identity in opposition to a dominant group has been noted in the literature (Hebdige, 1979; 

Willis, 1975, 1978; McRobbie, 1991, 1994). In a study on Irish Travellers living in the UK, Griffin 

                                                           
70 Slang word for the white working class. Used as a derogatory term. Originated in the UK.  
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(2002) concluded, that unlike Gypsies, Irish Travellers did not see clothing as important. My study 

suggests that Irish Travellers do see clothing as important markers of their identity. Okely (2013, p. 

209) suggests that “Gypsy and Traveller identity can be said to be constructed through opposition to 

outside society by favouring an alternative taste to that followed by the majority”. This would suggest 

that Travellers are in control of constructing their own identity as opposed to embodying an ascribed 

identity that has been constructed for them. However, Travellers do not control how they are 

represented. The media does. Bourdieu’s theory of the ‘habitus’ helps us to understand how people 

come to internalise externally imposed ideologies (Bourdieu, 1986). He argues that people embody 

their social position through the dispositions that they have internalised as befitting to their class 

(Bourdieu, 1984). Okely (1983) was also of the opinion that people act out their identity/ies through 

their choice of clothing, their ways of talking and their mannerisms. It is not unsurprising therefore to 

find that the student participants feel that they can identify Travellers through the ways in which 

Travellers carry themselves nor it is surprising to find that Travellers are embodying their Traveller 

identity. 

 

Mockumentaries such as MBFGW highlighted an unhealthy fixation, amongst the non-Traveller 

public, with the ways in which young Traveller women dress (Jensen and Ringrose, 2014). MBFGW 

presents young Traveller women dressing like many young women in a supposedly ‘post-feminist’ 

society (McRobbie, 2009). However, it does not make that connection and viewers are invited to 

ridicule Travellers for their ‘tasteless’ fashion sense (Jensen et al., 2014). While it has slowly become 

less acceptable to comment on the bodies of young women because of the impact that negative 

comments have on their self-esteem (Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, 2014), by mocking 

Travellers and the “Traveller look” (Josef, MSP), society gets to indirectly dictate to young women 

what is considered an acceptable form of fashion. Shows such as MBFGW highlight the restrictions 

facing women from all walks of life in a post-feminist society (Crackle 1992; Jensen and Ringrose, 

2014) vis-à-vis minorities groups that society has failed to humanise. In this sense Travellers as the 

‘other’ still serve a purpose at macro level in terms of promoting the ‘ideal’ female. Being ‘showy’ 

has historically been a feature of ‘working class’ sexuality, from which middle class femininity must 

be divorced (Jackson, Vares, and Gill, 2012).  

 

It was interesting to see how the image of the ‘slut’ that has been used to shame women has been 

projected onto young Travellers, as on one hand Traveller women are represented as oppressed 

victims of the Traveller patriarchy (Jensen et al., 2014) while on the other they are portrayed as 

women “that like to show a bit of flesh” (Brian, WISP). Being sexy in the ‘post-feminist’ era is often 

portrayed as a desirable component of femininity (Gill, 2007). However, some authors argue that such 

conceptions of femininity resemble the misogyny and sexism of earlier times (Levy, 2005). Within 

this post-feminist moralistic discourse, young women are positioned as ‘sluts’ or ‘virgins’, the 
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‘Madonna’ or the ‘whore’ (Walkerdine, 1997). Their clothing practices are carefully monitored and 

ridiculed. On one hand young girls receive the message that it is okay to be body positive and to wear 

what they like (Duits and van Zoonen, 2007). However, when they do, they are often subjected to 

derogatory insults such as being called a ‘slut’ (Griffin, 2004; Renold and Ringrose, 2008). Griffin 

(2004) highlighted how the image of the ‘slut’ is associated with working class girls. ‘Othering’ girls 

who expose their bodies as sluts enables a comfortable distancing from associations of working class 

disrespectability (Gleeson and Frith, 2004; Raby, 2010; Tyler and Bennett, 2010; Ringrose, 2008). 

Celine (TSP) believed that dressing modestly was a sign of having respect for herself and did not buy 

into the hypersexualisation being portrayed as the norm for Traveller girls. To dress modestly is to 

dress in a manner that does not encourage sexual attention. Ideas about what constitutes as ‘modest’ 

vary widely across cultures and history (Ribeiro 1986) and, as Celine (TSPs) highlights, it also varies 

widely within cultures and individual families. 

 

Both Rosa (TSP) and John (SP) specifically refer to Travellers girls wanting to resemble dolls. Rosa’s 

(TSP) statement about girls growing up and wanting to become like one of the dolls that they played 

with echoes what Walter (2010) discusses in her book Living Dolls: The Return of Sexism. She 

contends that it is almost like “the dolls are escaping from the toy shop and taking over girl’s lives” 

and that girls are not only expected to play with dolls but that they are expected to look like the dolls 

that they play with (Walter, 2010, p. 12). She notes how children’s dolls are hypersexualised in terms 

of the clothing that they are dressed in and points out that while wanting to be sexy is not a new thing 

or a negative thing, it is becoming more common for children to be exposed to such ideas about 

sexiness at a very young age (ibid.). Walter (2010, p. 13) argues that this hypersexualisation of girls 

from a young age is part of a “much wider culture in which young women are encouraged to see their 

sexual allure as their primary passport to success”. Walter (2010) argues that while the sexual 

objectification of women may have been repackaged as female liberation and empowerment, in 

reality, it highlights and magnifies the pervasiveness of the deeper inequalities that exist in society. 

My findings would suggest that it is important for us to have conversations about objectification and 

sexual exploitation with all young women in a way that does not demonise any particular group.  

 

8.4 Sticking With Their Own: Blaming the ‘Other’ for the Lack of Mixing 

8.4.1 Evidence of Inter-Ethnic Tension in Schools 

Most of the staff and student participants from different groups observed that students from some 

different minority ethnic groups did not mix with each other in St. Greg’s. It was implied by most of 

the staff and student participants from different groups that it was mostly the Polish, Traveller and/or 

“Black” (Johnathan, WISP) students that were “at odds”, with each other, “at different times” (Maire, 

SP). While Maire (SP) indicated that there was some tension between the “Polish community and the 

Traveller community”, Johnathan (WISP) stated that the Polish, Blacks and Travellers all hated each 
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other and recalled witnessing “people fighting” with each other, in particular the “Travellers with 

Blacks”.  

No. Travellers and Polish hate each other… Polish and Black hate each other, and Travellers 

and Black hate each other… In town and stuff, all the time, you always see people fighting. 

And it is mostly Travellers with Blacks. Like there was this one time, two years back, where 

it was like Blacks versus Travellers… (Johnathan, WISP) 

 

Yeah and I think now as well that there is a little bit of the Polish community and the 

Traveller community at odds, at different times. (Maire, SP) 

 

Josef (MSP) was the only Black student to take part in this study. While he claimed to “never really 

get into a fight” with Travellers he suggested that sometimes he did by adding “not much really”. 

Josef (MSP) pointed out that “everyone just stays within their own group”.  

My experiences. Well, I never really get in a fight or anything [with Travellers], never really 

get in an argument. Not much really… everyone just stays with their own group… (Josef, 

MSP) 

 

Some of the TSPs described students from diverse backgrounds as “nice people” (Celine, TSP) and 

reported that they felt that it was good to “have people from different countries” (Mickey, TSP) in 

their school.  

Yeah, I get on with them [students from diverse backgrounds] like. Like I like the way they 

get on, most of them get on with Travellers, you know, mess with you, like. Be nice to you, 

you know. (Rosa, TSP) 

 

Some of the TSPs tended to view Black students more positively because they felt that “they get [got] 

treated the same way as us [Travellers]” (Celine, TSP), however, there was evidence of tensions 

between these two student groups. While Martin (TSP) claimed to be “at one” with the Black students 

in his school, Jennifer (TSP) suggested that there was overt conflict between the Travellers and Black 

students in her school and implied that both groups were actually “fight [ing] with each other”.  

Yeah, we treat them like a normal person. Because like, they get treated the same way as us... 

But we don't judge people by their colour… (Celine, TSP)  

 

Oh I am at one with them [the African students]. (Martin, TSP) 

 

They don’t get along… The African people [and Travellers]. Not at all. It is just they get all 

up chests together and try to fight with each other. In the middle of class and everything. They 

just don’t get along… I never actually seen them talk civilised together. Ever. They don’t 

mix. They stick to each other. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

 

Some of the TSPs openly claimed that they “wouldn’t mix” (Rosa, TSP) with the Polish students and 

implied that “a good few of those Polish people is [are] ignorant” (Celine, TSP). While Jennifer 

argued that the Polish students were nice on an individual basis, she implied that they “are different 

people” when there was a big group of them.  
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I wouldn't mix with them [the Polish students]. Because most of them are on drugs. (Rosa, 

TSP) 

 

All the Polish people hang out up in the back, and they play this kind of rap music, and they 

all smoke… A good few of those Polish people is ignorant, very ignorant. (Celine, TSP) 

 

I actually think they are very nice to get along with. Like there is one girl in my class and she 

is actually lovely to get along with but the minute she gets out of class she goes and gets 

around all of the rest of her friends and then she acts like she does not know you. (Jennifer, 

TSP) 

 

 

There was evidence of tensions between the WISPs and other minority students, particularly the 

Polish and Traveller students. For example, Hayden (WISP) said that the students from Polish 

backgrounds went “off in big gangs” and said he did not “really tend to hang out with them”. 

Johnathan (WISP) informed me that while he had “a good few Black friends”, like Hayden (WISP), 

he did not “hang out with Polish” because they were “more kind of gang people” (Johnathan, WISP). 

He suggested that he hung around with Black people because they were more open to hanging around 

with “white people” as they did not like to be discriminated against by “white people”, whereas, he 

believed that “the Polish and Travellers” made no effort to hang around with “white people” because 

they did not “give a damn about anybody but themselves”.  

I don't know, most of them [the Polish students] go off in big gangs and just hang out, so I 

don't really tend to hang out with them. (Hayden, WISP) 

I have a good few Black friends, I just only don't hang out with Polish, because they are more 

kind of gang people... I don't know. Polish stick with Polish, Travellers stick with Travellers. 

Black people don't like to be discriminated against by white people, so that is why they hang 

out with white people, and stuff. But Polish and Travellers don't really give a damn about 

anybody but themselves. (Johnathan, WISP) 

 

 

Hayden (WISP) thought that “in one way it is kind of right” that students did not mix because of the 

language barriers as it was “kind of hard to understand Polish people and stuff”. Johnathan (WISP) 

felt it was good that students from different backgrounds did not mix because “it stops arguments” 

(Johnathan, SP). However, the WISPs also felt that it would be good if everyone got on with each 

other “as well if you get me” (Hayden, WISP) because “they [the Polish] could learn more English” 

(Johnathan, WISP).  

In one way it is right because it is kind of hard to understand Polish people and stuff. It would 

be weird me going to a big group and they would all be talking to each other in Polish... So in 

one way it is right but in another way everyone should get on…  with other people as well if 

you get me? (Hayden, TSP) 

Yeah, if they mixed. So they could learn more English and not to be speaking Polish all the 

time (Johnathan, WISP). 
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While the SPs noted a lack of mixing between minority student groups they tended not to mention the 

presence of any tension between the minority students from the different groups and the white settled 

Irish students. For example, Sean (SP) believed that the white settled Irish students mixed “very well” 

and blamed the lack of mixing on students from other cultures as those kids were “a little bit cliquey”. 

He suggested that “the Irish kids” were “very accepting” and attributed this to them being more 

“socially adept” than students from “other cultures” (Sean, SP) whose horizons had not been 

broadened as much as the Irish students.  

… I think the Irish kids mix very well, because they are a little bit more culturally laid back, 

and I think because they are so socially adept… I think there is a little bit of an issue, a little 

bit of fear from other cultures that when they come to Ireland, that they can be a little bit 

cliquey because they don't know what to expect… I think Irish kids… their horizons have 

been broadened an awful lot more than we think, and they are very accepting… But I think 

that for those who are from a culturally diverse background, for them, the challenge can be 

them. (Sean, staff participant) 

 

While some of the SPs normalised and accepted the lack of mixing and explained that it “is just the 

way it is” (John, SP), other SPS did not think it was normal or acceptable and felt that the Department 

of Education and Skills (DES) had not “planned well enough for schools” (Padraic, SP) like St. 

Greg’s. Padraic (SP) did not think that integration was possible when there were too many students 

from “any particular grouping”. Maire (SP) also remarked on the lack of planning and did not think it 

was enough to “have the kids [from diverse backgrounds] sitting [together] in one classroom” and to 

expect them to get on.  

I am not really sure that we planned, that the Department or whoever planned well enough for 

schools like ours, because you can't just put everyone in together and hope for the best… I 

said, ‘there are too many’, and this is how we feel, if there are too many of any particular 

grouping, then there is no integration. (Padraic, SP) 

 

... but I think as well we have to plan… we need to you know, understand that, and realise 

that and really wonder, about integration as well, and inclusiveness and all that sort of thing. 

It is not enough in a classroom to have kids sitting in the one classroom just because they are 

in the one classroom does not mean that they will get on. (Maire, SP) 

 

 

The lack of mixing between student groups, identified by the staff and student participants, in not an 

unusual occurrence. Tatum (1997, 2017) contends that in every racially diverse school you will find 

students from the same ethnic minority backgrounds sitting together. While the students from the 

majority group are also found to stick together, this is barely remarked upon and seen as a normal 

enough phenomenon, which of course it is, when we consider the homophilous nature of human 

beings (Keane, 2009, 2011a; Mouw, 2006). Human beings are motivated by survival instincts and 

having a sense of belonging and feelings of connectedness with others are key to human survival 

(Maslow, 1968). While it is normal for ‘like to attract like’ it is not considered normal for students to 

be “at odds” (Maire, SP) with each other or for ethnic minority groups to “hate” (Johnathan, WISP) 
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each other. However, inter-ethnic conflict is one the many by-products of living in a racialized society 

(Varma-Joshi, Baker, and Tanaka 2004). One reason for inter-ethnic conflict relates to how students 

are segregated within the school system (Devine, Kenny and Macneela, 2008). Minority groups in 

segregated settings are often pitted against each other and feel they need to compete for resources 

(Vigil, 1988) which can lead to tension among competing groups. Devine et al. (2008) found that in 

schools where meaningful opportunities were created for students to mix, students from different 

backgrounds had better relationships with each ‘other’. Sleeter (1991) contends  that both covert and 

overt tensions provide educators with opportunities to raise awareness and develop strategies to 

address the underlying causes of conflict, which in turn will foster better relationships between 

minorities.  

 

Devine et al. (2008) found some superficial evidence of inter-ethnic mixing. Devine et al. (2008) 

suggested that while racist name-calling and fighting was evident amongst students in Irish primary 

schools, more latent forms of racism were prevalent. They warned that “what teachers may see taking 

place in the yard or school classroom is often the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of the incidence of racism in 

children’s lives” (ibid., p. 370) as inter-ethnic conflict is a symptom of something much larger at play 

at the macro level (Devine, 2003). School staff need to be trained to understand the underlying issues 

driving inter-ethnic conflict so that they can foster better relationships between students from diverse 

backgrounds as opposed to reproducing and maintaining existing social relations (Banks, 1993). It is 

important to teach students about the macro processes affecting how they interact with each other in 

order to foster a sense of group identity and challenge the status quo (Sleeter, 1991).  

 

It was interesting to note the level of open hostility towards the Polish students expressed by some of 

the WISPs and the TSPs. This hostility seems to stem largely from the perceived idea that the Polish 

students did not make an effort to integrate or speak English. The Polish community in Ireland is quite 

large in comparison to other minority groups. This is because during the Celtic Tiger era, the 

government needed migrant workers and targeted countries such as Poland to fill the void (NESC, 

2006). The Polish are predominantly white, settled, and Catholic and therefore it was thought that 

they and other Eastern Europeans would require minimal integration as they were socially and 

culturally similar to the Irish (Bryan, 2010; Kitching, 2010). The Polish community, not unlike the 

Irish community that established itself in America and other parts of the world, have strong ties with 

their home country. Many Polish children attend Polish weekend schools where there is a great 

emphasis in keeping their mother tongue alive (O’Brien and Long, 2012). O’Brien and Long (2012) 

suggest that the constant connection with Polish cultural identity might prevent Polish students from 

integrating into the Irish school community.  
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The WISPs and TSPs tended to blame the Polish students for the lack of integration. Research 

suggests that while Irish students tended to express acceptance towards minority ethnic groups, this 

acceptance was superficial and surface in nature (Devine et al., 2008; Myers, 2003; Tomlinson, 2005; 

Tormey and Gleeson, 2012). Some of the WISPs observed that black students seemed to work harder 

and make more of an effort to get on with ‘others’. Both the WISPs and TSPs understood that black 

people experienced racism. Perhaps the WISPs and the TSPs felt less threatened by students that they 

perceived to have inferior status. As no Polish students participated in this study, I cannot comment 

on their specific experiences, from their own point of view, with ‘other’ students within the school 

environment. Similarly as only one BME student participated in the study it was difficult for me to get 

a sense of how they as a group related to an/ ‘other’ within the school environment. While Josef 

(MSP) tended to play down the presence of conflict it was evident that it was there, at times, with 

Travellers at least.  

 

Devine (2013) reminds us that teacher responses cannot be separated from the broader context within 

which they work. Often when integration is being discussed, it is with reference to the integration of 

minority groups into the dominant group.. The need to integrate members of the dominant group is 

rarely remarked upon in dominant discourses. It is not surprising, therefore, that the staff and the 

student participants from the different groups rarely referred to the fact that the white settled Irish 

students tended not to mix much outside of their own racial group. Sean (SP) goes as far as suggesting 

that racism is something that minorities have ‘brought with them’ to school as opposed to something 

that exists within white settled Irish people. Sean (SP) is what Tatum (2017) described as ‘passively 

racist’ as he maintains that the ‘other’ is the problem. Sean (SP) distances himself from the discomfort 

of accepting racism as a symptom of unexamined privilege and whiteness, which is a common 

response from white people (Howard, 2006; McIntosh, 1990). Ní Laoire, Bushin, Carpena-Méndez 

and White (2009) found that migrant families and their children are made responsible for ‘belonging’. 

Devine (2013, p. 288) points out that in cases “where ‘belonging’ does not occur, this is attributed to 

‘deficits’ within the immigrant community itself”. As Banks (1991, p. 156) points out, “many teachers 

are unaware of the extent to which they embrace racist and sexist attitudes and behaviours that are 

institutionalized within society”. Codjoe (2010) contends that identity work is often resisted by whites 

because it requires them to sit with the ‘discomfort’ of understanding their own complicity in 

maintaining systems of oppression.  

 

While, in theory at least, an intercultural approach to education has been ‘adopted’ as a means of 

catering for the increasing diversity in Irish schools (Kitching and Curtin, 2012), as the SPs pointed 

out, Ireland’s response to catering for diversity was poorly implemented. While the SPs 

acknowledged that something else was needed and argued that it was not enough to put students from 
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diverse backgrounds into one classroom with the expectation that they would all get on, they seemed 

to be suggesting that the DES did not plan well enough in terms of ensuring there were not so many 

students from diverse backgrounds in one school. Data has highlighted that there is an over-

concentration of diversity in some schools, particularly disadvantaged schools (Byrne et al., 2010; 

Darmody, Byrne, and McGinnity, 2012) and my study found that this was especially true for St. 

Greg’s.  

 

8.4.2 Not Having Travellers as Friends 

None of the SPs, the WISPs or the MSPs had any Travellers as ‘real’ friends. While a few of the SPs 

had “grown up near Travellers” (Sarah, SP), and some had attended school with Travellers, there was 

no indication that they had any kind of meaningful relationship with Travellers. Some of the male SPs 

interacted with Travellers through sports such as “hurling” (Sean, SP) or “football” (Barry, SP). Aine 

(staff participant) lived in a local authority housing estate and had Travellers as neighbours and had a 

neighbourly relationship with them. She was the only staff participant that had any kind of meaningful 

interaction with Travellers outside of school.  

 

The WISPs had grown up around Travellers. They had Travellers as neighbours and had attended the 

same primary schools as Travellers. However, there was no evidence of any of them having 

meaningful relationships with Travellers. Johnathan (WISP) explained that he would “not like 

actual[ly] hang out with them [Travellers]” as they were just not his “kind of people”. He noted that 

the relationship between him and Travellers was cordial but superficial and suggested that “nice” 

people would not want to be friends with Travellers. Hayden (WISP) did not think he was friends 

with any Travellers and admitted that this was because he “wouldn’t be friends with them” because 

“they just turn on you” and “bring trouble to your door”. Brian (WISP) pointed out that if he saw a 

Traveller he knew from school that he “would not put [his] my head down and pretend [he] I did not 

see him” but explained how his relationship with Travellers and non-Travellers was different. He 

tended to blame Travellers for the lack of friendship because he felt that they did not make the same 

effort to keep in touch as his non-Travellers friends did.  

Not really… Just not my type of people… No, I don't hang out with any in school…  the odd 

time, I hang around with them sometimes, but not like, actual hang out with them… We don't 

fight... I would add them on Facebook. I would add anyone on Facebook, like… but some of 

them are like, pure bad… They would start a fight over literally anything... Like if you are the 

type of person that always wants to fight… then you would like Travellers. If you are a nice 

person… you wouldn't like hanging around with Travellers (Johnathan, WISP) 

… I don't think I am friends with any Traveller kids. I don't mind them but I wouldn't be 

friends with them. Because when it comes down to it, they just turn on you… The first day 

we were hanging out with them the guards ended pulling up like. Then I explained we didn't 

actually do anything, it was them. And then we got let off. And ever since then I've never 
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hung out with them… They always start trouble. They bring trouble to your door. (Hayden, 

WISP) 

If I met one out of school, I would walk home with him. I would not put my head down and 

pretend I did not see him like. I would walk home with him… like cause I hang out with loads 

of Travellers in my school. Like I would not hang about with them outside of school. I do not 

really text them or talk to them that much… I don’t know. They just don’t text like… say if I 

was hanging out like with someone that lived in [name of area] they would text me and ask 

me ‘when am I coming out?’ But see if you are hanging out with Travellers they don’t text 

you or they don’t text you and ask you. (Brian, WISP) 

 

All of the MSPs claimed to get along with Travellers to varying degrees but none of them had 

Travellers as “close friends” (Christiano, MSP) and evidence of social distance from Travellers was 

apparent. Josef (MSP), Marian (MSP) and Fiona (MSP), claimed to be friends with at least one person 

from the Traveller community but all of these friendships seemed superficial. For example, Josef 

(MSP) explained that he had a friend who was a Traveller but told me he only discovered his friend’s 

ethnicity after two years of friendship which would suggest that the friendship was not very deep: 

I was friends with [name of friend] for two years, and only found out last year he was a 

Traveller. … he is just like an ordinary guy to me. He was just funny, he played soccer… he 

was just a normal guy… I don't remember actually. I think he said it… or maybe somebody 

said it, or he told me maybe he was related to someone who was a Traveller, or, "are you a 

Traveller?" "Yeah." Or something like that, I don't remember specifically, but yeah, still the 

same guy. Doesn't make a difference. (Josef, MSP) 

 

While the TSPs claimed not to have any problems with non-Travellers, most of them agreed that 

Travellers did not mix outside of their own group. Some of the TSPs claimed to have some 

interactions with students outside of their own cultural group but, based on their reports, these seemed 

to be very limited and not very meaningful. Some of the male TSPs mixed with non-Travellers 

through sport. For example, Connie (TSP) explained that he while he mainly hung out with his 

brothers and cousins he also played a lot of soccer with non-Travellers. Theresa (TSP) claimed to 

hang out with settled people and said she got on with them but this tended to just happen during the 

school day. Even then she was “mostly with Travellers” (Theresa, TSP). Mickey (TSP) was the only 

Traveller that said he did hang out with non-Travellers outside of school. Mickey (TSP) seemed to 

make a great deal of effort “to get along with other people”.  

Like in around town, and like we ring each other and say - do you want to go into the cinema 

or the ice, do you want to play go-karts, or whatever… Yes, sometimes I bring along my 

cousins, to hang around and get to know them and be friends, like all of us hanging around.  

I gets on very well with them now. Yeah I go along with them, know a bit about them, say 

like trying to become their friends, and all that… Then I will just keep trying until it works... I 

just try and get along with other people. (Mickey, TSP) 

 

 

While Celine (TSP) asserted that “everybody [got] gets on with everybody”, and felt that she was 

someone who got on with everyone, she admitted that she “just stay [ed] with the same kind of 
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people” and did not mix outside of her own cultural group. Celine (TSP) recalled having a close 

relationship with a non-Traveller in primary school but as that child had moved to a different area 

they no longer saw each other. While Jennifer (TSP) did not attend St. Greg’s, she did attend a DEIS 

school but there were much fewer Travellers there than at St. Greg’s. Nevertheless, she tended to only 

hang out with other Travellers. Like Celine (TSP), she said that while she would talk to the non-

Traveller students that she did not mix with them. In her opinion, Travellers generally did not tend to 

mix with “buffers” (Jennifer, TSP). She could only think of one Traveller in her school that hung 

around with a non-Traveller.  

I just talk to everybody…I have Traveller friends and non-Traveller friends, like …I don't 

really mix with non-Travellers, basically with other Travellers. Sometimes if I see them, I will 

talk to them... Every day I just stay with the same kind of people… I don't have problems 

with people who are not Travellers… They probably stay with their own friends as well… I 

used to before, just with a girl, she doesn't go to school anymore, she was living down the 

road from me, but I used to go to primary school with her, she used to walk up to my place 

and I used to go to hers. Then she moved. (Celine, TSP) 

We were always friendly like with everyone else…  We would stand and talk to them for a 

few minutes but we would go off then about our business…Like there is not any Travellers 

that mix… There is one... She hangs around with one buffer girl but that is the only Traveller 

that mixes in with the buffers. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

Devine et al. (2008) found that the young people in their study tended not to hang with Travellers in 

school. Like the student participants in my study, some of the primary school participants that took 

part in Devine et al.’s (2008) study referred to Travellers as “troublemakers” (Hayden, WISP). 

Children’s perceptions are shaped by the environment in which they live (Bryan, 2009, 2010) and 

within the Irish context Travellers are relentlessly stereotyped as lazy, violent troublemakers (Leahy, 

2014). A high level of social distancing from Travellers was evident in my study as this has been 

found elsewhere in other studies conducted (Devine. 2008; Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Connor, 2000; 

Tormey and Gleeson, 2012). Leavy (2005, p. 166) found that many pre-service teachers used 

“disassociative language”, such as “if I meet them I talk to them”, to describe their interactions with 

students that had an intellectual disability. While 23 percent of her participants had weekly contact 

with family members that had an intellectual disability, the other participants had superficial 

encounters with people with intellectual disabilities (ibid.). Similarly, in my study, the participants 

also used disassociative language to describe their relationships with an/’other’. For example, when 

describing her relationships with non-Travellers, Celine (TSP) claims that “sometimes if I see them, I 

will talk to them”. This indicates that Traveller students feel high levels of social distance (Tormey 

and Gleeson, 2012) from non-Traveller students.  

 

Proponents of the ‘contact theory’ believe that inter-ethnic contact reduces racial prejudice (Husnu 

and Crisp, 2010). While this may be true in some cases (Hewstone, 2015) the theory is seriously 
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flawed as it does not take into account the complexity of in-group and out-group dynamics 

(Manevska, Achterberg and Houtman, 2017). The ways in which children form friendships have been 

found to be influenced by gender, social class and ethnicity (Troyna and Hatcher 1992; Connolly 

2004; Devine et al., 2008). Children engage in processes of exclusion and inclusion with those 

labelled as ‘other’ often being excluded (Corsaro, 2005; Troyna and Hatcher, 1992). Contact alone 

does nothing to foster more meaningful relationships between in-groups and out-groups and certainly 

has no positive bearing on changing the status quo (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008). ‘Contact theory’ is 

based on the premise that prejudice is a result of fear but men have treated women with prejudice for 

centuries and this cannot be attributed to a lack of contact or fear. As Allport (1979, p. 175) pointed 

out, “a person’s prejudice is unlikely to be merely a specific attitude toward a specific group; it is 

more likely to be a reflection of his whole habit of thinking about the world he lives in”. It is typically 

found that interethnic friendship is more strongly related to positive thinking about ethnic minorities 

than interethnic contact with colleagues or neighbors (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2011) because friendship 

is a more intimate form of contact. McLaren (2003, p. 913) contends that “if a contact situation 

provides an opportunity to see that beliefs are actually similar, prejudice should be reduced”. 

However, ethnically prejudiced people are unlikely to have friends from ethnic minority groups in the 

first place (Hodson, 2008; Pettigrew, 1998).  

 

Josef (MSP) mentioned being friends with a Traveller for two years before even knowing his friend 

was a Traveller. This highlighted that the friendship was either quite superficial and/or the Traveller 

student was ‘playing white’ or hiding aspects of his identity (Derrington, 2007). Josef (MSP) recalled 

that there was some form of ‘coming out’ process but he could not recall if his friend ‘came out’ or if 

he had been ‘outed’ by accident or by someone else. While Josef (MSP) claimed that it made no 

difference to his friendship and argued that he still saw his friend as a ‘normal guy’ he lacked any real 

insight into what it might be like for his Traveller friend to have to go such lengths to appear 

‘normal’.  

 

8.4.3 Blaming Traveller Culture for the Lack of Mixing 

Most of the SPs, the WISPs and the MSPs tended to blame Travellers for the lack of mixing and 

suggested that Traveller culture was problematic when it came to integration, in particular for 

Traveller girls. For example, Maire (SP) believed that some Traveller students would use culture as an 

excuse not to “sit beside a boy” in class when she was trying to do group work. John (SP) also 

suggested that because of “Traveller culture” Traveller girls would “stick together”, although he 

understood that Traveller boys stuck together because “they are more comfortable”. Brian (WISP) 

supposed that Travellers were “trying to join in” with the settled students on one hand but on the other 

they did not want to hang around with the settled students because they feared getting “a slagging 

from other Travellers” for hanging around with “a certain [type of] person in school”. Victoria (MSP) 
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also suggested that culture was to blame for the lack of mixing and tended to be gendered in her 

assumptions. She recalls being told by a Traveller girl that if the Traveller girl married outside of their 

ethnic group that “they wouldn’t really be accepted” (Victoria, MSP).  

Or, particularly and I don't know, sometimes if it [culture] is used as an excuse that ... because 

I do a lot of group work, mixed up kids, all that kind of sort of thing… but sometimes kids 

won't do that, and particularly the kids from the Traveller population tend to, sometimes, not 

all… but might not want to or won't sit beside a boy … (Maire, SP) 

 

But if you watch them and observe them just for one lunch time and see what groups stick 

together. All the Traveller girls stick together and there are certain reasons behind that. 

Traveller boys stick together…. They are more comfortable. And regarding Traveller culture-

girls cannot be seen on their own. There is a stigma to that… And if you see them on their 

own there is a reason behind it. (John, SP) 

 

I suppose they are trying to join in but they don’t want to be seen hanging out with us or 

something… I don’t know. Probably ‘cause they would get a slagging from other Travellers if 

they were seen with a certain person in school…  (Brian, WISP) 

I am not sure, because they stay in their group, of like all Travellers, maybe they would like to 

mix, because I have heard from girls that if they married say a non-Traveller, then they 

wouldn’t really be accepted. And I think that is really not fair… And I think boy Travellers 

mix with different groups, more than girls do. (Victoria, MSP)  

 

Ruth (SP) suggested that she encouraged her children to be friends with Travellers and claimed she 

invited them to their birthday parties. While she herself admitted to not communicating with the 

parents of these Traveller children, she blamed the parents for not taking up the invitations. She also 

expressed the view that her children had friends that might be negatively biased towards Travellers 

and did not seem to understand how this might make a Traveller avoid that environment.  

All of my children have all gone to school with Travellers. And would have been very good 

friends with them. But I suppose even with that bit of personal experience inviting to birthday 

parties… there would not be integration or anything like that. One of my daughters would 

have been very friendly with a little Traveller girl but she would have never been allowed to 

come to birthday parties. Which I thought myself… we always invited… which was sad… 

But certainly I don’t differentiate. And certainly my children don’t but they would have had 

friends maybe that were a little bit biased… You know ‘hey don’t be friends with them’… but 

no I suppose I never would have engaged with the parents of the girls. (Ruth, SP) 

 

The SPs, the WISPs and the MSPs thought that it would be a good thing for Travellers if they started 

to mix more as people might change their perceptions of Travellers if they got a chance to know them.  

Well I think Travellers need to start mixing more. You know start hanging around with other 

people. Not other Travellers. You know ‘cause when Travellers hang around with other 

Travellers the fear to go around them is never going to go away. But do you know if they are 

seen hanging out with other people like... it probably would not exist after a while. Like 

people would probably think about it at the start a bit but they would get over it after a 

while... like they would get over it after a year I would say. (Brian, WISP) 
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Some of the SPs suggested that Travellers needed to stop hanging around in “big gangs” (Padraic, SP) 

if they were going to “do themselves any favours” (Caroline, SP) and endear themselves to wider 

society.  

 

Not all of the SPs blamed Travellers for the lack of mixing. Muireann (SP), for example, implied that 

in many cases it was non-Traveller parents that discouraged their children from mixing with Traveller 

students and recalled how a parent had complained to the school because her son was hanging out 

with a Traveller boy even though the Traveller boy was the only friend her son had. Muireann (SP) 

also suggested that other parents would also complain if their children were seated beside Traveller 

students. 

 

Celine (Traveller TSP) claimed not to have a problem with non-Travellers, but said she had her own 

group of friends that she was closer to and explained that that was because there was continuity in 

their relationships as they saw each other after school and spoke on the phone constantly and she 

knew them “since [she] I was small” (Celine, TSP).  

Yeah, I'd still talk to them and that, I wouldn't have a problem with them… I would, but like I 

have my own friends that I am closer to…There is one or two that I just met when I came into 

the school, but then the rest of them I knew like since I was small… Because you can ... like I 

learned to mix with Travellers outside of school so, when I go to see the rest of my friends 

just not like in the school, and you're talking to them constantly and like you are always on 

the phone to them, so you find better friendship. (Celine, TSP) 

I gets on with all my friends and all my cousins. I get on with them, I don't care, because all 

of us know, we are all taught the same, like, we are all taught the same, so we don't really care 

what people think about us… (Rosa, TSP) 

 

Jennifer (TSP) believed that the non-Travellers were “fearful” of Traveller boys and implied that some 

Traveller boys used this to their advantage and played on the stereotype. Jennifer (TSP) believed that 

some people went out of their way to be friends with Travellers, to the point where they seemed to 

“almost want to be a Traveller”. She felt that they did this because Travellers were seen as tough and 

people felt that if they latched on to Travellers that they would have their protection.  

… some people would not even look at a Traveller. Then there are buffers that try to hang 

around with Travellers. They almost want to be a Traveller? …  I just think it is because 

Travellers have a lot of control over so many of the people within the school… Because they 

are mostly feared… They think ‘oh no one is going to touch me now if I am friends with this 

fella’… No, I think they [Traveller boys] like it ‘cause they have followers… (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

Martin (TSP) also informed me that he would not hang around with non-Travellers and like Jennifer 

(TSP), he also believed that this was in part because some of the non-Travellers feared him. However, 

he knew that being feared was not the only reason non-Travellers did not want to hang around with 

him as pointed out that not all of them feared him. It was clear that being disliked and called 
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derogatory names really hurt Martin (TSP) because in spite of his outward bravado he was quite 

emotional when he talked about his experiences with non-Travellers.  

I would not mix. Do you know what I mean? I would talk to them but I would not actually 

mix with them. I would mix with my own… Well some would fear me and some don’t. Do 

you know what I mean? … I mean there are some young fellas I get on with and talk to and 

all but then you get the others that are weird… Like they don’t say ‘oh you knacker’ and all 

this to your face but they go behind your back… It just makes you feel different. And I like… 

I am just human like yourself… don’t treat me differently. But they do like. And it is (gets 

emotional) (Martin, TSP) 

 

When people employ a cultural deficit lens they tend to engage in discourses which blame the victim 

(Erickson, 1987; Irvine, 1990; Strickland, 1994; Miller, 1995) for not being able to blend in. When we 

engage in ‘victim blaming’ behaviours we deny our own complicity in any wrong doing and make the 

‘other’ responsible for their situation.  

 

Ruth (SP) positioned herself as someone that went out of her way to be inclusive towards Travellers 

outside of school. She lacked any understanding regarding what it might be like for a Traveller child 

to attend a party in her house where she admitted some of the other attendees might be hostile towards 

Travellers. A birthday party is meant to be a fun experience. It is something you do in your down 

time. Children typically do not want to go to spaces where they feel unwelcome and research has 

found that Traveller children tactically avoid certain spaces so that they do not have to deal with 

discrimination (Joyce, 2017) and racial micro-aggressions. Ruth (SP) lacked any insight into why a 

Traveller child might not take up her party invites and resorted to blaming Traveller culture for the 

lack of mixing instead. Teachers need to be made aware of the experiences of young Travellers so that 

they can understand the impact that persistent racism has on their psychological development and 

develop a sense of empathy towards Traveller students as opposed to a sense of blame.  

 

 

The TSPs explained why they do not mix. Like all groups of human beings, they cited needing the 

feeling of connectedness and belonging (Maslow, 1968). While the lack of mixing between Travellers 

and members of the dominant group is often presented as Travellers not wanting to dilute culture (cf. 

Lloyd and Stead, 2001; Cudworth, 2018) the same argument is rarely employed to explain the lack of 

mixing between members of the dominant group and minority groups. Most of what has been written 

about Travellers has been written by settled academics who often reinforce a sense of otherness when 

they fail to link Traveller behaviour to human behaviour. All human beings are more comfortable 

among their own. The TSPs wanting to be among their own is expressed in terms of the comfort they 

feel with people that they have connections with. Given the level of social distance from Travellers 

that is evident in the Irish context (MacGreil, 1997; Lynch and Lodge, 2002; Tormey and Gleeson, 
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2012) it is not surprising that the TSPs do not have more real friendships with students outside of their 

own cultural group.  

 

Some of the Travellers students believed that non-Travellers did not hang around with Travellers 

because they were fearful of them. This is not surprising when we consider the violent criminal 

stereotype ascribed to all members of the Traveller community via the media and dominant discourses 

(Morris 2000; Drummond 2006). Kellner (1995, p. 1) contends that the media provide “the materials 

out of which people forge their very identities”. The media not only influences how we see others but 

it shapes how we see ourselves and subsequently affects our behaviour (Kabachnik, 2009). Drawing 

on Nemeth (1991), Kabachnik (2009) contends that many Traveller and/or Gypsy men find the violent 

stereotype preferable to the victim stereotype because they would rather be associated with some sort 

of power, even if it is negative, as it allows them to command some form of respect and/or makes 

people leave them alone because they are feared. This allows Irish Travellers to avoid, what Fanon 

(1968, p. 81) describes as the “internalization of inferiority”. As Jennifer (TSP) pointed out, some 

young Traveller men embraced the violent stereotype and used it to their advantage in order to 

maintain some kind of status within the school environment. The TSPs were not aware that when they 

embodied the stereotype that they were reinforcing and justifying their out-group position 

(Kabachnik, 2009; Leahy, 2014). Kabachnik (2009) argues that the internalization and the 

performance of stereotypical roles reinforces and fulfils the expectations of the non-Irish Travellers. 

Young Travellers need to be engaged in conversations regarding how Traveller identity is being 

constructed, shaped and influenced by outside forces so that they can understand and deconstruct the 

stereotypes ascribed to them.  

 

8.5 Student-Teacher Relationships in St. Greg’s 

8.5.1 Identifying Good Teacher Qualities 

The student participants from across the different groups valued teachers that were “not bored with 

the subject” (Hayden, WISP) and who could make the subject interesting and get the work done “in a 

fun way” (Johnathan, WISP). They also liked teachers that were “strict” enough to make them do 

their work as long as they were “not too strict” (Holly, MPS) and “could have a laugh” (Martin, TSP) 

sometimes. The student participants noticed when teachers were prepared for class and valued 

teachers who took the time to make their lessons interesting and accessible. The student participants 

also appreciated when a teacher was “encouraging” (Christiano, MSP), could explain things and who 

gave them specific and positive feedback and pushed them to do their best. The student participants 

identified the importance of feeling like they could talk to their teachers. Celine (TSP) specifically 

mentioned that it was important for her to feel as if she could confide in and trust her teachers.  



201 
 

Encouraging. Work just as hard as the students, to get the student to make an improvement…  

Knowing what the student has a problem with, and getting to work on it. Helping them to 

correct the work so they knew what they are doing wrong. (Christiano, MSP) 

She is really easy to understand... she makes it easier, Art, and when I was in primary school, 

I was horrible at it so when I came I felt I was much... And sometimes my teacher points out 

the good things, she doesn't say anything is bad, because she says everything is unique… she 

just she doesn't judge us by our drawing... (Marian, MSP) 

… or if you're not able to do the work, and you ask [a teacher] for like for help, [some] will 

say, "Oh do it at home."... But some of them are like, "okay I'll help you, if you don't know, 

I'll come down we will take some time with you and help you." (Theresa, TSP) 

… that you can get on with them, and like what you say to them, you are confident it will be 

between ye, and if you have any struggles that you can just go to them for help after class 

even. (Celine, TSP) 

Oh, she is so nice. She is one of the nicest teachers ever. Yeah, she is so friendly as well. And 

she is so like welcoming ... like, at break or whatever, and I would go into her classroom, it is 

the kitchen and just like you go, "hey Miss, how are you?" and just sit down and have a 

conversation, she is really easy to talk to as well. (Josef, MSP) 

 

The student participants said they tended to like the subject when they liked the teacher and were 

more inclined to participate for teachers that they liked as opposed to those they did not like.  

Well it all depends if a teacher like, like if they be nice to you, like. If they are nice to you, 

you will be nice to them. And you learn in their class. But if they are not nice to you, you 

won't do nothing... say [name of teacher] class, she is a nice teacher. She is very respectful. 

She won't judge you, like. (Rosa, TSP) 

We had [name of teacher] last year, and although we did Christianity, and some of her 

opinions were a bit outdated… I actually enjoyed it because we had class discussions and 

were able to talk about our opinions... whereas [name of teacher] tries to get the class to 

discuss things, but I think it's because nobody likes being there, and no one likes her, 

everybody just ignore her and they don't want to do what she asks. (Holly, MSP) 

 

Some of the student participants identified the importance of their teachers having high expectations 

and pushing them “to do your [their] best” (Christiano, MSP). While Holly (MSP) liked that her 

teachers had high expectations from her, she noted that this was not the same for all students. She 

observed that if “you would be perceived as a certain type of student” then all “the teachers tar you 

with the same brush”. She felt that she was perceived as a good student and that her teachers were 

“really surprised if she got annoyed” as they “don’t see you as a person that can get annoyed” in the 

same way as “they don’t seem to see the people that do get annoyed as people that can do well” 

(Holly, MSP). Jennifer (TSP) thought that having high expectations could be problematic and felt that 

some teachers had unreasonably high expectations of all students and thought that the students that 

could not meet their expectations were considered “a failure”.  

I think some teachers do just paint certain students with the same brush, and they ... like I was 

always a good student… They don't see you as a person who can get annoyed, and they don't 
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seem to see the people who do get annoyed, as people who can do well… I think that then 

colours your whole view of school. (Holly, MSP) 

... everything has to be perfect for them and if you are not perfect you are a failure. Like do 

you know the favourites you would not say anything to them… But you know the people who 

get Cs and Ds, well they would look kind of differently on them. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

While none of the student participants from across the different groups liked teachers that shouted “all 

the time” (Holly, MSP) or those that gave “out about everything” (Marian, MSP), the TSPs, in 

particular, felt that how teachers spoke to them in front of others was important. Celine (TSP) 

explained that she got on best with teachers who were “nice” and who did not embarrass her when 

they needed to tell her off but instead “just come around and say you have to be quiet, like”. If 

shouted at by a teacher she argued that she “would have to answer them back like” (Celine, TSP). 

Similarly, Rosa (TSP) did not like teachers that shouted at her “for no reason” and reported that it 

made her feel pressurised to resist doing what they wanted when they behaved in what she perceived 

as such a disrespectful way. She attributed this pressure to resist to her being a Traveller because “we 

lose our temper” and other Travellers would be expecting her to react.  

I don't like the way she talks to people, like they are thick, or the way she treats other issues… 

You don't have to scream and shout at them all the time, if you scream and shout at them they 

will probably act up just as much as if you talk to them nicely. (Holly, MSP) 

It is like if you do one thing, if you decide to just move like that, they turn around and say - 

why did you do that? ... And then sometimes they get annoyed… and then all of a sudden they 

will turn mean. They will be giving out about everything and you will be, I didn't do anything. 

(Marian, MSP) 

But it all depends how the teacher acts with you like. If they are roaring at you for no 

reason… especially us, like Travellers, we lose our temper like, so you are sitting there and 

they are roaring at you, you just can't hold it in because everyone is looking at you. They are 

all expecting like… It all depends what way the teacher acts with you. (Rosa, TSP) 

 

Some of the TSPs specifically mentioned that some teachers were racist towards them. For example, 

Mickey (TSP) recalled being ignored in primary school by some teachers. However, he found that 

since he came to St. Greg’s all his teachers had “been helping him out”.  

... some people would be like racist to you, about being a Traveller. Some teachers just like, 

just leave you on your own and they won't help out the Travellers… That happened to me in 

my last school, a few times… (Mickey, TSP) 

 

Martin (TSP) felt that while some teachers “would understand… Travellers” others did not and as a 

result would give Travellers a “hard time”. He recalled an incident that had occurred when one 

teacher had asked him to read and he remembered feeling humiliated because he was unable to read.  

... In fairness, there is one or two or three or four teachers there yeah... they understand where 

you are coming come. They would be helping students all their life. They would understand 

them you know, understand Travellers. But you know the rest of them like... hard time! … 



203 
 

The first time I met her I nearly died. Do you know you are meant to read?  Well I had my 

head down and she said ‘hey you, what is your name?’ and I was like ‘who me?’ I nearly 

died. I was not laughing like… (Martin, MSP) 

 

All of the student participants expressed a desire to learn and agreed that their teachers had the power 

to affect how they engaged with the learning process. Teddlie and Reynolds (2008) contend that what 

happens in the classroom affects students both socially and academically. While, in general, it is 

agreed “that teachers make a difference, there is lack of consensus about which aspects of teachers 

matter most” (Palardy and Rumberger, 2008, p. 112). The student participants from across the 

different groups were very clear regarding the teaching styles that they appreciated and highlighted 

that they are many aspects to quality teaching (Young and Shaw, 1999). Their views about what 

constituted good teaching are similar to those which have been reported in other research both 

internationally and within the Irish context (cf. Smyth and McCoy, 2011; Kaur, 2008, 2009; Murray, 

2011). For example, students have identified effective teachers as those who are prepared for class, 

possess good subject knowledge, and are able to communicate clearly and effectively (NCCA, 2006; 

Smyth et al., 2011; Reiger and Stand, 2000). Guskey and Huberman (1995) and others (cf. Smyth et 

al., 2011; Osler, 2010) posit that an effective teacher continuously checked to see if students are 

understanding the lesson and adapts their lesson accordingly. The student participants highlighted 

how appreciative they were when a teacher took the time to give them specific feedback (Hattie 2008; 

Wiggins, 2012) and made abstract concepts more concrete for them (Trigwell, 2001). Students also 

prefer teachers who are fun, respectful, relaxed and approachable (ibid.). Being praised and 

encouraged to do well were also considered important by the student participants (Smyth et al., 2011). 

The student participants also identified the ability to manage the classroom environment effectively as 

a good teacher quality (Tschannen-Moran, 2000; Emmer et al., 2003). Undesirable qualities include a 

perceived lack of subject knowledge and a lack of patience (Smyth et al., 2011).  

 

The student participants highlighted how they viewed their teachers as more than just the conveyors 

of knowledge. They saw them as potential confidantes and appreciated it when a teacher acted like 

they cared about them. Darling and Hammond (2000) argue that caring about students is a 

fundamental element of quality teaching. The student participants responses are a reminder that as 

teachers “you are not teaching lessons or subjects, you are teaching students, real people” (Alford and 

Griffin, 2013).  

 

The student participants highlighted how their experiences with a teacher had the potential to impact 

on how much they liked/disliked a particular subject (ibid.). Research on students in higher education 

found teachers who focussed too much on classroom management failed to foster a love of their 
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subject to their students (Marton and Booth, 1997). This is problematic as it has the potential to affect 

how a student engages with that particular subject in the future (Prosser and Trigwell, 1999).  

 

Best and Addison (2000) contend that students judge their teachers based on whether or not they 

perceive them to be friendly and warm towards them. It was evident from some of the student 

participant responses, the TSPs, in particular, that they had experienced interactions with some of 

their teachers that lacked such warmth. A teacher’s behaviour has a direct impact on student 

engagement (Huitt, 2003) and so it is important to understand how Traveller children perceive teacher 

behaviour. The issue of not being humiliated in front of others was identified as particularly important 

to the TSPs. Some of the TSPs reported that they felt pressured to respond to teachers that shouted at 

them and/or made them feel embarrassed in front of other students, in particular other Traveller 

students. Often when Traveller children are hostile to their teachers it is viewed as part of Traveller 

culture. However, my findings suggest that the students are actually reacting to perceived racial 

micro-aggressions. They do not want to ‘lose face’ in front of their Traveller peers by allowing a non-

Traveller to humiliate them. Smyth et al. (2006) found that students knew when they had been treated 

unfairly and were vocal about it. As Martin (TSP) pointed out, in order to be inclusive, teachers 

should know about their students’ strengths and weaknesses so that can support their learning. 

Students do not like it when teachers speak in a degrading or condescending manner (Miley and 

Gonsalves, 2003).  

 

8.5.2 Having Differential Relationships with Teachers 

All of the student participants from across the different groups talked about student-teacher 

relationships. While the student participants in general claimed to have relatively good relationships 

with most of their teachers, the level and extent to which relationships were perceived as positive 

differed for each group.  

 

While some of the MSPs complained about individual teachers, overall there was a resounding belief 

that the teachers in St. Greg’s worked above and beyond the call of duty. Teachers were described as 

being “nice” “committed” (Holly, MSP) “encouraging” (Marian, MSP) “fun” (Christiano, MSP) 

“friendly” (Josef, MSP) and “awesome” (Fiona, MSP). However, the MSPs pointed out that St. 

Greg’s was like “... any school, some teachers are good and some are bad. You will never get all good 

teachers, or all good people, like”. (Victoria, MSP) 

 

The WISPs described “most” of their teachers as “fine” (Johnathan, WISP), “okay” (Hayden, WISP) 

and “really sound” (Brian, WISP). While Connor (WISP) never got “into trouble”, three of the other 

WISPs noted that their relationships with teachers improved as they got older. They talked about 
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being “suspended” (Johnathan, WISP) on a frequent basis, “like every two or three weeks” (Hayden, 

WISP) in first and second year but explained that things “became better” (Brian, WISP) after they had 

completed their Junior Certs.  

Even if I did the smallest thing, they’d give out so much for it. But now if I did something 

kind of bad they don’t mind. (Johnathan, WISP) 

 

Only one of the WISPs, Jason, was still experiencing on-going problems in school with his teachers. 

Jason (WISP) talked about having bad relationships with “most” of his teachers although there was 

one teacher that he really liked because he felt that that teacher helped him to “calm” down when he 

lost his temper.  

I shout at teachers, tell teachers to fuck off. I tell them to go away. I just practically say 

everything to them… if you are mad, they [the teacher] will like bring you out to play a game 

of soccer. Calm you down. If you get mad and music calms you down he lets you listen to 

music. (Jason, WISP) 

 

While Mickey (TSP) claimed to “get on really well” with all of his teachers, the rest of the TSPs had a 

more mixed view and while some explained that they got on “with most of them [their teachers]” 

(Celine, TSP), others felt that didn’t “really get on with” at all (Rosa, TSP). Serena (TSP) believed 

that “all teachers” hated her because she did “a lot of messing”. Brigid (TSP) claimed to like her 

teachers but like Serena (TSP) she also believed that “a good few” of her teachers did not like her and 

felt that she did not “get on with most of them”. Brigid (TSP) thought that her teachers did not like her 

because she was “too loud” and “always talking”. While Connie (TSP) thought that some of his 

teachers were “alright” he found some of them to be a bit “snobby” and unreasonably strict.  

I am too loud and I'm always talking. I know that because I do always talk and like the 

teachers say something and like I'm just talking amongst the girls, I am always like that… 

(Brigid, TSP) 

The way they talk some teachers are like snobby and stuff like that… if you talk they go mad, 

they don't like you if you just talk once. (Connie, TSP) 

Well all I know is that all teachers hate me... because I do a lot of messing… I do a lot of 

shouting, they hate me because I'm very bold… they don't like me because I don't do my 

work. I do a lot of shouting, I swings off my chair… I find it hard to concentrate, I don't 

listen. I'm not telling you lies now. (Serena, TSP) 

 

Rosa (TSP) complained that she found some of her teachers confusing and felt that she was unfairly 

treated by certain individuals. Rosa (TSP) believed that one particular teacher always picked on her 

and that she was put on report for stuff that she did not do. Martin (TSP) also felt that the school 

principal “picked on me [him] a lot” and didn’t think his teacher were helpful unless students were “a 

lick-arse or something like that” (Martin, TSP).  
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So I said, "Yeah, I have problems with you every day of the week, I said. I don't know what is 

going on, but you always have a problem with me. I said, I don't know what is wrong with 

you."... And I was there sitting down, and she says, "I am writing a report about you." And 

she was there for about half an hour writing the report on me and there was no incident to 

report… I can't make her out, if a boy like ...If someone talks to you and if you answer back 

then, like if you talk back, you are gettin' in trouble. But she never notices the people who are 

talking to me. (Rosa, TSP) 

The teachers would not be any good in there anyways. I’ll tell you that for a fact like… They 

would not help you that much… you have to be a lick arse or something like that… Me and 

the Principal do not get on at all… She just picked on me a lot. Do you know what I mean? I 

can’t explain it to you. (Martin, TSP) 

 

Jennifer (TSP) noted that she got on well some of the “younger teachers” and in particular, with a 

teacher that came from a working class background but did not know if the positive interaction could 

be attributed to “where he is from or anything” (Jennifer, MSP).  

… Well like I do not know if it has anything to do with where he is from or anything but there 

is a teacher, he is from [name of working class area where he is from] ... you kind of get 

along... I don’t know... you feel comfortable. Where the other teachers you feel like you have 

to use big words. Do you know with I mean? (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

As can be seen from above, the students from the three different student groups reported having 

differential relationships with their teachers. From the students’ perspectives, good student-teacher 

relationships were important. Research has found that positive student-teacher relationships are 

important in order to help students adjust to the school environment both socially and academically ( 

McCoy et al., 2014; Jensen, 2010). Furthermore, research has indicated that good student-teacher 

relationships decreased the risk of early school leaving (Doyle and Keane, 2018; Janosz and Fallu, 

2003; Rumberger, 1995) as students who have positive interactions with their teachers tend to develop 

better attitudes towards school (Ewing and Taylor, 2009; Walker and Graham, 2019).  

 

The MSPs tended to perceive their relationships with their teachers as supportive and encouraging. 

While they felt that their teachers were generally supportive and approachable, they did note that not 

all teachers could be described as “good” teachers and that it was not possible to have good 

relationships with all of their teachers. Research in the Irish context has suggested that teachers view 

non-Traveller minority students positively because they tend to perceive them as hard working in 

comparison to working class Irish students who they constructed in ‘deficit terms’ (Devine, 2005). 

They also differentiated between different migrant groups such as Eastern Europeans and Africans 

(ibid.). as previously noted, while both groups were generally described in positive terms, teachers 

tended to describe African students more in terms of their “behaviour and personality traits” (Devine, 

2005, p. 62).  
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Some of the WISPs indicated that their student-teacher relationships improved over the years. 

Research has found that teachers tend to have negative interactions with students in schools with a 

high concentration of working class students (Doyle and Keane, 2018). The WISPs noted that they 

tended to misbehave during their first years in school and reported being suspended numerous times 

during those years. Research within the Irish context has found that student misbehaviour is at its 

worst during the second year of post-primary school with 10 percent of second years reporting that 

they had been suspended at least once during second year (NCCA, 2006). Students from working 

class backgrounds were more likely to report having been suspended than students from other social 

class groups (ibid.). Behavioural problems have been associated with poor student-teacher 

relationships (McGrath and Van Bergen, 2015). Likewise, positive student-teacher relationships have 

been linked to positive student behaviour (Hamre and Pianta, 2005; Baker, Grant, and Morlock 2008). 

Hamre and Pianta (2001) found that behavioural problems worsened over time when students 

developed negative student-teacher relationships. As Jason (WISP) noted, there was at least one 

teacher that worked effectively with him and helped to return to a state of calm when he was finding it 

hard to regulate his emotions. Quin (2017) found that behaviour improved for teachers when students 

had a positive relationship with them. Notably, Jason (WISP) was in the lowest stream in the school. 

Students in the lower streams have been found to have the worst relationships with their teachers 

(NCCA, 2006). Research has found that students in the lower streams tend to be male and working 

class (NCCA, 2006).  

 

The student participants mentioned how important it was for them for their teachers to have high 

expectations. Holly (MSP) was quite insightful when she talked about the importance of teachers 

having high expectations of all learners (Bryan, 2008; McGorman and Sugrue, 2007) and noted that in 

some cases teachers lowered their expectations. Lowered expectations are both class and race related 

(Archer and Francis, 2007; Gillborn, 2010). Studies show that teachers often have remarkably low 

expectations regarding children from minorities and low-income families (Gomez and Tabachnick, 

1992; Terrill and Mark, 2000; Allard and Santoro, 2005; Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999). In the Irish 

context, teachers have been found to have high expectations of certain migrant groups (Leavy, 2010; 

Devine, 2008) while viewing working-class students in ‘deficit terms’ (Leavy, 2010). Cultural deficit 

thinking leads to lowered teacher expectations and the pathologisation of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds (White, 2014). Numerous studies highlight how this deficit teaching model causes 

teachers to unfairly label students from minority backgrounds (Ford, Harris III, Tyson and Trotman, 

2001; Youdell, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1999). Teachers’ often make negative assumptions about 

minority students which frequently results in lowered teacher expectations (White, 2014; Villegas et 

al., 2007). Doyle and Keane (2018, p. 4) remind us that low expectations from teachers “are 

associated with early school leaving”.  
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While some of the TSPs reported having good relationships with their teachers, others reported 

feeling “picked” on (Martin, TSP) or unfairly treated by some of their teachers. Some of the TSPs 

reported feeling as if their teachers were stricter with them than they were with other students. Rosa 

(TSP) felt that she got put on ‘report’ for stuff that other students would get away with. Research has 

found that students from lower socio-economic groups feel that their teachers treat them unfairly 

(Lynch 1999; Byrne and Smyth, 2010; Doyle and Keane, 2018). The parents of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds also felt that their children’s teachers implemented the rules differently 

for them (Doyle and Keane, 2018). While there has been little research in the Irish context that 

specifically examines the relationships between Traveller students and their teachers, research has 

indicated that Travellers in general report having negative school experiences (Hourigan and 

Campbell, 2010). In the UK, research has found that GRT students tend to report having poor 

relationships with their teachers (Derrington, 2007). Likewise, research has also demonstrated that 

teachers tend to view GRT students negatively (Bhopal, 2010 a). Bloomer, Hamilton and Potter 

(2013) reported that Traveller parents were fearful of their children being treated unfairly by teachers 

while in school. Research suggests that indeed many teachers do hold stereotypical attitudes towards 

them and their families (Lloyd and McCluskey 2008; Bhopal, 2011). Bhopal (2011) found that some 

teachers framed Traveller culture as disruptive and abnormal. Other studies have also found that 

teachers view Traveller students as unruly and disruptive with little to no respect for authority in the 

classroom (Lloyd and Stead, 2001; Levinson, 2005). Valdes (1996) highlights how cultural 

differences may result in teachers misunderstanding the minority students that they teach. Bhopal 

(2011) asserts that Traveller education will not improve if teacher attitudes do not become more 

affirmative.  

 

The teaching population in Ireland tends to reflect the teaching population internationally in terms of 

its homogenous nature (Keane and Heinz, 2015, 2016; Keane, Heinz and Eaton, 2017). The lack of 

diversity has been flagged as problematic for a number of reasons (as discussed in detail in chapter 

three) and creating a more diverse teaching population is of international concern for a number of 

reasons (Santoro, 2015). For example, some studies have found that teachers from diverse 

backgrounds are often more positively pre-disposed to working with students from diverse 

backgrounds (Villegas and Irvine, 2010; Santoro, 2013, 2015). It is assumed that this cross-cultural 

knowledge enables minority teachers to bridge the gap between the home and school environment 

(Delpit, 1995). Furthermore, it has been argued that teachers from minority backgrounds have more 

positive dispositions towards minority students because of their own lived experiences which they 

bring with them on entry to ITE (Sleeter, 2001, 2004). Studies have also suggested that teachers who 

have themselves experienced marginalisation can be powerful advocates for minority students 
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(Santoro, 2009; Villegas and Irvine, 2010). The Path 1 Projects71 and the Access to Post-Primary 

Teaching Project72, which are funded by the Higher Education Authority (HEA), have been set up in 

an attempt to support the participation of those from underrepresented groups to become teachers 

(Keane and Heinz, 2015; 2016; Heinz and Keane, 2018). Research has found that working class 

teachers (Heinz, Keane and Foley, 2017; Keane, 2017) and teachers from minority and/or 

marginalised backgrounds have a positive impact on students from backgrounds similar to their own 

(Villegas and Irvine, 2010; Santoro, 2013, 2015). As Jennifer (TSP) pointed out, she felt 

“comfortable” with one particular teacher who came from the same working class area that she did. 

Often, because of their own negative experiences of education (cf. Millar, 2017; Keane, 2017; 2011b), 

pre-service teachers from lower socio-economic backgrounds often enter teaching in order to ‘give 

back’ to students like them (Heinz, Keane and Foley, 2017) Jennifer (TSP) also highlighted that she 

tended to have better relationships with “younger teachers”. Newly qualified teachers have been given 

the opportunity to do work during their initial teacher education regarding the importance of 

developing good student teacher relationships (Kelly, 2016). 

 

While some of the TSPs reported having negative relationships with some of their teachers, it is 

important to note that they also reported having good relationships with at least some of their teachers.  

 

8.6 Conclusion  

This chapter examined the relationships between the SPs and the student participants from across the 

different groups - MSPs, WISPs and TSPs. It explored issues of identity and belonging and 

considered which people and/or groups were considered ‘normal’, from the perspectives of the staff 

and student participants, within the school environment and Irish society. The findings demonstrated 

that TSPs, the MSPs and the WISPs did not have meaningful relationships with each other.  

 

The next chapter examines how inclusion and an intercultural approach to education were being 

understood and practiced in St. Greg’s from the perspectives of the SPs and the student participants 

from all of the different groups – non-Traveller minority student participants (MSPs), white Irish 

student participants (WISPs) and Traveller student participants (TSPs). 

 

 

                                                           
71 In 2016, the Department of Education and Skills launched the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH), which 

was administered by the Higher Education Authority (HEA). Strand 1 provided €2.4 million for projects related to 

diversifying ITE for target groups in the National Access Plan.  
72 The Access to Post-primary Teaching (APT) project is funded under PATH 1, and aims to support the participation and 

retention of those from lower socio-economic groups in post-primary ITE. The wider APT project is a joint project of one of 

the seven universities in the Republic of Ireland and a college affiliated to the university. The university aspect focuses on 

increasing participation of lower socioeconomic groups in the two-year postgraduate Professional Master of Education 

(PME) programme 
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Chapter Nine: Misunderstandings, Resistances and Discomfort in Intercultural Education 

 

9.1 Introduction  

This chapter examines how inclusion and an intercultural approach to education were being 

understood and practiced in St. Greg’s from the perspectives of the staff participants (SP) and the 

student participants from all of the different groups - non-Traveller minority student participants 

(MSPs), white Irish student participants (WISPs) and Traveller student participants (TSPs).  

 

There are five sections in this chapter. Section two examines the ways that the SPs conceptualised and 

practiced inclusive education in St. Greg’s. Section three explores ability grouping as it was practiced 

in St. Greg’s and discusses how it was being used as a form of behaviour management. Section four 

discusses the issue of challenging student behaviour in St. Greg’s as well the steps taken to manage 

behavioural issues within the school environment. Finally, section five examines how an intercultural 

approach to education was being understood and implemented in St. Greg’s, particularly in relation to 

Travellers.  

 

9.2 Positioning St. Greg’s as an Inclusive School 

9.2.1 “Some of Our Kids are Just Living Day to Day”73 

The SPs understood that there were many complex “underlying factors” (Ruth, SP) affecting the 

students that they taught. They believed that the students at St. Greg’s were “a lot tougher” (Sarah, 

SP) to teach because they “came from very difficult backgrounds” (Ruth, SP). Students in St. Greg’s 

were described as having “genuine problems” (Sarah, staff participant) and “much more challenges” 

(John, SP) than students in “most other schools” (Sarah, SP). The SPs identified poverty, addiction, 

homelessness and domestic violence as issues affecting the students at St. Greg’s.  

… a lot of our students come from very difficult backgrounds… a lot of them might not even 

have had breakfast in the morning… there are a lot of underlying factors there. (Ruth, SP) 

… it depends on the home. It can be problems with alcohol, problems with drugs, can be 

members of families in prison, parents can be in the shelter, because of domestic violence, 

quite regularly, and sometimes for long periods of time… we would have a number of parents 

that would have experienced homelessness... there may be even queries about neglect. (Kathy, 

SP) 

 

 

While there was an acknowledgement from the SPs that there were wider “social issues” (Padraic, SP) 

affecting some of their students, they felt that it was an individual’s responsibility to overcome these 

problems. For example, Sarah (SP) highlighted that some of the students came from homes where the 

                                                           
73 John (SP) describes the students in St. Greg’s as coming from backgrounds where “some of our kids [the students] are just 

living day to day”.  
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mother hadn’t the “space” for dealing with the school “stuff” and understood that this put her students 

at a disadvantage. She identified the importance of having empathy for her students. However, she 

also argued that as the school had to “operate on a certain level of expectation” the “kids… have to 

[be able to] cope with whatever” life throws at them (Sarah, SP). Padraic (SP) also demonstrated that 

he understood that the students in St. Greg’s came from difficult circumstances. Whereas Sarah (SP) 

tended not to blame the home, Padraic (SP) did blame the “home” and implied that the parents of the 

students that attended St. Greg’s were not “dealing” with issues that arose at school in the way that 

they ought to be.  

But when you think of it, a lot of them don't have the yummy mummies there getting their 

stuff ready, and checking they have everything, and you know... They don't have someone 

who cares about what they are doing… and it is not that they don’t care, they don’t have the 

space for it... but I suppose schools have to operate on a certain level of expectation, from all 

students… you have to draw the line at some point and say, look it, beyond this… Kids, you 

have to cope with whatever. (Sarah, SP) 

 

There are a lot of issues, and it’s social issues really sometimes when you give out to them 

about things, you say, ‘now I am not giving out to you because of this, because it is not your 

responsibility, it is home.’ You say to them ‘I am not blaming you for it, I am just telling you 

what is wrong here, and it is your parents that should be in here dealing with this’... (Padraic, 

SP) 

 

 

Some of the SPs felt that the school did everything that it could to ensure that their students 

progressed in education. They argued that “the drive to succeed” (John, SP) needed to come from the 

home. Ruth (SP) felt that the school “can only do so much”.  

I mean there are a lot of underlying factors there and it is a challenge for us as teachers to get 

them to see that the learning is important…And we can only do so much here within the 

school. Once they are at home then they are in a different environment. Different influences 

there (Ruth, SP). 

You know so you are educating in regarding that anything is possible and plausible once you 

have the drive to succeed and the energy and providing you have your parents guiding you 

along. But if your parents are not guiding along you are kind of in trouble to a certain degree. 

You know (John, SP).  

 

By comparison, the SPs generally believed that the students in other schools came from good homes 

where “they are fed and watered” (John, SP) and described them as “motivated” (Barry, SP) and as 

students that had “aspirations” (John, SP) whereas the students at St. Greg’s were described as young 

people that were “just living day to day” (John, SP).  

… But they are motivated. They have aspirations. They know where they want to go to. Some 

of our kids are just living day to day and going from week to week. They don’t think about 

the future... (John, SP) 
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As the SPs highlighted, there is an over concentration of disadvantage and a greater complexity of 

need in urban DEIS schools like St. Greg’s and many of the students come from families and 

communities experiencing socio-economic disadvantage (Kavanagh and Weir, 2018; Kavanagh, Weir 

and Moran, 2017). The SPs drew attention to the wider inequalities currently being experienced by 

different groups in Irish society. Child poverty has worsened since the downturn of the economy and 

it has been estimated that almost one-quarter of all children in Ireland are living in poverty (CSO, 

2017). Research highlights how children, in particular minority children, are one of the worst affected 

by the current homelessness crisis with over one third of the homeless population being made up of 

children (Grotti, Russell, Fahey, and Maitre, 2018). Travellers make up to 9 percent of the homeless 

population even though they only account for less than 1 percent of the overall population (ibid.). 

Media coverage in Ireland has shamefully drawn attention to the presence of food poverty. In a 2018 

press release, the children’s charity Barnardos, stated that one in nine children in Ireland go to bed 

hungry at night, therefore, it was not surprising to hear that some of students in St. Greg’s were 

arriving to school without having had “breakfast or food in the morning” (Sarah, SP) or that some of 

them had experienced homelessness.  

 

In addition to social issues, the SPs pointed out that many of the students at St. Greg’s had 

experienced adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) (Shonkoff, Boyce and Mc Ewen, 2009) such as 

witnessing domestic violence, living with addiction and substance abuse, having family members 

incarcerated (Finkelhor et al., 2013) and/or “in some cases even neglect” (Cathy, SP). ACEs have 

long lasting effects on a human being and affect how a child develops and engages with their 

environment (Shonkoff et al., 2009). As Shonkoff and Garner (2012) explain, when a person is 

exposed to chronic stress the neurology of the brain is altered. This can have a negative impact on a 

number of important functions such as memory, attention, planning and learning (ibid.) and may 

result in a child suffering psychological problems (i.e. anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder) 

(World Health Organisation, 2013; McKee and Holt, 2012). Certain groups have been identified as 

being more at risk of ACEs, such as people from low income families with low educational levels (Ye 

and Reyes-Salvail, 2014). Children that experience ACEs tend to have lower levels of education and 

poor employment opportunities later on in life (Sansone, Leung and Wiederman, 2012; Currie and 

Widom, 2010, Covey, Menard and Franzese, 2013). Sarah’s (SP) suggestion that the “kids” just had 

to learn “to cope with whatever” indicated that she believed in the myth of meritocracy (Mueller and 

O’Connor, 2006) as she seemed to think that individuals just needed ‘to pull themselves up by the 

bootstraps’ and overcome “whatever” (Sarah, SP). While Sarah (SP) seemed to promote high 

expectations in reality she was dismissing the impact that oppression, inequality and adversity have on 

a child’s ability to “cope”. Children need to be supported by adults and taught how to understand and 

deal with the challenges that they face (Creeden, 2008). Of courses some children are resilient in the 

face of the adversity (Fisher, 2015). Gilligan (2000) contends that resilience can be fostered in 
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children when we work to reduce some of the adversity that they face as this frees up the energy 

required to manage other areas of adversity. My findings would suggest that we need to prepare 

teachers that work in disadvantaged schools to work from a trauma informed perspective (Doyle and 

Keane, 2018; Mullhall, 2017). Doyle and Keane (2018) also argue that school staff need opportunities 

to engage with research about the impact of trauma on young people’s development and point out that 

while such work is been given some attention in ITE, many experienced educators have not had an 

opportunity to engage in with such research. While the prognosis for children that experience a high 

number of ACEs is bleak in terms of their predicted life outcomes, early intervention can and does 

make a difference (Gilligan, 2000; Kauffman and Landrum, 2013).  

 

Research has found that teachers attribute poor educational outcomes to deficiencies within the home 

environment and family rearing patterns (Persell, 1981; Troyna, 1988; Fine and Weis, 2004; Valdes, 

1996). While the SPs empathised with their students and demonstrated that they were aware of the 

complex nature of their students’ lives, they tended to view the educational disadvantage experienced 

by students through a cultural deficit lens which links an individuals’ socio-economic status to socio 

cultural issues (Troyna, 1988, Valdes, 1996; Silverman, 2011) as opposed to wider social inequalities. 

The cultural deficit model differs from the genetic deficit model, which linked the disadvantage 

experienced by individuals to genetics and heritable differences in intelligence and behaviour (Persell, 

1981; Troyna, 1988; Fine and Weis, 2007), but is just as problematic as it blames individuals from 

disadvantaged communities for their own ‘shortcomings’ as opposed to focusing on the impact of 

structural inequality (Donovan and Cross, 2002; White, 2014).  

 

The SPs implied that the students’ parents need to be "fixed" in some way and/or that there was a 

‘cultural mismatch’ between the home and school environment that explained poor educational 

outcomes for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. This tendency to blame the victim is well 

founded within the research literature (Valdes, 1996; Delpit, 1995; White, 2014; Hughes, 2003). 

‘Victim blaming’ serves members of the dominant group as it deflects attention away from them and 

their complicity in perpetuating and maintaining inequalities by providing them with a way to 

rationalise inequality in education (Persell, 1981). Research in the Irish context has found that 

teachers tend to blame external factors for poor student engagement as opposed to factors within the 

school and classroom (Drudy and Kinsella, 2009; O' Toole and Burke, 2013).  

 

The SPs perceived more advantaged students as having the ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1986) required to 

participate successfully within the field of education (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). For Bourdieu 

(1986), the ‘habitus’ not only refers to ones way of talking, dressing and being but to a person’s 

embodied history. Scholars point out that the educational field is grounded in middle class values and 
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culture (Delpit, 1995; Hughes, 2003; Devine, 2005). Research has found that teachers generally tend 

to underestimate the academic ability of minority students (Troyna, 1988; Alvidrez and Weinstein, 

1999; Fine and Weis, 2004), except Asians who are often positioned as diligent high-achieving 

students (Tronya, 1988). Conversely, students from more advantaged backgrounds are often perceived 

as being more motivated and academic by teachers (Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999). Although the SPs 

understood that the students that attended St. Greg’s faced various issues they still attributed their lack 

of engagement to something that the students themselves could control and cited “motivation” and 

having “aspirations” (John, SP) as reasons for the success of the students attending more affluent 

schools.  

 

9.2.2 Outlining the Inclusive Services Provided in St. Greg’s 

All of the SPs saw St. Greg’s as an inclusive school. The SPs outlined the types of services that the 

school provided to students in order promote inclusion. Cathy (SP), for example, talked about her role 

as a home school liaison (HSL) teacher and pointed out that the school held weekly pastoral care team 

meetings within the school. She explained that the meetings were useful for letting teachers know 

about the kinds of difficulties that students were experiencing. John (SP) informed me that the 

Department of Education and Skills (DES) had commended St. Greg’s for having “probably one of 

the best [pastoral care teams] in the country” (John, SP). John (SP) repeatedly expressed the feeling 

that the school did “too much” for the students and felt the students did not always appreciate that.  

And you know, we have pastoral care, a team meeting every week... you can add so much, 

explain some of the difficulties, without, you know, breaking confidence. Sometimes it is 

good that teachers understand where they are coming from. And the obstacles a lot of them 

are experiencing. (Cathy, SP).  

… we probably do more for our kids than any other school. Probably too much. Now the 

recent report that we got from the Department of Education … would say that our pastoral 

care is probably one of the best in the country… We probably look after the kids too much. 

You know too much… We do… we probably do too much… when I go home and tell my 

kids where they [the students in St. Greg’s] are going [my kids say] ‘we never get any of that 

in our school’ and I go ‘well there you are’ … they have been looked after when they are 

here. Some of them don’t always appreciate it but that is just the way it is. (John, SP) 

 

Sean (SP) referred to the fact that St. Greg’s had access to its own “counsellor” in the school but 

pointed out that funding for the service had been cut so the school had to be creative with how it used 

its extra allocated hours. He felt that this was an excellent resource because it helped to alleviate some 

of the issues that came with working with “high risk kids”. One of the MSPs, Holly (MSP), also 

talked about the cuts made to the counselling service and recalled how this had a negative impact on 

her as someone who used the service. While Sean (SP) felt that it was good to have the service based 

within the school, and while Holly (MSP) could also see the benefits of school based counselling, she 
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complained about the service being based in the school as she was worried that the counsellor would 

break confidentiality and that other staff would know her ‘business’.  

And they have their own counsellor in the school… So you can imagine how that alleviates 

for us… [they] work with high risk kids…, and staff are very aware, ‘Oh, this guy doesn't 

seem himself today.’ … if they do disclose something, they are pointed in the right 

direction… ‘Are you expecting the child to walk in off the street… and say, ‘listen, I am 

having difficulties at home, I want help.’ Sure adults wouldn't do that, never mind a child… 

you can be creative regards how you use hours... once you keep within the boundaries of the 

rules set out by the Department. (Sean, SP) 

… and I went to the counsellor here at school… I don't think I reached a point where I was 

finished, but her hours were cut, and I wasn't deemed important enough, and I was dropped…  

I felt [the service based outside of the school] it was better… maybe it was not seeing her 

during school… I didn't see her as often… it was just kind of gone, and I didn't have to worry 

about anyone hearing or anything like that… In the school is great because it is easy and 

accessible… there is a lot of people if there was not somebody in school, they wouldn't see 

anybody at all… (Holly, MSP). 

 

Some of the SPs mentioned that the school was inclusive because it catered for the needs of EAL 

students. Sean (SP) noted that the Department did not allocate enough resources to meet all of the 

demands on the school. Again, he talked about how the school was creative with allocated resources 

hours and felt they managed to be inclusive by being “give [ing] to the people who need [ed] it the 

most” (Sean, SP).  

You get a certain amount for EAL, but that doesn't cover what we do here. The management 

in school would have to be very creative regards where they get all… you get hours then from 

special education needs, you get extra hours for your designated learning programmes… extra 

hours for the number of Traveller students you have in your schools. You put all those hours 

together you have a little bit of extra hours to play around with that we could give to the 

people who need it most (Sean, SP). 

 

There are many studies examining the issue of inclusive education (Bryan, 2010; Smyth, 1999) and 

while there is no one clear definition regarding what inclusive education is (Winter and O’Raw, 

2010), there seems to be a consensus among researchers that an inclusive school is one which creates 

a safe and supportive student centred environment (Corbett, 1999; Kitching, 2012; Hersi, 2011). In 

the Irish context, the DES has taken a number of measures to tackle educational disadvantage and 

prevent early school leaving (Doyle and Keane, 2018). As previously noted, this has included the 

designation of some schools as disadvantaged (DEIS) and the appointment of home school liaison 

teachers (HSL) (Riley, 2013). Additionally, as some of the SPs pointed out, additional funding is 

made available to DEIS schools in order to support student participation in extra-curricular activities 

and to address the language needs of migrant students (Faas, Sokolowska and Darmody, 2015). 
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Since the 1990s, there has been an increasing emphasis on the need for schools to play a role in child 

protection resulting in schools being seen as a central agent for meeting both the academic and 

pastoral care needs of students, both in the Irish context and internationally (McKee, 2013). Providing 

“effective pastoral care includes recognising and responding to child protection concerns” as well as 

“providing child protection education to pupils through the curriculum” (McKee, 2013, p. 46). Studies 

have found that good pastoral care support can help students to cope with issues that they may be 

struggling with (Riley, 2013; Kyriacou, 2013; Stephens, 2013) when teachers work from a social 

pedagogy framework (Broomhead, 2013). In a social pedagogy framework, every effort is made by 

teachers to work with parents and, where appropriate, to also provide support for parents (Kyriacou, 

2015). 

 

As John (SP) indicated, St. Greg’s received funding to support students to do extra-curricular 

activities such as going on day trips and excursions. Inclusive education consists of providing 

resources to support participation in extracurricular activities (Ainscow et al., 2006). While on one 

hand John (SP) adopted a charitable approach and could see why the students were brought on trips, it 

was clear that he struggled with feeling that they got “too much”. The charitable approach to 

addressing issues of inequality is problematic as it positions one group in the superior position of 

giving to others out of benevolence as opposed to seeing the act of giving as a means of redressing 

inequality.  

 

As Sean (SP) highlighted, the school also received extra teaching hours to cater for the needs of EAL 

students. One of the key national support measures for migrant children in Irish schools is the 

provision of additional English-language tuition (DES, 2012). However, this support measure was 

reduced in 2012-13 (Faas et al., 2015) when resources available for special needs education and 

language support were combined into a single allocation with schools having autonomy on how to 

deploy resources (DES, 2012). While having the autonomy to be creative with funds was viewed as 

positive,  it was concerning to hear Sean (SP) mention that the school gave the extra resources to 

whoever they believed “need [ed] it the most” as this suggested some students went without because 

they were not considered a deserving enough case. Studies conducted by Darmody et al. (2016b) and 

Devine (2012) found that supports at post-primary level were insufficient with Irish schools been 

largely left to their own devices regarding the integration of newcomer students (Faas et al., 2015).  

 

 

Studies in Ireland have found that one in three young people have suffered from a mental disorder 

such as anxiety by the time they are a teenager (Kelleher, Connor, Clarke, Devlin, Harley and 

Cannon, 2012), which is in line with what has been found internationally (Waddell, Hua, Garland, 

Peters, and McEwan, 2007; Sawyer, Kosky, Graetz, Arney, Zubrick, and Baghurst, 2000). Research 
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in the Irish context has highlighted that accessing community counselling services can be difficult 

(CMHC, 2015). Research has highlighted that school-based counselling is beneficial to students 

(Daniunaite, Cooper and Forster, 2015; Lee, Tiley and White, 2009; World Health Organisation, 

2014) because it can help to improve concentration, increase motivation and improve relationships 

with teachers (Rowling, Whitman and Biewener, 2009; Rupani, Haughey and Cooper, 2012). Patalay, 

Giese, Stankovic, Curtin, Moltrecht, and Gondek (2016) found that over 74 percent of Norwegian 

schools considered mental health provision in their school as a medium to high priority with 9 percent 

regarding it as essential. In the UK, school-based counselling has been found to reduce psychological 

distress and help young people achieve their personal goals (Cooper, 2013). In the Irish context while 

school-based counselling has been a feature of schools since 1966 (Shiel and Lewis, 1993), in the 

Budget of 2012, 600 guidance counsellor posts were withdrawn from the Irish education system 

(McGuckin and O’Brien, 2013). While 400 of the 600 posts have since been restored (Gallagher, 

2018), Holly (MSP) talked about how these cuts resulted in her being denied access to the counselling 

service mid-treatment, highlighting how top-down decisions can have devastating effects on those at 

the receiving end of such decisions. Sean (SP) was angry about the cuts as he felt that the service was 

an invaluable asset to have within the school because it “alleviated” (Sean, SP) a lot of the problems 

that arose for teachers during the school day. According to Kourkoutas (2012), a teacher’s inability to 

manage extremely challenging student behaviour can result in situations whereby they become 

trapped in a vicious cycle of negative and ineffective reactions with students that are experiencing 

problems. Adelman and Taylor (2012) support a school-based counselling model that supports 

teachers and school principals in dealing with ‘difficult’ students.  

 

Both Sean (SP) and Holly (MSP) spoke about the benefits of having a school-based counsellor. 

Similar to what has been found in other research about the benefits, they both cited its accessibility 

and availability within the school environment (Cooper, 2009). From a service user’s perspective, 

however, Holly (MSP) raised concerns about best practice in relation to counselling. From an ethical 

perspective, best practice in counselling advises severing all ties with clients in order to avoid clients 

developing unhealthy attachments to their counsellor. For Holly (MSP), seeing the counsellor around 

school after her counselling ended was awkward and meant closure was harder to achieve.  

 

9.2.3 Being an Inclusive Teacher 

Sean (SP) outlined the types of policies which were available to teachers within the school but 

implied that not all teachers took the time to read policy documents regarding inclusive education.  

We have documents, we have policies on integration… on special education needs… there is 

a referral procedure, there is a guidance policy, and there is a pastoral care policy. There is an 

EAL policy… So there is documents there available on policy for the staff, and you can give 

it to them, but you can't force it down their throat. But pro-active teachers will always have a 

look at it, particularly if they have people in front of them in the class. (Sean, SP) 
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Some of the SPs conceptualised inclusive education as including everyone “no matter what they do, 

no matter what colour they are, [and] no matter what language they speak” and making sure that all 

students were “treated the same” (Caroline, SP). Caroline (SP) echoed what some of the other SPs 

believed when she emphasised that being inclusive meant making sure that everyone adhered to the 

same “rules”.  

Well my understanding of inclusive is that everyone is equal and we include everyone no 

matter what they do, no matter what colour they are, no matter what language they speak… 

that everyone is treated the same and everyone gets the same opportunities. No matter if you 

have a disability or whatever… everyone is treated the same. You are supposed to have your 

book. You are supposed to follow the rules. You have to be consistent with the rules no 

matter what. And I think that is the only way. It is the only fair way. No matter who or what 

there is rules for everybody and I am not to give up on them. (Caroline, SP) 

 

Some of the SPs talked about how they as individuals adapted their approaches to teaching in St. 

Greg’s. For example, Ruth (SP) talked about one student that showed up to class but did nothing, in 

spite of her “best efforts”. Ruth (SP) was glad that the student showed up her to her class at all so put 

no pressure on the student to participate. Barry (SP) found that when he learned “to readjust my [his] 

expectations” and to stop “driving beyond what the kids were willing to put up with” that “things 

became a lot better” (Barry, staff participant) for him as a teacher. John (SP) said he “had to adapt to 

the school and environment” and suggested that in St. Greg’s that meant you could not be too 

“heavily academic” if you wanted to “survive” as a teacher.  

Sometimes including everyone is not about making everyone learn what is on the board. I can 

remember one particular student that did not want to do French ... I don’t think she used to do 

an awful lot of work despite all of my best efforts but she was always there… I always made 

her feel welcome even though I knew early on I was up against it with her because she was 

never going to apply herself… she told me that quite categorically. (Ruth, SP) 

I found it harder to readjust my expectations... I kept driving beyond what the kids were willing 

to put up with… I went straight into a classroom expecting, look at, these are all going to be 

Engineers and Doctors… That didn't go down well at all… I suppose my expectation came 

down a small bit, I became more realistic… You are not dealing with the same thing at all here. 

You have to be more open minded about the difficulties with these kids. They are great to be 

coming in at all, some of them. That is a reality. (Barry, SP) 

 

In here we have the laugh with them all of the time you know? There is give and take. There 

is a lot of joking and banter all of the time but you have to otherwise you are not going to 

survive in here. Not a notion… If it is too heavily academic and you take yourself too 

seriously you will struggle… You know you adapt to the school and the environment that you 

are in. (John, SP) 

 

The SPs felt that it was difficult to be inclusive at times because of the pressures being placed on them 

by the DES. For example, Clodagh (SP) mentioned how she felt under constant pressure to complete 

reports for the DES and felt that this impacted on her teaching practice as it was the “paperwork that 
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you [teachers] are more often than not afraid off”. Ruth (staff participant) suggested that an inclusive 

model was somewhat “unrealistic” because some students lagged behind in “literacy and numeracy” 

and needed to be placed in “separate classrooms” for learning support.  

 

Oh the paperwork. Sometimes I think there is too much time and emphasis on planning and 

reporting and paperwork and not enough time on teaching. Because once you are forced to 

have all of this paperwork done, and sometimes that is what you are being assessed on and 

when you are in fear of an inspection or something hanging over you, it is the paperwork that 

you are more often than not afraid off. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

So you know inclusive education is great in theory… but inevitably… students will go to 

separate classrooms for additional learning whether it be in English language or literacy and 

numeracy support. Some of the students that come into our schools would have very poor 

reading levels and you know the expectation of including them and putting them in a 

mainstream class is unrealistic… extra learning support has to come in there. (Ruth, staff 

participant) 

 

Teachers are responsible for implementing changes made at the policy level (Butler and Shevlin, 

2001). A teacher’s disposition will dictate how they make sense of and implement policy imperatives 

within their classrooms (O’Toole and Burke, 2013). Despite there being an international move 

towards inclusive education, studies have suggested that not all teachers have the positive dispositions 

required to adopt inclusive practices effectively (Drudy and Kinsella 2009; O’Toole and Burke, 2013; 

Lambe and Bones, 2006, 2007). As Sean (SP) pointed out there have been a number of policy 

documents developed at the national and school level which lay down guidelines for best practice but 

engagement with policies on best practice varies from teacher to teacher meaning that the adoption of 

an inclusive approach is largely left to the discretion of individual teachers. While there has been huge 

investment in developing policy documents on inclusive practice, there has been less investment in 

developing the skills required to implement them at the classroom level (Drudy et al., 2009).  

 

While the SPs outlined the different services that existed within the school in order to promote 

inclusivity, they also demonstrated that they conceptualised being inclusive as ‘treating everyone the 

same’ regardless of their background or disadvantaged status. Such views represent naïve egalitarian 

beliefs about treating everybody equally and may result in teachers not responding appropriately to 

the diverse needs of their students (Sleeter, 1993).  

 

My study raises concerns about the potential lowering of teacher expectations for students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds (Lupton 2004; Rosenthal and Jacobson 2000; Lane, Pierson, Stand and 

Carter, 2010). While the SPs in my study worked from a well-meaning place their understanding of 

inclusion included lowering their expectations and the adopted different instructional practices 

(Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968). Research has found that lowered expectations and the adoption of 

different instructional practices is both class-related and race-related (Lubienski, 2001; Baron, Tom, 
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and Cooper, 1985; Archer and Francis, 2007; Gillborn, 2010). Teachers working in affluent schools 

with more advantaged students have been found to have high expectations of their students while 

teachers working in more disadvantaged schools tended to lower their expectations (Alvidrez and 

Weinstein; 1999; Ferguson, 2003; Lane et al., 2010). Jussim, Eccles, and Madon (1996) found that 

teacher expectations were almost three times greater for White students than for African American 

students while Berry (2004) found that male African American students experienced lowered 

expectations from their mathematics teachers which in turn affected their achievement scores. 

Similarly, teachers also held lower expectations for the achievement of Maori students in New 

Zealand (St George, 1983).  

 

9.3 Ability Grouping as a Form of Behaviour Management  

9.3.1 Streaming in St. Greg’s 

At St. Greg’s, the school implemented an ability grouping system in which there was four different 

streams74. All of the SPs who spoke about streaming were in favour of it and claimed that it was better 

for the students as they got more support.  

 

… I could imagine that it might be easier [for the teachers] to have children at the same level, 

more or less in order to bring them along at the same level. (Kathy, SP) 

  

And it is to provide more resources to kids that require more resources... So there is a lot of 

support there. (Barry, SP) 

 

Barry (SP) was defensive about the school’s streaming practice and wanted to know what the student 

participants had been saying about it. He wondered if there was any way I would be able to share the 

data, gathered from my qualitative interviews with the student participants, regarding what they had 

said about being in mixed ability classroom settings. He wondered if there was a better way and 

questioned whether mixed ability was the best practice.  

 

I suppose I would be wondering, is there a better way?... Yeah. I would love to know, [is] 

there no way I can get this data [gathered from the student participants regarding their views 

on streaming] afterwards? I would love to know…. Like we have children here who couldn't 

even read the reading test, never mind do a reading test. He couldn't read the reading test, and 

that child is not going to survive with students going for six honors subjects. (Barry, SP) 

 

 

Ruth (SP) suggested that an inclusive model was somewhat “unrealistic” because so many of the 

students lagged behind in “literacy and numeracy” and needed to be placed in “separate classrooms”.  

So you know inclusive education is great in theory… but inevitably you are going to have a 

certain amount of extra classes and a timetable structure where students will go to separate 

classrooms for additional learning whether it be in English language or literacy and numeracy 

                                                           
74 For the purpose of this study I have simply called the streams One, Two, Three and Four with One being the highest 

stream and Four being the lowest stream. 
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support. Some of the students that come into our schools would have very poor reading levels 

and you know the expectation of including them and putting them in a mainstream class is 

unrealistic… extra learning support has to come in there. (Ruth, SP) 

 

 

Ability grouping involves placing pupils in different classes on the basis of their perceived ability 

(Kulik, 1992; Macintyre and Ireson, 2002; Slavin, 1987). Research about the effect of ability grouping 

on children’s academic and behavioural outcomes highlights that the practice of ability grouping is a 

controversial educational policy (cf. Ireson and Hallam, 1999, 2001; Loveless, 1998; Kim, 2012; 

Schofield, 2010; Slavin, 1987, 1990, 1996; Smith and Sutherland, 2006; Smyth, 2016). The practice 

of ability grouping is typically referred to as ‘streaming’ in Ireland and in the UK and ‘tracking’ in the 

USA (Hornby, Witte and Mitchell, 2011). The major types of ability grouping arrangements fall into 

two main categories: between class and within-class ability grouping (McCoach et al., 2006; Slavin, 

1988). In St. Greg’s the practice of between class ability grouping was adopted as a means of ‘sorting’ 

(Delany, 1991) students into categories. Hanushek and Woessmann (2005, p. 1) point out that the 

main belief guiding the practice of ability grouping is that “homogeneous classrooms permit a focused 

curriculum and appropriately paced instruction that leads to the maximum learning by all students”. 

Proponents of the practice of ability grouping maintain that it promotes educational excellence and 

optimally challenges students of all ability levels because it enables teachers to gear their lessons 

more effectively towards different abilities (Ireson and Hallan, 2001). Much of the available evidence, 

however, suggests that the effects of ability grouping on pupil attainment is quite limited (Slavin, 

1987, 1990, Lipsey and Wilson, 1993; Hornby, Witte and Mitchell, 2011) and has found that the 

practice of streaming may in fact widen the achievement gap (Feinstein and Symons, 1999; Schofield, 

2010) and reproduce social inequalities (Hallam and Parsons, 2012; Muijs and Dunne, 2010).  

 

DEIS schools have been found to practice “more rigid forms of ability grouping” than non-DEIS 

schools (Smyth, McCoy and Kingston, 2015, viii). While the practice ability grouping is rare at 

primary level in general, it has been found to be more common in DEIS than in non-DEIS schools, in 

particular Urban Band 1 and 2 DEIS schools (ibid.; McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020). While ability 

grouping practices are declining, McCoy, Banks, Frawley, Watson, Shevlin and Smyth, (2014a) found 

that DEIS schools are more than twice as likely as non-DEIS schools to practice some form of ability 

grouping (46 percent compared with 21 percent). McGillicuddy and Devine’s (2018) study found that 

the majority of teachers in DEIS schools used ability grouping. In their study of three Urban Band 1 

DEIS primary schools, they found that in two of the three schools that minority ethnic students tended 

to be in the mid to lower ability groups (McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020). 

 

Ireland’s poor performance in literary and numeracy was highlighted by the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) and had resulted in a focus on raising standards in these 
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areas (OECD, 2019). The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and 

Young People, 2011-2020 (DES 2011b) has resulted in an increased emphasis on raising the literacy 

and numeracy attainment of students in DEIS schools (Kitching, 2010). In order to accomplish these 

aims DEIS schools are obliged to implement rigorous testing regimes (ibid.; Conway and Murphy 

2013). Kitching (2010) notes that such rigorous testing is not required in more affluent non-DEIS 

schools. He contends that this high level of ‘surveillance’ and pressure to perform is similar to the ‘No 

Child Left Behind’ movement, which is a feature of education in the USA (ibid., p. 222). Kitching 

(2010, p. 222) refers to this movement as “No Child Left Untested” movement and is critical of its 

focus on literacy and numeracy. In DEIS, schools research has highlighted that teachers tend to focus 

on teachings the ‘basics’ (Devine, 2011; Devine, Fahie and McGillicuddy, 2013) because of the focus 

on standardised testing (Conway and Murphy). Ability grouping is promoted as ‘best practice’ for 

raising numeracy and literacy in DEIS schools (DES, 2009), thus, the perspectives of the SPs have 

been framed by the wider policy context (Devine et al., 2013; McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018). 

While raising standards is important, as Mac Ruairc (2009) argues, this ‘teach to test’ culture impacts 

on the ways that teachers orient their practice. McGillicuddy and Devine (2018, p. 89) raise concerns 

about the DES’s emphasis on promoting ability grouping “as a panacea for underperformance”. 

Kerckhoff (1986) found that students in lower ability groups learn less in terms of reading and 

mathematics over five years compared to students who had not been separated into different ability 

groups while Gamoran (1986) found that students who were placed in higher ability groups learned 

more words compared to students placed in lower reading groups by the end of first grade.  

 

9.3.2 “Mostly Travellers”75 in the “Lower Classes”76 

All of the MSPs were in stream One. Only one of the WISPs was in the lowest stream, while the 

others were in the top or “second highest” (Hayden, WISP) stream. The WISPs that were in the higher 

streams pointed out that it was “mostly Travellers” (Johnathan, WISP) in the lower streams in St. 

Greg’s.  

Mostly Travellers… not really anybody I would know… (Johnathan, WISP) 

 

No, not in my class, I don't think that there are any [Travellers] in my class actually. Because 

I am in one of the top classes like, and they would be in the lower classes… But I am in Two, 

which is like the second best, so none of them are really in my class… (Hayden, WISP 

 

 

One of the WISPs recalled there being Travellers in his class, in first and second year, but explained 

that as “most of them dropped out after Third Year… there is not that many of them anymore” 

(Hayden, WISP).  

 

                                                           
75 Quote from Johnathan (WISP) 
76 Quote from Hayden (WISP) 
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The TSPs confirmed that there was a lot of Travellers in the lower streams in St. Greg’s. For example, 

Paddy (TSP) claimed that he and his sister were the only two Travellers in the top stream, in a class of 

“twenty or twenty-two”, and observed that it was “all Travellers” (Paddy, TSP) in the bottom two 

streams.  

[StreamThree] and [Stream Four] is all Travellers… The low ones… And in [Stream Two] 

the second one, there is about five Travellers… (Paddy, TSP) 

 

Only four of the TSPs who took part in this study were in one of the top two streams.  

 

The student participants who did not attend St. Greg’s did not mention being streamed in either of the 

schools that they had attended. However, Martin (TSP) recalled that they had a separate class for 

Travellers in the school that he had attended, in which Travellers from all different age groups and 

abilities were taught together.  

Well you know I was not smart so I had to go into this other class... you know... It was a 

made-up class like. You got support with reading and stuff… All the Travellers [were in 

there]; first years, second years and third years… No, that was the whole day like. The whole 

day… But they [the school] stopped doing it then. It was too much for them [the teachers]. 

The boys would not stop messing. (Martin, TSP) 

 

 

Studies have highlighted that ability grouping is most prevalent in schools where there is a large 

population of minority ethnic children and students from lower socio-economic backgrounds 

(Gillborn, 2010; Hallam and Parsons, 2012; Hamilton and O'Hara, 2011; Muijs and Dunne, 2010). 

Streaming has been found to cause further disengagement from education (Oakes, 1985; Sium, 1987; 

Hayes, 1996) as children internalise the negative label associated with being in the lower streams 

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020; McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018; Devine and McGillicuddy, 2016) 

which in turn leads to self-fulfilling prophecies of failure. McGillicuddy and Devine (2020) found that 

African and Traveller students were placed in low-ability groups. As noted by the student participants, 

from across the different groups, a large percentage of the students in the lowest streams were 

Travellers. Data on Travellers in education shows that Travellers continue to leave school early (CSO, 

2017; ESRI, 2016) and while many different measures have been taken to address the issue of early 

school leaving in Ireland (Doyle and Keane, 2018), the link between streaming and early school 

leaving amongst all students, but in particular Traveller students (who seem to be over concentrated in 

lower streams), seems to have been largely ignored.  

 

While Martin (TSP) had attended a school where streaming did not occur, he was put into a “made-up 

class” with all of the other Travellers that attended his school. While Martin (TSP) believed that he 

was being placed in such a setting because he was not “smart” he understood that the segregated 

setting negatively impacted on his ability to learn. Research has found that ability grouping has a 

negative impact on minority students. For example, Lleras and Rangel (2009) found that ability 
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grouping negatively impacted on the performance of African American and Hispanic students during 

elementary school and resulted in these students learning less than students placed in higher ability 

classes. They also found that in classes where ability grouping was not practiced students from 

minority backgrounds learned more (ibid.). Streaming has been found to result in the stigmatization of 

those in lower streams with members of the stigmatized groups often internalizing the negative beliefs 

that others have about them (Crocker and Major, 1989). This can result in a diminished sense of self 

(Major and O’Brien, 2005). Furthermore, segregating stigmatized individuals inhibits their ability to 

compare themselves to out-group members because they are physically unavailable for comparison 

(Crocker et al., 1989). This lack of contact may reinforce feelings of superiority and inferiority. 

McGillicuddy and Devine (2020, p. 8) point out that “these spaces are not neutral”.  

  

9.3.3 Streaming as a Form of Behaviour Management  

Very few of the SPs mentioned that streaming was used as a form of behaviour management but when 

asked about streaming it became clear that streaming was being used to manage the “most unruly 

kids” (John, SP). Maire (SP) explicitly stated that students were streamed based on “behaviour” which 

she thought was “for the good of the school” (Maire, SP). Padraic (SP) mentioned that primary 

schools would advise the staff at St. Greg’s which students it might be best to keep apart. The school 

took this ‘advice’ on board and separated kids as a result in an attempt to keep students in school for 

“as long as possible” (Padraic, SP).  

 

Yeah, because of the way we stream the kids who would have greater needs, so whether they 

be social, behavioural, learning, tend to be grouped in one class, which in one way, was very 

helpful for the school because it took that group of children out, so it made the other classes 

more manageable… for the good of the school, it really is great, because all that you needed 

sometimes was that one or two kids who made life hell for everyone. (Maire, SP) 

But for some of the younger students here who do very little schooling in National school, 

they struggle then you see… what we do in school completion here, is that we sit down with a 

list of students and they are working in the national schools at the moment, from [name of 

school] to ... and they say to us, if you put these two together then you are not going to have 

any trouble. So we split them up and we do a lot of that, trying to get the best out of them… 

we try in our own little way, try to keep them here as long as possible. (Padraic, SP) 

 

 

All of the student participants from across groups were cognisant of the fact that streaming was being 

employed as a form of behaviour management. While Johnathan (WISP) argued that students were 

streamed “based on behaviour” as opposed to ability, Serena (TSP) believed that her “work” played 

some part in her being “stuck” in the lowest stream. However, she also knew that she was in the 

lowest stream because of how she behaved and “act [ed]” (Serena, TSP).  

 

But it goes on mostly behaviour…. It is not based on education, it is based on behaviour. 

(Johnathan, WISP) 
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I am stuck in it until I get really really good… your work, your behaviour, how you act… 

(Serena, TSP) 

 

 

The student participants from all of the different groups perceived the students in the lower streams as 

people that “don’t care about the school” (Celine, TSP). Some saw the lower streams as “basically, 

stupid classes” (Hayden, WISP). Marian (MSP) believed that the students in the lower streams were 

the students that only went to school because they were legally obliged to do so. Connie (TSP) had no 

sympathy for the students in the lower stream and felt that it was “their own fault” they ended up there 

because they were “always messing”.  

They just don't care about the school, they have to be there, they have to go to school but they 

don't care, they do the work but not really, but they don't really…They are messers. Too 

messy…smart classes are good (Marian, MSP) 

It is their own fault… they don’t care… because they are always messing. (Connie, TSP) 

 

 

The students in the top streams reported that it was good for their self-esteem to be in the highest 

ability groups. Some of the WISPs and the MSPs mentioned that they were surprised to be placed in 

the top stream. Marian (MSP) thought the school had made a mistake when they put her in the top 

stream and recalled how being put in the top stream made her question her belief that she was 

“stupid”. She said her feeling of academic superiority wore off, however, when she started to do tests 

as her results made her feel “stupid” (Marian, MSP) again.  

I don't even know how I even got into One, because One is the best class. I thought they got a 

mix up or something, I said I am not in this... Because, I don't know. Then I felt, wait, maybe 

I'm not stupid, but then when I started doing tests, then I went ‘oh no I am still stupid’. 

(Marian, MSP) 

 

While most of the students thought streaming was a good idea, the MSPs in particular, could see how 

it might be damaging for the self-esteem of students in the lower streams.  

 

Well if there is some people that find it hard to study certain things, then it could be better for 

them, because the class would be smaller. And I think they would learn more. But at the same 

time they could feel a little upset because they got put in a lower group. (Victoria, MSPs) 

 

The students in the lower streams described themselves as students that were weak academically. For 

example, Jason (Jason, WISP) informed me that he was “not smart” while Serena (TSP) described 

herself and the other students in her class as “the poorest … like we don’t know much education”. For 

her, the benefit of being in the lowest stream was being “left away with loads of stuff” (Serena, TSP).  

 

 Because I am not that smart… I am in the lowest class in this school. (Jason, WISP) 

 

… You hardly do any work, if you call names you only get shouted at once… because you are 

in the poorest class so you’re really left away with loads of stuff. (Serena, TSP) 
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While a few of the SPs accepted that the kids in the lower streams often internalised negative 

perceptions of themselves, they did not think that the practice of streaming should stop. For example, 

Sarah (SP) argued that the issue of students perceiving themselves or others as weak needed to be 

addressed.  

Now I know it has its negatives, for those who perceive that they are in the lower stream… 

they feel stupid, or even and they would be called stupid. They would be called, you know, all 

kinds of names. Because they are a bit slower. But that is why we have to address this thing of 

bullying and about the kids’ attitudes… (Sarah, SP) 

 

 

Similar to what has been found elsewhere, the student participants in my study were aware of the 

status of the group into which they had been categorized (McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020; Gamoran, 

1986). The students who were in the lower streams were described as “messers” (Marian, MSP) that 

had no interest in being in school. Devine (2013) also found that students in the lower streams were 

positioned as students that did not have the skills required to “fly” (McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018, 

p. 93). Research has suggested that students in higher ability groups are likely to possess feelings of 

superiority when they are in a position to compare themselves to students in lower ability groups 

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2020; Reay, Crozier, and Clayton, 2010). McGillicuddy and Devine 

(2020, p. 1) argue that ability grouping “is a symbolically violent process that negatively impacts the 

psychosocial positioning of children as they negotiate their identities within the figured world” of the 

school.  They found that ability group affects how students see themselves and highlight how such a 

practice evokes “feelings of ‘shame’, ‘upset’ and ‘inferiority’ for those in the low-ability groups” 

while those in the higher ability groups “felt a sense of ‘pride’, ‘happiness’ and ‘confidence’” (ibid., 

p. 1).  

 

Research has also highlighted how ability grouping impacts on a child’s own expectations of 

themselves as learners (Lee, 2014; Reay, Crozier, and Clayton, 2010; Rubin, 2007). It has been 

suggested that ability grouping may impact on a students’ self-esteem (Ireson and Hallam, 2005) 

which in turn leads to disengagement with school (Houtte, Demanet, and Stevens, 2012; Kim, 2012; 

Kususanto, Ismail, and Jamil, 2010). In my study, it was evident that being placed in the lowest 

stream negatively impacted on how students viewed themselves. While both Serena (TSP) and Jason 

(WISP) were conscious that their behaviour played a large part in their placement in the lowest stream 

they also indicated that they had internalised the belief that they were stupid and ignorant.  

 

While the practice of streaming is often justified in terms of its perceived benefits to students 

(McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018), my study strongly suggests that the practice is teacher centred. 

McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) found evidence of this tendency to stream students based on 
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behaviour within the Irish school context. As Maire (SP) pointed out when “that group [the group of 

students with perceived social, behavioural and learning differences]” were taken out of mainstream 

classes, classes became more manageable for teachers. Serena (TSP) believed that she could get away 

with bad behaviour because that was what was expected from her. Devine (2003) points to the 

significance of the social space of schooling for shaping how students perceive themselves. Serena 

had internalised the lowered expectations (Clarke, 2014; Jenkins, 2008; Reay, 2008) and the damage 

to her sense of self was apparent (Devine, 2007). She was conscious of being perceived in negative 

terms and was aware that she had been positioned as someone that did not have the disposition 

deemed suitable for school (Bernstein, 1973, 1975; Devine, 2013).  

 

While Sarah (SP) acknowledged that streaming had an impact on how students saw themselves and 

how they were viewed by others and was aware that the practice had received criticism, she was a 

proponent of ability grouping and felt it was good practice. Her perceptions are echoed in the 

literature that views streaming as an effective means of catering for a wide range of abilities  matching 

the pace and needs of pupils and pedagogical needs of teachers (Gallagher, Smith, and Merrotsy, 

2011; Matthews, Ritchotte, and McBee, 2013; Steenbergen-Hu, Makel, and Olszewski-Kubilius, 

2016).  

 

 

9.3.4 Staying in the Same Ability Group 

Most of the SPs referred to the fact that students rarely moved up a stream and noted that sometimes if 

the student was “worse” than they thought and they had “assessed them incorrectly” (Barry, SP), they 

would go down a stream. Barry (SP) pointed out that if they improved way beyond what they school 

expected that they would then be moved up a stream.  

 

The student participants, from across the different groups, also noted that students from different 

streams tended to stay in the same stream for the first “three years” (Josef, MSP) in school. There 

were some exceptions to this, however, as Colin (WISP), recalled getting moved up a stream. He was 

in the “top” stream but explained that he had started off in a lower stream and was only moved up 

because he was “good at Irish” as a result of him having completed his primary school education in a 

Gael Scoil77. 

And the thing is we have all been together since First Year, and we are all still [together] in 

Fifth Year. In First Year there was [Stream] One, and everyone in One still stays the same, so 

there was One, in First Year, One in Second Year, One in Third Year, so we spent three years 

together… (Josef, MSP) 

 

 

                                                           
77 An Irish medium school in Ireland  
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Two student participants in the lowest stream, Serena (TSP) and Jason (WISP), talked about being 

moved up a stream when their behaviour “improved” (Serena, TSP) but explained that they got 

moved back down again because their “behaviour” worsened (Jason, WISP).  

… No. I was ... in Second Year I got moved up…To the second highest class…But then I got 

put back down because of my behavior (Jason, WISP). 

 

 

This issue of movement between ability groups has been discussed within the literature on streaming 

(Barker Lunn, 1970; Hallam and Parsons, 2012, McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018; McGillicuddy and 

Devine, 2020) and the lack of movement between group levels has been identified as problematic 

(Delany, 1991). Within the Irish context, McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) reported little evidence of 

movement between ability groups in their study. McGillicuddy and Devine (2020) pointed out that 

most students did not move between ability groups and noted that this was in contrast to what teachers 

had reported in the national study of teachers. According to Hoffer (1992), if there are opportunities to 

move up into a higher group this practice could result in increased competition among students and 

improvements in overall student effort. The ‘fixing of ability’ has serious implications for a child’s 

future life chances (Devine, 2003; McGillicuddy and Devine, 2018).There was some evidence of 

movement between ability groups in my study. In two of the four cases where movement occurred the 

student participants seemed to have been placed in the wrong stream to begin with. While two more 

students reported being moved up a stream, they pointed out that they were moved down again 

because their behaviour did not improve.  

 

9.4 Identifying Behavioural Issues as Particularly Challenging in St. Greg’s  

9.4.1 Comparing Student Behaviour in St. Greg’s to Student Behaviour in Other Schools 

While not many of the SPs had experience teaching in a non-DEIS school, those who did identified 

the challenges of teaching in a more affluent school. The challenges identified revolved around the 

perceived expectations that SPs felt that the students placed on their teachers as well as the students’ 

attitudes towards teachers. In terms of the expectations that students had of their teachers, the SPs felt 

that the students in more affluent schools expected them to “know [their] your stuff” (Barry, SP) when 

it came to the subjects that they had taught. The SPs felt that the students in more affluent schools 

“almost… [knew] know more than [them] you” (Ruth, SP) and “felt they were above everyone else” 

(Barry, SP). Dealing with parents was also cited as a “different pressure” (Ruth, SP) teachers had to 

deal with in such school contexts.  

They challenged you more. You certainly had to know your stuff… So they had a small bit of 

an attitude, I suppose when you think about it, in terms of they felt they were above everyone 

else ... A teacher would be a very mediocre job and it wouldn't be a job for them at least… 

(Barry, SP) 

 

In the previous school you almost feel like the students know more than you. And then the 

parents then on top of that. That was the different pressure. (Ruth, SP) 
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While students in non-DEIS schools were talked about in terms of their behaviour, some of the SPs 

believed that behavioural problems were more prevalent in disadvantaged schools. While they 

acknowledged that students in other school settings were capable of and probably did behave poorly, 

they did not feel that it would be as frequent or as severe as the “acting out” (Ruth, SP) that they had 

to deal with on an everyday basis. The SPs argued that there were different challenges “in a school 

like this [St. Greg’s]” (Ruth, SP) such as dealing with “challenging behaviour” (Clodagh, SP). 

The pressures in a school like this are dealing with difficult behaviours, different learning 

abilities… And I suppose the challenge in a school like this is finding that way to relate. 

Initially! To build a rapport. And then I think the teaching and the learning I suppose more 

importantly can come… (Ruth, SP) 

 

 

Some of the SPs believed that behavioural problems were getting worse while others felt that there 

had always been behavioural issues to deal with at St. Greg’s.  

… and there's nothing, you know, new about it, nothing has changed and people are like, 

‘things are getting worse’. But to me looking back, we would have issues that time, and they 

are the same issues today. (Padraic, SP) 

 

Studies have indicated that the school environment influences the expectations that teachers hold for 

student behaviour (Baron, Tom, and Cooper, 1985; Dusek and Joseph, 1983). Many studies have 

found that teachers tend to disproportionately label the behaviour of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds as problematic in comparison to students from the majority or dominant group 

(McGrady and Reynolds, 2012; McCoy, Banks, and Shevlin, 2012). While some of the SPs in my 

study acknowledged that bad behaviour was an issue within more affluent schools it was not 

considered as “severe” (Ruth, staff participant) as it was in a school like St. Greg’s. Research has 

highlighted how teachers’ perceptions of what constitutes as bad behaviour tends to be class and race 

related (Devine, 2004; Mac Ruairc, 2009, 2011, 2013; Reay, 2000; 2006; 2011, 2017). While the SPs 

suggested that in more affluent schools, teaching would be considered a “mediocre” (Barry, SP) job, 

within the Irish context teaching continues to attract high achieving individuals (Clarke, Lodge, and 

Shevlin 2012). While there is a shortage of well-qualified teachers in many countries (Ingersoll, 2001; 

Loeb, Darling-Hammond, and Luczak, 2005), Irish teachers tend to be highly skilled professionals 

(Clark et. al, 2012; OECD, 2012; Keane and Heinz, 2015; 2016) because historically education and 

teaching has been considered a prestigious profession in Ireland (Drudy and Lynch, 1993; INTO, 

2016).  

 

As the students in more affluent schools were positioned as being more academic than their 

counterparts in DEIS schools like St. Greg’s, the SPs noted that they felt more pressure to plan their 

lessons and make sure that they “knew their stuff” (Barry, SP) in other, more affluent, schools. 
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Research has found that teachers tend to adopt their instructional approaches when they perceive 

students to be high achieving (Guskey and Huberman, 1995).  

 

The SPs indicated that the parents of the students in more affluent schools were more difficult to deal 

with because they were more involved in their children’s education than the parents of the students 

that attended St. Greg’s. While the lack of engagement by parents from lower socio economic and 

minority groups has been identified as problematic in the literature (Drudy and Lynch, 1993; Bhopal, 

2010 a), the pressures of dealing with more engaged parents has also been identified as a source of 

stress for teachers (Melnick and Meister, 2008). The relationship between teachers and parents is an 

important one and it has been found that in cases where teachers feel unsupported or overly criticised 

by parents there are higher incidences of teacher absenteeism and teacher turnover (Simon, 2013; 

INTO, 2016). The SPs confirmed what has been found in other studies, which is that middle class 

parents tend to have the confidence and knowledge required to proactively advocate for their children 

in relation to school matters (Ball and Vincent, 1998; Cahill and Hall, 2014).  

 

9.4.2 Questioning Whether Travellers Had “A Discipline Structure78” 

While the SPs talked about having to manage challenging behaviour in general terms it was clear that 

in many cases they were referring to Traveller students. John (SP) explained that Travellers tended to 

get blamed for everything that went wrong in the school but argued that because Travellers were over-

represented “a lot of our [the school’s] problems did stem from them”. Some of the SPs wondered if 

there was “a discipline structure” (Ruth, SP) within the Traveller community and suggested that 

Travellers did not adhere to normal “rules and regulations” (Roisin, SP).  

Ah you know they blame them for everything. They blame them for everything that goes on 

in the school. Look if you look at it the highest proportion within the group are Travellers. 

There is more Travellers than Polish… or African or say Irish in the whole school so 

proportionately a lot of our issues and problems do stem from them. (John, SP) 

… Maybe rules or areas of discipline just are not there [in the Traveller community]. 

Possibly… what is a discipline structure like or if there is one? … I don’t really know what I 

am trying to say to you… and it is not even a cultural thing. It could be any area of society 

where you feel there is not discipline here. (Ruth, SP) 

Well it is the same as any child like… If there is no mitching for thirty children then there is 

no mitching for thirty-one. That is what I mean by rules and regulations like. It… if they 

[Travellers] want to be treated the same as everyone else then they have to adhere to the 

school’s regulations especially in the system. (Roisin, SP) 

 

                                                           
78 Quote from Ruth (SP) 
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Traveller boys were specifically named as problematic in terms of their behaviour. Muireann (SP) 

recalled being told by another teacher that Traveller boys were disrespectful to female teachers 

because of “how they view[ed] women”. 

… I find discipline is a huge issue… And when we are talking about this in the staffroom I 

say ‘What am I going to do here? I am struggling with it’ and some of the teachers, they said, 

and I was remarking that with a male teacher and it did not seem to be as much of an issue. 

And someone said’ Oh sure that is the Travelling community and how they view women’. 

(Muireann, SP) 

 

 

While on one hand some of the SPs questioned whether there was a discipline structure within the 

Traveller community, on the other hand, they described Travellers as being too strict when it came to 

allowing Traveller girls to “have a life” (John, SP).  

 

The TSPs talked about the discipline structure within the Traveller community and highlighted that 

every family is unique. While the male TSPs tended not to talk about their parents in terms of them 

being strict, some of the Traveller girls complained about not being allowed to have phones or 

boyfriends. While Celine (TSP) complained that her father was too strict, Rosa (TSP) found that her 

father was the more relaxed parent. As Serena’s (TSP) father had passed away she was referring to 

her mother being strict regarding what age she could own a phone.  

Because I’m not allowed a phone… No, he won't give me a phone… Yeah. Me father said he 

would have a big shoe box with a phone inside it on the day of my wedding. Now I know for 

real he will probably give it to me when I am about 15. Daddy is just strict, like over, he 

would have to go through our phones every night... He says we are only allowed phones if we 

are going off into town. (Celine, TSP) 

 

… you have to be over 16 to have a phone. (Serena, TSP) 

 

Yeah, very, very strict. Well not as strict as my mother… Like my father lets me go to the 

carnival. My father has no problem me going to carnival… he didn't care what I wore once it 

wasn't all too short… But my mother ‘She has no business in that kind of thing’… my mother 

is strict over school and she says, you are not allowed to give cheek in school. And you are 

not allowed to be like a hassle, just get on with it because she says that you have to have 

respect like. (Rosa, TSP)  

 

 

Both Marian (MSP) and Natalia (MSP) mentioned that Roma girls do not have the same freedom as 

boys although neither of them found either of their own parents too strict. Instead, they believed that 

their parents’ strictness was “beautiful” (Natalia, MSP) as it demonstrated how much they “cared” 

(Marian, MSP) about them.  

 

Dominant discourses regarding Travellers abound with depictions of them as having little regard for 

the “rules” (Roisín, SP) of society (Hayes, 2006; Brandi, 2013). It was unsurprising therefore to hear 
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that some of the SPs viewed Travellers as a group that lacked a discipline structure. The SPs’ 

responses highlighted the gendered ways in which society generally tends to view Travellers. Indeed 

in much of the research literature on Travellers, Traveller men are portrayed as being extra macho and 

patriarchal (Cudworth, 2018; Levison and Sparkes, 2003) while Traveller women being painted as 

helpless victims of the Traveller patriarchy (Kendall, 1997). While some interrogation of these 

stereotypes is provided provided (Bhopal, 2011; Hamilton, 2016; Powell, 2010), gender roles within 

the Traveller community are still presented as fixed. This deficit portrayal of Travellers is dangerous 

for a number of reasons. Firstly, portraying Traveller men as having no respect for women serves to 

reinforce Travellers as the undesirable ‘other’, which in turn justifies treating Traveller men with 

contempt and undeserving of pity of compassion. Secondly, by continuously suggesting that Traveller 

women are victims of the Traveller patriarchy, the disadvantage that they clearly face is viewed as 

something that results from belonging to a dysfunctional community and therefore viewed as 

something that Travellers need help fixing. This cultural deficit model allows members of the 

dominant group to distance themselves from the oppression experienced by Travellers and lets them 

‘off the hook’ when it comes to examining their own complicity in maintaining and perpetuating the 

inequalities Travellers face.  

 

Research has highlighted that young people are spending more and more of their leisure time online 

(Anderson, 2018) and less time socialising and having face-to-face contact with their friends 

(Twenge, 2019). There have been warnings about the dangers of allowing young people to spend 

excessive amounts of time on the internet because of its potential risks. In particular, engagement with 

social media has been flagged as a concern in terms of its potential links to increased anxiety and 

depression amongst young people although at present there does not seem to be any research that can 

substantiate this claim (Twenge, 2019). Some of the TSPs indicated that their parents were very 

involved when it came to monitoring their use of technology. If non-Traveller parents managed to 

enforce such strict boundaries for their children, they would be considered ‘good’ parents, however, 

when Traveller impose the same boundaries it is viewed as something more sinister than parents just 

wanting to keep their children safe from harm. It was interesting to hear two of the MSPs describe 

their parents’ strictness as “beautiful” (Natalia, MSP) because it highlighted how from their 

perspective, parental involvement was a sign that their parents “cared” (Marian, MSP).  

 

9.4.3 Learning to Manage Challenging Behaviour 

While there a general sense from the SPs that their own initial teacher education (ITE) had prepared 

them to teach in a ‘normal’ school setting, most felt that ITE had been “a bit unrealistic” (Joanne, SP) 

and lacking in the area of “classroom management” (John, SP). The SPs felt that there was too little 

emphasis on “teaching discipline” (Sarah, SP) and therfore they felt unprepared to deal with the 

challenges they faced in a school like St. Greg’s.  
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I just thought it was very poor. Very poor! … I think more practical based skills…more 

management. More classroom management (Ruth, SP). 

 

Some SPs talked about how they learned to manage challenging behavior with experience “at your 

disposal” (Ruth, SP) and credited other teachers that they had learned from through “observation” 

(Sean, SP). Clodagh (SP) specifically credited the teaching staff that had been there when she started 

teaching in St. Greg’s.  

… but I learnt my craft to be honest with you. I would learn ... you'd learn by observation. 

How the people in this school, the teachers that have retired out of this place, giants among 

men, I think, and women, absolutely fantastic teachers. They would use what I would call 

positive behaviour management. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

While ITE has changed a lot over the years (Mac Ruairc, 2011), more recent studies have found that 

teachers still feel ill-prepared to manage difficult behaviours upon completion of their ITE (Clarke, 

Lodge, and Shevlin, 2012). Research contends that there is a need to focus on how teachers are 

prepared for the complexity of behavioural issues that that they may encounter in schools (Killeavy 

and Moloney, 2009). Clodagh (SP) highlighted the importance of experience in terms of developing a 

sense of teacher efficacy. There has been limited research in Ireland focusing on the construct of 

teacher efficacy (TE), however, the teaching and learning international study (TALIS) found that TE 

was generally stronger in Ireland than it was in 24 comparison countries (OECD, 2009). While the 

study highlighted that teachers were positively predisposed to inclusion in general it also showed that 

student teachers expressed huge concerns in relation to managing challenging behaviour (ibid.). These 

concerns are consistent with findings in other studies both nationally and internationally (Shevlin et 

al., 2009; Forlin, Au, and Chong 2008; Subban and Sharma 2006).  

 

9.4.4 School Approach to Managing Behaviour  

While the SPs understood that “there is always a reason for behaviour” (Ruth, SP), they found it very 

“hard” (Sarah, SP) and “frustrating” (Ruth, SP) to deal with. They argued that managing bad 

behaviour had a negative impact on the students who wanted to learn because it took up so much of 

class time sorting out the “aggro” (John, SP) that was “flaring up” (Padraic, SP) in front of them. As 

Ruth (SP) explained, “the big challenge” for teachers was to “do your best” by all students because 

“everyone is entitled to an education”.  

… You know there is always a reason for behaviour... But you do have a duty of care to all 

students. And it can be frustrating when you have a mixed classroom but you feel all your 

time and energy is going into these few… And that can be frustrating too because while you 

know people need your help everyone is entitled to an education and you want to do your best 

by them. And that is the big challenge. (Ruth, SP) 
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The SPs complained about the amount of time they spent on managing student behavior in St. Greg’s 

but they also saw it as important. The SPs felt that it was “important” to set a “good example” (Saran, 

SP) for the students so that they knew how to behave in life more broadly.  

Behaviour management and teaching them like good example, or giving them good example 

like, and setting good example like, and not just for learning, just for life, you know. Learning 

that you don't call each other’s mothers names, you know, that is a huge lesson, they can learn 

that before they leave the class, isn't that as important as teaching them your verb in French or 

whatever… A holistic kind of approach to it. (Sarah, SP) 

 

The SPs outlined in great detail the steps that the school took to manage challenging behaviour. They 

felt that they had “the structure in the school” (Padraic, SP) and explained that that meant keeping 

rules basic and enforceable. Reinforcing positive behaviour through rewards was also cited as a 

method of managing challenging behaviour.  

Instead of you having a very complicated discipline procedure, if you have a very basic 

straightforward stage process that we have here… if they break the rule they go up a stage 

say, for certain types of offense, but if they are very positive and proactive, they can go back 

down again… And you are rewarded for good behaviour as well, so... positive behaviour, will 

impact on the few that have a negative behaviour. But if you have loads of people who have a 

negative behaviour, that might seep into those who have the good behaviour. (Sean, SP) 

 

One staff participant, John (SP), was very enthusiastic about the benefits of “the unit”79 (Hayden, 

WISP). John (SP) explained in great detail how the “referral centre”80 worked and talked about the 

kinds of students that ended up there. While in most cases it was used as a space to manage behaviour, 

John (SP) explained that some children stayed “down there” for the duration of their post-primary 

school experience because they were not deemed “able to function in [a] mainstream” environment.  

 … our referral centre has managed to improve the work environment and the atmosphere in 

here…. It is a time out. If it is closed the staff suffer in here…And we remove all of the 

distractions for them… Completely. It is in a safe environment. Most of the teachers down 

there have a good rapport with the kids… It is in the school. But when they are down there, 

they do not get access to mainstream whatsoever… we got a lad that he is just not able to 

function in mainstream… He is just not able for it. And he will tell you that himself… He 

feels happier down there... It has a knock-on effect here in regards there is very little 

disruption in his class…  Some of them you can’t control… one particular lad we have here is 

on a reduced timetable… on two classes and that is it. There are certain kids that cannot 

conform to the type of system that we have here.…  (John, SP) 

 

John (SP) noted that there were also two Traveller girls in the unit because they had been fighting and 

informed me that were expected to be there for the rest of their school days. He mentioned that one of 

the Traveller girls had stopped coming to school and believed that this was because “she doesn’t want 

                                                           
79 The student participants tended to use the term ‘the unit’ to describe the place where they went when on a reduced 

timetable 
80 The SPs tended to use the term ‘referral unit’ to describe the place that students were sent while on a reduced timetable  
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to be down there” (John, SP). While John (SP) understood that the unit had a negative impact on how 

one of the Traveller girls was engaging with school he assumed that the two girls would be leaving 

school on completion of their Junior Cert “because of their culture” as opposed to their experiences 

with schooling.  

A very serious incident where two [Traveller] girls attacked another Traveller girl and abused 

her… physically assaulted her and we have zero tolerance for that now. So they are down 

there full-time now but one does not come in as often as she did. She does not like it down 

there… Because she is gone away from mainstream… Until she finishes. Until May… Until 

Junior Cert… She is going to be leaving yeah. See that is the problem you have you see… 

because of their culture… it is not their own fault… the marriage thing takes over. I see 

enough of it in here… that is their main day that they all strive towards (John, SP).  

 

 

Some of the student participants from different groups also referred to the “unit” (Hayden, WISP). 

While most of the student participants had never been down there, three of WISPs told me that they 

had been “down in the unit” (Jason, WISP) when they returned to school after a period of being 

suspended. Some of them argued that they did not see how it was punishment because they were on 

‘reduced timetables’ when down there and finished school early.  

 

There was a policy of non-expulsion in St. Greg’s. Barry (SP) explained that he had never expelled a 

kid as he did not believe that schools “should be resorting to the ultimate sanction” and thought it 

would be better to try to find ways to keep a child engaged with the school. He believed that some 

children would have been expelled unfairly in disadvantaged schools (Barry, SP).  

I don't think due process is being followed up at all…I haven't expelled a child yet now…  I 

don't think we should be resorting to the ultimate sanction just like that, we should be looking 

for ways in which to engage with home, a tutor at home, but also, keep an engagement or an 

attachment to the school. So that at least some form of education is provided and also there is 

no stigma attached to the student once they do eventually leave school, when they legally can 

do so, and that is at sixteen. (Barry, SP) 

 

 

As noted by the SPs in my study, a considerable amount of time seemed to be spent on managing 

behaviour in St. Greg’s. Research consistently finds that managing ‘challenging behaviour’ is a key 

issue concerning schools across the globe (McKenna and Flower, 2014; OECD; 2014). For example, 

one US study found that up to 50 percent of teachers’ and administrators’ time is spent on managing 

challenging behaviour (McKenna et al., 2014). Similarly, a Teaching and Learning International 

Study (TALIS) conducted by the OECD (2014) found that almost one in three teachers spent a 

significant amount of time managing behaviour. Research suggests that schools are aiming to move 

away from reactive approaches to managing challenging behaviour and embracing more proactive 

models of behaviour management (Lane, 2007; O’Toole and Burke, 2013; Lane, Pierson, Stand and 

Carter, 2010). As John (SP) highlighted, in St. Greg’s this involves identifying a clear set of 

behavioural expectations for students. DEIS schools are found to have more challenging disciplinary 
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climates and a greater level of negative interaction between students and teachers than non-DEIS 

schools (Smyth, Mc Coy and Kingston, 2015). Research has found that when groups of students are 

perceived as behaving in challenging ways, schools may respond by creating rigid school 

environments (Sulzer-Azaroff and Mayer, 1994). Research has found that such rigid approaches to 

behaviour management are counter-productive and contribute to early school leaving rather than 

ameliorate it. 

 

John (SP) pointed out how the school put some students on ‘reduced timetables’ or shorter school 

days and kept them separated from the main student body during the time that they were in school. As 

discussed in chapter two (section 2.3.2) the practice of reduced timetables entails a school reducing a 

child’s access to the school to just a few hours or less each day. Schools have been found to use 

reduced timetables as a way of trying to improve attendance at school and prevent truancy (Reid, 

2012). Reid (2012) suggests that in some cases the use of reduced timetables, which focus on literacy 

and numeracy and vocational routes, is desirable for some students. It was clear from my study that 

reduced timetables were not being used to prevent truancy or in order to focus on literacy or 

numeracy. They were being used as a form of behaviour management and as a form of punishment in 

St. Greg’s. A number of reasons were provided in order to rationalise this practice, including the 

reintegration of students that were suspended from school and the need to provide a space for students 

not deemed fit for a mainstream environment. While the SPs argued that the practice of ‘reduced 

timetables’ was of benefit to students, it was clear that it was a teacher centred practice as it removed 

the students that were hard to “control” (John, SP) from the classroom in order to make life easier for 

teachers. It was concerning that it was used for long periods of time instead of as a short-term 

measure. For example, there were some students in the unit for misbehaviour who were going to be 

held there for the rest of their school days. As previously discussed, prolonged use of a reduced 

timetable is considered the same as suspension. John (SP) mentioned two female Traveller students 

who were in the unit because they had been fighting with another student. As no official data had been 

collected regarding the use of reduced timetables, up until now we only had anecdotal evidence that 

Traveller children were being placed on reduced timetables in both primary and post-primary school 

in a ‘hidden’ manner (O’Brien, 2019). While John (SP) observed that one of the Traveller students 

had stopped coming in to school as a result of being in the unit, he tended to adopt a deficit lens and 

suggested that the student would eventually leave school because “culture” as opposed to her 

experiences in school. The student participants who had been on a reduced timetable for misbehaviour 

pointed out that it was not much of a punishment to finish school early. However, as noted in chapter 

two, being excluded from peers can have devastating consequences for students and result in them 

leaving school early. There is no study that looks at the impact of reduced timetables on early school 

leaving amongst Travellers but I think it is safe to conclude that the inappropriate use of this approach 

is a contributing factor.  
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9.5 Receiving/Not Receiving Intercultural Training (ITE/CPD) 

9.5.1 Initial Teacher Education and Intercultural Approaches to Education 

As most of the SPs had completed their initial teacher education (ITE) before an intercultural 

approach to education was a feature, they were not introduced to the concept during ITE. A small 

number were unsure if they had received any intercultural training during their ITE. The SPs did not 

criticise ITE in this regard as they felt prepared for “the Ireland we had” (Roisin, SP).  

I did my teacher training in 1988 or 89 so I would not have known the meaning of the word 

diversity. (Clodagh, SP) 

But my initial teacher training back in the day… and even though I wasn’t that far you know 

but it was long enough I suppose in that it prepared me in a sense for the Ireland that we 

had… We didn’t [have diversity] in my school… my teacher training was adequate for where 

I ended up. (Roisin, SP) 

 

Not many of the SPs had received any continuous professional development (CPD) in intercultural 

approaches to education. The few SPs that attended CPD training in the area noted that it was as a 

result of Ireland becoming more diverse.  

It would have been, well I suppose the main reason it came about was through asylum seekers 

coming into the country, you know wasn't it? And so the whole thing inclusion, even though 

we have other minorities within our country it would have been, I would feel that when 

African, mainly Africans it was seen that maybe there could be problems. (Aine, SP) 

 

It certainly opened my eyes to the whole question of… and again it was at a time as well we 

were getting an awful lot of students as well in the previous school I was teaching in… it was 

a rural school and we had an awful lot of… it was, it was a lot of refugee students that came 

to us… And it was the whole question of ‘is it inclusion or is it integration?’  And how, how 

do we cope with that? You know those questions were coming up in school. (Muireann, SP).  

 

As noted by the SPs, many teachers in Ireland qualified at a time when an intercultural approach to 

education was not a feature of ITE (Faas, Sokolowska and Darmody, 2015). The SPs understood that 

this approach was ‘adopted’ within the Irish context as a means of catering for the increasing diversity 

in Irish schools that resulted from immigration (Kitching and Curtin, 2012), however, an intercultural 

approach to education was first endorsed as a way to address the educational needs of Travellers in 

2002 (Kavanagh, 2013). Like previous research has found, the SPs in my study indicated that they felt 

unprepared to address the needs of newcomer students (Faas et al., 2015; Darmody et al., 2012a; 

Devine, 2011, 2012). In particular, the SPs mentioned feeling unprepared to teach asylum seekers and 

refugees. White European students were not identified as having the potential to create “a problem” 

(Aine, SP). Studies have found that teachers tend to be more positively predisposed to teaching white 

European students because they perceived them as being similar to themselves (white, middle class 

and settled) (Devine, 2008; Leavy, 2005).  
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None of the SPs demonstrated an awareness that the NCCA (2005) had published a set of Intercultural 

Educational Guidelines (IEGs) for schools. One of the many criticisms of the IEGs relates to the fact 

that no in-service training was provided to show teachers how to use them (Kavanagh, 2013; Bryan, 

2008). A survey of principals in Ireland found that 63 percent were dissatisfied with the level of pre-

service and in-service intercultural training available to teachers and felt that current provision did not 

adequately prepare teachers to teach in multicultural settings (Faas et al., 2015). 93 percent of the 

principals surveyed felt that more investment in CPD in the area of intercultural education was needed 

(ibid.).  

 

9.5.2 Understanding Intercultural Education 

The SPs who completed CPD in intercultural education found the training beneficial and felt it should 

be a “pre-requisite” (Muireann, SP) for all teachers. They understood an intercultural approach 

required them to examine their own prejudices as well as getting students to question where their 

attitudes came from. Aine (SP) complained that “two days” training was not long enough for teachers 

to “become aware of [their] your own prejudices” and expressed a desire to engage in more training.  

I think… we have loads of little bodies in front of us that we could perhaps even set them 

thinking about the attitude and question this attitude that comes from the outside world, the 

media and their parents and all the rest of that, whether, you know. (Muireann, SP) 

It was not long enough. Do you know what I mean? Two days... like do you know what I 

mean? …no you would need to do far more to become aware of your own prejudices. I would 

like to think I am not prejudiced but I am sure I am in unconscious and subconscious ways. 

More self-awareness around it and more training. Indeed. (Aine, SP) 

 

The SPs who received no CPD in intercultural education talked about what they thought such training 

should cover. Ruth (SPs) thought it was good to learn about other “cultures” but argued that it was 

important to “mention individuals as well” because “sometimes people lose [lost] sight of that”. Maire 

(SPs) wanted intercultural education to focus on teaching her how to “use more positive interventions, 

because they work[ed] really well”.  

Well I think certainly more about the cultures. I mean because it is huge. And I certainly did 

not understand it… And I suppose when you are talking about interculturalism and diversity 

you know you have to mention individuals as well. It is not all such a blanket term is it? You 

know within different cultures you do have certain types of individuals. And I think 

sometimes people lose sight of that… because you are dealing with such a diverse cultures 

and behavioural problems. (Ruth, SP) 

So I think in that way, if I was going back to probably thinking about what could we be 

taught, or what I would expect maybe if I was going to a training day, it would be how to be 

more positive or to use more positive interventions, because they work really well. (Maire, 

SP) 

 



239 
 

The SPS who did not do any CPD in intercultural education understood it as teaching students not to 

be “name calling” (Sean, SP), “treating everybody the same” (Clodagh, SP), “just being politically 

correct” and not seeing “any difference between people” (Sarah, SP).  

I suppose it's treating everybody the same, being fair. (Clodagh, SP) 

 

Well, I suppose it is just being politically correct, anyway you know, and leading by example. 

I suppose like if I don't make any differences, if I don't show, that I see any differences 

between people. (Sarah, SP) 

 

It means be aware of peoples’ different cultures, and having experience as well of different 

cultures. (Sean, SP) 
 

The SPs who did not do any intercultural training often positioned themselves as experts on the 

subject and argued that the school was being intercultural because it had “an open-door policy” 

(Clodagh, SP). They felt that they were “used to it [dealing with diversity]” (Ruth, SP) and were “very 

good” (Sean, SP) at it so it was “easy” for them to do intercultural education.  

You know it is easy for us here because we have so many different people from cultural 

backgrounds, minority groups and marginalised groups, so on any given day you are going to 

meet people from different backgrounds here. (Sean, SP) 

... I think in our centre here we are so used to dealing with intercultural students or diversity 

that we have become… that we feel… that we are used to it… It has really been the culture of 

our school to be diverse... But that is what makes us so unique. (Ruth, SP) 

 

While Roisin (SP) taught in a relatively homogenous school she was in favour of adopting an 

intercultural approach. Roisin (SP) though it was important for privileged students to understand that 

not everyone had “the same privileges”.  

Oh I would yeah… Because when they leave the little bubble that is primary school or 

secondary school to whatever college they are in you have lots of people there. People from 

every background and in every shape and form. So yeah, I would think it is important to raise 

awareness… it is important that the kids know… there are kids out there who are not… who 

maybe don’t have the same privileges you know. (Roisin, SP) 

 

Some of the SPs understood that an intercultural approach involved examining their own prejudices 

and getting students to reflect on what shaped their attitudes and views (Banks, 1993). This is in line 

with the aims of multicultural education (Darmody et al., 2012b).  

 

The SPs who completed no intercultural training tended to adopt a ’colour blind approach’ (Nieto, 

1999) and reduced intercultural education to challenging ‘individual acts of meanness’ (Kitching, 

2010) such as “name calling” (Sean, SP). ‘Weak’ forms of multicultural education are underpinned by 

sameness, colour-blindness, and meritocracy (Tronya, 1987, 1993; May and Sleeter, 2010; Bryan, 

2009b, 2012; Bryan and Bracken, 2011b; Nieto, 2004a, 2004b) where hierarchies of White supremacy 
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and racism are largely ignored with the focus instead being on ‘playing down differences’ (Nieto, 

2004a). In spite of their “weak” understanding of intercultural education, the SPs were very defensive 

of their practice and argued that St. Greg’s diverse student population was proof enough that they 

were doing interculturalism within the school.  

 

9.5.3 Doing ‘Interculturalism’ in St. Greg’s 

The SPs outlined how the school had adopted the intercultural approach. A few of them mentioned 

having a designated staff member that was responsible for helping the “international students… to 

understand how the school works” (Sean, SP).  

If you have somebody who arrives from another country the first thing we do with them here 

is to get them to understand how the school works, because it may be very different from their 

own school. We get them to understand customs and discipline and what is appropriate, and 

then get them to understand the system. (Sean, SP) 

 

 

While none of the SPs had mentioned that there was a person assigned to deal with Traveller boys, I 

deduced from John’s revelation that he was “responsible for dealing with the Traveller girls” (John, 

SP) that there must have been a separate person allocated to the boys.  

So part of my job as well… I look after most of the Traveller girls… they are under my remit 

a lot of them… It could be anything from opening a bottle of water. If there is a problem with 

one of the teachers, sort it out… And if they are not behaving I put them on report. And if 

they don’t comply they get suspended. (John, SP) 

 

The SPs also talked about intercultural day celebrations. Travellers did not participate in these events. 

Some of the SPs did not see how such events were relevant to Travellers. Sean (SP), for example, 

questioned what Travellers would promote or celebrate.  

… there is a promotion of cultures in the school … but they [Travellers] celebrate, what? 

(Sean, SP) 

 

An intercultural approach to education should permeate the whole school environment (NCCA, 

2006). The SPs highlighted that St. Greg’s had “designated” teachers to cater for the needs of 

minority students. Additionally, there seemed to be designated teachers in place to deal with Traveller 

“issues” (John, SP). While such an approach seems harmless, the literature warns against making 

individual teachers responsible for ‘intercultural issues’ because it is indicative that other teachers 

may not see interculturalism as their responsibility (Nieto, 1999; Santoro, 2013, 2015) and may lead 

to burn out for those ‘burdened’ with the intercultural “issues” (John, SP).  

 

Intercultural events are a common feature within Irish schools (Devine, 2011, Bryan, 2009b, Bryan 

and Bracken, 2011a, 2011b). Nieto (1999) describes such events as “window dressing” (1999, p. xv) 
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because they give the impression that schools are addressing intercultural issues. Bryan (2008) 

contends that teachers are enthusiastic about ‘intercultural days’ because they are doable. The IEGs 

warn schools about the dangers of focussing on isolated events such as intercultural days because such 

events can lead to stereotyping and/or reinforce stereotypes rather than represent diversity as normal 

(NCCA, 2005). The superficial and tokenistic nature of many of these celebratory events can result in 

cultural groups being presented as internally homogeneous and static as opposed to being dynamic 

and ever changing (Lentin, 2005; Robinson and Jones Diaz, 2009; Devine, 2006, 2011; Bryan, 2008, 

2009b, 2012; Bhada, 1994). Hage (2008) explains that an intercultural approach based on the 

recognition of difference maintains the status of the culturally dominant groups by putting them in the 

position of recognising the difference of the ethnic ‘other’.  

 

The celebration of diversity through intercultural events did not extend to Travellers in St. Greg’s. 

When we take into consideration the beliefs about and attitudes towards Traveller culture throughout 

the whole school environment it is clear to see why SPs did not know how to celebrate Traveller 

culture. Nevertheless, given the high percentage of Traveller students in St. Greg’s it was incredibly 

concerning to hear some of the SPs expressing bewilderment as to which aspects of Traveller culture 

could be celebrated.  

 

9.5.4 Attitudes Towards and Opportunities for Including Travellers in the Curriculum  

The student participants from across the different groups showed some interest in learning about other 

groups, religions or cultures. They were particularly interested in learning more about the experiences 

of Travellers, as that is “what they were surrounded by” (Christiano, MSP). The MSPs thought to 

would be good for everyone to learn about Travellers so they did not “have to shake” (Marian, MSP) 

or feel “so fearful” (Josef, MSP) when they met Travellers. The TSP felt it was only fair that students 

from the dominant group learned about Travellers because they had “to learn about them [the 

dominant group]” (Rosa, TSP).  

 

The SPs held different attitudes towards the inclusion of Travellers within the curriculum and some 

were reluctant to discuss issues relevant to Travellers within class. John (SP) suggested that “you are 

almost setting them [Travellers] back” by teaching them about “their culture and all that”. He was of 

the opinion that it would be better to teach Travellers “to be more respectful of what society is doing 

for them” (John, SP).  

… Like when you talk to a Traveller and talk to them about their culture and all that... like 

you are almost setting them back. They think they are different to us but they are not, they are 

Irish… Like they talk about having their language and everything else... at the end of the day 

they are Irish... they need to be more respectful of what society is trying to do for them. (John, 

SP) 
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Other SPs did attempt to include Travellers within the existing curriculum. Maire (SP) spoke about 

how she would try to incorporate a DVD produced by Travellers when exploring issues regarding 

drug and alcohol abuse with one of her classes that was made up of mostly Travellers.  

… depending on my class group as well, I would have had two class groups, of third years… 

the majority would have been from the Travelling community, so when I would have doing 

things around drug and alcohol abuse, I have a DVD from Pavee [Point]81, and will show that 

because it is Travellers talking about Traveller culture… so I do think that the kids can relate 

to that. (Maire, SP) 

 

Some of the SPs identified the need to be sensitive when adopting an intercultural approach. Both 

Caroline (SP) and Maire (SP) identified the need to be sensitive when covering topics such as “sex” 

(Maire, SP) in a classroom of Travellers, especially where there were girls present. When broaching 

such topics, Maire (SP) tried to plan to have an SNA in the room with her as she found that this made 

the class more manageable. Caroline (SP) informed me she just gets on with the lesson regardless 

because “they need to know” (Caroline, SP). Muireann (SP) identified the need to approach the lesson 

in a sensitive way when Traveller students were present in class. Muireann (SP) felt unsure of herself 

as an intercultural educator and questioned whether she was asking the right questions and doing 

things right.  

… I am very sensitive about it as well because we are doing it now in school about Travelling 

culture… Should I or should I not be doing this? How is the student in one of my classes, how 

is he feeling? Should I talk to him beforehand about it? (Muireann, SP) 

 

The SPs identified opportunities to include Travellers within the existing curriculum. John thought 

that there was a “huge amount of it”, “too much” (John, SP) whereas Roisin (SP) did not think there 

was very much. Muireann (SP) also talked about existing opportunities within the curriculum. She 

described the material as “negative” and “stereotypical”. Caroline (SP) struggled to think of 

opportunities to include Travellers in the curriculum.  

... Oh yeah-too much. In CSPE there is about five or six pages in it (laughing)… Rights and 

responsibilities. You would have stuff on halting sites. You would have a Traveller poem. 

You would have a huge amount of it. (John, SP) 

… Traveller culture is part of one of the lessons… it is not an entire lesson … I remember 

when Pavee Lackeen came out for example you would do a little around that… But nothing 

more than that like. (Roisin, SP) 

And in school you just, certainly in the books we have at the moment it’s … you get very 

stereotypical sort of material. There is nothing really there. It is all the negative things about 

how young the Travellers die. There is not an awful lot of detail now about the culture of the 

Travellers. (Muireann, SP) 

                                                           
81 Pavee Point Traveller and Roma Centre 
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I suppose we do talk about poverty and all of that but we would not… say Travellers are part 

of any group. Because they aren’t really. They are not really in poverty… when we are 

talking about… the unemployed. We would not include the Travellers in it. Like that does not 

come up… And when we are talking in SPHE you know we would be talking about 

stereotypes and you know we would talk about people with hoodies… And they would say 

‘oh well the Travellers they would be classed’ … Because people do associate crime with 

some of them. (Caroline, SP)  

 

John (SP) explained that he covered Traveller history during history class when he taught about the 

famine and highlighted how his beliefs [mis]informed and affected his teaching.  

You see there is a perception out there that they came from the Famine… Certain amounts of 

them came from that. Before that I would say they just wandered from place to place. With 

regards they were tinsmiths and all that. Alright? … They are Irish like. Like us! Simple as 

that. And like most things they got names like Travellers and Tinkers and Gypsies… because 

they allegedly travelled around... When we come to the Famine in Irish history, I would touch 

on that. (John, SP) 

 

While many of the TSPs did not recall learning much about Travellers in school, some talked about 

covering some aspects of Traveller “culture” in CSPE. Celine (TSP) was not impressed by what she 

learned and Jennifer (TSP) recalled being offended and said it made her feel uncomfortable when the 

teacher started to speak about Travellers living in “mobile homes” because she felt that the other 

students looked down on that way of living. Jennifer (TSP) pointed out that she did not know how to 

challenge what the other students in the class had said because she had never “lived in a trailer”.  

In CSPE class we learn about human rights…There are disabled, not just about Travellers, 

they talk about every culture like… like, there are Travellers, and they get married young, all 

that kind of stuff... (Celine, TSP) 

One time in first year. In CSPE. The question was ‘what would you think about living in a 

mobile home’ or something. Living in a trailer… and the teacher was like ‘oh well you know 

there is people out there that live in them full-time’ like all year round. And they were like ‘oh 

I wouldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do it’ and she was like ‘oh well members of the Travelling 

community live in them’. And that was really just it… I felt like I wanted to say something 

but I still did not know what to say because I don’t live in a trailer. You know that kind of 

way. I would feel like I was a hypocrite or something like that… If I could go back, I would 

ask them ‘what is wrong with it?’... You might not want to do it like but you should not look 

down on people that do. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

All of the MSPs and the WISPs associated “the caravan” (Josef, MSP) with Travellers. They believed 

Travellers lived in trailers or “on sites” (Christiano, MSP) whereas “non-Travellers live [d] in estates 

with other non-Travellers” (Victoria, MSP). Mickey (TSP) was the only TSP who lived in a “trailer”. 

Celine (TSP) had lived in a trailer when she was younger but like most of the other TSPs she now 

lived in a house. Josef (MSP) believed that people “looked down on the caravan” (Josef, MSP).  
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One of the TSPs recalled learning about the famine theory in history class and explained that she did 

not believe it as it made no sense and her father had told her that the theory was wrong.  

In history they said that Travellers came from the famine but I said that to Daddy and he said 

‘no Travellers were way before that’. ‘Cause like if you think about it the famine was in the 

1800s and look at grandad… like he must be nearly one-hundred now and his mother and 

father were Travellers and Daddy said they were without a shadow of a doubt there before 

that. (Jennifer, TSP) 

 

The ‘hidden curriculum’ reinforces society’s prejudicial views of Traveller children. Yon (1994, p. 

139) suggests that “the hidden curriculum has received less attention than the formal curriculum 

because it addresses what is essentially intangible, the very ethos of schooling that is difficult to pin 

down’. Yon (1994, p. 139) suggests that the “hidden curriculum can cause students to feel 

marginalized”. Gay (2005) argues that racism manifests through the ‘hidden curriculum’. Critical 

multiculturalists interpret the curriculum (and the ‘hidden curriculum’) as a hegemonic tool deployed 

to preserve the power and privilege of the dominant group (Sugrue, 2004). They argue for the 

inclusion of diverse perspectives and for a greater focus on the political nature of the knowledge 

construction process (Crichlow, Goodwin, Shakes and Swartz, 1990; Sugrue, 2004). While Banks 

(1993, p. 10) argues that students should be given the opportunity to explore different types of 

knowledge, he maintains that transformative academic knowledge gives students “opportunities to 

investigate and determine how cultural assumptions, frames of reference, perspectives, and the biases 

within a discipline influence the ways knowledge is constructed”.  

 

The irrelevance of the curriculum to Travellers has been raised as an issue by many scholars (cf. 

Bhopal, 2010 a; Connolly and Keenan, 2002; Kenny, 2004). The TSPs were particularly interested in 

learning more about Travellers. The TSPs expressed a desire to learn more about their own history 

because as Rosa (TSP) argued, Travellers had to learn about the history of the dominant group. 

Traveller history has been invisible within the Irish curriculum to date, however, a recent Bill passed 

in the Seanad82 aims to rectify this “sin of omission” (Willis, 1995, p. 34). As Giroux (1986, p. 10) 

pointed out “the issue here is that the school actively silences students by ignoring their histories … 

by refusing to provide them with knowledge relevant to their lives”. School text books typically tend 

to present the perspectives of the dominant group (Grace, 2008; Hoo Kong, 1996) with minority 

groups being rendered practically invisible within the school curriculum (Winks, 1971; Hale-Benson, 

1986; BLAC Report on Education, 1994). Similar to Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’, Brooker (2002, p. 21), 

contends that the “school culture” may differ greatly than the home environment and have a negative 

impact on how some students settle into the school environment. While the introduction of Traveller 

history and culture into the curriculum is a welcome development, it is critical that teachers are 

                                                           
82 Authority in Ireland is divided between the Legislature (the Oireachtas), the Executive (the Government) and the Judiciary 

(the courts). The Seanad is the Upper House of the Oireachtas and has 60 Members, who are known as Senators. 
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trained to deliver the content in an appropriate and sensitive manner as it has the power to do as much 

harm as good in the ‘wrong hands’.  

 

Textbooks are a notable feature of Irish schools (Smyth et al., 2009; Gleeson, King, O’Driscoll and 

Tormey, 2007) and have the capacity to exercise significant influence on ‘what’ knowledge and 

‘whose’ knowledge is taught in schools (Devine, 2011b; Bryan, 2012). As John (SP) highlighted, 

inadequate and inaccurate information regarding Travellers can lead to some teachers passing on 

myths about Travellers to the students. This leads to a huge mismatch between what Traveller 

children know from their learning within the home and what they are being taught in school. 

Exclusion from the curriculum has the potential to “psychologically” cripple (BLAC Report on 

Education, 1994, p. 40) Traveller learners which in turn leads to their disengagement with school. 

Decolonising the curriculum would require meaningfully engaging with the history of European 

colonialism (Kitching, 2012; Bryan, 2009b). In the Irish context, it would mean that the ‘truth’ about 

Traveller history would feature within the national curriculum, not as an add-on, but as an integral 

part of Irish history and identity (Bryan, 2007). Bryan (2008, p. 47) problematizes the aspects of the 

national curriculum which relate to representations of national identity. Subedi (2006) points out that 

it is not unusual for critical and controversial perspectives to be absent from the curriculum. Schools 

often reflect dominant discourses and reinforce “common-sense knowledge” (ibid., p. 622) which in 

turn reinforces stereotypes about the ‘other’. Within the Irish context, it will be interesting to see how 

Traveller history is incorporated into the curriculum because it is controversial and has the potential to 

make members of the dominant group reflect on issues of inequality, power and privilege (Bryan, 

2008; Subedi, 2006). Drawing on Finders (2002), Bryan (2008, p. 55) reminds us “that a certain 

degree of discomfort is necessary if we are to implement educational interventions that do more than 

merely look different on paper but rather have the potential to effect real social change”.  

 

As some of the SPs and the TSPs highlighted, adopting an intercultural approach requires a degree of 

sensitivity from teachers. Bryan (2009) found that in some cases schools would be better off not 

adopting an intercultural approach at all because of the way it was adopted. While the SPs in my study 

spoke about being sensitive it was mostly in relation to how they taught sex education to young 

Traveller women, the implication being that Traveller girls were more sensitive that students from 

other groups when it came to talking about sex. This reflects the gendered ways in which Travellers 

are viewed with Traveller women continuously being represented as more repressed than members of 

the dominant group (cf. Cudworth, 2018). Muireann (SP) demonstrated a better degree of 

understanding and recognised that being sensitive meant taking into account how a Traveller student 

might feel in a classroom full of non-Travellers when a ‘hot topic’ such as Traveller history or culture 

was being discussed. The TSPs confirmed that there was a need for teachers to be sensitive and well 
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informed because of the potential discomfort that arose when Travellers were being discussed within 

class. The need to prepare teachers to manage such ‘discomfort’ has been identified as a key aim of 

intercultural education (Banks, 1991, 1993).  

 

9.5.5 Missed Opportunities to do Interculturalism  

The SPs were less conscious of how the hidden curriculum provided them with opportunities to do 

intercultural education. My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding (MBFGW)83 came up in a lot of the interviews 

with the SPs and the student participants from all groups. The SPs recalled talking about the 

programme with students. However, the SPs were incapable of helping the Traveller students to 

interrogate the programme critically because they did not critically engage with it themselves. They 

argued that Travellers “are doing themselves no favour” (Donal, SP) by taking part in the show.  

… the publicity they themselves do… you know ‘My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding’… how they 

celebrate marriage. Whatever! And how they get married at fifteen years of age. And those 

kind of things. You know? (Roisin, SP).  

I suppose the whole thing Hannagh, seeing them with the Gypsy Wedding whatever, on 

Channel Four, and how they allow small kids to dress very provocatively, and dance very 

provocatively and it seems to be encouraged, all this flesh showing, and whatever, and yet, 

they would seem to have a huge emphasis on being chaste and not going with boys until they 

get married, and all this kind of thing, that is what I find very conflicting… (Sarah, SP) 

 

While some of the student participants (one WISP and three TSPs) from across the different groups 

claimed to like the programme, most of the research participants thought it reflected badly on 

Travellers. Almost all of the student participants believed that the programme was a true reflection of 

Travellers.  

 

The Nally-Ward case84 was also referred to by one of the SPs, Caroline. She said it had come up in 

class but that she had “no thoughts on the matter”. She noted that the Traveller students talked about 

the case and that they viewed Nally’s actions as “wrong”. In her view, some teachers would engage 

with students when they brought up issues that were affecting them while others would “dismiss” 

them or “be biased… in their views”.  

… I am just thinking about you know the case when the man in Mayo shot the Traveller well 

I remember when that came on there was a bit of discussion around that at the time and of 

                                                           
83 My Big Fat Gypsy Wedding was first broadcast in 2010 on Channel 4, UK. It claimed to be a realist ethnographic 

documentary that granted audiences access to “one of the most secretive communities in the UK” (Jensen and Ringrose, 

2014, p.369). In reality it was a sensationalised mockumentary. It attracted almost 15 percent of the available audience when 

aired, a figure which grew with each episode. In total, there were six seasons.  
84 This refers to a case where a Traveller man, John Ward, and his son, drove into the yard of farmer Padraig Nally in Co 

Mayo, in 2006. John Ward left the car looking for scrap metal. The exact details of what happened next are unknown but 

what is known is that Nally shot Ward twice; once near the door of Nally’s house and once as Ward tried to run away. Nally 

was later convicted of manslaughter but freed upon appeal in 2006. Many felt Nally was justified as they argued he had 

reason to be fearful of Travellers. However, others felt that the judgement was embedded in prejudice towards the Traveller 

Community.  



247 
 

course all of the Travellers thought it was terrible… now I have no thoughts on it but at the 

time it was controversial… They Traveller students felt … that he was wrong for shooting 

him… that you should not shoot anyone… some teachers like would just dismiss and you 

would not be allowed to talk about it whereas other teachers would let them talk… air their 

views or else other teachers would be biased I suppose in their views on one side and only 

give their opinion. (Caroline, SP) 

 

Padraic (SP) highlighted how his own beliefs and attitude impacted on his ability to adopt an 

intercultural approach with regard to Travellers. When a student told him about his experience of 

racism, Padraic (SP) corrected the child, dismissed his experience and reinforced the idea that 

Travellers have to police each other or get “tarred with the same brush” (Padraic, SP).  

Michael said they were in [name of place] during the summer… the guards came down, and 

told them to leave. And I asked, ‘was that fair?’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘it wasn't, I had nothing to do 

with it.’ And I said, ‘tell me more, Michael’... and he told me the whole story, and I could 

understand then… they all went together and they dragged everyone into it…  Now I don't 

think Michael was aware that anything was going to happen, you know he didn't go there as 

part of the team to do anything… an incident happened, but everyone paid for it. I didn't ask if 

they took responsibility, if they paid up ... I felt like what he was saying that nobody was 

prepared to say, ‘well look, I did the damage.’… so they all got tarred with the same brush... 

(Padraic, SP) 

 

 

In light of the lack of training for teachers on how to adopt an intercultural approach (Kavanagh, 

2013), it was not surprising to find that the SPs were missing opportunities to engage informally with 

intercultural issues as they arose. MBFGW was viewed as the ‘truth’ about Travellers and was 

designed to feed into existing stereotypes (Jensen and Ringrose, 2014). Jensen et al. (2014, p. 370) 

“reflect on how the programme re-inscribes the social inequalities experienced by Gypsy and 

Traveller communities as ‘a matter of culture’; and how, in so doing, it retreats from socio-political 

analysis and instead incites moral outrage”. They point out how the programme positions itself as an 

anthropological study of Travellers and note that it does not engage in self-reflexivity “about the 

artifice it creates” (ibid., 371). The inability of the SPs to help students to critically interrogate such 

portrayals of Travellers, while unsurprising, was worrying as it indicated that, in some cases, the SPs 

were reinforcing, rather than challenging, racism and racist ideologies in relation to Travellers. They 

showed no signs of understanding how dominant discourses and ideologies shaped their own biases 

and belief systems (Kavanagh, 2013) about Travellers. Fine and Weis (2004) suggest that educators 

avoid naming and analysing social problems out of fear rather than neglect. Other studies suggest that 

teachers are reluctant to critically address intercultural issues, as to do so may unsettle norms (Parekh, 

2006; Nieto, 2004a). O’Brien (2009) suggests that teachers have issues around confidence in 

responding to interculturalism. I found that the SPs could not respond to informal intercultural issues 

regarding Travellers in an appropriate manner because they lacked criticality in relation to same. As 

Howard (2006) points out, with the best will in the world, teachers cannot teach what they do not 
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know. They also cannot help students deconstruct dominant discourses if they themselves believe in 

them and are committed to such beliefs.  

 

Giroux (2002) contends that schools reflect what takes place in society. As Caroline (SP) highlighted, 

when topical issues regarding Travellers came up within the school environment it was 

“controversial”. She pointed out that some teachers would engage with the issue and allow Traveller 

students the space to air their views while others would be dismissive or biased. During the Ward-

Nally case, in 2006, it was a tense time to be a Traveller in Ireland as all Travellers were subjected to 

an online frenzy of abuse on social media where it was like open season for racists to air their views 

on the community. It is not surprising, therefore, that Traveller students wanted to talk about the issue. 

Being a critical multicultural teacher requires a commitment to engage in difficult discourses 

underpinned by politics (Bigler and Collins, 1995; Banks, 1993). Drawing on Apple and Beane 

(1999), Kavanagh (2013) contends that challenging dominant hegemony can be frightening for 

teachers and can leave them feeling vulnerable within schools and isolated by their teaching 

colleagues. As Kavanagh (2013) points out, overcoming such challenges is not an easy task. Schools 

need to have a plan of action in place for when such events occur. Teachers need to be taught to 

understand their own prejudices and provided with opportunities to explore how their beliefs and 

biases impact on what they do and how they do it (ibid.). They need to be provided with spaces to 

examine the impact they have when they reinforce, instead of challenge, dominant discourses and 

failing to help students interrogate broader social issues which have a direct impact on their sense of 

self.  

 

Devine (2005, p. 65) noted that “teachers’ responses were complex and underpinned by a feeling of 

ambiguity and insecurity” about their practices. She also highlighted teachers’ concerns regarding 

their capacity to appropriately address racist incidents (Devine, 2006). My study raises concerns about 

how Travellers are being taught to understand their own experiences of racism. Padraic’s (SP) 

response, while not uncommon, is concerning all the same. When a Traveller student discloses his 

experience of racism, Padraic (SP) responds by teaching the student that he has to accept being 

labelled because of the company he keeps. ‘Victim blaming’ serves members of the dominant group 

as it deflects attention away from them and their complicity in perpetuating and maintaining 

inequalities by providing them with a way to rationalise inequality in education (Persell, 1981). When 

people employ a culturally deficit lens they tend to engage in discourses which blame the victim 

(Erickson, 1987; Irvine, 1990; Strickland, 1994; Miller, 1995) for not being able to blend in.  
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9.6 Conclusion  

This chapter examined how inclusion and an intercultural approach to education were being 

understood and practiced in St. Greg’s from the perspectives of the SPs and the student participants 

from all of the different groups. It highlighted how poorly intercultural education is being 

conceptualised and implemented at a local level, particularly in relation to Travellers. This chapter 

also explored how ability grouping was being used as a form of behaviour management and discussed 

other methods employed within the school in attempt to manage challenging behaviour.  

 

In the next and final chapter, an overview of the research study will be provided as well as details 

regarding the key concepts and issues explored in each chapter. The research questions will be 

revisited and then an account of the theoretical and conceptual contributions of the study in the field 

of Traveller education is provided. The rest of the chapter will focus on the implications of the study 

make recommendations for future research in the field.  
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Chapter Ten: Conclusion 

 

10.1 Introduction  

There are six sections in this concluding chapter. Section two provides an overview of the research 

study and outlines the key concepts explored in each chapter. Section three returns to the research 

questions. Section four summarises the key findings of this study regarding how an intercultural 

approach to education is being understood and implemented in one Delivering Equality of 

Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) post-primary school in the West of Ireland, particularly in  relation to 

Irish Travellers. Included in this section is a consideration of how the research questions have been 

addressed and the contributions of the findings. Section five focuses on the study’s implications and 

limitations. Finally, section six concludes by making recommendations in terms of policy and practice 

as well as for future research in the field.  

 

10.2 Overview of Study and Dissertation  

As delineated in chapter one, this study sought to critically explore how an intercultural approach to 

education was being conceptualised and adopted in one urban Delivering equality of Opportunity in 

Schools (DEIS) post-primary school with particular reference to Travellers. This study was developed 

in response to the lack of research that examines the experiences of Traveller students in post-primary 

education in Ireland. It was devised in light of the Intercultural Educational Strategy (IES) (2010-

2015) which played down the relevance of an intercultural approach to education for Traveller 

students, and in the context of the importance of unpacking the racism experienced by Travellers 

within the Irish context. This research was concerned with how an intercultural approach to education 

could be fully understood and implemented without paying specific attention to the uncomfortable 

‘truth’ about the widespread racism that has existed within Irish society for centuries in relation to 

Travellers. The study sought to provide a detailed and critical account of intercultural education as it 

is being understood and implemented in post-primary schools at the local level with particular 

reference to Travellers. It aimed to explore the complex issues that impact upon the educational 

experiences and outcomes of Travellers in post-primary education. It also sought to examine teaching 

and school practices that may affect the educational opportunities of Traveller pupils. It also set out to 

analyse how the discourse on intercultural education is being understood and implemented at the local 

level with regards to Travellers.  

 

Chapter one introduced the contextual background for the study and outlined the aims of the research. 

Chapter two outlined the context, including policy, with regard to Travellers in education in Ireland 



251 
 

and demonstrated the continuing lack of progression experienced by Travellers within the Irish 

education system. Chapter three provided a critical review of the academic literature relating to 

teachers’ attitudes towards and experiences with diversity, teachers approaches to diversity within 

their own classrooms, preparing culturally responsive teachers, the experiences of minority ethnic 

students within the Irish context and Travellers experiences with education. Chapter four outlined my 

philosophical assumptions and explained my methodological position. In chapter five, details 

regarding the research procedures employed, as well as information regarding participants, 

recruitment, data collection and analysis, were provided. Chapters six to nine presented the findings of 

the research, focusing on researcher postionality/identity; staff and student perceptions of the high 

level of diversity at St. Greg’s; issues of identity and belonging; and on how inclusion and 

intercultural approaches were being understood and implemented in a diverse school setting. This 

final chapter considers the significance of the study and its implications, and concludes by making 

recommendations for policy and practice and suggestions for future research.  

 

10.3 Research Questions 

This study was devised in order to capture how an intercultural approach was being understood and 

implemented in relation to Irish Travellers in a post-primary school setting. I wanted to explore how 

an intercultural approach was being conceptualised and implemented by staff participants working in 

a post-primary school setting. I also wanted to understand how an intercultural approach was being 

implemented in practice in a school setting from the perspectives of students, and therefore this study 

drew on the views and experiences of Traveller and non-Traveller student participants. 

 

The specific research questions I explored in the context of one urban, DEIS post-primary school 

were as follows:  

1. What are the views, beliefs and experiences of school staff in relation to Travellers in education?  

2. How do the views, beliefs and experiences of school staff impact on their approaches to teaching 

and on school practices?  

3. What does school life look like through the eyes of the Traveller child?  

4. What are the views and experiences of non-Traveller students in relation to Travellers in general, 

and Travellers in education?  

 

Additionally, it was hoped that the research journey outlined in this thesis might provide some 

insights and guidance to minority researchers ‘studying up’ and working in the area of cross-cultural 
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and cross-racial research in an Irish context. In the following section a summary of the key findings is 

presented, including a consideration of how the research questions have been addressed.  

 

10.4 Summary of the Main Findings and Contribution  

10.4.1 Being Known Locally as the School for “the Travellers and the Blacks”85 

As noted by many of the staff and student participants, the ethnic make-up of St. Greg’s had led to 

school becoming a demonised space (Cahill and Hall, 2014; Ball, 2003; Reay, 2004a, 2007). It was 

known locally as a school for “the Travellers and the blacks” or “the Traveller school”. While one-

third of the school population was still made up of white settled Irish students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, there was evidence of ‘white-flight’ in St. Greg’s. Other Irish studies have also found 

evidence of ‘white flight’ when the number of minorities attending a school increases (House of the 

Oireachtas, 2008; Devine, 2013b; Bryan, 2006). While almost half of all Traveller students have been 

found to attend a DEIS school (Tickner, 2017), there seemed to be an unusually high number of 

Travellers concentrated in St. Greg’s. For example, out of a student population of approximately 300 

students, one-third of the overall school population was made up of Traveller students. This was in 

stark contrast to what the staff and student participants who were not interviewed as part of the main 

study had reported. For example, while some of the student participants who had been interviewed as 

part of the pilot study had also attended a DEIS school and both had reported that there were some 

Travellers in the school, they did not mention that there was such a high proportion of Travellers. As 

no other study has given an exact breakdown of the numbers of Traveller students attending DEIS 

schools, it is hard to ascertain if this trend is normal. One-third of the student population in St. Greg’s 

was also made up of newcomer students. While other studies have found that high levels of diversity 

are not unusual in DEIS schools (Smyth, Mc Coy and Kingston, 2015), my study highlighted that 

some DEIS schools seem to be more diverse than others.  

 

Studies have found that an over concentration of disadvantage worsens inequality in education and 

negatively impacts on progression (cf. Smyth et al., 2015; OECD, 2018; Perry and McConney, 2010). 

At policy level the goal is to improve outcomes for Travellers in education. This is unlikely to happen 

if the current system is not radically changed. This study highlighted how the DEIS and non-DEIS 

school system is more akin to a form of segregated education that separates the advantaged from the 

disadvantaged while claiming that they are a means of ‘tackling disadvantage’. One must question 

whether such a segregated system is a “coincidence or conspiracy” (Gillborn, 2008, p. 229). It is clear 

that such a system maintains the status quo and reproduces the existing social order (Bourdieu, 1986). 

While other studies have suggested that Gypsy, Roma and Traveller students are hiding their identity 

while in school (cf. Derrington, 2007) my study found no evidence of this being the case in relation to 

                                                           
85 Quote from John (SP) 
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the Traveller students that attended St. Greg’s. However, while the TSPs in my study did not report 

having to hide their identity, this study did find evidence of Roma students hiding both their ethnic 

and religious identities. My study suggests that in cases where Travellers are among their own, they 

are more comfortable with their identity and therefore do not feel the need to hide it. Bhopal and 

Chapman (2018) also found that in schools where there was an over-concentration of BME students, 

they tended to be more comfortable with their identities than they were in schools where they were the 

minority. However, they found that this positive identity development came at a cost because 

minorities performed less well academically in schools that had an overconcentration of disadvantage 

than in more advantaged schools where they were under represented (ibid.).  

 

10.4.2 Travellers ‘Self- Segregating’ in their ‘Choice’ of School  

The TSPs were seemingly self-segregating as they all expressed ‘choosing’ to attend St. Greg’s. 

However, they ‘chose’ to go to St. Greg’s because they felt they would be more comfortable among 

‘their own’ which suggests that they felt their choices were limited and that they would not feel 

comfortable in spaces where they were in the minority. As evidenced in my study, what looks like 

‘choice’ is actually an inevitability of living in a society where being different is viewed as an 

aberration and met with hostility. The TSPs had sought out spaces and places where they would not 

be on their own or in the minority because it provided them with a sense of comfort. Bhopal and 

Myers (2009) also found that Travellers felt more comfortable in spaces where they were surrounded 

by their own. While the homophilous nature of humans (Mouw, 2006) explains why the TSPs wanted 

to be among their own, it is concerning to think that they felt forced to seek out spaces where they 

could be with other Travellers because it was the more comforting option (Keane, 2011). Ball et al. 

(2002) found that working class students did not exercise ‘choice’ in the same way as the middles 

classes when deciding to attend HE. They highlighted minority groups don’t actively ‘choose’ certain 

educational paths/places but are constrained in their ‘choices (ibid.). While previous research has 

shown that working class and ‘other’ BME students and their parents/guardians do not exercise school 

‘choice’ in the same way as their middle class peers (Cooper 2005; Gillborn and Youdell, 2000; Reay 

and Ball,1998; Byrne and Smyth, 2010; Lynch and Lodge 2002; Lynch and Moran 2006), previous 

studies on Travellers have not examined why they ‘choose’ to attend the schools that they do and the 

various complex issues which impact on and influence their ‘choice’. 

 

10.4.3 Lack of Mixing Between Student Groups within the School and Inter-Ethnic Conflict 

Students from all of the different groups tended to ‘stick to their own’ specific group within the school 

environment and rarely had friendships with students outside of their own cultural groups. Any 

reports of mixing between different groups was very superficial in nature. Where it occurred, it was 

between white settled Irish students and ‘other’ minority groups, but there very little evidence of 
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mixing between Travellers and students from any of the other groups. In some cases, the WISPs and 

MSPs explicitly stated that they wouldn’t ‘hang out’ with Travellers. The WISPs and MSPs were 

influenced by dominant discourses about Travellers and such discourses dictated how they viewed 

their Traveller peers. Travellers were seen as the ‘out-group’ from all of the staff and student 

participants’ perspectives and it was clear that they were considered the group that did not fit in at 

school. This is similar to what Lynch and Lodge (2002) found, as three-quarters of the post-primary 

school students who participated in their study believed that Travellers would not fit in to their school. 

In their study on primary school students in Ireland, Devine, Kenny and Macneela (2008) also found a 

notable lack of inter-ethnic mixing between different groups of students, apart from on a superficial 

level. Other studies have highlighted that racist attitudes are prevalent towards Traveller students at 

both the primary (O’Keefe and O’Connor, 2001) and post-primary level (Tormey and Gleeson, 2012) 

and have highlighted that white settled Irish students tend to report a high level of social distance from 

Travellers in particular (ibid.). Internationally, research has found that it is not an unusual occurrence 

for students to stick with people from their own ethnic group (Tatum, 1997, 2017) While other studies 

have previously highlighted how Travellers are positioned as an ‘out-group’ within primary and post-

primary schools and demonstrated that white settled Irish students and the general public view them in 

a negative light, my study highlighted how ‘other’ minority ethnic students are also learning to 

distance themselves from Travellers within the post-primary school environment. Also whereas 

previous research has found that there was a lack of mixing between students from different student 

groups at primary level, this study highlighted that this trend is also prevalent within a post-primary 

school setting.  

 

My study also found evidence of inter-ethnic conflict between different student groups within the 

school environment. The SPs tended to accept and normalise the inter-ethnic conflict that existed 

between different groups. While the SPs tended to suggest that inter-ethnic conflict was only a 

problem between the different minority ethnic groups, most notably the Polish, Travellers and “the 

Blacks” (John, SP), the student participants noted that there were also tensions between the white 

settled students and students from ‘other’ minority ethnic groups. While Devine et al. (2008) found 

evidence of inter-ethnic conflict between primary school students it tended to be in the form of racist 

name-calling and the exclusion of students from out-groups’. In my study, there was evidence that 

more latent forms of racism had escalated into violence between different ethnic groups.  

 

While the lack of mixing and conflict between student groups, identified by the staff and student 

participants, in not an unusual occurrence there is evidence to suggest that it may be worse in a 

segregated setting (Vigil, 1988), and one which has ‘concentrated’ levels of disadvantage, and 

therefore it was no surprise to see such tensions being played out in a segregated school like St. 
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Greg’s. Proponents of the ‘contact theory’ believe that inter-ethnic contact reduces racial prejudice 

( Husnu and Crisp, 2010). My study has also highlighted that ‘contact theory’ is flawed as it does not 

take into account the complexity of in-group and out-group dynamics (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008). 

Contact alone is clearly not enough to foster positive relationships between the different groups that 

exist in society.  

 

10.4.4 Teachers’ Cultural Deficit Approach to Understanding Inequalities Experienced by 

Travellers was Influenced by Early Encounters 

This study found that the SPs tended to adopt a cultural deficit lens in order to make sense of the 

educational disadvantage experienced by Travellers. While the SPs showed some signs of being able 

to critically understand the existence of structural barriers to equality in education, they tended to 

revert to the belief that ‘culture’ and ‘the home’ were to blame for the poor educational outcomes 

experienced by Travellers. The SPs were generally of the view that Travellers did not value education. 

Such beliefs about Travellers are echoed in other studies (cf. Myers, Mc Ghee and Bhopal, 2010; 

Hamilton, Bloomer and Potter, 2012) and have become ‘conventional wisdom’ in broader society. 

This study contributes to the literature by showing a potential source of this thinking. For example, in 

this study, the SPs’ beliefs about Travellers were shaped by their early encounters with the Travelling 

community. Many of the SPs had some early memories of Travellers living in illegal encampments on 

the side of the road or of Travellers at their front doors begging. Consequently, they viewed Travellers 

as a group who felt entitled to get things for free and who were always looking for something from the 

settled community in Ireland. As highlighted by other studies, there is a need for teachers to be 

provided with opportunities to learn about poverty and inequality in society (Bryan, 2008; Keane, 

2012; Kavanagh, 2013) so that they can understand such memories about early encounters and 

deconstruct what they have come to believe about groups such as Travellers.  

 

10.4.5 Traveller Students Reported Strained Relationships with Teachers  

While the majority of the WISPs and MSPs reported having good student-teacher relationships, the 

TSPs reported having more mixed relationships with their teachers. While the TSPs mentioned having 

good relationships with some of their teachers (in most cases just one or two), most reported that their 

relationships were strained and felt that their teachers did not like them and looked down on them. 

Furthermore, the TSPs felt that some teachers were unreasonably strict and that they picked on them 

and treated them unfairly. While the TSPs reported liking a teacher who was strict when it came to 

making them do their work, some felt that their teachers didn’t care if they did their work and gave 

them a hard time over things that they found unimportant (i.e. not having the right uniform). Research 

has found that the parents of students from lower socio-economic groups feel that their teachers treat 

them unfairly (Doyle and Keane, 2018). Students from disadvantaged backgrounds also felt that their 



256 
 

teachers implemented the rules differently for them (Lynch 1999; Byrne and Smyth, 2010). While 

there has been little research in the Irish context that specifically examines the relationships between 

Traveller students and their teachers, research in the UK has found that GRT students tend to report 

having poor relationships with their teachers (Derrington, 2007). Studies have also highlighted that 

teachers tend to view GRT students’ behaviour negatively and label them as unruly and disruptive 

within the classroom (Bhopal, 2011, Lloyd and McCluskey 2008; Bhopal, 2011; Lloyd and Stead, 

2001; Levinson, 2005). My study contributes to research by highlighting how in some cases the TSPs 

perceived their relationships with some of their teachers positively. Given the importance of positive 

student teacher relationships, it crucial that we understand the factors contributing to Travellers 

having positive and negative student teacher relationships so that we can work towards improving 

them and better prepare teachers to work with Traveller students.  

 

One of TSPs, who had a dual Traveller/settled identity, felt that she had a good relationship with one 

of her teachers and attributed this to the teacher’s background. She described feeling comfortable with 

one teacher because she felt he was more understanding and relatable that her other teachers because 

he came from a working class background and lived in an area she was familiar with. Studies have 

found that teachers from diverse backgrounds are often more positively pre-disposed to working with 

students from diverse backgrounds (Villegas and Irvine, 2010; Santoro, 2013, 2015) because of their 

own lived experiences (Sleeter, 2001, 2004). While only one TSP identified a teacher’s background as 

important, my study contributes to the arguments made regarding the importance of diversifying the 

teacher population.  

 

10.4.6 ‘Streaming’ and Reduced Timetables being used as Behaviour Management Strategies  

The issue of challenging student behaviour came up a lot in the SPs’ interviews, particularly in 

relation to Traveller students and they spoke about the steps that the school took to manage such 

behaviour. This study found that reduced timetables were being used as a form of behaviour 

management. Some students were put on ‘reduced timetables’ or shorter school days and separated 

from the main student body during the time that they were in school. As discussed in chapter two 

(section 2.3.2), the practice of reduced timetables entails a school reducing a child’s access to the 

school to just a few hours or less each day. Schools have been found to use reduced timetables as a 

way of trying to improve attendance at school and prevent truancy or in order to focus on literacy and 

numeracy (Reid, 2012). It was clear from my study that reduced timetables were being used as a form 

of behaviour management and as a form of punishment. The SPs argued that the practice of ‘reduced 

timetables’ was of benefit to students, however, it was evidently a teacher-centred practice as it 

removed students who had misbehaved from the classroom in order to make life easier for teachers 

and was used for long periods of time instead of as a short-term measure. While none of the MSPs 

mentioned being put on reduced timetables, some of the WISPs had been put on one for a short period 
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of time as a form of behaviour management. While only one of the TSPs that took part in this study 

mentioned being put on a reduced timetable, one of the SPs informed me that there were two 

Traveller girls on reduced timetables indefinitely. John (SP) indicated that one of the Traveller girls 

on a reduced timetable had started to withdraw from school completely. The student participants who 

had been on a reduced timetable for short periods pointed out that it was not much of a punishment to 

finish school early however as inadvertently highlighted by John (SP) being excluded from peers can 

have devastating consequences for students and result in them leaving school early. While the use of 

reduced timetables has been justified in some cases, they are not meant to be used as a long term 

measure or as a form of punishment. As no official data had been collected regarding the use of 

reduced timetables, up until now we only had anecdotal evidence that Traveller children were being 

placed on reduced timetables in both primary and post-primary school in a ‘hidden’ manner (O’Brien, 

2019). My study shows some evidence that some Traveller students were being put on reduced 

timetables for prolonged periods of time. There is no study that looks at the impact of reduced 

timetables on early school leaving amongst Travellers; however, my study has highlighted that in 

some cases at least the inappropriate use of this approach is a contributing factor.  

 

This study also found evidence that streaming was being used in some cases as a form of behaviour 

management. The SPs were all in favour of streaming, arguing that it was the best way to ensure that 

students got the supports they needed while in school. The student participants from across the 

different groups believed that streaming was being used as a way of separating students based on their 

behaviour. Proponents of streaming maintain that it enables teachers to gear their lessons more 

effectively towards different abilities (Ireson and Hallan, 2001). However, evidence suggests that the 

effects of streaming on student attainment is quite limited (Hornby, Witte and Mitchell, 2011; 

Schofield, 2010). While only three of the eleven TSPs in my study had been in the lowest streams, the 

other student participants from across the different groups reported that it was “mostly Travellers” in 

the lower streams. Previous studies have highlighted that streaming is most prevalent in schools where 

there is an over concentration of disadvantage (Gillborn, 2010; Hallam and Parsons, 2012; Hamilton 

and O'Hara, 2011; Muijs and Dunne, 2010), however, to date no other study has highlighted that 

Travellers are over concentrated in the lower streams. McGillicuddy and Devine (2018) also found 

evidence of this tendency to stream students based on behaviour within the Irish school context. 

While the preponderance of minority and working class pupils in lowest streams is not new, my study 

has shown that Traveller students in particular were being streamed in an attempt to manage what was 

perceived as bad behaviour. It has also highlighted that the status of Travellers in broader society as 

troublesome was being maintained and perpetuated within the school environment.  
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10.4.7 Weak Manifestations of Multicultural Education and Superficial Approaches to 

Intercultural Education with Travellers 

My study set out to examine how an intercultural approach to education was being understood and 

implemented with particular reference to Travellers. It found evidence of very ‘weak’ forms of 

multicultural education in practice. With a small number of exceptions, the SPs understood 

intercultural education as celebrating diversity through intercultural events, fostering a respect for 

difference and ‘treating everyone the same’. Such liberal understandings of intercultural education are 

prevalent within the Irish context (Harris, 2019; Kavanagh, 2012; Bryan, 2008, 2009b, Devine, 2009a, 

2011). My study demonstrates how such a ‘weak’ form of an intercultural approach is being adopted 

within a school with a very high level of diversity, and with particular reference to Travellers. 

 

While as noted above, weak forms of multicultural education were being adopted within the school in 

general, this study contributes to the field through its finding that the intercultural approaches adopted 

in relation to Travellers were worrying, and had the potential to cause more damage than good. For 

example, Traveller students were being provided with inaccurate information about their history and 

were being told in some cases that they were not an ethnic group. Traveller culture was not being 

celebrated in a positive way as even when the school had intercultural events, Traveller students did 

not participate because the SPs did not know what Travellers could celebrate in terms of their culture. 

Some of the SPs were actually trying to teach Traveller students to accept the racism that they 

experienced as something which they brought on themselves. While no study in Ireland has 

specifically examined how intercultural approaches are being understood and implemented with 

regards to Travellers, Kavanagh’s (2013) study did include Travellers as they made up to 4.5 percent 

of the student population in one of the schools which participated in her research. She also found that 

while Travellers were invited to attend intercultural events, they were excluded from participating 

(ibid.). My study highlighted that not only was Traveller culture not being celebrated but that teachers 

did not know how to celebrate it because of their own negative beliefs about Travellers.  

 

10.4.8 Inaccessibility of Dominant Groups by a Minority Researcher and the Importance of 

Researcher Identity 

The difficulties encountered during the negotiation for access to schools phase highlighted the power 

dynamics which exist in research. As discussed in chapter 5 (section 5.4.3), after extensive 

negotiations, I was only granted access to one of the five schools invited to participate in this study. It 

was infuriating for me as a minority researcher to discover how difficult it was to ‘study up’ (Nader, 

1972). It reminded me of the ways in which minorities are exploited and colonised by researchers 

from the majority group because they are easier to access and less likely to be in positions to 

challenge what has been written about them (Lynch and Crean, 2018). Billings (1995) suggests being 
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a ‘native’ may evoke suspicion because of the researchers’ perceived vested interest in their own 

community. Subedi (2006, p. 573) explains that “post-colonial scholars … problematize the very 

notion of an intellectual”. There seems to be very little research regarding the experiences of other 

minority researchers in terms of gaining access to research sites when they are ‘studying up’ and 

therefore my study highlighted the difficulties they can expect to encounter. Some researchers have 

suggested that accessing Travellers is difficult due to the secretive nature of their communities. This 

study highlighted that it is often much more difficult to access members of the dominant group 

because of their secretive nature and the uncomfortable silences they do not want to address.  

 

My study also found that researcher identity mattered in complex ways and impacted on how I 

engaged with the research, and how the research participants from different groups engaged with me 

throughout the research process. The most basic understanding of the dynamic relationship between 

the researcher and research participants is that of ‘insider’ status versus ‘outsider’ status (Sohl, 2018). 

Debates are concerned with whether there is a greater advantage in having ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ 

status (Pitman, 2002). While some scholars argue that research is best carried out by a researcher who 

has a similar background to the researched (Weston, 2004; Lambevski, 1999; Oakley, 1981), my 

study highlighted how identity ‘matching’ can be both beneficial and problematic. Much of the 

literature on researcher identity depicts a picture whereby the researcher is in a position of power 

(Conti and O’Neill, 2007; Watts, 2006). Like other studies, my study has found that the assumption 

that researchers are in “a superior position” becomes complicated when the researcher/s comes from a 

minority background (Sohl, 2018, p. 470). Bhopal (2010) found that a researcher’s position as both an 

‘insider’ and an ‘outsider’ can affect the research process and the relationships between the researcher 

and the researched. My study has highlighted that there is a need for members of oppressed and 

marginalised groups to interrogate how their racial identity enters the field and impacts on the 

research process.  

 

10.5 Critical Race Theory (CRT) 

As stated at the outset, while this study draws from Critical Theory (CT), its main theoretical 

framework is CRT. Applying a CRT framework enabled me to examine the role of  racism in 

education and provided me with a framework for challenging the insidious embeddedness of racial 

inequity (Ladson-Billings, 2010).  CRT argues that racism needs to be put at the centre of analyses. I 

have argued that all educational disadvantage experienced by Travellers needs to be understood in the 

context of the long history of racism which they have experienced in society. Adopting a CRT lens to 

examine and analyse how an intercultural approach to education was being understood and 

implemented in a post-primary school setting in relation to Travellers, this study highlighted that 

intercultural approaches were generally being poorly conceptualised and adopted, if adopted at all. In 

particular weak manifestations of intercultural approaches were being adopted in relation to 

Travellers.  This study demonstrated that racism towards Travellers is so normalised within Irish 

society and its systems that it is barely recognised as racism and often seen as something which 

Travellers bring on themselves. CRT adopts a view of ‘Whiteness’ as a socially constructed identity 
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(Leonardo, 2009). The interests and perspectives of settled white people are placed at the center of 

what is considered ‘normal’ (Gillborn, 2008). My study clearly shows that Traveller identity is not 

considered ‘normal’. Traveller identity is constructed in such a way that Traveller children are 

negatively labelled just for being Travellers and are demonised by society. Any efforts to improve 

Traveller education must be grounded in difficult conversations about racism and power.  

 

10.6 Implications and Limitations 

Initially I had hoped to include three case study schools in this study in order to compare and contrast 

how intercultural approaches were being understood and implemented in different school type settings 

(e.g. DEIS vs. non-DEIS). As previously noted in chapter five (section 5.4.3), I invited five schools to 

participate but after extensive negotiations I was only able to gain access to one school. While the 

difficulties encountered trying to access schools contributed to my findings, it was a limitation of the 

study as I was unable to explore and compare how an intercultural approach to education was being 

conceptualised and practiced by teachers and principals and experienced by students in different 

school type settings (DEIS/non-DEIS). It is not unusual for gatekeepers to withhold their cooperation 

if they think a study will paint them or their schools in a negative light (Wanat, 2008). A study that 

involves exploring issues such as race and power is emotionally charged and could be perceived as a 

“substantial threat” (Lee, 1993, p. 4) to potential research participants. Gatekeepers limit what we can 

and cannot study.  

 

While negotiating access to research sites in order to conduct research on sensitive subjects is always 

problematic, my identity may have obstructed access (Fine and Sandstrom 1988). I also believe that 

my own feelings of inferiority prevented me from being able to build better relationships with the 

gatekeepers. Perhaps if I had overcome such feelings prior to approaching school principals, I may 

have been better able to establish better rapport and would have been able to demonstrate that while I 

wanted to bring about change for the oppressed group, I had no interest in shaming any particular 

school. However, even if I was not grappling with my own growth as a researcher and my 

positionality/ies, I feel that the sensitive nature of the study would have prevented schools from 

agreeing to take part in the study.  

 

As one case study with 37 participants, we cannot make generalisations or predictions based on the 

findings of this research. However, this study never purported to make predictions or generalisations 

through its findings but rather it set out to provide an understanding of how intercultural education 

was being conceptualised and practiced in relation to Travellers in a post-primary school setting. 

Therefore, this study has identified a number of useful findings, in particular, it identified a lack of 

real willingness to address the inequalities in education experienced by Travellers and other 

marginalised groups.  
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10.7 Recommendations for Policy, Practice and Future Research  

10.7.1 Policy 

While schools can no longer exclude students based on their religious background, they are still 

permitted at the legislative level to use the ‘sibling clause’ to exclude students from historically 

disadvantaged and minority backgrounds. This legislation ensures that students from minority and 

working class backgrounds are excluded from certain schools and that ‘choice’ is something which all 

groups cannot practice equally. The clause in the 1998 Education Act which allow schools to continue 

to exclude students that do not meet the sibling criteria needs to be removed so that all students have 

the opportunity to enrol in the school of their ‘choice’.  

 

In light of what we know about the negative impacts of an over-concentration of disadvantage in 

schools, the DES needs to look at policy possibilities for state schools more generally to have a more 

mixed socio-demographic intake and for this to be actively facilitated. While undoubtedly there would 

be huge resistance to creating more mixed schools, there would be significant benefits to such a 

system in terms of addressing the existing inequalities in education in Ireland. If creating such a 

system is not possible, at the very least we should look at ways of preparing teachers to teach in DEIS 

schools so that they can better engage students most ‘at risk’ of leaving school early.  

 

Austerity measures saw a drastic level of disinvestment by the Irish state in the Traveller community 

(Harvey, 2013). Both the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers (VTST) and the system of Resource 

Teachers for Travellers (RTT) ceased in September 2011. Enhanced capitation funding for Traveller 

children was substantially cut and additional school transport support ceased in 2010. The state needs 

to reinvest in the Traveller community.  

 

The policy of streaming which is currently practiced within Irish schools needs to be discontinued. 

There is no evidence to suggest that it has positive outcomes for students and lots of evidence to 

suggest that it is in fact detrimental. If the Irish state seriously wants to address inequality in 

education, it must first demonstrate that is serious about eliminating practices which contribute to 

inequality.  

 

On a policy level we need to see interculturalism and intercultural education feature much more 

strongly in the Teaching Council’s (TC) criteria and requirements for teachers. While the TC’s Code 

of Professional Conduct mentions that teachers should have “respect for spiritual and cultural values, 

diversity, social justice, freedom, democracy and the environment” (TC, 2016, p. 6), it needs to be 

stronger so that teachers see this work as core and fundamental to being a teacher. Adopting an 
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intercultural approach to education needs to be viewed as important as being able to teach a particular 

subject. If teachers are not adopting an intercultural approach to education, it is important to have 

mechanisms in place for examining their fitness to practice. We cannot to leave it up to individual 

teachers to adopt an intercultural approach in whatever way they deem fit and expect to move beyond 

weak manifestations of intercultural education in practice.  

 

10.7.2 Practice 

The Department of Education and Science (DES) needs to ensure that it provides all teachers with 

professional development opportunities that enable them to learn how to adopt intercultural 

approaches, but first the weak conceptualisation of intercultural education currently being promoted 

by the NCCA needs to be addressed and reconceptualised. While there is some evidence that ITE 

programmes are currently providing teachers with opportunities to reflect on intercultural approaches, 

nothing has been done to address the fact that teachers who trained in the past, and before an 

intercultural approach to education had been adopted, were not provided with sufficient training 

opportunities regarding how to adopt such an approach. In this sense the DES in failing both students 

and teachers. Teachers need to receive adequate training regarding how to adopt anti-racist and 

intercultural approaches to education so that they can be culturally responsive educators. They need to 

be provided with opportunities to learn how to engage critically with the curriculum. It is clear from 

my findings that teachers need to learn about Traveller culture and history, so that they can educate all 

students, but in particular Traveller students correctly and sensitively. In the absence of such training, 

the proposed new curricular element on Traveller culture has the potential to cause more harm than 

good.  

 

Traveller history was rarely if ever told by Travellers in the past as they did not have the skillset to 

posit themselves in any meaningful way within academic discourse. The move to include Traveller 

history and culture in the curriculum provides a timely opportunity for Travellers to engage more 

critically with historical and differing perspectives and experiences and to challenge dominant 

discourse about the homogenous nature of the Traveller community. Traveller activists and Traveller 

NGOs need to play a strong role in ensuring that the proposed new curricular element of Traveller 

history and culture is critically told and adequately reflects the diverse perspectives and experiences 

of the Traveller community.  

 

The lack of mixing between students from different groups and the inter-ethnic conflict identified in 

this study needs to be addressed. Students need to learn how to mix better with each other and 

therefore it is important to train teachers how to foster better relationships between the different 
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groups of students that they teach. Racism needs to be understood as a system of power that serves to 

privilege the dominant group in society. It is important that understandings of racism are not reduced 

to individual acts of meanness. While not all minority group members will experience racism in the 

same ways, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that race exists and permeates every aspect of 

society. The new anti-racist committee should have a deep understanding of racism as racism must be 

critically understood in order to develop a coherent anti-racist strategy. Schools should be required to 

make anti-racist approaches a core part of their work and teachers should be trained to adopt such an 

approach. The inclusion of Travellers should be a core part of any discussion on anti-racism within 

the Irish context so as not to reinforce binary ideas about racism.  

 

The ‘fixed’ nature of identity is problematic whether it be in relation to Traveller identity, Irish 

identity, or any other form of identity. It can result in people from minority groups developing identity 

crises and create a sense of not belonging. Ideas regarding fixed identities and static notions of culture 

need to be challenged both within the Traveller community and broader society. Community work 

practitioners and Traveller advocates and representatives should be provided with training designed to 

help them examine how they may contribute to the fixedness of identity, through their silence and/or 

their own internalised views and beliefs about Traveller identity so that they can in turn recognise and 

challenge such dialogue when they encounter it at work or at home and in other spaces.  

 

The lack of education within the broader Traveller community contributes to lowered expectations of 

Traveller parents and Traveller students. It is important to raise awareness about the impact of 

transgenerational inequality in education among the Traveller community so that they can understand 

their situation and how it potentially affects how they engage with their children’s education. Training 

for school staff regarding how to engage with Traveller parents in a culturally competent and 

understanding manner should be explored. This training needs to be developed for teachers and 

ideally it would be delivered by members of the Traveller community who would also need to be 

trained to deliver this training to teachers in an effective way. This could be achieved through a 

specially developed training programme which could be then rolled out by Traveller NGOs if funding 

to do so was made available. Better effort need to be made to engage Traveller parents. It is no longer 

acceptable to suggest that they simply do not ‘value’ education. New strategies for facilitating the 

engagement of Traveller parents need to be developed.  

 

Furthermore, Traveller parents need to be supported to engage with schools. Members of the Traveller 

community should be trained as advocates so that they have the skills and expertise required to 

support the engagement of other Traveller parents.  This could be done in a similar way as the 
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Primary Health Care (PHC)86 programme, but rather than training Travellers to deliver health 

messages to the community and liaise with health professionals, they could be trained to deliver 

messages about education and liaise with schools and school staff.  

 

The austerity cuts to Traveller education had a devastating impact on the Traveller community. 

Reinvestment into Traveller education is necessary but Travellers and Traveller representatives be 

consulted regarding the best way to reinvest in Traveller education. Improving Traveller education 

needs to be prioritised by the state. While it is wonderful to see Travellers are a priority target group 

in the new higher education strategy, they need to be prioritised at all levels.  

 

Traveller representatives and NGOs need to be informed about the complex issues impacting on 

Travellers in education. Advocacy work needs to be evidenced based. Traveller representatives need 

to find better ways to use the research that has been done on Travellers as it will strengthen their 

advocacy work. Academics also need to be supported to share their work with the groups and 

individuals who can advocate for change, however, there in the absence of such support there is an 

onus on human rights activists to engage with the literature produced by academics. 

 

 

 

10.7.3 Future Research  

As research into Travellers experiences in school within the Irish context is relatively limited, there is 

significant scope for future research in the area. Research is urgently needed in number of areas. 

These include research into: 

 Travellers’ academic and sociocultural experiences in non-DEIS schools;  

 literacy and numeracy programmes in primary schools and the pedagogical approaches 

adopted to deliver these to Traveller students;  

 teachers’ attitudes towards incorporating and teaching Traveller history;  

 how teachers should approach the teaching of Traveller history and other controversial issues; 

 Traveller parents’ experiences with schools;  

 the use of reduced timetables for Traveller students (how many Traveller students have gone 

through the system on a reduced timetable, and what were the reasons given?);  

 the prevalence of streaming (and its variants) for Travellers;  

 the types of SENS with which Traveller students are diagnosed; and 

                                                           
86 Primary Health Care programmes are aimed at improving the health outcomes of members of the Travelling Community. 

Delivered through a Community Development model by Primary Healthcare workers from the Traveller community, the 

programme focuses on health promotion.  
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 teachers’ competence and willingness to deal with topical and controversial issues.  

Further, as this was a small-scale, single case study, larger-scale research exploring minority ethnic 

students’ experiences in DEIS and non-DEIS schools would be informative, as would larger-scale 

studies of teachers’ engagement with intercultural education practice. 

 

Traveller NGOs should be more proactive in terms of deciding what types of research they need in 

order to ensure that they can influence policy and practice in the most effective manner. It was 

because of the concerns and actions of one Traveller mother and the subsequent support that she 

received that the issue of reduced timetables was flagged as a concern. It is important to be conscious 

and critical of structural and racist patterns of practice and to question and challenge how legitimate 

such practices are.  

 

10.8 Conclusion  

Policies regarding Traveller education have never been particularly ambitious (Lynch and Lodge, 

2002). The government has never set out to repay the educational debt owed to the Traveller 

community. Instead, it has applied minimum effort and shown great reluctance in closing the 

achievement gap between Traveller students and their peers. The state has never held itself 

accountable for the poor outcomes experienced by members of the Traveller community. Report after 

report has been published and strategy after strategy has been developed but follow up and 

implementation have always been weak and accountability is practically non-existent. There seems to 

be little interest in resolving educational inequality beyond the rhetoric of inclusion. While extra 

resources are made available to disadvantaged schools they evidently do not go far enough. Travellers 

can never enjoy equal political rights in a society that excludes them and keeps them educationally 

disadvantaged. It is widely recognised that education is crucial if we as a society are to achieve to our 

national objectives of economic competitiveness, social inclusion and active citizenship (Ní Laoire, 

Bushin, Carpena-Méndez and White, 2009). However, the overall levels of public funding for 

education in Ireland are out of step with our social and economic aspirations. In light of this reality 

many more generations of Travellers will end up leaving school early and will not be able to enjoy 

full participation in society. Some will manage to make it through the system but unless something 

changes at the structural level we will, shamefully, continue to fail Traveller students.  
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1 Letter of invitation for Principals, Deputy Principals and Teachers 

  

  

  

  
  

School Of Education,  

National University of Ireland,  

Galway.  

  

Date  

   

Dear [Principal, Deputy Principal, post-primary teacher]  

  

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a PhD student in the School of Education at NUI, Galway 

undertaking research on the topic of intercultural education with particular reference to Traveller 

pupils. I am writing to you to invite you to take part in the study. I would like to interview 

postprimary school Principals and/or Deputy Principals and teachers at all levels of their careers 

(preservice, newly qualified, experienced and support) and from all subject backgrounds.  

Your school is one of a number of schools that have been selected to take part in this research and has 

been selected on the basis of school type, location and levels of diversity. Should you agree to 

participate, you would be allowing me to gain a more comprehensive insight into how the 

intercultural approach to education is been understood and implemented at a local level with regards 

to Travellers in education.   

This is a qualitative study that will examine Principals and /or Deputy Principals and post-primary 

teachers’ preparation for and experiences with intercultural education, with particular reference to 

Traveller pupils. It will examine teachers’ experiences with Traveller pupils and the implications for 

their teaching, and will identify ways in which initial teacher education may better prepare teachers to 

teach for social justice. The study will explore what school is like through the eyes of the Traveller 

child and examine their perceived relationships with their teachers and peers. Further, this study will 

generate knowledge on non-Traveller students’ perceptions, attitudes and experiences with Travellers 

in education.  

By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to have your opinions and views on 

intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion, I would be happy to 

provide you with a copy of the final report, the findings of which may further enhance your 

professional practice.   

Becoming involved in this study would consist of you agreeing to participate in an interview (approx. 

45min -1hr in duration). I will send you an outline of the interview topics prior to the interview so 
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you will know what I will be discussing in advance. Interviews will be recorded on an audio device 

for later transcription. You will be sent transcripts for verification and will be offered the opportunity 

to withdraw any data that may not be quoted. At all stages throughout the study I will be available to 

answer any questions or queries you may have.   

Throughout the study complete confidentiality is assured to all participants. Pseudonyms and code 

names will be referred to when referring to people and places in the research so that you will not be 

identifiable in the final report. If you would like to withdraw at any stage from the study you may do 

so without giving reason and without penalty.   

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering permitting your school to take part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this 

regard would be truly appreciated. I will contact you via phone in the coming days in relation to this 

request.   

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).   

  

Kind regards,  

________________  

Hannagh Mc Ginley  

Irish Research Council Scholar, 

NUI, Galway.   
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Appendix 2 Information Sheet and Consent Forms for Principals, Deputy Principals and 

Teachers 

   

   

Information Sheet and Consent Form 

The title of my study is ‘Travellers in Education and the Role of the Intercultural Approach to  

Education’.  This is a qualitative study that will examine post-primary teachers’ and pupils’ 

experiences with intercultural education, with particular reference to Traveller pupils. Specifically, 

it will consider Principals and /or Deputy Principals and post-primary teachers’ preparation for, 

and experiences with, intercultural education, and their experiences with Traveller pupils. The 

study will also explore what school is like through the eyes of the Traveller child and examine their 

perceived relationships with their teachers and peers. Further, this study will also shed light on 

non-Traveller students’ perceptions, attitudes and experiences with Travellers.    

Purpose of the research 

The project aims to accomplish a number of objectives. Through an exploration of the views and 

experiences of school staff (Principals/Deputy Principals and teachers), it aims to identify the 

extent to which they have been prepared to teach using an intercultural approach, and how they 

understand and implement intercultural education in the school context, with particular reference to 

Travellers. The study also aims to consider the views and experiences of both Traveller and non-

Traveller pupils, in relation to participation in education and relationships with each other. Overall, 

the purpose of the study is to identify ways in which initial teacher education may better prepare 

teachers for intercultural education and to teach for social justice, with particular reference to 

Travellers.    

Voluntary Participation 

Your school’s participation in this research is entirely voluntary. You may decide to terminate your 

engagement at any stage and withdraw any information that you have provided.    

Procedures 

Data collection for this research involves interviews with school staff and Traveller and 

nonTraveller pupils in three school settings in Connacht.  In order to make the study manageable 

only non-Traveller students from 2nd, Transition and pre-Leaving Cert years in each school will be 

invited to participate in the study. As the Travelling community is substantially smaller, all Traveller 
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students will be asked to participate in the study. Parental consent will be sought and obtained before 

conducting any interviews with students and as participation is completely voluntary, student assent 

will also be sought and obtained before any interviews are carried out.    

Interviews will likely take place in the school and during school hours but in order to facilitate the 

research participants other venues (i.e. hotel reception areas, coffee shops) may also be used. While 

the interview will be audio-recorded, no-one will be identified by name on the recording. The 

recording will be kept in a safe and secure place and only myself, my supervisor, and my 

examiners, and potentially a transcription assistant will have access to the transcripts. The 

recordings will be destroyed after five years following the completion of the research.   

After interviews are transcribed, I will send all research participants copies of their transcripts and 

allow them sufficient time to review their transcripts and make any amendments they may wish to 

make.    

Confidentiality is assured to all participants and neither the school nor participants will be identified.   

Please tick as appropriate   

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet provided for the 

above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

   

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time, without providing a reason.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

3. I agree to take part in the above study.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

   

Name of Participant         Date              Signature                                        

________________                        _____________                      _____________________   

   

Name of Researcher          Date            Signature   

_____________________                            _____________                       __________________       
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Appendix 3 Interview Guide for School Staff Participants 

   

     

Interview Guide 

Why did you decide to become a teacher?    

-What motivated you to become a teacher?    

-What do you enjoy most/least like about teaching?    

-What made you apply for the position of Principal/Deputy Principal?    

-What are the key challenges of your job?    

   

Can you tell me about the profile of your school, to the best of your knowledge?    

-Can you tell me a bit about the location/parents/features?    

-Is there much diversity in its student population?    

-Is there any diversity in the teaching population?    

   

What are the challenges/advantages of this school?    

-What issues/problems does this school face?    

   

Can you tell me about your initial teacher training?    

-Was intercultural education a part of your training?   

   

Are you aware of the Intercultural Education Strategy?   

-Could you tell me, from a principal/deputy principal’s perspective how the intercultural education 

policy is being implemented? (generally and in your school setting – management and practice)   

-What is your understanding of the intercultural approach to education?    

-Why is this approach to education important?    

-Have you received any in-service training on the topic of intercultural education?   
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Can you talk to me a bit about your views and experiences of Travellers in general?    

-Do you know any Travellers?    

-Have you any dealings with Travellers in/out of school?    

-What are your early memories of Travellers?    

   

What do you know about Travellers in education?    

-Why do you think Travellers leave school early?    

-How do you think Travellers view education?    
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Appendix 4 Amended Interview Guide for Post-Primary Teachers 

   

      

Interview Guide 

Why did you decide to become a teacher?    

-What motivated you to become a teacher?    

-What do you enjoy most/least like about teaching?    

   

Can you tell me about the profile of your school, to the best of your knowledge?    

-Is there much diversity in its student population?    

-Is there any diversity in the teaching population?    

   

Can you tell me about your initial teacher training?    

-Was intercultural education a part of your training?   

   

Are you aware of the Intercultural Education Strategy?   

-What is your understanding of the intercultural approach to education?    

-Have you received any in-service training on the topic of intercultural education?   

-How is the intercultural approach being implemented in your school?    

  

Can you talk to me a bit about your views on the practice of streaming?  

   

Can you talk to me a bit about your views and experiences of Travellers in general?    

-Do you know any Travellers?    

-Have you any dealings with Travellers in/out of school?    

-What are your early memories of Travellers?    
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What do you know about Travellers in education?    

-Why do you think Travellers leave school early?   -How 

do you think Travellers view education?    
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Appendix 5 Letter of invitation for Traveller Parents 

 

   

   

   
   

School Of Education,   

National University of Ireland, Galway.   

   

Date   

    

Dear [Traveller Parent/Guardian]   

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a PhD student in the School of Education at NUI, Galway 

undertaking research on the topic of intercultural education with particular reference to Traveller 

pupils. I am writing to you as I would like to invite your son/daughter to take part in this study.    

Your son/daughter’s school is one of a number of schools that are being selected to take part in this 

research and is being selected on the basis of school type, location and apparent levels of student 

diversity. Should you agree to participate, you would be allowing me to gain a more comprehensive 

insight into how the intercultural approach to education is been understood and implemented at a 

local level with regards to Travellers in education.    

In one part of the study, I will explore what school is like through the eyes of the Traveller child. I 

will be asking your son/daughter questions about their experiences at school, their views about 

education, and their experiences with teachers and non-Traveller peers.    

By participating in this study, your child will have the opportunity to have his/her opinions and 

views on intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion, I will send 

the final report to schools and Traveller organisations so that Travellers can benefit from this study 

and those that took part can learn about the research findings.    

Becoming involved in this study would consist of your son/daughter being invited to participate in 

an interview (approx. 20 -40 minutes in duration). I have enclosed a summary of the type of 

questions I will be asking your son/daughter. Interviews will be audio-recorded and your 

son/daughter will be sent a transcript of the interview to review. He/she will then have the 

opportunity to make any changes they wish. At all stages throughout the study I will be available to 

answer any questions or queries you may have.    

All of the information your son/daughter gives throughout the study will be treated with the strictest 

confidence. The only time confidentiality cannot be guaranteed is in relation to any child welfare 

issues that may arise. If a child were to indicate that he/she was at risk of harm or danger, the 

relevant parents and school authorities would have to be notified.   

Throughout the study confidentiality is assured to all participants.   Pseudonyms (made-up names) 

and code names will be referred to when referring to people and places in the research so that your 



327 
 

son/daughter will not be identifiable in the final report. If your son/daughter would like to withdraw 

at any stage from the study you may do so without giving reason and without penalty.    

If you are willing to permit me to ask your son/daughter to take part in this study please sign and 

return the consent form enclosed with this letter.    

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering permitting your school to take part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this 

regard would be truly appreciated.    

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).    

   

Kind regards,   

________________   

Hannagh Mc Ginley 

Irish Research Council 

Scholar,  

NUI, Galway.    
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Appendix 6 Information Sheet and Consent Forms for Traveller Parents/Guardians 

   

   

Research Information Sheet and Consent Form 

Your son/daughter is being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or 

not to allow your son/daughter to participate, it is important for you to understand why this research 

is being carried out and what will be required of your son/daughter should he/she take part. This 

information sheet will tell you about the purpose, risk and benefits of the research study. If you 

agree to allow your son/daughter to participate, you will be asked to sign a consent form (see 

enclosed). If there is anything you are unclear about or would like to ask more questions about this 

I am available and more than happy to clarify any issues further. Please take as much time as you 

need to read this form. You should only consent for your son/daughter to participate in this study 

when you feel you understand what is being asked of your son/daughter and you have has enough 

time to think about your decision. Your son/daughter will not be asked to participate in the study if 

you do not sign the consent form.    

Thank you for taking the time to read this document.      

Purpose of the research    

The project aims to accomplish a number of objectives.    

The research aims to shed light on Traveller pupils’ experiences with, and views and beliefs about 

education. It also aims to explore what the views and experiences of non-Traveller students are 

with regards to Travellers. Furthermore, it will look at how Principals and/or Deputy Principals and 

post-primary teachers view Travellers in education and will consider their experiences with and 

attitudes towards Travellers. Ultimately it is hoped that the study will lead to a better understanding 

of the experiences Travellers have with the education system and hopefully the findings will inform 

the steps that need to be taken to improve educational experiences and outcomes for Traveller 

children.    

Voluntary Participation   

It is up to you and your son/daughter to decide whether or not to take part in this study.  

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. Children will only be asked to take part in this 

study if their parents have given permission.  It is your choice whether to allow me to invite your 

son/daughter to participate or not. You or your son/daughter may decide to terminate engagement at 

any stage and withdraw any information that may have been provided without proving any reason 

and without penalty or consequence.    

Procedures   

Data collection for this research involves in-depth interviews with Principals, Deputy Principals, 

Traveller pupils and non-Traveller pupils.    
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Participating in my research at this point involves your son/daughter conducting a 20-30 minute 

interview with me at a time that suits them, at some stage during school hours.    

The interview will take place in [location to be decided], and while the interview will be 

audiorecorded, no-one will be identified by name on the recording. The recording will be kept in a 

safe and secure place and only myself, my supervisor, and my examiners, and potentially a 

transcription assistant will have access to the transcripts. The recordings will be destroyed after five 

years following the completion of the research.   

After the interview is transcribed, I will send your son/daughter a copy of the transcript and allow 

him/her sufficient time to review it and make any amendments you make wish to make.     

Confidentiality is assured to all participants and neither the school nor participants will be identified.   

  

Note: Please return this form to me before the Day/Month/Year.    

   

Please read this form and tick the appropriate boxes below to indicate whether or not you agree to 

allow your son/daughter to take part in this study.    

   

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet provided for the above 

study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

2. I understand that my child all information will be kept confidential, except for where a 

son/daughter indicates that he/she is at risk of harm or danger.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

3. I agree to permit my son/daughter to take part in the above study.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

4. I agree to the interview being audio- recorded.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

5. I am satisfied that I have enough time to process the information.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

   

I, ______________________________ (name of parent/guardian) consent to allow my 

son/daughter to take part in this study.    

   

Son/daughter’s Name: _______________________________   

Son/daughter’s Date of Birth: ______________/________________/_________________   
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                                         (DD)                                            (MM)                                             (Year)   

Parent’s Name: ______________________________________   

Parent’s Signature: ___________________________________   

Contact number: ____________________________________   

Date: ______________/________________/_________________   

          (DD)                            (MM)                        (Year)                          

Or    

I do not consent to allow my son/daughter to participate in this study.    

Son/daughter’s Name: _______________________________   

Parent’s Name: ______________________________________   

Parent/Guardian’s Signature: _______________________________   

Date: ______________/________________/_________________   

          (DD)                            (MM)                                      (Year)   

   

If you are interested in the findings of this research please provide an email address below to 

which this information can be sent. Please note that this is optional.    

Email: ___________________________________________________   
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Appendix 7 Interview Guide for Traveller students 

   

   
   

Interview Guide   

Why did you decide to come to this school?   

Can you tell me a bit about your school? What words would you use to describe it?   

Can you talk to me about your relationships with your teachers?    

What words would you use to describe your relationships with other students?    

What you dream of becoming when you leave school/hopes for the future?   

   

How you feel about school and the way school is organised?   

   

What does it mean to be ‘normal’ in school and in your life?   

   

Can you talk to me a bit about your views on diversity?    

   

What have been your experiences with other minority groups?    

What do you know about other minorities?   
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Appendix 8 Letter of invitation for Traveller pupils 

   

   

   

   
   

School of Education,    

National University of Ireland,   

Galway   

Date   

   

   

Dear (Traveller student)   

   

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a research student in NUI, Galway. Having received 

consent from your parent/guardian, I am writing to you to invite you to take part in a research study.  

Your school is one of a number of schools that are being selected to take part in this research and is 

being selected on the basis of its type, location and the make-up of its student population.    

   

In one aspect of the study, I would like to hear about what school is like through your eyes, as a 

young Traveller, I am interested in hearing what you have to say about your experiences in school, 

your views about education and intercultural education, and your experiences with other students 

and teachers.  The study also includes an exploration of the views and experiences of  

Principals/Deputy Principals and teachers, and non-Traveller pupils, about intercultural education 

and Travellers in education.    

   

By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to have your opinions and views on 

intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion, I will send the final 

report to the schools that took part in this study so that students and teachers can benefit from the 

research and those that took part can learn about the research findings.    

   

Becoming involved in this study would consist of you being invited to participate in an interview 

(approx. 20 -40 minutes in duration). I have enclosed as summary of the key questions I will be 

asking. Interviews will be audio-recorded to allow for transcription. You will be sent a transcript for 

verification and will be able to make any amendments you wish. At all stages throughout the study I 

will be available to answer any questions or queries you may have.    

   

All of the information you give throughout the study will be treated with the strictest confidence. 

The only time confidentiality cannot be guaranteed is in relation to any child welfare issues that may 

arise. If for example, you were to indicate that you were at risk of harm or danger, your parents and 

school authorities would have to be notified.   
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Throughout the study confidentiality is assured to all participants and neither the school nor 

participants will be identified. Pseudonyms (made-up names) and code names will be referred to 

when referring to people and places in the research so that you will not be identifiable in the final 

report. If you would like to withdraw at any stage from the study you may do so without giving 

reason and without penalty.   

   

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering taking part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this regard would be truly 

appreciated.    

   

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).    

   

Kind regards,   

________________   

Hannagh Mc Ginley Irish 

Research Council 

Scholar,  

NUI, Galway.   
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Appendix 9 Information Sheet and Assent Forms for Traveller Pupils 

   

  
   

Traveller student participant information sheet and consent form 

Please read this information sheet and consent form carefully and if you wish to participate in the 

interview, please sign your name below.   

   

   

What we will talk about during the interview:    

   

· What words you would use to talk about school?    

   

.What words would you use to describe your teachers?    

   

.How would you describe your relationships with other students?     

   

· What you dream of becoming when you leave school/hopes for the future   

   

· How you feel about school and the way school is organised   

   

· What it means to be ‘normal’ in school and in your life   

   

.What experiences do you have with ethnic minorities?   

   

.How do you feel about other ethnic minorities?    

   

.What are your views on diversity?   

   

   

Read this carefully before signing.    

   

By signing this form, I am saying that I know that:    

   

1. The information will be confidentially (privately) recorded on tape.   

   

2. If Hannagh writes something that I say, she will change my name so people can’t tell I 

said it.   

   

3. Information given will be used only for this study.   
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4. I can stop the interview at any time.   

   

5. I can decide not to be in this study at all and no one will have a problem with that.   

   

6. I can choose not to answer any questions I wish or don’t understand.   

   

7. I can ask questions whenever I want about the study.   

   

8. I can ask questions whenever I want about what Hannagh is doing/asking.   

   

   

Signed:   

   

Interviewer: Hannagh Mc Ginley   

   

Date:   
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Appendix 10 Letter of Invitation for Principals 

  

  

  

  

  
  

School Of Education,  

National University of Ireland,  

Galway.  

  

Date  

   

Dear [Principal’s name]  

  

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a PhD student in the School of Education at NUI, Galway 

undertaking research on the topic of intercultural education with particular reference to Traveller 

pupils. I am writing to you to invite your school to take part in the study. Your school is one of a 

number of schools that have been selected to take part in this research and has been selected on the 

basis of school type, location and levels of diversity. Should you agree to participate, you would be 

allowing me to gain a more comprehensive insight into how the intercultural approach to education 

is been understood and implemented at a local level with regards to Travellers in education.   

In order to complete this study I aim to ask you and/or the Deputy Principal and post-primary school 

teachers to participate in this study. I also aim to ask self-identifying Traveller pupils, from pre-Junior 

Cert and pre-Leaving Cert years (1st, 2nd, Transition and 5th year), and non-Traveller students, from 

2nd, Transition and 5th year, to partake in this study. In each participating post-primary school I aim to 

conduct approximately 25 interviews (7 with staff, 8 with Traveller pupils where present, and 8 with 

non-Traveller pupils) in total and expect to carry out these interviews over a three month period.   

This is a qualitative study that will examine Principals and /or Deputy Principals and post-primary 

teachers’ preparation for and experiences with intercultural education, with particular reference to 

Traveller pupils. It will examine teachers’ experiences with Traveller pupils and the implications for 

their teaching, and will identify ways in which initial teacher education may better prepare teachers to 

teach for social justice. The study will explore what school is like through the eyes of the Traveller 

child and examine their perceived relationships with their teachers and peers. Further, this study will 

generate knowledge on non-Traveller students’ perceptions, attitudes and experience with  

Travellers. Parental written consent and students’ assent will be sought prior to participation.   

By participating in this study, your school will have the opportunity to have its opinions and views on 

intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion I would be happy to 
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provide you with the final report, the findings of which may further enhance professional practice 

and/or education outcomes for Travellers in your school.   

Becoming involved in this study would consist of participants letting me conduct an interview 

(approx. 45min -1hr in duration) with them. I will send you an outline of the interview topics prior to 

conducting any interviews so you will know what I will be discussing in advance with all participants. 

Interviews will be recorded on an audio device for later transcription. All participants will be sent 

transcripts for verification and will offered the opportunity to withdraw any data that may not be 

quoted. At all stages throughout the study I will be available to answer any questions or queries you 

may have.   

Throughout the study complete confidentiality is assured to all participants. Pseudonyms and code 

names will be referred to when referring to people and places in the research so that your school, you, 

your staff or your pupils will not be identifiable in the final report. If you would like to withdraw at 

any stage from the study you may do so without giving reason and without penalty.   

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering permitting your school to take part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this 

regard would be truly appreciated. I will contact you via phone in the coming days in relation to this 

request.   

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).   

  

Kind regards,  

________________  

Hannagh Mc Ginley  

Irish Research Council Scholar, 

NUI, Galway.   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



338 
 

  

   

Appendix 11 Amended Interview Guide for Traveller students 

   

   
   

Interview Guide 

Why did you decide to come to this school?   

Can you tell me a bit about your school? What words would you use to describe it?   

Can you talk to me about your relationships with your teachers?    

What words would you use to describe your relationships with other students?    

What you dream of becoming when you leave school/hopes for the future?   

   

How you feel about school and the way school is organised?   

  

Which stream are you in?  

  

What does it mean to be ‘normal’ in school and in your life? Which groups are considered  

‘normal’ in school?  

   

Can you talk to me a bit about your views on diversity?    

   

What have been your experiences with other minority groups?    

What do you know about other minorities?   
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Appendix 12 Letter of invitation for non-Traveller Parents 

   

   

   

   
     

   

School Of Education,   

National University of Ireland, Galway.   

   

Date   

    

Dear [non-Traveller Parent/Guardian]   

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a PhD student in the School of Education at NUI, Galway 

undertaking research on the topic of intercultural education with particular reference to Traveller 

pupils. I am writing to you as I would like to invite your son/daughter to take part in this study.    

Your son/daughter’s school is one of a number of schools that are being selected to take part in this 

research and is being selected on the basis of school type, location and apparent levels of student 

diversity. Should you agree to participate, you would be allowing me to gain a more comprehensive 

insight into how the intercultural approach to education is been understood and implemented at a 

local level with regards to Travellers in education.    

By participating in this study, your son/daughter will have the opportunity to have his/her opinions 

and views on intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion, I will 

send the final report to schools and Traveller organisations so that Travellers can benefit from this 

study and those that took part can learn about the research findings.    

Becoming involved in this study would consist of your son/daughter being invited to participate in 

an interview (approx. 20 -40 minutes in duration). I have enclosed a summary of the type of 

questions I will be asking your son/daughter. Interviews will be audio-recorded and your 

son/daughter will be sent a transcript of the interview to review. He/she will then have the 

opportunity to make any changes they wish. At all stages throughout the study I will be available to 

answer any questions or queries you may have.    

All of the information your son/daughter gives throughout the study will be treated with the strictest 

confidence. The only time confidentiality cannot be guaranteed is in relation to any child welfare 

issues that may arise. If a child were to indicate that he/she was at risk of harm or danger, the 

relevant parents and school authorities would have to be notified.   

Throughout the study confidentiality is assured to all participants and neither the school nor 

participants will be identified.   
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  Pseudonyms (made-up names) and code names will be referred to when referring to people and 

places in the research so that your son/daughter will not be identifiable in the final report. If your 

son/daughter would like to withdraw at any stage from the study you may do so without giving 

reason and without penalty.   

If you are willing to permit me to ask your son/daughter to take part in this study please sign and 

return the consent form enclosed with this letter.    

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering permitting your school to take part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this 

regard would be truly appreciated.    

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).    

   

Kind regards,   

________________   

Hannagh Mc Ginley   

Irish Research Council 

Scholar,  

NUI, Galway.     

   

   

   

  

  

   

  

  

   

  

  

   

  

  

   

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



341 
 

 

  

   

Appendix 13 Information Sheet and Consent Forms for non-Traveller Parents/Guardians 

   

   

Research Information Sheet and Consent Form 

Your son/daughter is being invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or 

not to allow your son/daughter to participate, it is important for you to understand why this research 

is being carried out and what will be required of your son/daughter should he/she take part. This 

information sheet will tell you about the purpose, risk and benefits of the research study. If you 

agree to allow your son/daughter to participate, you will be asked to sign a consent form (see 

enclosed). If there is anything you are unclear about or would like to ask more questions about this 

I am available and more than happy to clarify any issues further. Please take as much time as you 

need to read this form. You should only consent for your son/daughter to participate in this study 

when you feel you understand what is being asked of your son/daughter and you have has enough 

time to think about your decision. Your son/daughter will not be asked to participate in the study if 

you do not sign the consent form.    

Thank you for taking the time to read this document.      

Purpose of the research    

The project aims to accomplish a number of objectives.    

The research aims to shed light on Traveller pupils’ experiences with, and views and beliefs about 

education. It also aims to explore what the views and experiences of non-Traveller students are 

with regards to Travellers. Furthermore, it will look at how Principals and/or Deputy Principals and 

post-primary teachers view Travellers in education and will consider their experiences with and 

attitudes towards Travellers. Ultimately it is hoped that the study will lead to a better understanding 

of the experiences Travellers have with the education system and hopefully the findings will inform 

the steps that need to be taken to improve educational experiences and outcomes for Traveller 

children.    

Voluntary Participation   

It is up to you and your son/daughter to decide whether or not to take part in this study.  

Participation in this research is entirely voluntary. Children will only be asked to take part in this 

study if their parents have given permission.  It is your choice whether to allow me to invite your 

son/daughter to participate or not. You or your son/daughter may decide to terminate engagement at 

any stage and withdraw any information that may have been provided without proving any reason 

and without penalty or consequence.    

Procedures   
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Data collection for this research involves in-depth interviews with Principals, Deputy Principals, 

Traveller pupils and non-Traveller pupils.    

Participating in my research at this point involves your son/daughter conducting a 20-30 minute 

interview with me at a time that suits them, at some stage during school hours.    

The interview will take place in [location to be decided], and while the interview will be 

audiorecorded, no-one will be identified by name on the recording. The recording will be kept in a 

safe and secure place and only myself, my supervisor, and my examiners, and potentially a 

transcription assistant will have access to the transcripts. The recordings will be destroyed after five 

years following the completion of the research.   

After the interview is transcribed, I will send your son/daughter a copy of the transcript and allow 

him/her sufficient time to review it and make any amendments you make wish to make.     

Confidentiality is assured to all participants and neither the school nor participants will be identified.   

   

Note: Please return this form to me before the Day/Month/Year.    

   

Please read this form and tick the appropriate boxes below to indicate whether or not you agree to 

allow your son/daughter to take part in this study.    

   

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the information sheet provided for the above 

study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

2. I understand that my son/daughter all information will be kept confidential, except for 

where a child indicates that he/she is at risk of harm or danger.   Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

3. I agree to permit my son/daughter to take part in the above study.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

4. I agree to the interview being audio- recorded.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

5. I am satisfied that I have enough time to process the information.    Yes [ ]     No [ ]   

   

   

I, ______________________________ (name of parent/guardian) consent to allow my 

son/daughter to take part in this study.    
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Son/daughter’s Name: _______________________________   

Son/daughter’s Date of Birth: ______________/________________/_________________   

                                         (DD)                                            (MM)                                             (Year)   

Parent’s Name: ______________________________________   

Parent’s Signature: ___________________________________   

Contact number: ____________________________________   

Date: ______________/________________/_________________   

          (DD)                            (MM)                       (Year)   

Or    

I do not consent to allow my son/daughter to participate in this study.    

Son/daughter’s Name: _______________________________   

Parent’s Name: ______________________________________   

Parent/Guardian’s Signature: _______________________________   

Date: ______________/________________/_________________   

          (DD)                            (MM)                                      (Year)   

   

If you are interested in the findings of this research please provide an email address below to 

which this information can be sent. Please note that this is optional.    

Email: ___________________________________________________   
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Appendix 14 Interview Guide for non-Traveller students 

  

     

Interview Guide   

Why did you decide to come to this school?    

Can you talk to me a bit about your school, what you like/dislike about it?    

How would you describe your relationships with you teachers?   

What words would you use to describe your relationships with other students?   

What are your hopes/dreams for the future?   

Can you tell me what it means to be ‘normal’ in your school?    

Can you talk to me a bit about your views of Travellers?    

What have been your experiences with Travellers?    

What do you know about Travellers?    

Can you talk to me a bit about your views on diversity?    

What have been your experiences with other minority groups?    

What do you know about other minorities?   

   

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

  

 

 

    

    

   



345 
 

Appendix 15 Letter of invitation for non-Traveller pupils 

   

   

   
   

   

   

National University of Ireland,   

Galway   

Date   

   

   

Dear (non-Traveller student)   

   

My name is Hannagh Mc Ginley and I am a research student in NUI, Galway. Having received 

consent from your parent/guardian, I am writing to you to invite you to take part in a research study.  

Your school is one of a number of schools that are being selected to take part in this research and is 

being selected on the basis of its type, location and the make-up of its student population.    

   

In one aspect of the study, I would like to hear about what school is like through your eyes, as a 

young person. I am interested in hearing what you have to say about your experiences in school, 

your views about education and in particular about intercultural education, and your experiences 

with other students and teachers. Specifically, I would like to hear about your views and experiences 

with other minority groups, in particular Travellers. The study also includes an exploration of the 

views and experiences of Principals/Deputy Principals and teachers, and Traveller pupils, about 

intercultural education and Travellers in education.    

   

By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to have your opinions and views on 

intercultural education included in contemporary research. Upon completion, I will send the final 

report to the schools that took part in this study so that students and teachers can benefit from the 

research and those that took part can learn about the research findings.    

   

Becoming involved in this study would consist of you being invited to participate in an interview 

(approx. 20 -40 minutes in duration). I have enclosed as summary of the key questions I will be 

asking. Interviews will be audio-recorded to allow for transcription. You will be sent a transcript for 

verification and will be able to make any amendments you wish. At all stages throughout the study I 

will be available to answer any questions or queries you may have.    

   

All of the information you give throughout the study will be treated with the strictest confidence. 

The only time confidentiality cannot be guaranteed is in relation to any child welfare issues that may 

arise. If for example, you were to indicate that you were at risk of harm or danger, your parents and 

school authorities would have to be notified.   

   

Throughout the study confidentiality is assured to all participants.  Pseudonyms (made-up names) 

and code names will be referred to when referring to people and places in the research so that you 
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will not be identifiable in the final report. If you would like to withdraw at any stage from the study 

you may do so without giving reason and without penalty.    

   

I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to you for taking time to read this letter and for 

considering taking part in this study. Please know that your assistance in this regard would be truly 

appreciated.    

   

Please do not hesitate to let me know if you have any questions about the research.  You may contact 

me at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively, you may contact my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane (Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie).    

   

Kind regards,   

________________   

Hannagh Mc Ginley  

Irish Research Council 

Scholar,  

NUI, Galway.   
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Appendix 16 Information Sheet and Assent Forms for non-Traveller Pupils 

  

  
   

Non- Traveller student participant information sheet and consent form   

Please read this information sheet and consent form carefully and if you wish to participate in the 

interview, please sign your name below.   

   

   

What we will talk about during the interview:    

   

· What words you would use to talk about school?    

   

.What words would you use to talk about your teachers?     

   

· What experiences have you with Travellers?    

   

.What experiences do you have with ethnic minorities?   

   

·How do you feel about Travellers?   

   

.How do you feel about other ethnic minorities?    

   

.What are your views on diversity?    

   

·What it means to be ‘normal’ in school and in your life?   

   

   

Read this carefully before signing.    

   

By signing this form, I am saying that I know that:    

   

1. The information will be confidentially (privately) recorded on tape.   

   

2. If Hannagh writes something I say, she will change my name so people can’t tell I said it.   

   

3. It will be used only for this study.   

   

4. I can stop the interview at any time.   

   

5. I can decide not to be in this study at all and no one will have a problem with that.   
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6. I can choose not to answer any questions I wish or don’t understand.   

   

7. I can ask questions whenever I want about the study.   

   

8. I can ask questions whenever I want about what Hannagh is doing/asking.   

   

   

Signed:   

   

Interviewer: Hannagh Mc Ginley   

   

Date:   
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Appendix 17 Debriefing Protocol 

   

   
   

Note: All participants will be provided with this list of available Support Services upon completion 

of the study.    

   

Below is a list of websites and phone numbers of services that may be useful if any participant feels 

distressed after participating in this study. This list is for informative purposes only. It is not a 

comprehensive list of voluntary support services. The inclusion of any service herein does not mean 

that it is endorsed by NUI, Galway or anybody connected to NUI, Galway.    

   

Jigsaw-Jigsaw is a free and private support service for young people, aged 15-25, in Galway city 

and County- see www.jigsaw.ie for more information.    

   

Childline-Childline is available to call at any time, you can talk about anything and the call is 

free- see www.childline.ie for information or call 1800 666 666 to talk to someone in private.    

   

Samaritans-Samaritans provide confidential support if you are feeling sad or distressed. Calls cost 

the same as a local call and the service is available 24 hours-1850 60 90 90    

   

Galway Traveller Movement (GTM)-GTM is an organisation that aims to bring about positive 

change for Travellers. It offers a free counselling service to members of the Travelling community 

that may be feeling sad or distressed. It also provides further information on Travellers and the 

issues that affect their lives-contact 091-765390 for further information.   

   

If none of the above Support Services suit your needs please feel free to contact the researcher, 

Hannagh Mc Ginley by telephone at 087 7722396 or by email at h.mcginley1@nuigalway.ie    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 18 Provisional Categories Developed Via Mapping 

http://www.jigsaw.ie/
http://www.jigsaw.ie/
http://www.jigsaw.ie/
http://www.jigsaw.ie/
http://www.childline.ie/
http://www.childline.ie/
http://www.childline.ie/
http://www.childline.ie/
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