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Foreword

We are delighted to publish Volume Two of the Hibernia College Education Papers.
On our programme, students complete a 10,000-word dissertation as part of their
research module. They choose a research topic from four different theme areas:
(1) Teaching, Learning and Assessment, (2) ICT, (3) Psychological, Sociological,
and Historical, (4) Inclusion and Differentiation. This year, our top-performing
graduate teachers who began the programme in March 2015 and September 2015
selected a variety of different areas from dance, visual arts, bereavement support,
Autism, Gaeilge, visual literacy, standardised testing and many more. The variety
of interesting projects are testament to the hard work and dedication of our
graduate teachers, who produced excellent research whilst simultaneously
completing a demanding course.

The purpose of this publication is to provide a means of research dissemination for
our graduate teachers in order to provide a snapshot of their research activity
while they were studying in the School of Education in Hibernia College. Our
student teachers explored topical issues that permeate the current landscape of
Irish education and endeavored to develop their knowledge of a key area within
education. During the research journey our student-teachers were guided and
supported by their research supervisors. The dedication of these research
supervisors has not gone unnoticed and we are grateful to them for the
professional way in which they have encouraged and enabled our student-
teachers to reach their full potential as they began to see themselves as both
teachers and researchers.

The value of research in education cannot be understated. We are proud to
disseminate this important and thought-provoking publication on the key issues
that our student teachers have explored.

Ms Mary Kelly Dr Aoife M. Lynam
Head of the School of Education Director of Research
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Dance as a Strategy for Social and Cultural Inclusion in the Irish
Primary School, by Diarmaid O'Meara

Research supervisor: Ms. Una Forde

Abstract

This research project explored Dance as a strategy for social and cultural inclusion
in an Irish context. A mixed-methods research design was employed. Primary
school teachers completed questionnaires (n=32) that explored their attitudes
towards Dance, their awareness of Dance for social and cultural inclusion, and
barriers which prevent their implementation of Dance. Dance-in-education experts
were interviewed (n=4) on possible strategies that could support teachers in their
efforts in social and cultural inclusion through Dance. Teachers reported a positive
predisposition towards Dance and are aware of its potential for social and cultural
inclusion. Low levels of readiness to use Dance inclusively along with a lack of
resources and knowledge of Dance were cited as barriers. Strategies of support
emerged through thematic analysis. A pathway for development was
recommended whereby teachers could be supported in using Dance for social and
cultural inclusion.

Keywords: Dance, social inclusion, cultural inclusion, dance in education

Introduction

Dance represents an alternative literacy (Hong-Joe, 2002) where the individuality
and competence of all children can be acknowledged and celebrated (Elin &
Boswell, 2004; Cone-Purcell, 2015). The UNCRC (2013) has observed that
children with disabilities and children from indigenous, minority and/or poor
backgrounds are more likely to be marginalised with regard to participation in the
arts. Dance represents a strategy for social and cultural inclusion. There is an
extensive body of research that extols this facet of Dance (Bajek et al., 2015;
Cone-Purcell, 2015; Mancini-Becker, 2013). Dance is, however, currently sidelined
in the Irish Primary school (Council of Europe, 2010). Teachers feel ill-prepared to
deliver Dance in the classroom and frequently avoid teaching it (Russell-Bowie,
2013), leaving a missed and valuable opportunity for inclusion. The existing
literature surrounding this topic raised the following research questions:
1. What are primary teachers' attitudes towards Dance and are they aware
of the potential of Dance for social and cultural inclusion?
2.  What barriers prevent teachers from implementing Dance in its socially
and culturally inclusive capacity?
3. What strategies might be effective in supporting teachers to implement
Dance for social and cultural inclusion?
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Literature review

Although, over time, Dance was integrated into Curaclam na Bunscoile (DES,
1971), it was not present as a discrete curricular area until 1999 (DES, 1999a). At
present, it is a strand in the Physical Education syllabus (DES, 1999b) and is also
included within the Arts education curriculum (DES, 1999c). Dance is poorly
resourced as part of Physical Education in comparison to the Games strand, which
has been reported as delivered as “often” in 90% of cases whereas the Dance
strand is delivered “often” in only 30% of cases (INTO, 2007). Despite such
statistics, research reports a positive teacher attitude towards the Arts (NCCA,
2012) and Dance as part of an overall Arts education (Gray, 2007) in primary
schools. The implementation of strands and teacher attitudes towards them
impact social and cultural inclusion. Within the Irish context, inclusion refers to
refugees, members of the Traveller community, those with disabilities, those from
low socioeconomic status backgrounds and others who identify themselves as
non-Irish (O’Brien and O Fathaigh, 2007). These groups align with the view of the
UNCRC (2013) which indicates that minority groups are at risk of being sidelined
in engaging with the arts.

In light of social and cultural diversity in contemporary Ireland (CSO,
2012), measures must be taken to ensure all children in the diverse population
are included in primary schools. There is a body of research that identifies Dance
as a curricular area that can potentially facilitate social and cultural inclusion
(Anttila, 2007; Cone and Cone, 2011; Dunphy and Scott, 2003; Mancini-Becker,
2013; Sansom, 2009; Smith-Autard, 1994). Children can be encouraged to bring
their own concepts of Dance, movement vocabularies, a spectrum of physical
abilities, limitations and lived experiences to the Dance lesson (Smith-Autard,
1994). Creative Dance provides inclusive spaces for children of all social and
cultural backgrounds to engage with creative dance processes based on lived
experiences (Anttila, 2007). Dance also focuses on the sharing of ideas and
acknowledges each child’s unique contributions (Cone and Cone, 2011). Dance, in
this guise, can provide a conduit for school success for children who may not
otherwise experience it.

Low implementation of Dance (INTO, 2007) suggests that barriers exist
in its practice. Dance in this respect not only refers to sociocultural inclusion but
Dance in general. In an international study, which included Ireland, it was
reported that teachers lack the confidence, motivation and specific knowledge to
deliver Dance and do not have access to adequate resources or lesson ideas to do
so (Russell-Bowie, 2013). Newly qualified teachers in the UK felt under-prepared
to deliver Dance in the primary school (Rolfe, 1997). Such studies reflect how
Dance needs to be prioritised in the training of teachers both at home and abroad.
Other reported challenges include the lack of appropriate assessment criteria
(INTO, 2007) and curriculum overload (Nunan, 2015). This research aimed to
identify specific barriers to Dance for social and cultural inclusion and recommend
possible support strategies.
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Methodology

Questionnaires were used to identify teachers’ levels of awareness, attitudes and
barriers to Dance implementation. However, the research also required expert
opinions to inform and recommend support strategies. This was best elicited
through semi-structured interviews. Thus, an asynchronous convergence model of
mixed-methods research (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007) provided the best
opportunity to gain a thick description that would address the research questions.

An initial phase of qualitative data collection (semi-structured interview)
and analysis was followed by a phase of quantitative data collection and analysis
(questionnaire). The semi-structured interview was employed as it allows all
crucial topics to be covered while allowing space for probing and elaboration (Bell,
2014; Merriam, 2014). Purposive sampling (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003) was
employed to identify a sample of interview participants. For the inclusion criteria,
participants had to be expert in the field of Dance in education. Resulting
interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed and then analysed using
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Fragments of meaningful data
(Boyatzis, 1998) known as codes were identified across the data set. These codes
were then grouped thematically and refined until there was a set of clear themes
relevant to the research questions. This was a recursive process (Braun and
Clarke, 2006) where the researcher moved back and forth between phases to
clarify emergent themes. Reliability measures included: (1) Accurate recording
and transcription of interviews, (2) Thematic analysis is regarded as particularly
reliable (Roberts, 2006) and (3) Full range and tone of data represented. Validity
measures comprised: (1) Accurate self-reporting by participants (Burns & Grove,
2005), (2) Respondent validation of interviews and (3) Audit trail maintained.

Questionnaires were also used as an appropriate data collection strategy
for this research project. A questionnaire was prepared and piloted (by non-cohort
primary school teachers) to assess clarity, omissions and time commitment (Bell,
2014). Quota sampling (Cohen et al., 2007) was employed to identify a
representative sample for this phase—in this case, mainstream teachers in Irish
primary schools. Raw data from the questionnaires was exported to Microsoft
Excel 2010. The data was analysed using a framework described by Leahy (2004)
wherein data was cleaned, annotated and appropriate graphical representations
were prepared. Internal consistency of the data was analysed using Z-scoring, as
described by Panik (2012). Reliability measures included: (1) Data analysis in
accordance with recognised framework (Leahy, 2004), (2) Internal consistency
scrutinised and (3) Appropriate piloting carried out. Validity measures were tested
though the scale of the research limits it to being descriptive; however, the data is
internally valid as the questions elicited responses appropriate to the particular
area being assessed (Eby, 1993).

Prior to commencement of research, an ethics review of the research
proposal was carried out and approved by the Research Committee of Hibernia
College. This was in line with the British Educational Research Association
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Guidelines (2011). Despite measures to improve reliability and validity of data,
limitations within the research design must be acknowledged. The scale of the
research was small: four Dance-in-Education experts were interviewed and 32
Irish primary school teachers completed the questionnaire. While this poses a
limitation on the generalisability of the research, the findings may be ‘relatable’
(Bassey, 1981) and useful for further studies.

Results
The results of the questionnaire were organised into three broad categories:

(1) Provision of Dance

The levels of implementation of Dance were reported as Always - 9%, Often -
25%, Sometimes - 37.5%, Rarely - 22% and Never - 6.5%. 31.25% of
respondents reported that a specialist teacher in their school delivered Dance.
56% of lessons delivered were reportedly based on an integrated scheme of work
or based on creative Dance. Descriptive Dance (folk dance and teaching routines)
accounted for 39% of lessons taught. 93.75% of respondents expressed an
interest in developing their personal skills in Dance.

(2) Social and Cultural Inclusion

This research demonstrated that 72% of teachers regard social and cultural
inclusion as essential to their practice. 75% of respondents agree/strongly agree
with the statement: "Dance can be used as a medium for social and cultural
inclusion in the Primary classroom." The extent to which teachers believed they
could use Dance for social and cultural inclusion in the classroom was assessed
with a 5-point Likert scale. The mean value was 2.2, aligning with "slightly"
equipped.

(3) Perceived Barriers

Data showed that the teacher’s own knowledge of Dance and the paucity of
resources (e.g. lesson ideas, structured schemes of work) for teaching Dance
prove the greatest challenges in using Dance to its greatest capacity for social and
cultural inclusion. Given that 94% of respondents indicated that Dance was an
area in which they are interested in developing, it is clear that teacher knowledge
of Dance appears to be the barrier. However, there was significant interest
evident in tackling this issue. Despite teacher awareness of Dance as a strategy
for social and cultural inclusion, no additional comments dealt directly with this
area. Four themes emerged from the semi-structured interviews in accordance
with the framework described by Braun and Clarke (2006).
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Theme One: Teacher experiences of Dance

All participants insisted that Dance is a discipline, which must be experienced
before it can be effectively taught. This experience affords insight. Conversely, a
lack of experience makes Dance, as an inclusive curriculum strand, difficult. This
experience is, however, attainable; teachers can further their personal experience
of Dance, observe Dance being taught, and participate in Dance as taught by
specialist teachers within school. The data suggests that achievable as this may
be, it places a lot of commitment on the teacher.

Theme Two: Planning and availability of resources

This theme describes the challenge of providing coherent and meaningful Dance
experiences for social and cultural inclusion. Thematic cross-curricular planning
that includes Dance emerged as a strategy for providing opportunities for diverse
perspectives that could be offered by students from various social and cultural
backgrounds. Many of the resources currently available for Dance in the primary
school are not sufficiently pre-planned for the teacher to effectively implement in
meaningful ways.

Theme Three: Collaboration with a specialist teacher

All participants expressed a positive attitude towards having a specialist teacher of
Dance to facilitate social and cultural inclusion through the medium. However, it
was clear that any specialist teacher should work in collaboration with the class
teacher to further facilitate teacher development.

Theme Four: Role of principal and policy

There was a strong consensus among interviewees that the attitude of the school
principal sets the tone with regard to Arts/Dance development and its role for
inclusion. Policy is regarded as the driver of change. If teachers are to be given
sufficient time, space and resources for the development of Dance for social and
cultural inclusion, it first needs to be present in school policy.

Discussion

In addressing the research questions, it is evident that a complex
interdependence of factors influences the use of Dance for social and cultural
inclusion. Fig. 1 shows a possible pathway for development based on
questionnaire feedback, interviews and existing literature. In this framework,
educational policy drives teacher engagement with Dance (whether in-service or
pre-service) with the support of school implementation. A positive attitude
towards Dance was reported, consistent with previous research (Gray, 2007).
72% of teachers indicated that the potential of Dance for social and cultural
inclusion was "essential”, demonstrating that primary school teachers in the study
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consider it an educational priority. 75% of respondents “agree/strongly agree”
that Dance can be used as a strategy for social and cultural inclusion. The basis of
this statistic must, however, be scrutinised. Given the low implementation rates
reported in this study and in the literature (INTO, 2007), we can infer that the
awareness of the inclusive capacity of dance is not grounded in experience.

Research found that insufficient knowledge of Dance itself is the primary
barrier against using the art form as a platform for inclusive education. This
concurs with the findings of an INTO Study (2007) that states current teacher
training leaves newly qualified teachers feeling ill-prepared to deliver strands on
Dance. Apart from a lack of Dance education in teacher training, other challenges
identified included lack of resources/support, insufficient planning time/time for PE
and a lack of confidence. This suggests that barriers to using Dance for social and
cultural inclusion are Dance specific rather than inclusion specific. For teachers to
understand the inclusive capacity of Dance, they need to reach a level of comfort
and understanding that will allow them to appreciate the diverse responses that
social and cultural inclusion demands (Elin & Bosnell, 2014). Increasing teacher
engagement with Dance may circumvent several obstacles and may allow Dance
to be used for social and cultural inclusion.

Support from
Principal

| Teacher | Dance used for
Educational Pelicy L| E 1 with | » Social and Cultural

Dance Inclusion

Support from
\, Specialist Teacher

Fig. 1 A pathway for developing Dance for social and cultural inclusion

Three principal support strategies were identified through thematic analysis.

(1) Teacher experiences of Dance

Interviewees agreed that teachers must engage with Dance in order to teach it
effectively. Elin and Bosnell (2014) state that experience will allow teachers to
have a broader understanding of the assessment and contribution of Dance. Pre-
and in-service training could address skills but in the face of curriculum overload
(NCCA, 2010), the practice of privileging theoretical knowledge (Hopkins, 2014)
for practical use is unlikely.
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(2) Planning, resources and policy

Cross-curricular thematic planning emerged from the interviews as a means for
Dance to be used effectively for social and cultural inclusion. Reported lack of
resources is a barrier here. While policy is present, interviewees refer to a gap
between policy and practice; unless guidelines are enumerated, it will be difficult
to effect any real change in schools. Stakeholders from various agencies would
need to work together if Dance for social and cultural inclusion is to be explicitly
provided for by policy. While the Arts in Education Charter (DAHG/DES, 2012)
mentions Dance as a component of Arts education in Irish schools, neither it nor
the Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) or Education for Persons with
Special Educational Needs Act (Government of Ireland, 2004) explicitly name
inclusion. In this context, with no explicit policy driving the use of Dance for social
and cultural inclusion, effective change is difficult to implement.

(3) Collaboration with a specialist teacher

All interviewees recommended collaborations between Dance teachers and the
classroom teacher. Both should work together in mutually informative ways. The
Dance teacher can use the class teacher's in-depth knowledge of the students to
create spaces for an inclusive practice and through their participants and
contributions,

thus the class teacher gains more insights on their students and increases their
knowledge of the educational potential of Dance. Such professional partnerships
could facilitate more spaces that work towards a more inclusive model of good
practice.

Conclusion
The principal findings of this research are as follows:
1. Awareness of Dance for social and cultural inclusion and levels of
implementation do not align, indicating the presence of barriers.
2. Barriers to Dance implementation for social and cultural inclusion are
predominantly related to a lack of teachers' knowledge of Dance.
3. Working alongside a specialist teacher, thematic planning, resources
and policy may support Dance for social and cultural inclusion.
This small-scale study (four interviewees and 32 questionnaire participants)
cannot claim generalisability although findings and recommendations can still be
seen as ‘relatable’ (Bassey, 1981) and, thus, useful as a guide. A mutually
informative relationship between a specialist Dance teacher and the classroom
teacher potentially maximises the benefit of using Dance for social and cultural
inclusion.
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Exploring the Benefits and Limitations of Mandatory Standardised
Assessment in the Irish Primary School Context, by Kara Burbage

Research supervisor: Mr. Jonathan Loftus

Abstract

This research focused on assessment—in particular, standardised assessment in
the Irish primary school. Currently, there is limited research that specifically
examines Irish teachers’ current ideologies of assessment. This research seeks to
provide an insight into Irish teachers’ perceptions of standardised assessment and
its relationship with inclusive education. A mixed-method approach was adopted to
address the research questions. Methods included a focus group that allowed for
an in-depth view of assessment, particularly from a SEN perspective. Findings
indicate that teachers consider standardised assessment to be beneficial but also
acknowledge some limitations. Findings further suggest that there should be a
transfer of knowledge to parents about standardised assessment.

Keywords: Standardised assessment, benefits, limitations, Irish primary
education

Introduction

The importance of assessment in Irish education has been a welcome
development in its positive impact towards pedagogical improvements and
innovation (Mac Ruairc, 2009). New teachers are encouraged to accommodate for
all the learning needs in the classroom—to help all children realise their full
potential (Evans and Waring, 2011). Differentiation features strongly when quality
of learning within schools and the performance of whole schools are examined.
There is ample research on assessment, specifically relating to mandatory
assessment policies of primary schools. However, there is a dearth of literature
on Irish teachers’ views of standardised assessment. The aim of this research was
to gain an understanding of Irish teachers' perspectives in relation to standardised
assessment and their views of the benefits and limitations associated with
standardised assessment. This research addressed the research question: What
are the benefits and limitations of mandatory standardised assessment from
teachers’ perspectives?
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Literature review

Positive impacts arising from structural changes within the Irish educational
system has led to pedagogical improvements and innovation (Mac Ruairc, 2009).
Looney (2006) affirms that the education system ‘*has moved from relative silence
on assessment to an emerging dialogue, in which teachers are very much
included, on purposes, philosophies and practice’ (p.352). Although assessment
is present in the 1999 Primary School Curriculum, it provides no clarity or clear
guidelines as to how children’s progress is to be monitored and assessed or what
assessment methodologies best suit what specific subject matter (Looney, 2006).
In the Irish context, the NCCA (2007) guidelines define assessment as ‘the
process of gathering, recording, interpreting, using, and reporting information
about a child’s progress and achievement in developing knowledge, skills and
attitudes’ (p.70).

Types of assessment

Fig. 1 shows the continuum of assessment methods presented by the NCCA in
2007. The chart can be used for both Assessment of Learning (AfL) and
Assessment for Learning (AoL) (NCCA, 2007, p.13).

concept mapping questioning

teacher
observation

portiolio assessment

conferancing teacher-designed
tasks and tests
self. standardised
assessment testing
Child leads the assessment Teacher leads the assessment

Fig. 1 NCCA (2007) Assessment in the Primary School Curriculum, Guidelines for
Schools, p.13
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Standardised assessment

According to the NCCA (2007, p.60) ‘a standardised test is an assessment
instrument that contains standardised procedures for its administration and
scoring and for the interpretation of results’.

Standardised assessment is an essential practice in Irish education due to the
statutory requirement for all schools to ‘regularly evaluate and periodically report
the results of evaluation to the students and their parents’ (Government of Ireland,
1998, p.23). However, the extent to which standardised assessments articulate
models of good practice in comparison to international standards must be
addressed. The extent to which educational platforms prioritise high-quality
learning that facilitates economic requirements is an open one. Assessment at its
core ‘serves as a communicative device between the world of education and that
of the wider society’ (Broadfoot and Black, 2004, p.9). There is ample literature
on standardised assessment—in particular, the benefits and limitations that it can
pose. Certain arguments have suggested that ‘the standardised test is better at
representing what the child can do as it is an absolute score and does not need
moderation and does not contain bias’ (Hall and Kavanagh, 2002, p.271).
However, other scholars have noted that *‘measuring educational standards does
not necessarily need to be paper-based and that there are other alternatives to
measuring this’ (Deluca and Hughes, 2014).

A teacher’s perspective

Learning is a journey with the teacher as a guide (Kimbell, 2007, p.248). The
extent to which ‘teachers think about curriculum, subject matter, teaching and
learning has been shown to influence classroom practices’ (Clark and Peterson,
1986; Thompson, 1992, cited in Harris and Brown, 2009, p.365). Given that a
teacher is at the forefront of a child’s learning, it is therefore of utmost
importance that a teacher acknowledges, embraces and promotes effective
assessment methods in their teaching. Accordingly, it is important to hear the
views of a sample of Irish teachers in relation to standardised assessment.

Inclusive education

National standardised assessment must be considered with regards to ways it
caters for children with special educational needs by ensuring that all assessments
are ‘accessible through suitable accommodation and appropriate through suitable
breadth of assessment and range of criteria’ (Douglas et al., 2016, p.103).
Corbett (1999, cited in Hall et al., 2004, p.814) states that ‘inclusive school
communities are difficult to create within an individualised model of achievement
and standardisation’. According to Douglas et al. (2016, p.103) ‘assessments
should seek to measure progress and outcomes on the full breadth of the
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curriculum that an education system offers’. The current research examined ways
teachers assess that capture a child’s capability across all subjects.

Methodology

The main premise of this research was to investigate school teachers’ perspectives
on assessment, in particular, standardised assessment. As teachers are
encouraged and trained to differentiate within their practice, the extent to which
assessment works towards the provision for inclusive education is explored.

Research design

A mixed-method approach was chosen for this research. This approach was
undertaken to improve clarity and conduct an in-depth examination of the aims of
the research—in particular, in the area of SEN and assessment. Questionnaires
and a focus group were the methods used to address the research question. The
main premise of using a questionnaire was to collate generalised data from
teachers whilst one focus group collected data on teacher experiences of
assessment in the Irish primary school context. Questionnaires were electronically
created through the use of Survey Monkey and distributed via email. A link to the
questionnaire was provided and data was collated from these questionnaires on a
specified date. The mixed questionnaire was designed to contain open questions
(qualitative) to analyse attitudes on the topic and both closed and multiple
questions (quantitative) in order to collate information relating to background,
practices and behaviour. The analysis of this data then informed the creation of
questions for the focus group. The focus group allowed the researcher to interpret
the group dynamic and collect a more in-depth view of teachers’ perspectives on
standardised assessment. To ensure a balanced sample, participants in the focus
group included SEN teachers who worked within a specific unit.

Prior to the undertaking of this research, ethical approval was granted by
Hibernia College. To ensure that the research retained the highest of standards
ethically, the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2011) was
referenced throughout the process of research. Confidentiality was of utmost
importance and this was upheld through the use of anonymity in the data
collection of both methods. In terms of the focus group, confidentiality was
ensured from the offset and was reinforced throughout the focus group process at
the face-to-face meeting. Due to the time frame and word-count limitation, a
small sample of teachers and SEN teachers were taken into account. Limitations
included the size of the sample and the number of schools selected and, therefore,
the results cannot claim any transferability or generalisability.
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Results

All participants were asked whether there was an assessment policy in their
school. The findings noted that only 62.1% (n=18) of the population had an
assessment policy in place in their school. 100% of respondents acknowledged
that inclusive education is promoted in the school. However, only 48% of
respondents identified assessment as featuring in the inclusive education policy.
One respondent did not respond to this question. Respondents ranked from 1-10
on their opinions relating to the purpose of assessment; 1 being of ‘most
importance’ and 10 being of ‘least importance’. Fig. 1.1 illustrates how each
option was ranked.

What is the purpose of assessmentin schools?

16
14
12

No. of ratings

[T R )

Lok i L)

1-10 ratings

m To provide information to parents of individual child’s performance and progress
H To provide information to school as to the progress of children in line with curriculum
M To identify areas of learning difficulty re subject matter for teachers use
To identify learning support requirements for individual children
B To provide information to Department of Education and Skills for reporting purposes year on year
m Use of assessment in planning acquisition and deployment of educational materials and resources
m To ensure learning needs of children are being met in line with the curriculum
B To help provide information about future teaching for a teachers class
W To inform pupils about their learning

H To identify strengths and weaknesses of a child’s learning
Fig. 1.1 What is the purpose of assessment in schools?

Respondents identified the different types of assessment methods regularly used
by primary school teachers. It was noted that ‘questioning’ and ‘teacher
observation’ are used weekly by 28 out of the 29 respondents whereas ‘peer
assessment’ (n=7) and ‘diagnostic testing’ (n=5) are amongst the least
assessment methods used. Teachers then ranked main reasons why standardised
assessment is implemented. It is evident that teachers see huge benefits to
assessment in terms of helping to guide future teaching needs and informing
pupils about their learning. 65.6% of teachers acknowledged that all children are
included in standardised assessment. Probably one of the most interesting
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statistics from the findings was that 58.6% of teachers agreed in all children
completing standardised assessment. The 12 teachers that did not agree to allow
all children to complete the standardised assessment process stated reasons that
included children’s special needs, learning difficulties and the unsuitability of
assessment for children’s learning needs. Teachers were then asked whether they
believed that standardised assessment is a true reflection of a child’s learning
ability. 86% of respondents acknowledged it is not a true reflection.

Themes emerged from the focus group—namely, benefits and limitations of
standardised assessment. In response to standardised assessment, Participant A
acknowledged that "I love it particularly when I started teaching because it kind of
gives you, well where are we, where is everybody, it gives you something to take
a hold of”. The same participant, however, also stated that “standardised testing
is great but actually aside from the ones who are way outside the norms who are
the very minority in class what do they generally tell you that you didn’t already
know”.

The theme of exploring what constitutes an assessment was also
prevalent in the focus group discussion. Participant A noted the “...I think there is
a huge issue around teacher professionalism and how valuable the teacher voice
is seen in assessment because there is this idea that the standardised test is all of
it and it's really not”. SEN also emerged very clearly from the onset of the data.
One teacher had specific expertise in this area. Participant B outlined how “we
try as far as possible to give the standardised test to all children in the school as
far as possible, and we nearly know the children who are not going to do very well”.
In spite of this, it was noted that “what you are really looking for, if they are not
able to do anything on a standardised test, you are looking for something that will
be diagnostically suitable”. Communication between parents about assessment
and clear reporting lines also emerged as issues to assessment. Participant A
confirmed that “There is a real tension around reporting to parents which is what
the latest government initiative is, and there is this sense that everyone knows
education because they all have been to school.”

Discussion

The questionnaire has provided data relating to teachers’ perspectives on
assessment and in particular standardised assessment in the Irish primary
education system. It was surprising to note that only 62.1% of the teachers were
aware of an assessment policy in their school. This supports Hall and Kavanagh
(2002), who state that assessment policy and assessment practice are not key
strengths of the Irish primary education system. In terms of identifying the main
reason for standardised assessment, this was also centred on the child and not
any other third party. Teachers recognised and rated the identification of learning
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support requirements for individuals as the most important. It is noted in the
research collated how other assessment methods such as teacher observation
(100% of respondents), questioning (100% of respondents) and teacher-designed
tasks (80%) are used considerably on a weekly basis. This is promising due to
the fact that 85% of teachers questioned do not have a choice on standardised
assessment used in their school.

The findings also demonstrate that 100% of teachers surveyed
acknowledged how their schools promote inclusive education in the school.
However, only 48% acknowledge that ‘assessment’ is present in their current
inclusive education policy today. Whether assessment is part of the inclusive
education policy or not, it was noted that 65.6% of teachers surveyed outlined
how all children undertake standardised assessment. Nevertheless on analysing
responses, it can be interpreted that this figure may not be an accurate
reflection of this research. It is important to be aware that 20.1% of respondents
who completed this survey teach in the Junior Infant classroom, and 13.8% of the
20.1% resource teachers also work with this year group. Therefore, this data is
potentially unreliable as a result. According to Lin (1992, p.44, citied in Hall et al.,
2004, p.807) ‘multiple indicators are essential so that those who are disadvantaged
on one assessment have an opportunity to offer alternative evidence of their
expertise’. It is positive that teachers in this survey are aware that there is a
need for change to the current standardised process.

Benefits and limitations of standardised assessment

Data gathered from the focus group acknowledges that there were benefits and
limitations to standardised assessment. One participant acknowledged how
standardised assessment gives teachers a basis and informs them where the
class are at. Yet it seems the disadvantages outweigh the benefits as it was
acknowledged by one of the participants that standardised assessment does not
cater for differentiation nor take into account other influences that may affect a
child’s performance in the standardised assessment result.

What constitutes assessment?

The literature emphasises how assessment can be seen as ‘any act of interpreting
information about student performance, collected through any of a multitude of
means or practices’ (Brown, 2004, p.304). This was also acknowledged by
participants in the focus group regarding the use of numerous methods such as
teacher observation. Spelling tests and writing were also reported as ultimately
important in assessing a student. Nonetheless, it was noted by one of the
participants that standardised assessment outweighs other forms of assessment in
terms of importance and reporting to parents.
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Assessment from the SEN perspective

Ireland has acknowledged its role in terms of SEN—'that the education of people
with such needs shall, wherever possible take place in an inclusive environment’
(Government of Ireland, 2004, p.5). It is clear from the focus group that
standardisation assessment does not take into account differentiation at both low
and high attainment levels. However, teachers did agree that all children
undertake standardised testing as far as possible—even if they know the child will
not score very well from the onset. Findings highlight that, often, teachers may
seek a diagnosis when in fact the child is generally weak and may have a specific
learning problem(s). One of the participants importantly noted that the
assessment method depends on what the special need is. There is no one-fits-all
approach when it comes to assessment and differential learning. Communication
between parents about assessment and clear reporting lines also emerged as
issues to assessment. As per Section 22 2(b) of the Education Act, it is a
statutory requirement for all schools to ‘regularly evaluate and periodically
report the results of evaluation to the students and their parents’ (Government of
Ireland, 1998, p.23). Findings stress an importance of informing parents
regarding all supports that their children receive. The researcher found that there
can be an unease when informing parents about their children due to the sensitive
nature of the topic. There needs to be clear and open communication lines with
parents at all times.

Conclusion

The findings of this research reveal how current primary school teachers perceive
it a benefit to use standardised assessment. However, there is an
acknowledgement of the need for change. A renewal is very much rooted around
inclusive education and assessing both low and high achievers, thus aligning with
the concept of Day and Prunty (2015) that a one-size-fits-all approach does not
work. The importance of standardised assessment in the Irish primary school
context is highlighted yet may not always be an accurate reflection of a
student’s performance. The research explored limitations associated with
standardised assessment and how a revision of the current system, described as
‘archaic’ in participant feedback, needs to occur to cater for SEN and EAL and also
test for other intelligences. Going forward, it is hoped that this study reinforces
the need for change and instils a new perspective on the approach to
assessment where the teacher’s voice is heard.
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Abstract

With an increase in the diagnoses of children with autism, schools need to be
equipped with the appropriate resources and methodologies to effectively educate
diagnosed students. A-mixed method approach was used to enable the researcher
to collect data from primary school teachers regarding their practices, the
accessibility of teaching support modules, and the suitability of the mainstream
class. The results demonstrated that mainstream class teachers, who have
students with autism in their care, are not fully satisfied with the practices used in
the classroom. Additionally, initial teacher training courses have not sufficiently
taught teachers the skills required to effectively educate children with more
complex special educational needs. The recommendations from this study found
that students with autism with access to an SNA are not being adequately catered
for within mainstream classes and would perhaps benefit more academically from
specialised education in smaller group settings.

Keywords: Autism, mainstream class, education, teacher

Introduction

The prevalence of autism has increased substantially in recent years. As a result
of this increase, schools have had to cope with some unique challenges, ensuring
social and academic skills are being met. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) maintain
that there is a need for improved resources in mainstream classes with more
appropriate SEN training in initial teacher education to better understand
challenges in teaching children with autism. Often, depending on their diagnosis,
the pupil with autism shares their assigned SNA with at least one other student
and may not receive full-time support. The duties of an SNA involve removing
barriers to learning related to the “environment in which the child is trying to
learn” (Autism Ireland, 2017). It is essential that schools ensure a positive
learning experience for all children by making support, facilities and resources
readily available. However, there is a huge discrepancy between the number of
children who have autism and the level of support currently available. Many
teachers may still be in the early stages of working with children with autism in an
inclusive environment. More targeted funding is needed to allow for appropriate
training and resources. The mainstream class may not always be suitable for all
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children with autism. Funding could be provided to allow smaller group settings to
enable educational spaces suitable for their academic progression. Within smaller
group settings, children with autism who have access to an SNA could still have
access to their assigned mainstream class for other curricular activities.

Literature review

There has been a significant increase in the number of children with special
educational needs attending mainstream schools (DES, 2007). A study carried out
for the National Council for Special Education (2016) found that one in 65 school
students have been diagnosed as autistic. The Education for Persons with Special
Educational Needs Act (EPSEN) (Government of Ireland, 2004) ensured that the
state educates children with SENs in mainstream schools and provides an inclusive
provision that does not disadvantage the education of their peers (McGillicuddy
and O'Donnell, 2014). It has been argued that best results in special education
are based upon a low pupil-teacher ratio (Mesibov and Shea, 1996) along with a
high level of one-to-one work (Cameron et al., 2012). Large class sizes and a lack
of funding initiatives that support the development of resources are challenges to
inclusive education (Moran and Abbott, 2006). The availability of age-appropriate
teaching resources and learning materials in the education of students with autism
has been identified as an area of neglect. Some schools have developed materials
and resources or have successfully adapted ICT programmes for their students.

It is very important to consider issues that may impact on students
participating in mainstream schools. The needs of every child with autism differ
and should be examined in relation to professional intervention through research
and assessment. Each child is unique and it is important to find systems and staff
to work with their needs (NSCE, 2013). When a child with autism is placed in the
mainstream class, they may have access to an SNA, depending on their diagnosis.
The role of the SNA is to support the care needs of the child and prevent barriers
to learning, if possible (DES, 2014). However, all children with autism have
compromised social communication skills. Sometimes, educational systems of
mainstream classes do not effectively facilitate these pupils, which can leave them
feeling overwhelmed in this environment, even if an SNA is present (Ferguson,
2014). The SNA cannot control sensory issues within the mainstream class.
Therefore, it is extremely important that each child is suitably placed in the
classroom where appropriate spaces for learning are encouraged. Without such
environments, the student may suffer from the impact of sensory distress
(Manikiza, 2015).

Studies have suggested that just over half of children with an ASD attend
a mainstream educational setting (Barnard et al., 2000; Keen and Ward, 2004).
However, little research exists regarding how best to facilitate the learning of
children with special needs in mainstream classrooms (Humphrey and Lewis,
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2008). Placing a child with autism into a mainstream class may provide
opportunities for peer learning (Crisman, 2008). This inclusion is relatively
successful in the child’s social skills (Reiter and Vitani, 2007). However, there are
many other challenges for the child within the mainstream class that include the
physical set-up of the classroom, social expectations from peers, and sensory
issues of a classroom that may be demanding for a child (Humphrey and Lewis,
2008). While there is an assumption that students with autism academically
succeed within an inclusive educational placement, research has shown that
learning outcomes are extremely varied and are much lower than would be
expected given the child’s level of intellectual functioning (Howlin, 2005;
Tsatsanis, 2003).

With regard to the No Child Left Behind Act (2001), schools and curricula
are becoming more standardised with classrooms becoming more systematised as
schools adjust to meet guidelines. The inclusion movement (INTO, 2004) has
placed children with wide-ranging abilities and needs in such classrooms, which
opens up the question on whether the educational needs of many students are
being jeopardised for the social goals of inclusion. An advantage of mainstreaming
children with autism is that it allows them to learn in a more natural environment.
In the real world, individuals with autism are expected to function in society
alongside typically developing peers (Lawrence, 2014). However, there is the
issue of the suitability of educating children with autism in the mainstream
classroom. The pupil may benefit socially from an inclusive classroom, but their
academic skills may be compromised. While mainstreaming is considered a
positive practice, students with autism may not always receive the specialised
education they need.

Methodology

A mixed-methods approach was used to address the research questions. The
researcher chose to obtain data from particular participants who engage with
children with autism on a daily basis. A quantitative method was chosen to focus
on numerical data and to generalise the data obtained across groups. Specific
questions were designed in the questionnaire to invite participants to answer
questions on teaching children with autism in their mainstream classes. As
variables can be apparent in the data returned in questionnaires (Saris, 2014),
the researcher decided that combining questionnaires with semi-structured
interviews would be most suitable for this study. All participants in this research
study (n=22) were teachers in School A and School B. The participants have the
responsibility of teaching children with autism in their class. The researcher
acknowledges that there were limitations in the study that must be acknowledged.
The study was completed within a relatively short time frame with a restricted
word count. Further limitations included a small sample size; therefore, findings
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cannot be generalised to a wider population. Additionally, a more detailed analysis
was gained through the interviews than with the questionnaire.

Results

The following interconnected themes emerged from both questionnaires and
interviews: (a) Physical Learning Environment, (b) Learning Barriers in the
Physical Environment, (c) Education and Training, and (d) Suitability of the
Mainstream Class. The online questionnaire was sent to two schools. The results
were based on returned questionnaires (n=20) and face-to-face interviews (n=2).
In order to retrieve accurate information, only teachers with at least three years’
experience of teaching children with autism were invited to complete the
questionnaire. Results indicate that most teachers are content with the physical
learning environment of the classroom. However, data from the interviewees
highlighted that the classroom is “distracting” for children with autism. Children
with autism can either be overly focused on one aspect of a task or greatly
distracted by stimuli irrelevant to the task.

Children with autism often experience learning barriers in the
mainstream classroom due to motor, sensory, language and social-emotional
delays which may affect their visual processing. Data from both interviews and
questionnaires revealed that one of the main barriers to learning involved sensory
and visual issues. Results also illustrated that the visuals and sound of an
interactive whiteboard could be learning barriers for children with autism. Findings
further pointed to a lack of support mainstream teachers receive in class when
teaching pupils with autism. One questionnaire respondent commented that they
need “access to adequate support” and that their “classes are too big to deal with
a child with such specific needs unless an SNA is present”. The analysis of data
exposed a worry and apprehension regarding adequate training with 90% of
respondents stating that adequate training had not been provided. When
participants were asked whether they considered students would benefit more
from specialised education in a unit/special school, 70% answered “yes” and 30%
answered “no”. Both interview participants commented on the lack of support they
receive whereby someone specialising in the area could benefit the child more.

Discussion

The findings from this study have shown that the participants are aware of how
children with autism should be educated in mainstream education. The study
indicates that teachers would like more comprehensive initial training programmes
that cater for specific learning needs of children with autism. Participants were
also cognisant that they should differentiate the physical learning environment to
cater for motor, sensory, language and social-emotional delays, which may affect
the pupils' visual processing. While the study found that there are learning
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barriers for children with autism in the mainstream class, not all participants were
in agreement concerning the suitability of the mainstream class for children with
autism, and a high number of participants noted that pupils would benefit more
from smaller educational settings.

Inadequate education and training

The findings concur with studies by Humphrey and Lewis (2008) and McGregor
and Campbell (2001) which reported that teachers do not have adequate
specialised knowledge to teach the diverse needs of students with autism. The
findings of the current study found that 91% of respondents believed that initial
teacher training does not provide teachers with the necessary skills to effectively
teach students with autism. A survey carried out with the National Association for
Special Educational Needs (2010) concurs with this study in that requirements of
QTS should be strengthened to include a section dedicated to SEN with all
disabilities a teacher may encounter within the mainstream classroom.

The SESS aims to provide support to schools and individual teachers in a
flexible way. They claim that teachers can be “facilitated in availing of professional
learning opportunities that enables them to effect a child-centred approach to
meeting the needs of pupils with ASDs”. This statement is indeed true, but this
training opportunity is not available for all teachers in mainstream schools.
Findings of this study demonstrated that most teachers do not have access to in-
school support and, subsequently, revert to other teachers who have had
experience in the ASD unit themselves (assuming there is a unit in the school).
The SESS have “supported/funded courses for teachers teaching in classes with
students with ASDs”. These SESS-funded courses are in conjunction with TEACCH
regarding the teaching and learning of children with autism in mainstream schools
in Ireland. Such courses contain a “high degree of structure and progressive
independence within the classroom and environs”; however, there is a long
waiting list to attend these courses and requirements state you must be in a unit
before being eligible to attend. Therefore, you must already be teaching a child
with autism before you can actually learn the practices involved in catering to
their needs. Findings from this study show that most teachers have not attended
courses relating to autism. If this course was more readily available to teachers,
participants may not be so apprehensive.

The role of the SNA is to look after the care needs of the student and to
support their education under the direction of the teacher (DES, 2014)—not to
actually teach the child, which may occur. Children with autism who have access
to an SNA often share this access with other students. The SNA therefore has to
split their time between students. As a result, the child is without full access to
their assigned SNA. With more than one in 100 children on the autism spectrum,
and over 70 per cent of them going to mainstream schools, every teacher will
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more than likely have students with autism in their classes throughout their
careers (The National Autistic Society, 2016). Yet most teachers have not had
sufficient special educational needs training and are very apprehensive about
teaching children with autism because of this.

Availability of resources

The availability of teaching resources and learning materials in the education of
students with autism has been identified as an area of neglect (Moran and Abbott,
2006). Findings from this study concur with the DES and show that participants
require more funding to aid them in their teaching of children with autism. 40% of
teachers responded that they were not content with the resources while 35%
were mostly content and 25% were content. These findings are also supported
with studies carried out by Lindsay et al. (2013) and Lipsky and Gartner (1997),
who assert that students must receive the necessary resources to ensure they are
properly supported.

Sensory and visual barriers

As noted by the NCSE (2016), there is a need for primary school teachers to
consider the layout and visual aesthetic of a classroom. Findings from this study
concur with those of the NCSE with regard to the need for reasonable adjustments
to be made to the classroom environment to reduce as many barriers to learning
as possible. The learning environment may not be the most suitable for children
with autism as they have difficulty functioning in such stimulating environments
(Wall, 2004).

The suitability of the mainstream class

Studies carried out by Howlin (2005) and Tsatsanis (2003) state that while there
is often an assumption that students with autism who are academically able will
succeed in an inclusive educational placement, their learning outcomes are
extremely varied and much lower than the child’s level of intellectual functioning.
Findings from this study illustrate that relevant information may not be processed
properly by the child as a result of a busy, overwhelming learning environment.
Although 50% of participants (11 from the questionnaire) noted that the
mainstream class was suitable for the child with autism, the other 50% did not (9
participants from the questionnaire and 2 interviewees). That being said, 16 out of
22 participants in this study concur with Mesibov and Shea (1996) and Cameron
et al. (2012) in stating that children with autism would benefit more from
specialised education in a smaller group setting: “even a specialised teacher of
autism could push them on more” in order to specifically cater to their needs.
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The EPSEN Act (2004) provides children with special educational needs
the right to be educated, wherever possible, in an inclusive environment with
children who do not have special educational needs. Where education within the
mainstream classroom is appropriate, it can be hugely beneficial to children, but
according to some participants, the child may not always be suitable for a
mainstream class. Legislative mandates such as the No Child Left Behind Act
(2001) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (2004) require that
students with disabilities not only be exposed to the general education curriculum
but demonstrate progress in it as well.

Conclusion

This study aligns with the DES (2006) and Lindsay et al. (2013) research in
highlighting the need for improved teaching support modules in mainstream
classes and more appropriate SEN training for teachers. The current study found
that crucial factors are needed for a child with autism (who are academically able
for a mainstream class) to have access to an SNA. These supports include the
acquisition of appropriate training, concrete resources, and suitable visual and
sensory stimuli. Further development and research are needed in this area for
children with autism who are not academically able for the mainstream class. The
study concluded that special educational programmes using behavioural and
specific individualised teaching methods gain the most successful learning
outcomes for the child with autism. That being said, the inclusion movement
(INTO, 2004) has placed children with wide-ranging abilities and needs in the
same classroom, which questions whether the educational needs of many
students are being jeopardised for the social goals of inclusion. There is possibly a
need for policy development that recognises that all children have different
learning needs within the mainstream class; a policy that both supports the child
and the teacher. Working collaboratively with all stakeholders can further improve
this area and support effective inclusive practices that prioritise the child to reach
their full potential.
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Abstract

This research study examines Category A Gaeltacht School teachers’ perceptions
of the integration of a newcomer child in the classroom. The purpose of this study
is to investigate the strategies, practices and resources utilised by the teachers
when integrating a newcomer child and the difficulties they face, if any. The study
used a mixed-methods approach. Online questionnaires and semi-structured
interview methods were employed. Results indicated 91% of participants
experienced a newcomer child in their classrooms with 64% of those stating the
pupil experienced certain difficulties during the integration period. The researcher
found that 90% of participants reported that the newcomer child had an effect on
the social language of the classroom. Findings also indicate that there is a paucity
of resources available to teachers of newcomer children in a Gaeltacht classroom
setting, specifically a programme tailored for the language support of the child.
Furthermore, there is a significant lack of guidelines as to how teachers can
effectively cater for both language acquisition of the L2 learner and the language
enrichment of the L1 learner in the classroom. Despite the limitations of the
study, the research indicates a need for more teacher training and resources that
cater specifically for the L2 learner in a Gaeltacht setting.

Keywords: Gaeltacht, gaeilge, immersion, newcomer, language learning

Introduction

Gaeltacht areas have experienced significant changes in the last number of
decades. One particular transformation relates to the in-migration of non-Irish
speaking families during the Celtic Tiger era. One of the consequences of this is
the differing abilities in competence of Irish language speakers, thus contributing
to the rapid decline of the number of daily Irish speakers within the Gaeltacht (O
Giollagain et al., 2007). One must therefore question how teachers address
differing language competencies and focus not only on the language acquisition of
an L2 pupil but also the language enrichment of an L1 speaker. This study aims to
provide insight into the process of integrating a newcomer child within a ‘Category
A’ Gaeltacht School setting. The project examines the initial stages of integration
and focuses on resources, programmes and strategies teachers use in this specific
community. It will also explore the challenges, if any, experienced by teachers
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when facilitating a newcomer child and whether the newcomer child has any
impact on the social language of the classroom. The research encompassed the
following questions:

1. What are the initial procedures in integrating newcomer children?

2. What language supports are available to the newcomer child?

3. What resources and teaching strategies are utilised in order to cater for
the newcomer child?

Literature review
The Irish language in Gaeltacht areas

Gaeltacht areas have encountered significant changes in the last number of
decades. A research report published by O Giollagain et al. (2015) and
commissioned by Udards na Gaeltachta found that the decline of the daily
speakers of the Irish language was occurring at a more rapid pace than predicted
in an earlier report published eight years previously (O Giollagain et al., 2007). A
statistic found in the 2007 report stated that only 53% of young people
questioned were raised through Irish only or mostly Irish yet when asked if they
could speak Irish fluently, 91% reported that they were indeed fluent speakers.
Given that this is the case, one can assume that the educational institutions of the
Gaeltacht hold an important role in the preservation of the language. That being
said, one must still question why there is a decline in the use of Irish at home and
in various social settings.

Piper (2001) noted that parents of bilingual children are often more
actively engaged in the language learning of their children and act as facilitators in
creating the environment of using the language. O’Riagain highlights the role that
parents take in the preservation of the Irish language and noted that patterns
were found where marriages in which one spouse is an in-migrant to the
Gaeltacht will likely produce children with far less proficiency in Irish (O‘Riagéin,
1997). Given that there were high levels of in-migration to Ireland during the
Celtic Tiger era in particular, one can suggest that this has led to communities
with children of differing levels of Irish. Mac Donnacha et al. (2005) discuss the
erosion of the Gaeltacht areas and note the social change that has occurred in
Gaeltacht areas. Similarly, O Giollagain (2005, 2011 & 2007) stated that there are
changing pattern across generations of Irish speakers in ‘Category A’ Gaeltacht
areas. The older generations speak Irish predominantly in their social and family
networks. This pattern shifts when we look at the middle-aged group, which uses
a mix of both Irish and English. A further variation occurs with the younger
generation, where a minority of young people use the Irish language.

Nic Cionnaith (2008, p.93) comments on Gaeltacht classrooms as having
a mix of linguistic abilities between native speakers, semi-speakers and learners
all in one setting. This creates a more bilingual classroom setting rather than a
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monolingual one. O Duibhir et al. (2015, p.8) state that the combination of L1 and
L2 pupils in one classroom setting presents challenges both from a pedagogical
and managerial perspective. Ni Shéaghdha (2010) discusses the impacts this
setting has on the proficiency of the native speaker and that the opportunity to
strengthen vocabulary and ‘saibhreas’ in the school is somewhat overshadowed by
the non-native speaker. Pétervary et al. (2014) concur with these findings and
state that an L1 speaker’s proficiency in Irish is not developed appropriately.
Therefore, there is a specific need for teachers to prioritise the maintenance and
enrichment of the language amongst L1 pupils in an equal manner to the way in
which L2 learning is prioritised (Hickey, 2001).

Murtagh and Francis (2012) note positive developments of EAL students
in an English-speaking educational environment. Support systems include not only
guidelines and resources but also in-service training on how to effectively use
such facilities. Integrate Ireland Language and Training (IILT) along with language
support teachers have prepared various handbooks and resources, which detail
different elements of integrating non-English speaking students into the school
curriculum. Though there is a language support scheme (Scéim na gCuntoiri
Teanga) in place for L2 pupils of Gaeltacht schools, information regarding
strategies and practices carried out by the Cuntdir is not readily available through
research. The presence of language support is a vital resource when introducing a
newcomer into a new language setting. Smyth et al. (2009) assert that although
schools have the necessary formal supports in place for the newcomer’s linguistic
needs via language support teachers, informal supports from the mainstream
teacher and the child’s peers are of equal importance for the social integration of
the child. Also, the manner in which the language support is provided impacts on
different factors of the child’s learning. The most dominant approach, found in
most schools, involves the pupil’s withdrawal from the class to a one-to-one or
smaller group setting. Although this facilitates the specific linguistic needs of the
child, it may hinder their progress in other subject areas.

The assumption that the majority of newcomer children to the Gaeltacht
have a good level of English is a major factor that differs when comparing the
language acquisition of newcomer non-English speaking pupils in L1 English-
speaking schools, to newcomer children into L1 Irish-speaking schools. One may
argue that the challenges faced by a non-English pupil are more complex as they
are unable to communicate effectively with the teacher in a language understood
by both. This in itself poses a threat to the Irish-medium practices of Gaeltacht
schools as the pupil’s peers have a good level of English. This could also influence
the shift from conversing socially through Irish to conversing through English. This
is similar to what Hickey (2001) stated when commenting on bilingual education.
When the balance of language is weighted too much on a specific language, in this
case English, an unofficial immersion in that language will take place. Similarly,
this has a domino effect on the language enrichment of L1 students. Baker (2006)
further comments that both the classroom teacher and other students influence
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the language choice and if they regularly switch to the majority language, it will
become the language of the classroom.

Strategies and resources

Gibbons (2002) noted that the use of scaffolding for language learners allows the
teacher to temporarily support the pupils as they are constructing the knowledge
of the task at hand through the language they are learning. This supports
Vygotsky’s (1962) theory that “what a child can do with support today, she or he
can do alone tomorrow”. Diverse methodologies can be employed to enable a
teacher to support the pupil effectively. The use of manipulatives is a highly
recommended strategy for a teacher to incorporate, that which coincides with the
views of Piaget, Froebel and Montessori, all of whom believed that the best
learning takes place when children manipulate objects to solve problems. This is
evident from the language support book ‘Up and Away’ compiled by the IILT,
which caters for L2 English speakers. The book incorporates the use of numerous
visual aids as resources (IILT, 2006). Grouping is found to have significant
benefits for the L2 pupil as it enables them to interact with their native peers
(Harley, 1984; Day & Shapson, 1987). Ni Shéaghdha (2010) comments on the
prospect of grouping children via their language ability (i.e. L1 speakers together
and L2 speakers together) and although this may be a suitable option for the
teacher to differentiate, it would not be feasible in most L1 Irish Gaeltacht schools
due to the fact that most classrooms consist of multiple class levels and grouping
by class level takes precedence.

Although much has been written in the area of the newcomer child in
English medium schools, there is an evident gap in research concerning the
newcomer child entering a Gaeltacht classroom. This research examined
procedures, resources, and strategies that are utilised. It is from this idea that the
researcher arrived at this research title, ‘The Integration of Newcomer Pupils in
Category A Gaeltacht Classrooms’.

Methodology

A mixed-method paradigm of using both qualitative and quantitative data
collection methods was chosen for this research project. Scott and Morrison
(2006, p.158) stated that a mixed-method approach can provide a “fuller overall
research picture”, allowing quantitative to facilitate qualitative and vice versa. For
that reason, the researcher adopted a pragmatic approach of the mixed-method
paradigm. The researcher opted to use two methods of data collection—online
questionnaires and semi-structured interviews in order to address the research
questions. According to Waltz, Strickland and Lenz (2010), there is a growing
popularity of online questionnaire software as it facilitates the formatting process
and speeds up data analysis. The questionnaire included both open-ended and
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closed questions in order to take advantage of the strengths that both quantitative
and qualitative have to offer (Blaxter, 2010). Semi-structured interviews were
carried out to see the world from the participants’ perspectives (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008). The researcher designed open-ended questions to encourage
participants to freely express their opinions.

There are currently 25 schools listed in the ‘Category A’ Gaeltacht area of
Connemara, County Galway. The researcher distributed details on the online
questionnaires to 25 schools. The researcher then called each school to confirm
participation and answer any questions they may have with regards to the study.
Teachers participated in the questionnaire (n=22) (27% male and 73% female).
The sample of teachers had between 3 to 40 years of teaching experience.
Purposeful sampling was selected for the qualitative data collection. The
participants (n=2) included Interviewee A, a retired principal with 36 years'
teaching experience, and Interviewee B, a principal with 30 years' teaching
experience. Face-to-face interviews comprised a forty-minute interview with
participant A on Wednesday, the 7t" of December 2016 and a sixteen-minute
interview with participant B on Sunday, the 11" of December 2016.

Ethical consent was sought from the Hibernia College Ethics Committee
and granted prior to the commencement of research. The researcher consulted
the Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (BERA, 2011) to ensure
that the research upheld the highest ethical standards. The researcher ensured
that all participants were issued with all of the necessary information (either via
soft or hard copy) before consenting to participate in the study. The online
questionnaire outlined the ethical considerations of the questionnaire and
anonymity was ensured. All participants were fully aware that they could withdraw
from the study at any time.

Results

The researcher conducted a thematic analysis of the findings in order to
categorise data, which “helps researchers move their analysis from a broad
reading of data towards discovering patterns and developing themes” (Boyatzis,
1998).

Theme 1: Initial integration of the newcomer child

64% of teachers found newcomer pupils experienced some difficulties settling into
the new learning environment while 36% stated that there had not been any
difficulties. Some of the responses included a lack of understanding due to the
language barrier, nervousness in a new setting, and lack of engagement.
Participants who commented on no difficulties stated that newcomer pupils receive
support at home with the language.
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Theme 2: Role of the parents

76% of participants stated that the parents understood the importance of Irish as
the language of the school. Interviewee A explained that she expressed the
importance of the language to parents and stated that if the pupil was to benefit
from her schooling, then the language should be spoken at home: “Mhinigh mé
don tuismitheoir, an mathair [sic] is mé a bheinn ag plé le, mhinigh mé di ma bhi
siad le buntaiste iomlan a bhaint as an scoil. Go gcaithfeadh siad a bheith ag
labhairt na Gaeilge ag baile”. In addition, when asked whether services were
available in the area for parents to learn Irish, 52% of participants stated that
there were while 48% stated there were no services available to them.
Interviewee B stated that the availability of such classes is important but it is also
necessary to provide continual support for learners.

Theme 3: The impact of the newcomer child on the social language of the
classroom

90% of participants reported that the newcomer child had an effect on the social
language of the classroom. Findings also showed that 57% of participants felt this
impacted the use of spoken Irish as the social language of the classroom and
richness (saibhreas) of the L1 speakers’ dialect. One participant further
commented that the teachers themselves should not simplify the language.
Interviewee A expressed the importance of the Cuntéir Teanga and suggested the
use of songs, stories, proverbs and games to encourage language enrichment in
the classroom.

Theme 4: Strategies

When questioned on effective strategies, 95% of participants utilised a one-on-
one approach while other children worked on tasks. The use of visual aids was
identified as another effective strategy (82%). Both interviewees recommended
the use of drama as a strategy as it enabled spaces for pupils to develop
confidence and provided opportunities for language enrichment: “Bhi sé thar barr
6 thaobh saibhreas agus 6 thaobh muinin a chothl sna paisti”. Fig. 1.1 illustrates
levels of difficulty teachers experience in facilitating a newcomer child.
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Fig. 1.1 Levels of difficulty

Sub-theme 1: Differentiation

40% of participants expressed significant difficulty with regards to differentiation.
Comments included the lack of time needed to focus on that specific pupil.
Interviewee B’s approach focused on integrating the newcomer child with younger
class levels. This allowed them to develop language competency from a basic
level. Interviewee A noted the support provided by the new language curriculum
that emphasises differentiation. The new curriculum enables a teacher to clearly
identify the level in which each pupil is at and plan differentiated tasks
accordingly.

Sub-theme 2: Grouping

71% of participants stated that they have experienced some difficulty when using
grouping as a strategy. The researcher found that most common methods of
grouping used depended on the class. Some classrooms host a humber of
different class levels and others only had one or two class levels. Interviewee B
stated that the inclusion of the newcomer child in a grouping strategy was
something to progress towards. Instead, she focused on the individual pupil first
and as the child developed in ability, they were then grouped with their peers.

Sub-theme 3: Monolingual instruction

Monolingual instruction was found to be a challenging area when facilitating a
newcomer child. 81% of participants stated they experienced significant
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difficulties in giving instructions through Irish alone. Furthermore, 52% of
participants asserted that they have used English to instruct the newcomer child
in a variety of circumstances. Interviewee A believes that instruction should be
given in Irish only and the teacher play an important role in effectively
implementing this. The idea here is if a teacher creates the necessary learning
environment and sets interesting tasks, the child will become engaged in learning
and the language of instruction will make no difference to them.

Sub-theme 4: Scaffolding

62% of participants use scaffolding when facilitating the newcomer child.
Interviewee A stated that this strategy is needed in all learning but especially with
language learning. She noted that in order to successfully scaffold to a newcomer
child; emphasis must be on modelling sentence structures and not on correcting
pupil mistakes.

Theme 5: Language support, programmes and resources

All participants stated that the newcomer child availed of language support. They
also ascertained that a Language Support Assistant via ‘Scéim na gCuntoiri
Teanga’ provided this support. When asked how language support was delivered,
67% of participants stated that it was on a one-to-one basis, 48% stated that it
happened in groups of two to three children, and 24% stated the child received
language support in groups of three or more. Interviewee A highlighted the
importance of integrating the newcomer child with fluent speakers: "nior chreid
mise gur choér iad sin a phiocadh amach. Cheap mé gur cheart an chuid eile a
bheith in éineacht leo sa gcaoi ‘s go raibh bior agus go raibh gluaiseacht sa rang".

The researcher found that there is no specific language support
programme available for newcomer children in L1 Irish Gaeltacht schools similar
to the ‘Up and Away’ programme designed for EAL students. Some teachers
stated that they created their own programme using resources provided by the
Language Assistant and Resource Teacher. Another participant remarked that they
translated some areas of the ‘Up and Away’ programme as such a programme was
considered a very useful guide. All participants stated that they use Séidean Si as
their main language programme in the classroom. Some participants noted they
incorporate other programmes such as An Clar Luathléitheoireachta into their
lessons. Interviewee A commented on Séidean Si as being very effective for
children of a higher ability; however, she also stated that the programme is
suitable for other learners so long as the teacher designs differentiated tasks that
suit their abilities.

Fig. 1.2 illustrates resources participants deemed as effective. Using
concrete materials as a resource is very effective according to 82% of
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participants. This concurs with Interviewee A recommendations regarding the
need for the pupil to make connections between the word, its sound, and the
physical object itself: "Mas Ull atd ann, mas guna ata ann, mas carr, né traein, né
bréagan de shaghas ar bith, go bhfeiceann an paiste é agus an abhair [sic]
concréiteach no an fior rud. Agus freisin nach labhraitear aon theanga eile leis an
paiste [sic] agus ansin déanann an paiste ionannu leis an bhfocal, an fhuaim agus
an rud”.

own unit
Very Effective
82.00 W Effective
W Not Effective

N5 -

Visual Aids Videos Concrete Language
Materials Games

Fig. 1.2 Effectiveness of various resources

77% of participants recommended visual aids as an effective resource, similar to
that of concrete materials, which allow the pupil to make connections between
words and images. 73% of participants stated that language games are also an
effective resource while 55% deemed videos as helpful.

Discussion

Findings indicate that the majority of teachers in the Connemara Gaeltacht area
have experienced a newcomer child in their classroom. This coincides with Nic
Cionnaith’s (2008) comments on Gaeltacht classrooms as having a mixture of
linguistic abilities. 90% of participants recognised that the new pupil had some
effect on the social language of the classroom. This relates to O Giollagéin’s
(2015) findings in stating that the decline of daily Irish speakers is happening at a
more rapid rate. There are a number of challenges that face teachers when
integrating a newcomer child. The lack of resources is one of the more common
obstacles noted in the study. More predominantly, the lack of sufficient language
support programmes, similar to those provided for EAL students in an English-
speaking school, is highlighted. Furthermore, the complex nature of the classroom
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setting, which hosts a number of different class and linguistic levels may be an
obstacle when using strategies that are tailored for a newcomer child. Findings
highlight the lack of sufficient guidelines available to teachers on how to create
the necessary learning environment in such complex settings.

Findings from the study demonstrate that initial planning and preparation
for integrating the newcomer child is a collective effort by the teacher, Language
Assistant, colleagues and the Principal. This leads to the understanding that the
initial integration process is undertaken with the prime objective of the child’s
well-being and this is a collective effort that demands the input of various sources.
This concurs with Smyth et al. (2009), who detailed the vital role that a positive
relationship between all parties must exist for the child to progress.

Findings highlight that the majority of parents show a positive attitude
towards the language as the primary one within the classroom, with 76% stating
they supported the language. However, some participants stated that in some
families, only one parent supported the language and its use at home. This can be
related to what O Riagdin (1997) underlined on patterns of marriage whereby one
spouse is an in-migrant and may not play a role in the newcomer child’s language
acquisition. Piper (2001) detailed the role of parents when acquiring a second
language as one that must be active and consistent in their language use for the
child. Only having the support of one parent and an unsuitable learning
environment for Irish language acquisition can be challenging. Therefore, there is
a need for specific strategies between parents and teachers to create a holistic
learning environment for the child. Furthermore, support services that would
enable non-Irish-speaking parents to acquire the language themselves was
advantageous.

90% of participants reported that the newcomer child had an effect on
the social language of the classroom. Other children in the classroom tended to
converse with the newcomer child in English. This is consistent with Baker (2006)
and Hickey (2001), who both noted the student's influence on the language of
choice. If they regularly switch to the majority language, it will become the
language of the classroom. What emerges is similar to what Mac Donnacha et al.
(2005) and O Giollagéin (2005, 2011, & 2007) assert regarding the erosion and
changing patterns across generations of Irish speakers where the majority of the
younger generation are using spoken English socially. This domino effect is one of
the main contributors to the rapid decline of Irish speakers according to O
Giollagain (2015).

‘Scéim na gCuntdiri Teanga’ was found to be the primary source of
language support available to the newcomer child. The child is removed from the
classroom in order to focus on their work. Interviewee A commented on the
importance of ensuring the newcomer child not be taken out of the classroom but
supported instead by the Language Assistant within the classroom. This supports
the view of Smyth et al. (2009), who state a child’s withdrawal from the class
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could hinder their progress in other subject areas. However, a lack of funding
prohibits Gaeltacht schools from creating opportunities for newcomer children to
avail of such language supports in the classroom setting.

Despite the advances undertaken by the Department of Education for L2
pupils in an English-speaking school (Murtagh and Francis, 2012), there is a
visible need for equivalent resources and training to cater for the newcomer child
within an L1 Gaeltacht classroom. The lack of sufficient support programmes to
facilitate newcomer children in an L1 Irish-speaking classroom is evident from this
research project. In particular, there is an explicit gap in the availability of
sufficient support materials in Irish. This gap could potentially be filled by the
provision of suitable resources similar to those available in the ‘Up and Away’
programme. Concrete materials are the most popular resources for supporting
language acquisition of a newcomer child according to 82% of the participants.
77% also recommended the use of visual aids as an effective tool. These
recommendations mirror the views of theorists Piaget, Froebel, and Montessori,
who believed that best learning takes place when the child can use objects to
solve problems.

The majority of participants (81%) stated that they had significant
difficulties in teaching using monolingual instruction. Given Nic Cionnaith’s (2008)
findings that Gaeltacht classrooms now host pupils of differing linguistic abilities, it
is understandable that teachers find it challenging to teach through monolingual
instruction. However, Interviewee A contradicts these findings and states that it is
imperative that teachers develop an environment whereby children are engaged
and interested in their learning; the language of instruction makes no difference
to them. There is an evident need for concrete guidelines on how best to create
the appropriate language dynamic that Interviewee A speaks of. The study found
that scaffolding is used by 62% of participants. This complies with the views of
Gibbons (2002) in stating scaffolding enables a teacher to temporarily support
pupils as they are constructing knowledge of the language they are learning. 50%
of participants grouped according to class levels, which coincides with Ni
Shéaghdha’s (2010) findings. This is a suitable method given Gaeltacht schools
host numerous levels in one classroom due to a lower demography. Interviewee A
mirrored the views of Harley (1984) and Day and Shapson (1987) when she
highlighted the importance of the grouping strategy for language learners through
the use of mixed-ability groupings.

Conclusion

The findings identified an evident lack of resources available to the teacher—
specifically a language support programme tailored for the newcomer child in an
L1 Irish school equivalent to that of 'Up and Away’, which caters for EAL children.
Given that this programme is deemed essential for the integration of an EAL
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student, it is therefore imperative that such resources become available in an
Irish-speaking context. The lack of guidelines available to teachers catering for a
newcomer child within the complex setting of a Gaeltacht classroom is also
evident. There are many factors that distinguish a Gaeltacht classroom. At the
forefront is how such schools provide educational spaces for children of multiple
levels and language competencies. Sufficient guidelines that cater for this specific
setting must be readily available. Furthermore, the guidelines must take into
account the dual objective of Gaeltacht schools—the language acquisition of the
newcomer child and also the language enrichment of the L1 speakers in the
classroom. The role of parents is crucial for successful integration of the
newcomer child. Parents should act as facilitators in providing the necessary
environment for their children to immerse fully with the Irish language. The
provision of support services for parents who do not speak the language is also an
important factor. Providing parents with Irish classes, conversation circles, and
hosting events that cater for the community of learners to not only acquire the
language but also practice it socially in informal settings should be encouraged.
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Abstract

This study investigated ‘Looking and Responding’ (LAR) in Visual Arts (VA) as a
curricular area that fosters Visual Literacy (VL) and oral language skills in young
children. It focused on urban Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS)
schools highlighting issues around literacy, oral language and access to the arts. It
was in the gap between theoretical intention and practice that this research
project was located. Using a mixed-methods approach, teachers of Junior Infants
to Second Class in DEIS band 1 schools in inner-city Dublin were surveyed.
Experts in visual literacy, oral language and arts education were also interviewed.
The results demonstrate that LAR is considered important for young learners yet
is inadequately practised in classrooms due to inhibiting factors that include
curriculum overload, perceived lack of teacher knowledge, and economic barriers.
Based on these findings, a re-evaluation of ‘literacy’ with consideration for its
application and increased support for teachers through Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) is recommended.

Keywords: Continuous Professional Development (CPD), Delivering Equality of
Opportunity in Schools (DEIS), ‘Looking and Responding’ (LAR), Visual Art (VA),
Visual Literacy (VL)

Introduction

Engagement in art viewing is considered a rich domain of learning for young
children (Eckhoff, 2008; Williams, 2007). Support for introducing learners to art
viewing is central in the Primary School VA Curriculum with equal emphasis on
‘LAR’ and ‘Making Art’ across six strands of practice (Ireland, 1999). The literature
contends that meaningful LAR can substantially extend children’s skills in other
areas, such as development of VL and oral language (Cheng and Cress, 2014;
Housen, 2001; Yenawine, 1997). The DEIS programme prioritises strategies to
improve literacy skills ‘as vital tools for life” with emphasis on early intervention at
primary level (Cregan, 2008; DES, 2005; DES, 2005a; Smyth, 2015).
Additionally, Arts and Cultural Participation among Children and Young People and
Arts and Cultural Education at School in Europe underline the relevance of VA in
disadvantaged contexts and promote the capacity of schools to redress inequality
of access (EACEA, 2009; Smyth, 2016). The hypothesis at the core of this study is
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that LAR is a curricular construct for children to engage with art viewing for the
potential to enhance their VL and oral language skills. This is a large field of
inquiry with no known studies to date exploring this particular area. This
framework was influential in developing the research questions:

1. What is the potential application of LAR?

2. What are the current practices in classrooms in LAR?

3. What are the perspectives of experts in VL as it applies to young
children?

Literature review

In Ireland, LAR is the manifestation of art viewing experience within primary
education (Ireland, 1999). It comprises two distinct skill sets, visual analysis
(looking) and linguistic observation (responding). The practice of using one’s eyes
to learn is acquired at a young age and creates the foundation for basic concept
formation in early childhood (Arnheim, 1969; Piaget, 1999). John Berger (1972)
posited that ‘seeing comes before words’. Correspondingly, it is mistakenly
assumed that children do not need to be taught to read visual images as the skills
develop independently from experience (Avgerinou, 1997; Bamford, 2003;
Vermeersch, 2015). However, Yenawine (1998) suggested that ‘viewers need
long-term, graduated support, like that provided to readers’. Johnson (2008) also
noted that ‘a picture may be worth a thousand words, but these words can remain
unsaid or misunderstood when adults do not attend to their development’.

Literacy/visual literacy

The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and
Young People 2011-2020 places ‘the achievement of proficiency in literacy’ as a
priority and endeavours to extend literacy instruction to all curricular subjects
(DES, 2011; Kennedy, 2012). Unfortunately, educational policy and practice in
Ireland fails to acknowledge a range of literacies (Ni Bhroin, 2013). Much of the
literature around literacy evaluates methods of reading/writing to target
disadvantaged groups with less focus on the wider concept of literacy and
implications of its changing interpretation (DES, 2005).

John Debes (1969) coined the term ‘visual literacy’ regarding a ‘group of
vision competencies a human being can develop by seeing’, which he
hypothesised are ‘fundamental to normal human learning’ (Fransecky and Debes,
1972). In VA, it concerns interpreting images and recognising how pictorial
aspects combine to make meaning in visual information (Hortin, 1994). VL has
been described as ‘the foundation for other kinds of literacy’, which can provide
substantial support to children with less-developed text-reading skills to access
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literacy that is essential to everyday experience (Sinatra, 1986; Williams, 2007).
Correspondingly, it is proposed that children today require a sophisticated set of
literacies as contemporary culture is increasingly dependent on a visual means to
communicate (Bamford, 2001; Metros, 2009). Notably, the primary school
curricula of Canada, USA and Australia have integrated VL into language arts (Lee,
2009).

Oral language

The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and
Young People acknowledges ‘spoken language’ for its ‘crucial role in developing
children’s early literacy skills” (Shiel, 2012). However, research suggests that oral
language has been relegated to incidental learning in many classrooms (Kirkland
and Patterson, 2005). The Primary Language Curriculum encourages ‘listening and
speaking’ skills which complements a ‘dialogical approach’ of LAR, that which is
recommended in the VA Curriculum (Ireland, 1999a; NCCA, 2016). This promotes
a shared experience and meaningful discussion as the central mechanism for
accelerating learning in LAR (Davis and Gardner, 1999; Iorio, 2006; Pantaleo,
2007). Halliday (1993) posited that ‘when children learn language...they are
learning the foundation of learning itself’. Similarly, Bourdieu suggested that the
‘currency’ of education is language which reinforces the connection between
language and access to the education (Cregan, 2010; DES, 2010; Mawson, 2010).
However, it is also understood that young children learn the ‘language variety’ of
those around them which is often closely aligned with social status (Bernstein,
1962; Cregan, 2008; INTO 1994). Therefore, in the school environment, the
register of language can be discordant for children in terms of experience which
can hinder success given the reliance on spoken language competence
(MacRuairc, 2009; Wells, 1987).

Methodology

This study was exploratory in nature but also informed by the hypothesis
highlighted in the literature— that children have the capacity to learn by looking
and speaking. The main objective was to examine LAR as a curricular context to
foster VL and oral language development in young learners in disadvantaged
settings. As the researcher was interested in drawing on the practical
experiences of teachers, a questionnaire was deemed an effective method to
capture experiences, particularly as the population of interest was based on
reasonably specific theoretical terms (Cohen, 2013). Additionally, it was perceived
that harnessing the knowledge of experts with research interests in VL would
significantly supplement the data drawn from teachers. Accordingly, further
insights might be gained by a qualitative inquiry to inform the quantitative inquiry
as a form of triangulation. Therefore, in addition to a review of literature, a mixed-
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methods approach was selected given its capacity to extend the area under
investigation and to address the research questions succinctly (Bell and Waters,
2014). This incorporated paper questionnaires distributed to teachers and semi-
structured interviews with experts as its central data instruments to gain
pedagogical and non-pedagogical perspectives (Blaxter, 2010). The selected data-
gathering instruments were piloted prior to data collection to refine and reduce
errors and produce useable data (Bell, 2005).

The sample for the quantitative component consisted of Junior Infants to
Second Class primary school teachers in English-medium DEIS Band 1 schools in
inner-city Dublin. The grounds for selecting this population was developed based
on literature that relates to educational disadvantage, which places a consistent
emphasis on the importance of early intervention (Cregan, 2008; DES, 2005a). As
the sample was clustered geographically, a ‘probability sample’ was formed based
on the return of the questionnaire (Bryman, 2006). A total of twenty-two
questionnaires (n=22) were returned, which equated to a response rate of
55%. The population for the qualitative inquiry was identified in relation to their
particular fields of expertise and comprised individuals working in, or with a
research interest in, VL, oral language, and education. In this instance, purposive
sampling was used, which involves ‘selecting information rich cases to study...that
by their nature and substance illuminate the inquiry question being investigated’
(Patton, 2015). All research was carried out in accordance with ethical guidelines
and fully informed consent was acquired from participants.

The veracity of results of the self-administered questionnaire relies on
the assumption of accurate and complete participant responses (Cohen, 2013).
Credibility was enhanced by monitoring the results to measure internal
consistency, as a reliable instrument should yield similar data from similar
respondents (Cohen, 2013). Additionally, ‘respondent validation’, which solicited
feedback from interview participants, was used to heighten the accuracy of the
qualitative data. This was achieved by transcribing the interview recordings ad
verbatim and emailing them to participants to confirm that the findings were
congruent with their intended views and truthfully represented (Bryman, 2015).
The questionnaire responses were pre-coded using nominal and ordinal scales to
deliver structured data which assisted the researcher in analysing the results and
reaching conclusions (Bell, 2014). Thematic analysis was carried out on the
interview transcripts to systematically note patterns and codes within the data and
develop themes relating to the research topic (Braun, 2006).

Results

Although the reported perspectives of the respondents proved diverse, three
central themes were identified in the data analysis process—namely, Practice,
Challenges, and Outcomes.
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Practice

While a disparity between respondents’ familiarity with the VA Curriculum and
Teacher Guidelines and their usefulness in practice was indicated, a
comprehensive understanding of LAR was also revealed. Moreover, teachers
largely associated positive developmental opportunities with VA and professed a
wholly supportive attitude towards VL. A distinct majority (82%) suggested they
devote one or more hours each week to VA; however, 100% of respondents also
reported that they do not place equal emphasis on ‘Making Art” and LAR. This
assertion was further substantiated with 18% of respondents indicating they
‘almost never’ engage in sustained LAR sessions and 27% reported doing LAR
‘once a term’ (Fig. 1). The range of recommended methodologies were regarded
as relevant to LAR activities with 100% of respondents signalling the particular
application of ‘talk and discussion’. Internet/websites and TV programmes/videos
were noted as the most commonly used resources. All respondents stated that VA
is displayed in their classroom with 72% of this being the work of students.
Moreover, the vast majority of respondents (91%) indicated that they have not
facilitated a visit to a gallery/museum. Interviewee A referred to the significance
of keeping the experience of the viewer ‘closely connected to an experience of an
artwork’ and emphasised how ‘schools are the democratic space’ for accessing art.

Question 13: How often do you engage in sustained Looking and Responding
sessions in Visual Art lessons?

3%

2%

0%
almost never once a term monthly weekly [l daily N=22

Fig. 1 Engaging in sustained 'Looking and Responding’ sessions
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Challenges

This study found that a majority of respondent teachers (55%) encounter
professional and/or personal challenges in relation to practising LAR and identified
‘time’, their ‘own ability to read images’, and ‘an already crowded curriculum’ as
contributing factors. Potential options included ‘CPD specific to the LAR strand’ and
‘guided tours in gallery’ to address such challenges. Economic factors such as
transport costs to arts centres and accompanying teachers were noted as
obstacles to accessing VA. Interviewee A alluded to the lack of ‘formal funding for
a visits programme’.

Outcomes

Language development was at the centre of reflections on outcomes of LAR. The
vast majority of respondents (73%) strongly agreed that 'LAR integrates and
extends language learning opportunities’. Consequently, when asked to define
LAR, a communicative element was implied with almost all respondents referring
to a dialogical exchange, which they noted as important for the particular cohort
of students they teach. In consideration of the urban DEIS school context under
examination in this study, the struggle of ‘the language of school differ[ing] from
the language of home’ was also noted as significant. Over half (63%) of
respondents reported that more than 60% of their class population consist of
children who use a different language at home or for whom English is an
Additional Language. Additionally, the majority of respondents appraised their
classes’ language skills as ‘fair’ or ‘poor’. Affirmatively, however, 91% commented
that their class is ‘good” at showing interest and actively listening.

Discussion
Practice

In contrast to The Growing up in Ireland Study, this study found that the
recommended curricular time is spent on VA instruction although strand units are
dramatically unequally executed (McCoy, 2012). The DES Evaluation of Curriculum
Implementation (2005) also indicates this disproportionate practice. Balance in VA
is essential as students require opportunities to extend their thinking in LAR,
which is not present in the ‘production focused’ classroom (Eckhoff, 2008).
Exceptionally low engagement with artists’ work in LAR was acknowledged. The
DES Evaluation (2005) similarly points to this neglect. This fails to provide
children with insights into art-making processes and develop ‘sensitivity’ to
artwork that would extend their conceptual framework (Ireland, 1999). The Arts in
Education Charter (2013), The National Children’s Strategy (2000), and The
Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998) strongly advocate the arts in the
lives of children and commit to prioritising children’s access supported by VA
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Teacher Guidelines (1999b). This study aligns with the INTO Curriculum Survey
(2006) that notes most art viewing occurs in the classroom rather than in
galleries/museums. Notably, Arts and Cultural Participation among Children and
Young People outlines that children from ‘families whose native language is not
English’ are less likely to attend cultural activities (ESRI, 2009; OECD, 2015).
Therefore, as school may be a child’s singular point of access to the arts, provision
must be ‘inclusive in a broad sense’ (Chan and Goldthorpe, 2006; EACEA, 2009;
Smyth, 2016). Interestingly, in some European countries, cultural visits are
formally included in the curriculum (EACEA, 2009).

Challenges

Time and a crowded curriculum were challenges identified in implementing LAR.
The NCCA Curriculum Overload in Primary Schools (2010) describes the VA
Curriculum as ‘idealistic’. ‘Integrated learning’ can ease constraints on
instructional time and the Curriculum recommends that VA is ‘planned in parallel
and interact with other subjects’ (Ireland, 1999b). The DEIS Plan 2017 further
outlines that ‘the integration of the arts in education...can result in strong positive
cognitive, social and collaborative changes in learners’. Therefore, the solution to
these challenges resides in teachers regarding VA as a foundational experience for
young learners. Additionally, the need for content-specific supports through CPD
was noted as teacher confidence is central to successfully implementing and
sustaining LAR practice.

Outcomes

VA was acknowledged as encouraging rich interdisciplinary connections. It is also
noted for its considerable potential as a way of enriching other areas of learning
(Smyth, 2016). However, this study found that, despite teacher validation of ‘Talk
and Discussion’ as a methodology in LAR and their acknowledgement of its
integration with oral language development, the practice of LAR remains
problematic. This correlates with the NCCA Curriculum Review (2005). It is
evident that teachers are not exploiting opportunities in LAR for oral language
development through dialogical interactions, which are especially significant as
demonstrated in the Evaluation of DEIS that raises concerns about oral language
(Weir, 2011). In line with studies by the NCCA (2016) and Combat Poverty
Agency (Cregan, 2008), this study highlighted a language inability of the
respondents’ classes. Given that research suggests that children in disadvantaged
contexts often need intensive oral language instruction, planning for valuable ‘talk’
in LAR is important if children are to grow confidently as learners and thinkers
(Shiel, 2012).
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Conclusion

This study revealed that support for LAR is linked to positive developmental
opportunities for young children. However, despite teacher advocacy, findings
aligned with the DES (2005) and NCCA (2006) on issues surrounding the
implementation of LAR, indicating the need for CPD. Additionally, gallery/museum
visits were a non-occurrence, which significantly impedes access to VA. It can be
concluded that LAR requires substantial re-evaluation and restructuring to benefit
teachers and children. This research implies that policy should favour a multi-
dimensional approach to literacy in order to develop skills that are applicable to
modern life, particularly in disadvantaged contexts where language (both ‘literacy
skills” and oral language) may mitigate against the achievement of the child. This
study contributes to Irish research on LAR as a curricular context that fosters VL
and oral language development in disadvantaged contexts. The research aligns
with the findings of existing publications on oral language, DEIS education, and
access to the arts. The application of these findings is limited as the investigation
concentrated on junior classes in DEIS Band 1 schools in inner-city Dublin and is
solely representative of this demographic.
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Abstract

Well-being incorporates social and emotional skills that enable spaces for children
to have positive relationships with others. School plays an important role in the
socialisation of children and this is manifested in the Education Act 1998. This
research aims to ascertain the types of social and emotional needs identified by
teachers amongst their pupils and evaluates the adequacy of the SPHE curriculum
and programmes, such as FRIENDS for Life, in DEIS schools. A mixed-methods
approach was adopted, involving semi-structured interviews (n=2) and
questionnaires (n=22) from rural and urban DEIS and non-DEIS schools. Findings
highlight a lack of training, parental involvement, and resources. Findings further
identified inconsistencies in implementation that undermine effective delivery of
the SPHE curriculum and programmes in DEIS schools. It is recommended that a
new programme is developed to teach pupils skills relevant to their lives—one that
is adequately resourced, includes relaxation techniques, and provides appropriate
teacher training.

Keywords: Social and emotional development, SPHE, well-being

Introduction

Well-being dictates the ability of a person to participate fully in society. In relation
to children, well-being facilitates spaces that develop coping strategies when
forming relationships with others and possessing a positive self-concept, thus
enabling them to develop fully as people (WHO, 2013). Both the Education Act
(1998) and the Primary School Curriculum (1999) outline the responsibility of
schools to pupil well-being. Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (2014)
amalgamated the targets of ten years’ worth of policies relating to mental health,
for better services and resources for 0-24 year olds. It emphasises the need to
develop a sense of self-worth, self-esteem, and resilience in children. Research
states that half of mental health problems in adults start before the age of 14
years (WHO, 2013). Since eight of these fourteen years are spent in primary
school, the adequacy of the SPHE curriculum and programmes that address the
Social and Emotional Development (SED) needs of pupils is examined from
teachers’ perspectives. Three research questions are addressed in this project:
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1. What social and emotional difficulties do teachers most frequently see in
their classrooms?

2. Do SPHE curricula and programmes in DEIS schools adequately address
the needs of pupils?

3. What do the teachers perceive their role to be in relation to pupil well-
being and what improvements would they suggest to further SED in
primary school?

Literature review

This research examined the provisions and policies regarding well-being in
schools. Over the last ten years, numerous policies were published which
advocated for health promotion in schools. As centres of socialisation for children,
schools are at the forefront of developing coping skills to deal with anxiety and
depression in later life (Vision for Change, 2006; Health Promoting Schools
Initiative, 2013). As a whole-school approach, solid well-being provisions help
children develop to their full potential, promoting positive relationships with others
and peers (Mental Health Guidelines, 2015; Guidelines on Behavioural, Social and
Emotional Difficulties, 2007). Rees et al. (2013) emphasise the importance of the
pupil-teacher relationship in contributing to pupil well-being.

The Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) Curriculum (1999)
teaches social and emotional skills such as communication, conflict resolution, and
managing emotions. Three of the programmes that provide support to this
curriculum in Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) schools, where
children are from disadvantaged backgrounds were investigated. Programmes
such as ‘Zippy’s Friends’, which teaches coping skills to children aged five to eight
years, were examined. An evaluation of its pilot programme revealed that 90% of
teachers stated that children increased their communication capacity, enhanced
regulation of their emotions, and were better able to form relationships (Clarke
and Barry, 2010). The Friends for Life programme was also explored in the ways it
promotes problem-solving skills, self-expression, and resilience through teaching
children to cope with emotions such as fear, sadness, and worry through Cognitive
Behavioural Therapy (CBT) techniques. Rutledge (2014) evaluated the programme
and found that children showed increased coping mechanisms, self-esteem, and
decreased levels of anxiety. Finally, the Incredible Years Classroom Management
Training for Teachers highlights the benefit of behavioural management strategies
such as praise, encouragement, and incentives and the teaching of empathy,
problem solving, and social skills in teaching children aged four to eight years
(The Incredible Years, 2016). Research highlights that the use of these methods
strengthens pupil-teacher relationships and creates a positive classroom
environment (McGilloway et al., 2012).
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These programmes and the curriculum teach pupils valuable life skills
which aim to increase their sense of self-efficacy. This impacts well-being and
success, as high self-efficacy encourages people to work at a task until it is
achieved, despite obstacles that may arise. A person’s actions, thoughts,
emotions, and motivation are influenced by this belief. Achievement in tasks
increases self-efficacy and so the cycle continues (Bandura, 1994). Developing
self-efficacy is thus important in schools, so pupils can develop to their full
potential.

Research into well-being in the UK, the USA, and Australia was
undertaken in comparing a one-size-fits-all model against a needs-based
programme. In the UK, the Social and Emotional Learning Programme (SEAL)
teaches management of emotions, self-awareness, social skills, motivation, and
empathy. Research by Hallam (2009) asserts an 87% increase in well-being and
better behaviour, control of emotions, and conflict resolution skills among pupils
and an increased teacher confidence in dealing with issues. However, SEAL has
been criticised as having unrealistic expectations, leading to disillusionment about
its benefits, inadequate training, and evaluations not subsequently used to
improve the programme (Humphrey et al., 2013). In the USA, the Collaborative
for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) guide 2013 has provided
evaluations of SED programmes, based on their impact on social and emotional
skills, prosocial behaviour, conduct, and emotional distress. Similarly in Australia,
KidsMatter, a mental health promotion initiative, has a range of programmes to
support SED. These vary from universal classroom initiatives, addressing specific
issues in schools, targeting a particular group of students or generally creating a
positive school environment (KidsMatter, 2016). In these contexts, schools choose
programmes that best suit their needs.

Methodology

A pragmatic approach was adopted, which endorses both objective and subjective
methods to research. This allows for triangulation where two different methods of
data collection are used, enabling results to be compared and increasing the
credibility of the research to offer a richer, more complete examination of the
issue (Cohen et al., 2013: Scott and Morrison, 2006; Patton and Cochran, 2002).
A mixed-methods approach involving both qualitative and quantitative methods
was employed (Muijs, 2004), namely questionnaires (n=22) and interviews (n=2).
Questionnaires were distributed to teachers in different schools to gauge their
experiences and compare and contrast various traits to provide answers (Bell,
2014). Likert scales and ranking scales were used to assess teachers’ opinions on
a range of issues including the SED issues in the classrooms, the effectiveness of
well-being programmes in DEIS schools, and the SPHE curriculum in relation to
the SED of pupils (Cohen et al., 2013). The questionnaires and interviews were
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piloted to test their effectiveness and adapted as necessary based on the
responses received (Blaxter, 2010; Bell, 2014).

Semi-structured interviews were used to explore these responses in more detail
(Blaxter et al., 2010).

Questionnaires used convenience sampling in rural and urban DEIS and
non-DEIS schools. Voluntary sampling was also used whereby teachers chose
whether or not to complete the questionnaire. Hence, these teachers were
representative of the population of teachers being studied (Cohen et al., 2013;
Blaxter et al., 2010). A purposive sample was chosen for the interviews, where
“participants are selected because they are likely to generate useful data” (Patton
and Cochran, 2002, p.9). In this case, interviews were conducted with two
teachers—one from a non-DEIS school and one from a DEIS school.
Unfortunately, the small scale of this research makes it difficult to generalise
(Scott and Morrison, 2006). The research can only generate a potential theory
regarding the adequacy of the SPHE curriculum and programmes, such as Friends
for Life, in addressing the SED needs of pupils from teachers’ perspectives, also
known as an inductive approach to research (Bryman, 2008). Questionnaires were
analysed by coding the questions and responses and inputting this data into an
Excel spreadsheet for analysis. Percentages and other numerical data were then
presented. The interviews were transcribed and analysed thematically (Braun and
Clarke, 2006).

Ethical approval was granted by the Hibernia College Ethics Board. Due
consideration was given to obtaining voluntary, informed consent and protecting
participant/respondent identities (BERA, 2011; Data Protection Commission,
2003; Patton and Cochran, 2002).

Results

Twenty-two questionnaires were returned from ten schools across Cork, Wexford,
and Monaghan.

77% of responses were from urban areas and 23% were from rural areas. 82% of
respondents were female teachers. All class levels were represented in the
returned questionnaires. Fig. 1 illustrates the breakdown of schools involved.
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Breakdown of schools involved in the research by type

M Deis Band 1 M Deis Band 2 Non-Deis M Rural Deis

Fig. 1 Breakdown of participating schools

Interviews were conducted with two teachers in schools. Interviewee A teaches
Junior Infants to 3™ class in an urban, mixed, DEIS Band 2 school with 220 pupils,
with 14 years teaching in the school. Interviewee B is a resource teacher for
Junior Infants, Senior Infants and 4th class in an urban, all-boys, non-DEIS school
with 827 pupils, with 18 years teaching in the school. Data from both interviews
and questionnaires were collated under four headings and the main results are
outlined below.

SPHE Curriculum

Teachers in the study varied in their responses on the area of the curriculum that
best supports SED.

Challenging areas included self-esteem development and ability to recognise and
manage emotions or form relationships with others. A lack of an effective
programme that complements the teaching of SPHE was reported. One school
developed their own programme, drawing from four programmes already in
existence. Participants remarked that the provision of 30 minutes to SPHE is
insufficient. However, integrating SPHE with other subjects such as Drama was
stated as useful but not entirely sufficient.

Pupil needs

Findings from the questionnaires demonstrated low self-esteem, poor
communication skills, and poor conflict resolution skills as the most frequent
difficulties teachers identify (Fig. 2). Depression was the least common finding.
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Urban DEIS schools have a higher frequency of SED issues among their pupils.
Rural schools appear to have the least number of SED needs. However, only three
schools (5 respondents) were from rural areas, which could account for the low
numbers. Interviewee A noted that anxiety is a common issue while Interviewee B
stated that younger pupils find it difficult to form and maintain friendships. Pupils
can also become overwhelmed with difficult tasks or being away from parents.
Issues of exclusion, self-consciousness, and bullying were problems encountered
in the older classes. A common concern related to how SED can impact learning:
“if [the pupils] are in a constant state of heightened anxiety, they are not going to
be able to access the curriculum” (Interviewee A).

Breakdown of SED issues seen often by school type
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Fig. 2 Breakdown of SED issues

Role of the teacher and school

Results from the questionnaires highlighted that developing well-being is
important in schools via a whole-school approach. Interviewee A referred to the
teacher’s responsibility for the SED of their pupils and emphasised that a good
pupil-teacher relationship is essential: "if [the children] feel they can talk to you
and you have a positive relationship with them then that’s going to impact on
their positive mental health”. While most teachers agreed that they feel equipped
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in dealing with issues that arise, eight respondents ‘disagreed’ or were ‘unsure’.
Data that emerged from the two interviews included consistency, good routines,
and classroom management as important for providing security for children.
Parental involvement and co-operation were perceived as necessary.

Programmes in DEIS schools

Sixteen out of the twenty-two questionnaires commented on programmes being
run in schools. However, there was a discrepancy between teachers from one
school on whether or not a programme was operating in that school, which could
indicate inconsistent implementation of programmes or, at the very least, a lack
of training regarding extra programmes available for teachers. Only seven out of
thirteen questionnaire respondents who elaborated on The Incredible Years and
the FRIENDS for Life programme questions received training. Six out of eight
respondents agreed that FRIENDS for Life is adequate in supporting SED. One out
of six respondents stated that The Incredible Years programme is adequate in
meeting the SED needs of pupils. Zippy’s Friends was identified as not
implemented in any of the participating schools. The use of social stories such as
those in the Walk Tall programme was mentioned in the interviews as a resource
that helps pupils identify and relate to emotions. The programme was also
identified as useful in learning social skills, which could be transferable to real-life
contexts. Data drew attention to how teachers often have to rely on their own
initiative to find resources to help the SED of pupils. Techniques, such as colours
and emotional thermometers, traditionally used in learning support and resource
settings can teach children to recognise and manage emotions before they
develop unhelpful coping mechanisms. This also provides teachers with the
opportunity to support pupils and help identify factors that contribute to these
emotions.

Discussion

Based on the findings of the current research project, a number of
recommendations have been develop and are outlined in Figure 3.

Increased focus on SED

Over half of respondents recommended that an Irish-based programme could be
developed, which is relevant to the lives of pupils and focuses on communication
skills, LGBT awareness, social media education, and dealing with failure as
“children need to learn that sometimes, you can’t win or that losing actually helps
you more because you'll try harder” (Respondent 22). This programme should be
implemented by the whole school to ensure consistency. Interviewee A supported
this idea, stating that "[I]f you're putting time into developing [the pupils'] social
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skills and then the next year, there’s nothing...kids would be used to saying...'you
said if I have a problem, this is what I should do' and then the next teacher...
[has] a different method, then it can be confusing and frustrating I think, so...it
needs to be continuous and consistent”. Mindfulness and meditation are both
identified as necessary in the schools. Respondent 17 asserted that “[T]he pace of
school life needs to be slowed—children need to learn how to ‘do nothing’, to be
able to sit with their own thoughts and be content in quiet and stillness for short
periods of time”. Research in the UK suggests that practising mindfulness can
enable children to manage their emotions, improve their resilience, and enhance
problem-solving skills (Vickory and Dorjee, 2016).

The focus of future SED in Irish schools

s

A new Irish-based programme including issues that impact children, e.g. self-esteem,
social media, and LGBT issues, as well as mindfulness and meditation

. Increased awareness and education through mental health week and increased time and
resources dedicated to SED in schools

More social stories, acting out social themes, teachers leading by example, and an
inclusive school environment

. More training for teachers

. Co-operation between schools, parents, community and mental health services

Fig. 3 Future SED in Irish schools

Increased resources

Data findings illustrate that teachers are adopting multiple initiatives to substitute
the lack of resources available to them. This is leading to SED being “approached
in an ad hoc manner” (Respondent 18). More consistency and resources could be
provided and schools could choose programmes to suit their needs from a suite
provided by one overall initiative, such as with the KidsMatter programme in
Australia. Since urban schools, particularly DEIS schools, have more frequent
occurrence of SED issues than rural schools, one programme would not suit all
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schools. A review of the Australian programme found that 63% of parents and
teachers felt a sense of belonging in the school had increased (Slee et al., 2009).
More time also needs to be devoted to SPHE. Interviewee B remarked that “SPHE
should...be a high priority as equal to English, Irish, or Maths and I think it should
be devoted the same amount of time...It develops the social, the emotional, and
personal well-being of every person and this is a subject that pupils are going to
take with them for the rest of their lives”.

Team effort

Increased involvement of parents and outside agencies “such as the Children and
Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) and community psychology services”
(Respondent 4) would ensure a consistent approach to SED, with resources made
available when necessary. Involving parents was considered as important in both
interviews. Many SED issues in the schools pertained to the home. Interviewee B
highlighted the importance of SPHE homework so that parents could reinforce
what was taught in school. Interviewee A emphasised the need for parenting skills
classes in schools to provide parents with appropriate support. She also remarked
that resources, such as counselling or therapy, could be provided in schools for
pupils to access and reduce placing financial pressure on parents to seek external
help.

Training

Adequate training is necessary in programme implementation. Issues of anxiety,
bereavement, and separation of parents were highlighted: “Sometimes teachers
do not feel fully qualified to cope with problems posed in more recent years, e.g.
depression, anxiety, bereavement, parents fighting, and divorce and difficult court
sessions to sort access, unemployment, etc.” (Respondent 15). Humphrey et al.
(2013) emphasised that to ensure consistency, teachers need to be given
guidelines on how to implement any programme—how it is to be taught, which
aspects are essential to meet the intended outcomes, which elements must be
executed as prescribed, and which ones can be changed according to the teacher's
requirements.

Conclusion

While not without its limitations, this research set out to explore if the SPHE
curriculum and other programmes in DEIS schools were effective in supporting the
SED of pupils. Since well-being is influenced by experiences that occur in
childhood, life skills, such as coping mechanisms, communication skills, and self-
esteem should be taught in schools. Currently, the provision for SED in the
education system is not consistent or adequate in addressing these needs, leaving
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teachers to rely on their own intuition about what works best. An adequately
resourced programme that forefronts the teaching of life skills and provides the
training for teachers would facilitate SED. Such a programme could also possibly
incorporate some element of relaxation to help the SED of pupils. Ultimately, the
aim of such programmes is to protect the future well-being of pupils and facilitate
them to develop a high sense of self-efficacy.
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Abstract

Motivation influences a child’s desire to learn and impacts academic performance,
making it a teacher priority (Kennedy, 2009). This current study provides an
analysis of teacher strategies that work towards motivating pupils in their learning
within the primary school classroom. A qualitative methodology was chosen. Five
semi-structured interviews were used to collect data (n=5). Findings highlight four
prevalent themes, which are: Intrinsic motivators, Positive teacher-pupil
relationships, Extrinsic Motivators, and Teacher Challenges. Findings found that
interviewees favoured intrinsic motivation and promoted detailed strategies to
accommodate this. Further findings assert that extrinsic motivators can benefit if
used in moderation. Finally, findings indicate that Newly Qualified Teachers
(NQTs) find motivating pupils to learn a challenge.

Keywords: Motivation, strategies, challenges, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation

Introduction

Motivation is defined as the driving force that influences a child towards action
(Covington, 2000, p.173). The Irish National Teachers' Organisation (INTO)
(2007, p.27) states that this driving force is ignited by an active, responsive, and
inclusive style of teaching—characterising them as a motivator to learn. The
research examines various strategies teachers use to essentially motivate.
Specifically, the project focused on teachers’ perspectives on intrinsic and
extrinsic motivation. It is hoped that findings may inform future practice and
practitioners, especially teacher-training colleges and education centres that
provide Continuing Professional Development (CPD) courses. It is evident from the
literature reviewed that motivation is central to learning and teachers play a
fundamental role in motivating children to learn. Therefore, in order to gain a
holistic insight into the strategies used by teachers to motivate children to learn in
the primary school classroom, the researcher set out to explore the following
research questions:

1. Are extrinsic motivators used by Irish primary school teachers to
motivate children to learn and if so, what does this involve?

2. Are intrinsic motivators used by Irish Primary School teachers to
motivate children to learn and if so, what does this involve?

3.  Which do Irish Primary School teachers favour for their pupils—intrinsic
or extrinsic motivation?
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4. Do teachers find it a challenging task to motivate children to learn?

Literature review

Motivation has played a fundamental role in the practice of education and
influences academic development (Kennedy, 2009, p.2; Maehr and Meyer, 1997,
p.372). It can be defined as the initiation, direction, intensity, and quality of
behaviour (Huang, 2012, p.1755; Maehr and Meyer, 1997, p.373). Pupils may not
perform to the best of their ability if they are not motivated to learn. Froiland et
al. (2012, p.91) cite Ryan and Deci (2000) in stating there is a continuum for
motivation that exists, which features both extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.
According to Gherasim et al. (2011, p.354), pupils with extrinsic motivation gain
pleasure from the outcome of completing tasks such as a desirable grade, praise,
or a tangible reward. Covington and Muller (2001, p.158) criticise the use of
extrinsic incentives as an emphasis is placed on rewards as opposed to the
benefits that can be derived from learning, which may deter a pupil’s progression.
In contrast, intrinsic motivation is considerably more conducive to learning and
sustainable in the long term. This type of inherent motivation is derived from
one’s desire to carry out a task purely due to the pleasure gained from the task
itself (Moldovan, 2014, p.204; Covington, 2000, p.23; Deci and Ryan, 2000,
p.233).

Theories of motivation may influence teachers when engaging with their
pupils. B.F Skinner’s Operant Conditioning Theory is based on the premise that
humans tend to participate in activities that have a positive result and avoid those
with a negative result (Parish and Parish, 1991). It may be interpreted that
children can be motivated by tasks resulting in a desirable outcome, and
engagement with learning can be increased in this manner. However, some may
criticise this strategy and argue children should be motivated by the learning itself
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2009, cited in Froiland et al., 2012, p.97). Nevertheless, the
use of rewards such as praise and positive feedback can help in the development
of a child’s self-efficacy. Tollefson (2000, p.67) defines an individual’s belief in
their abilities and states those with a high level of self-efficacy engage with a task
and show persistence. Extrinsic rewards that are intangible can therefore help
foster an intrinsic desire to learn (Williams and Stockdale, 2004, p.226; Froiland
et al., 2012, p.98).

It is clearly evident that teachers play an integral role in motivating
children to learn. One of the fundamental roles a teacher has is to effectively
make use of the methodologies outlined in the curriculum, which include talk and
discussion, collaborative/cooperative learning, and use of the environment. A
transfer of responsibility that is given over to the pupil to construct their own
learning is a common thread across these methodologies. The curriculum is based
on the constructivist theory, which, according to Flynn (2004, p.113), encourages
the pupil to go beyond simply recalling information towards understanding and
applying it. Powell and Kalina (2009, p.248) state that the constructivist
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classroom promotes learning through meaningful and relatable pupil experiences.
The use of the environment is an effective methodology in achieving this.

While an appropriate choice of methodology and strategy plays a pivotal
role in catering for specific learning styles/needs, teachers are also required to
differentiate teaching by which pupils learn, the products of their learning, the
environment in which the learning takes place, or the content being taught
(Tomlinson, 2001, cited in Watts-Taaffe et al., 2012, p.304). In the absence of
these measures, students can struggle to engage, which may lead to a lack of
motivation. Many teachers may also use tangible rewards, which appeal to the
extrinsic motivation of a child. However, Mader (2009, p.153) states that the
more teacher education programmes promote good teaching, the less teachers
may then find themselves relying on pizza parties, stickers, points, and so on. In
this way, what fosters motivation is based on what pupils find effective and
meaningful to them as opposed to extrinsic rewards.

Methodology

To gain a fundamental insight into the motivational learning strategies, the
researcher chose to gather empirical data on explicit areas of this topic. More
specifically, the researcher sought to address teachers’ perspectives on intrinsic
and extrinsic motivation. A quantitative research measure was used for this
project as it was considered useful for topics explored in terms of quantity
(Kothari, 2004, p.3). This form of research adopts a deductive approach whereby
the researcher makes a statement or prediction and then collects data to seek
whether it can be proven true or false (Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle, 2010).
Nevertheless, this research project did not set out to make and test predictions.
In contrast, qualitative research immerses the researcher in the world in which
they are studying, allowing for interpretations through the meaning shared by the
research participants (Merriam, 2009, p.13). This process involves in-depth
interviews and can result in a rich and comprehensive narrative (Ary et al., 2009,
p.25). This form of research also allows the researcher to gain an understanding
of the world of participants and the approach used to achieve this is inductive.
Leavy (2014, p.535) states that researchers using this method listen carefully to
what they are hearing and observe and investigate the data to develop an
understanding of the phenomena being studied. This approach was closely aligned
with the nature of this project, which aimed to gain an insight into teacher
strategies on motivating pupils to learn.

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the data instrument, which
allowed for the emergence of quality and focused data since it incorporates both
the flexibility of an unstructured interview along with the directionality and
purpose of a survey (Schensul, 1999, p.149). This method meant participants had
the freedom to fully discuss the topic of motivation to its full potential. Five
participants were chosen in a purposive manner (n=5), which involved the
researcher choosing the participants based on their ability to fulfil the objective of
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the research (Adler and Clark, 2007, p. 121). Among the interviewees, two were
newly qualified teachers, each having two years of teaching experience. The
additional three teachers have varying years of experience.

Prior to carrying out the research, ethical approval was granted from the
Hibernia College Ethics Committee. Interviewees were informed of the purpose of
the research and how data would be used, guaranteeing confidentiality and
anonymity. Data gathered was transcribed ad verbatim and subsequent thematic
analysis was used. This is inductive as themes naturally emerge from the data as
opposed to being imposed by the researcher (Dawson, 2002, p.115). The process
consisted of familiarisation with the data; coding; searching for and reviewing
themes; analysing and naming themes; and writing up an analytic narrative that
tells the reader a persuasive story about the data while situating it within the
literature reviewed (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87).

Results

Four predominant themes emerged from thematic analysis. Firstly, most teachers
expressed the necessity for children to be intrinsically motivated to learn. Teacher
A stated, ‘stickers only go so far, possibly only up to second class. Whereas if they
are motivated intrinsically, it will benefit them more in the long run’. Children
therefore need to realise that intrinsic benefits gained from learning are far more
valuable than tangible rewards. DEIS Band 1 teacher, Teacher E was particularly
passionate about helping pupils become intrinsically motivated to learn—to ensure
they reach their full potential. He stated, ‘if I know a child is coming from a drugs
background and I've seen their brothers and sisters struggle, straight away, my
desire for them to do well has increased’. Teachers of children from less-privileged
backgrounds are very aware of the need for intrinsic motivation and are
determined to achieve this so as to increase the likelihood of engagement and
learning opportunities.

Secondly, there was agreement across interviews that teachers have a
significant influence on a pupil’s motivation to learn. Teacher D stated, ‘a teacher
can put you off learning something. They can really be the reason you don’t want
to learn’. Undoubtedly, for a child to be motivated to learn, the classroom must be
conducive to learning, which is achieved through the presence of an approachable
teacher. Additionally, teachers ‘need to have an insight into what the child’s needs
are and they need to be very tuned into the child once they come in’ (Teacher D),
something which is achieved through positive relationships. Numerous teachers
regard this awareness of each child as one of their key strategies in intrinsically
motivating them to learn. On discussing additional strategies to intrinsically
motivate children, Teacher B shared, I try to relate it (learning) to their own lives
as much as possible’. Most teachers agreed this to be effective in motivating
children. However, it was stressed that ‘you have to know the child before you can
make it relatable to them’. Therefore, to capitalise on intrinsic motivation achieved
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from this strategy, teachers must take the time to build solid relationships with
pupils.

Thirdly, while it has been established that intrinsic motivators are
preferable, those of an extrinsic nature also have a place in the classroom and all
interviewed teachers use them. Extrinsic motivators are at the central source of
motivation in junior classrooms as younger children are not easily intrinsically
motivated since ‘they don't really care what they learn. They aren’t that interested
in saying "I want to move on and I want to learn more information"’ (Teacher D).
As intrinsic motivation is not yet predominant at a young age, it is understandable
that Junior Infant teachers may use tangible rewards to entice children to listen
and stay focused. All teachers agreed that extrinsic motivators are not just limited
in the junior classes. Teacher B expressed that all ‘children like to see that they
are doing well and they like to see that physically’. However, it was reiterated that
as children progress up through school, ‘the star chart and all that, that’s not
enough. They will top up the motivation but the motivation first of all needs to
come from within’ (Teacher E). Therefore, except for younger children, extrinsic
motivators are not being used as the main source of motivation but complement
intrinsic motivation. All teachers identified praise to be effective in boosting
motivation, commenting that, ‘they are thrilled because their work has been
acknowledged and that somebody has said you know "well done, that’s a nice
job"™ (Teacher D). This is a prime example of an extrinsic motivator that suitably
aligns with intrinsic motivation. With regards to how motivated a pupil is by
learning itself, words of encouragement can help to reinforce their desire to learn.

Lastly, there were conflicting opinions on whether motivating children to
learn is challenging. Teacher E expressed the view that, ‘I get great satisfaction
out of creating a desire for a child to learn’ and this attitude was shared by three
teachers. It was also noted that it is ‘very much knitted into the role of the
teacher. If you are going to teach, you need to be able to motivate’ (Teacher D).
However, teachers sharing this view are very experienced and, consequently,
confident in their abilities. Nevertheless, one of these teachers admitted that, 'if
you had asked me that question ten years ago, it would have been a different
story. Yeh, so it's something I've worked on myself over time’ (Teacher E).
Therefore, motivating children to learn can be difficult for those beginning their
teaching career. This difficultly was confirmed by two newly qualified teachers who
both stressed, ‘there should be courses provided for us. Definitely, I think there
isn't enough about how we should or could motivate our children’ (Teacher A). It
was also stated, ‘I've seen teachers having no rewards systems. Now, that would
definitely be a goal to work towards.’ (Teacher B). Challenges may arise here from
an over-reliance on extrinsic rewards which ‘takes a lot of time, like if you are
stopping the class to hand out ten stickers, it takes from the teaching’ (Teacher
A). A dependency on extrinsic rewards by newly qualified teachers can therefore
place unnecessary pressure upon them.
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Discussion

Through the research process, the researcher aimed to gain an insight into
teacher strategies that motivate children to learn. Four research questions were
addressed and aligned with the literature review. In relation to whether teachers
favour intrinsic or extrinsic motivation, it became apparent that they favoured
pupils to be motivated intrinsically. Prior research has also favoured intrinsic
motivation by suggesting extrinsic motivation is detrimental to learning as it
distracts from tasks (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009, cited in Froiland et al., 2012,
p.97). Showing a preference for intrinsic motivation, several participants
expressed similar concerns. Teacher D stated that extrinsic motivators portray the
wrong message by placing a value on the reward rather than on learning.

Findings revealed that positive teacher-pupil relationships are crucial.
Such relationships are the main means of intrinsically motivating children to learn,
therefore addressing whether teachers motivate intrinsically and what it involves.
Teacher D specifically stated that, based on her own experience, a teacher can
hinder a desire to engage in learning and it is consequently vital to build a rapport
with pupils. More specifically, children need their teacher to express an interest in
them and to provide quality learning experiences in order to be motivated to learn
(Daniels and Perry, 2003, p.107). These relationships are the foundation on which
many effective motivational strategies are built. One participant uses insight into
her pupils’ backgrounds to tailor lessons accordingly and, consequently, this can
boost intrinsic motivation to learn (Teacher D). Notably, teaching of this nature
differentiates for individual needs and can increase a child’s level of success in
each task (Bembenutty, 2012, p.186).

Previous studies present substantial criticisms of extrinsic motivators and
the researcher aimed to address whether teachers used this form of motivation in
the classroom. Findings mirror much of this disapproval; however, they also
revealed that participants do not entirely omit the use of extrinsic motivators in
their practice. Participants’ reasons align with Williams and Stockdale (2004,
p.226) and Froiland et al. (2012, p.98) who state that intangible extrinsic rewards
such as praise can help foster an intrinsic desire to learn. Similarly, Teacher D
confirmed that children gain great satisfaction from having their efforts
acknowledged and this can boost confidence in their abilities. Therefore, while
rewards such as star charts alone are not believed to be sufficient to motivate a
pupil to learn, they can keep intrinsic motivation at a ‘top level’ (Teacher E). Both
the current data and that of previous studies may lead one to interpret that
occasional extrinsic rewards can enhance intrinsic motivation.

Teacher A acknowledged that she solely relies on extrinsic motivators as
a means to encourage younger age groups to engage in learning. Additionally,
Teacher D believed that it is not possible to intrinsically motivate very young
children as gaining knowledge is not yet a priority for them. Unfortunately,
previous studies have not considered age as a determinant for intrinsic
motivation. Instead, Mader (2009, p.153) disapproves of any reliance on ‘pizza
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parties, stickers, points and so on’ and asserts that the focus in teacher education
needs to promote more good teaching. However, as evident from the findings,
each participant engages in ‘good teaching’ yet extrinsic motivators are still used.
Perhaps the reason for adopting extrinsic motivators is to complement intrinsic
ones that will encourage younger children to listen and learn.

It has been established that teachers have a huge responsibility for
motivating children to learn but whether this is a challenging task, is a debatable
one. Previous research has not considered this and one might argue that teachers
are innately suited to their role and do not experience difficulties in fulfilling it.
While this may be a utopian viewpoint, several participants shared an idealistic
insight by stating that the task of motivating children to learn is not at all
challenging and is in fact one they particularly enjoy. However, it is important to
note that such participants have been in the profession for numerous years,
resulting in a heightened level of confidence. In contrast, the two newly qualified
participants displayed less confidence in their motivational strategies and
acknowledged feeling challenged by this responsibility. Interestingly, both were
quite reliant upon extrinsic motivators. One specifically voiced her concerns on
how time-consuming it can be to manage tangible rewards without interfering
with the flow of teaching. Therefore, based on the current findings, it can be
interpreted that newly qualified teachers may initially find it a challenge to
motivate children to learn, possibly due to a lack of experience.

Conclusion

In this study, the researcher set out to analyse teaching strategies that motivate
pupils to learn in the primary school classroom. Findings noted teachers’
preference for intrinsic motivators and, therefore, align with the literature.
Needless to say, intrinsic motivation is more conducive to lifelong learning in
comparison to that of an extrinsic nature. Findings also emphasised the
importance of differentiation as well as making learning relatable as a means for
creating intrinsic motivation. Interestingly, it became apparent that positive
teacher-pupil relationships are integral to these strategies and ensure
effectiveness. Additionally, extrinsic motivators such as praise can make a pupil
feel competent and may consequently increase an inherent desire to engage in
future learning. Therefore, while rewards should not be the prime motivator, they
may be used along with intrinsic motivation. Nevertheless, motivating children to
learn is a topic that has been rarely addressed in Irish literature, leading one to
believe that the complexity of this duty has not yet been realised within this
country. Findings revealed that Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) feel challenged
by this task, possibly resulting from a lack of experience, and subsequently, feel
they need additional support regarding how best to motivate. It is therefore
recommended that further research be conducted in this area, specifically with
NQTs to address this issue. Finally, findings may also contribute to teacher
training colleges and education centres to inform future practice.
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Abstract

Visual Literacy is the broad term used to describe how people communicate and
perceive messages through visuals. Teachers use visuals to aid their teaching and
communicate new information. This research set out to investigate Visual Literacy
awareness, attitudes, and training amongst primary school teachers. In a mixed-
methods study, teachers completed an online survey (n=23) and semi-structured
interviews (n=2). Teachers were questioned about their awareness of Visual
Literacy; how they create and use visuals in the classroom; and if they feel that
they have the appropriate skills needed to produce effective visuals. Findings
indicate that while there is some awareness of the term Visual Literacy, there is a
lack of understanding about its meaning. Visual resources are recognised as
valuable teaching tools but challenges in using visuals include a lack of knowledge
of design principles, technology skills, and most importantly, time. These findings
add to a growing body of international research about Visual Literacy in the
teaching profession.

Keywords: Visual Literacy, visual aids, visual resources, semiotics, graphic
design, pre-service teachers

Introduction

This research project investigated teacher opinions on Visual Literacy. In brief,
Visual Literacy can be described as “The learned ability to interpret the
communication of visual symbols (images) and to create messages using visual
symbols” (Pettersson, 1993, p.140). Clarke and Lyons (2010) explain that
fundamentally, a teacher has two basic teaching tools: words and graphics. Most
of us have a greater proficiency when it comes to words as we are trained to read
and write from an early age. The manipulation and interpretation of graphics is a
skill that is often overlooked (ibid).

Visual Literacy is an emerging field that focuses on how people
communicate and perceive messages through visuals. When teachers create
visual resources, they are making choices about colour, typography, form, and
imagery. The extent to which they make informed choices, grounded in
established design principles and best practice is an open one. The purpose of this
research is to contribute to the dialogue about Visual Literacy and visual
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communication in Irish classrooms, with particular emphasis on teacher attitudes,
perspectives, and knowledge. The research will examine how teachers use
graphics and visuals to complement their teaching and investigate if there is a
need for visual communication training as a component of student teacher
preparation. Taking the pertinent literature and research into account, this
researcher investigated the following research questions:

1. Are Irish teachers aware of the field of Visual Literacy?

2. Do they consider themselves to be visually literate?

3. Do teachers feel confident in their knowledge of design principles?

4. Do teachers feel adequately equipped with the technological knowledge
to create effective visual resources and presentations?

5. Do teachers want/need to receive training in Visual Literacy and visual
communication?

Literature review
History and definition of visual literacy

While the term Visual Literacy is relatively modern, the idea is not. Before the
alphabet as we know it was created, human beings were using pictures, signs,
and symbols to communicate (Dyrud and Worley, 2006). In the early 1900s, a
new field called semiotics emerged, with a further field of study emerging from
this in the 1960s called Visual Literacy. Researchers credit John Debes as
identifying the Visual Literacy concept in the 1960s (Avgerinou and Ericson, 1997;
Felten, 2008; Yeh and Lohr, 2010). However many researchers (Vermeersch and
Vandenbroucke, 2015; Pettersson, 2012; Avgerinou and Pettersson, 2011) point
out that today, there are disparate definitions and theoretical frameworks of
Visual Literacy. Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) describe the current knowledge
of Visual Literacy as a complicated jigsaw of information. Individually, each
segment of knowledge makes sense, but the jigsaw is so vast it is difficult to piece
it all together into one coherent theory.

Visual literacy models

Seels in Moriarty (1997) outlines a model of Visual Literacy that consists of three
major domains: Visual Thinking, Visual Learning, and Visual Communication (Fig.
1).
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Fig. 1 Barbara Seels’ 'Relationships of Areas of Study in Visual Literacy’in Moriarty
(1997)

Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011) proposed five components of Visual Literacy,
which further adds categories of Visual Perception and Visual Language to the
three proposed by Seels (Fig. 2).

Visual
Literacy

cation

Visual
Learning

Fig. 2 The Components of the Visual Literacy (VL) Theory (Avgerinou and
Pettersson, 2011)
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Operational definition of visual literacy

This researcher favours a blend of both models discussed above. Visual Literacy is
regarded as an interconnected, inter-reliant network of concepts and ‘Design of
Materials’ that requires all five components to be effective (Fig. 3).

Visual
Language

Visual
Literacy

cation
Learning

Fig. 3 Operational model of Visual Literacy

This researcher created an operational model of Visual Literacy by adapting
Avgerinou and Pettersson’s Components of the Visual Literacy (2011). ‘Design of
Materials’ was added around the diagram to illustrate that it requires all five skills
of visual language, thinking, learning, perception, and communication. Avgerinou
and Pettersson (2011) recognise that there are many Visual Literacy definitions,
but the common thread that connects all theories situates Visual Literacy as a
skill, a competence, or an ability. Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011, p.6) propose a
definition, first put forward by Heinich, Molenda, and Russell in 1982, that which
the researcher draws on in this project: “Visual literacy is the learned ability to
interpret visual messages accurately and to create such messages. Thus
interpretation and creation in Visual Literacy can be said to parallel reading and
writing in print literacy.”

Effectiveness of presentation visuals

Bradshaw (2003) defined the term ‘presentation interference’ as anything that
distracts the learner from the content, including inappropriate colours, typography
choice, graphic choice, or placement and alignment of elements. Her study of 118
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undergraduate students in America examined the ‘Effects of Presentation
Interference in Learning with Visuals’. This was undertaken by testing three
different presentations and found that participants learned significantly more from
the interference-free presentation. Patricia Tarr (2004) considers the impact of the
visual environment on children and questions teachers’ use of visual resources.
She challenges teachers to think beyond wall displays that simply ‘decorate’ and,
instead, consider the educational impact every item on the wall contains. In a
study of seventy children from East Anglia, Kershner, and Pointon (2000)
investigated children’s views on a variety of topics relating to the classroom as an
environment for working and learning. They found that 77% of children felt that
displays were good for providing inspiration while 50% of them felt that colourful
displays distract them from their work. It must be acknowledged that the
effectiveness of visuals is hard to definitively measure as it can depend on the
medium, type of information, and the amount of time learners are permitted to
interact with the material (Pettersson, 2012). In addition, ideas of ‘good design
principles’ vary in every research project reviewed, which serves to highlight the
subjective nature of visual design and lack of consensus on what constitutes
‘good’.

Visual literacy in teaching and learning

Ajayi (2010) conducted a mixed-methods study whereby 48 pre-service teachers
(PSTs) in the USA were assessed on their knowledge of multi-literacies and
perceptions of their own preparedness to teach them. Ajayi found that while
participants were aware of new literacies, they also identified challenges in
teaching them—two of particular note being the lack of training in pedagogical
methods and lack of technology available to teach them. He suggests that there is
a need to expand the scope of pre-service training to include content such as the
interpretation of colours, reading visual images, and interpreting graphics. Fattal’s
2016 study, ‘Visual Culture in the Elementary-School Classroom: Moving from
Box-Store Commaodities to Out-of-the-Box Thinking’, details an action research
project with six PSTs also in the USA. Student experiences and observations
during teaching practice were recorded. Participants evaluated commercial and
hand-made wall displays, lesson resources, and teacher-made hand-outs and
discussed their thoughts and analysis of the effectiveness of such materials.
Findings indicate that students had a propensity towards commercial resources as
‘fillers” when there was no student work to display and had not previously thought
about what kind of visual culture they were creating. It also reports that student
teachers frequently made their own worksheets, modelling them on commercial
ones they had previously seen. They reported no difficulties in relation to the
making of these resources. The researcher highlights the student’s knowledge of
graphic programmes and the ease with which they could create them.
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Yeh and Cheng (2010) conducted a study which (amongst other things)
attempted to assess if lessons in visual design principles affected PSTs’
perceptions of visual materials. Their findings suggest that lessons in design
principles could have a positive impact on Visual Literacy but do not appear to be
conclusive. Farrell (2015) carried out a study, which measured the VL ability in
graduate level PSTs in the United States. She used a VL index, first established by
Avgerinou in 2007. Avgerinou identified eleven VL abilities (visualisation, critical
viewing, visual reasoning, visual discrimination, visual thinking, visual association,
visual reconstruction, constructing meaning, re-constructing meaning, knowledge
of visual vocabulary and definitions, and knowledge of visual conventions) (Farrell,
2015, p.92) and created tests to measure each skill. Farrell found that amongst
the participants, some of the weakest areas involved their knowledge of design
principles and their use; knowledge and understanding of the meanings of signs
and symbols; observation; visual reasoning and visual memory. According to
Avgerinou, these are amongst the most important indicators of visual ability.
Therefore, Farrell concludes that serious consideration must be given to how PSTs
are prepared for VL in teacher training programmes. Researchers agree
(Avgerinou, 2009; Tarr, 2004; Dyrud and Worley, 2006) that teachers need
guidelines to help them consider the purpose of displays; evaluate commercial
materials; and think about classroom aesthetics. College students should be given
basic training in the fundamentals of visual communications—to understand the
role of signs, symbols, illustrations, diagrams, and graphics in communication
(Matuistz in Yeh & Lohr, 2010).

Visual literacy in Ireland

Based on the limited literature review carried out, there appears to be a dearth of
research conducted on Visual Literacy in Ireland. Indeed, in a general search, the
researcher found few references to Visual Literacy in any context in Ireland. In
summary, it is evident that while there has been much debate in the area of
Visual Literacy in recent years, it has proven difficult to define and to research.
The literature suggests that Visual Literacy is still an emerging field and that much
research is needed to develop thinking in the area.

Methodology

This research sought to engage practising teachers and explore their daily use of
visuals and graphics in the classroom. It aimed to identify teacher knowledge of
and confidence in Visual Literacy and identify if teachers are adequately informed
and trained in skills of Visual Literacy. This research used a mixed-methods
approach—quantitative research in the form of an online survey and qualitative in
the form of two semi-structured interviews. Quantitative research has roots in the
natural sciences and is concerned with observable phenomena that are empirical
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and measurable (Scott and Morrison, 2006). In contrast, qualitative research
attempts to provide a comprehensive and thorough understanding of actions,
meanings, attitudes, and behaviours (Cohen et al., 2013). The researcher deemed
there were merits in both methodologies, and thus, an explanatory sequential
mixed-methods approach was considered the appropriate research design to
address the questions at hand (Creswell, 2014).

Sampling method, participants, and data collection

Participants in this study were all practising primary school teachers who trained
in Ireland, England, or Scotland. A non-probability convenience sampling was
used to select survey participants (Blaxter et al., 2010) and interview participants
were selected via purposive sampling.

Survey

Surveys were deemed to be the most suitable form of inquiry due to the
researcher’s intent not to make judgements about teachers’ Visual Literacy.
Instead, their self-perceived knowledge, attitudes, and confidence in Visual
Literacy skills were forefronted.

Interview

After the surveys were completed, two twenty-minute, semi-structured interviews
were carried out. The researcher reviewed responses from the surveys and
generated informed questions that would probe some of the issues raised in the
interviews.

Data analysis

Survey data were analysed and interpreted using SurveyMonkey, Keynote, and
Excel. Descriptive statistics were used to convey results, utilising graphs and
charts to visually represent data. Interview data were analysed using Braun and
Clarke’s (2006) model of thematic analysis. Transcripts were analysed and key
themes identified. The data was then triangulated with the survey data results to
provide a complete picture of Visual Literacy opinions in today’s teachers.

Generalisability/transferability; reliability and dependability

Due to the small-scale nature of this research, the researcher acknowledges the
inability to claim that it is generalisable (and transferable) across all primary
teachers in Ireland, England, and Scotland. However, the researcher regards the
survey to be a reliable research instrument that is likely to produce similar results
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under comparable conditions (Bell, 2005). To ensure maximum dependability in
the interviews, the researcher took care to avoid reflexivity and to maintain an
objective stance at all points during the interview (Bell, 2005).

Limitations

Using a non-probability convenience sampling method has disadvantages in that it
could limit the reach of the study and increase the likelihood that respondents are
from similar backgrounds. The researcher was aware of her own interactional
position and the ways in which her perceptions and paradigms shaped the
research (Cohen et al., 2013). The researcher made every effort to avoid
reflexivity by encouraging participants to be honest and open in answering
questions.

Ethical issues

Ethical approval was granted by the Hibernia College Ethics Committee and the
research was carried out following guidelines outlined by the British Educational
Research Association (BERA) (2011) and the Data Protection Acts (Government of
Ireland, 1988, 2003). Voluntary informed consent was sought from all
participants. Participants were informed of the process in which they were
engaging with, why their participation was required, and how the data would be
used. It was also imparted to participants their right to withdraw at any stage of
the process. Participants were assured of issues relating to privacy and security of
the data.

Results
Survey results

Of the 23 respondents who completed the online survey, 16 were female, 6 were
male, and one participant declined to specify. The majority of respondents
completed their teacher training in Ireland with 20 reporting having studied in
Ireland, 2 in Scotland, and one in England (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 4 Teacher training colleges attended by respondents

Awareness and attitude towards Visual Literacy

When asked if they had heard of the term ‘Visual Literacy’ before, 65% of
respondents stated they had. As responses were analysed across a range of
teaching experiences, respondents who have been teaching between 6-30 years
appear to have had an almost 50% chance of hearing about Visual Literacy. When
the 3-5 years’ experience group was examined, 82% of that group had previously
heard of Visual Literacy (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5 Awareness of Visual Literacy across the ranges of teaching experience
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Of the 15 respondents who answered ‘yes’ to having heard of VL before, only 11
expressed an understanding of what the term means. This suggests that 48% of
respondents were both aware of the term ‘Visual Literacy’ and had prior
understanding of its meaning. When asked to rate their own Visual Literacy skills,
most respondents were optimistic about their own abilities (Table 1).

Table 1 Teachers rating their ability to interpret visual messages

Very Good Good Reasonable Poor Very Weak
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Results were less optimistic for teachers’ ability to create visual messages (i.e.
using layout, color, font choice, and size and manipulation of images (Table 2).

Table 2 Teachers rating their ability to create visual messages

Very Good Good Reasonable Poor Very Weak

8 7 5 2 1

Most respondents consider they know how to create resources for visual learners
(Fig. 6). However, when it comes to creating resources that cater for special
needs such as sight impairment, dyslexia, and autistic spectrum disorder,
teachers are less confident with less than half of respondents expressing
knowledge in this area (Fig. 7).
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Fig. 6 Teacher confidence in their ability to create resources for visual learners

Do you feel that you
know how to create
visual resources that
cater for disabilities such
as sight impairment,
dyslexia and autistic
spectrum disorder?

Fig. 7 Teacher confidence in their ability to create resources for children with
visual impairment, dyslexia, and autistic spectrum disorder

When questioned on what the biggest barrier to creating visual resources is, lack
of time was identified as the most significant impediment for teachers. A lack of
confidence followed as well as the opinion that there are ample resources
available online, which negate the need to create their own resources.
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Table 3 Barriers to creating visual resources

Number
Answer Choices of
people
| do not have the time 18
| do not feel confident in my ability 4
| do mot think that visual resources are helpful in my 0
teaching
Other:
There are 50 many resources available on the internet, It saves time and 1
much of what is availoble is far better than anything | could create myself,

Visual aids - resources and tools

The survey found that teachers use a wide variety of presentation software to
create visual resources— Microsoft PowerPoint and hand-made resources being
the most popular method for creation of visual aids (Fig. 8).
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Fig. 8 Presentation tools and software used by teachers
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Guidelines and training

Of the teachers surveyed, 19 specified that there are no guidelines for the
creation and presentation of graphics in their school while 4 of them commented
that there are. Choice of font type is specified in each of the four schools, with a
broad range of other elements included but none conclusively in all of them (Table
4).

Table 4 Elements included in whole school guidelines for visual resources

Number of
people

Answer Choices
My school does not have guidelines 19
Use of colour

Contrast

Alignment

Reptition

Proximity

Font type

Specifications for dyslexia or autism
Visual timetables

Standardised book labels
Standardised feedback labels

Standardised formatting for learning intentions and success criteria

=== N NN RO =0 0 N

Individual guidelines for specific pupil needs

When asked if they received any training on graphic design principles, accessible
design, or how to create effective visual resources in their teaching college
education, 16 negative responses and 7 positive ones were noted. Of those that
did not receive any training of this kind in college, 100% of respondents
considered it would have benefited their teaching. All respondents indicated that
they would partake in training that would develop their Visual Literacy skills
(including graphic design principles and software training), if it were made
available (Fig. 9).
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Fig. 9 Interest in specific components of Visual Literacy training

Interview results

Interviewee A, Sarah (pseudonym), a teacher trained at Marino College, has been
teaching in a Gaelscoil in Dublin for 5 years. Interviewee B, Jonathon
(pseudonym) trained at Hibernia College and has been teaching in an English-
medium school in Dublin for 6 years.

Awareness and attitudes towards Visual Literacy

Neither interviewees heard of the term Visual Literacy before but expressed an
awareness of the need to work in a visual way and create visual resources as
learning aids in their classrooms. Both interviewees discussed the importance of
visual resources in their teaching and recounted instances of using ineffective
visual aids. Seeing what they termed as ‘bad’ visual resources highlighted the
importance of using colour, font choice, and size. They also discussed time as a
major obstacle to creating resources. Interviewees had a high awareness of choice
of font. They detailed that they use Comic Sans in teaching junior classes because
of the way the ‘a’ is depicted in the font.

Visual aids — resources and tools

Both participants predominantly use hand-made resources and Microsoft Word
and PowerPoint to create visual resources, which align with the survey results.



103 Hibernia College Primary Education Papers

They stated that they probably do not use technology as much as they should and
that they could create better resources if they had more design and technology
skills.

Guidelines and training

Interviewees reported that they had not received structured training in the
creation of visual resources and that it was only “slightly” covered during Initial
Teacher Education. Interviewees mentioned teaching practice supervisors a
number of times and referenced their feedback on their visuals while on teaching
practice. Jonathon discussed how teachers compare their resources to other
teachers' ones and how teachers put pressure on themselves to have ‘good
displays’. When asked if they would welcome whole-school guidelines for visual
resources, both agreed that it would be useful. Jonathon included the caveat that
they should, however, be ‘loose’ guidelines and not be overly prescriptive. Sarah
felt that CPD would be beneficial as whole-school training, making the point that it
should not be only one teacher committing their effort to upskilling and
developing visual resources; all teachers should receive the same training. In
contrast, Jonathon expressed a preference for individual training in both graphic
design principles and technology skills.

The results of this mixed-methods study highlight teachers’ perspectives of Visual
Literacy. While many consider that their Visual Literacy skills are good, the survey
and interviews indicate a lack of awareness of core visual design principles and
technological skills, as well as only the most basic awareness of particular
requirements for special learning needs.

Discussion

In light of the exiguity of Visual Literacy literature in the Irish context, considering
65% of respondents had heard of VL is surprising, yet encouraging. Only 48% of
respondents expressed knowledge of what the term actually means, indicating
that it is only beginning to emerge as a recognised skill. Despite the lack of in-
depth knowledge of VL, most teachers are quite optimistic about their ability to
create effective visual resources. The two interview participants stated that they
do not use any design principles when creating resources but rely on their
instincts as to what looks good. This corroborates with Farrell’s (2015) study,
which found that knowledge of design principles and their use was one of the
weakest areas in PSTs. Nonetheless, both interviewees noted that while there is
definitely room for improvement, they manage well with the skills they have.

When questioned about obstacles to resource creation, none of the
respondents stated that this was not worthwhile or not needed. This clearly
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demonstrates that all teachers find visual aids useful, but the value of resources
versus the time spent on making them is clearly quite distinctive. 78% of
respondents chose lack of time as a barrier to the creation of resources, yet
interviewee B pointed out that teachers could have the time; it is just a question
of what is prioritised. In the course of the interviews, both interviewees
independently introduced the topic of font choice. They commented that they use
cursive script in older classes and Comic Sans for the junior classes because of the
way the ‘a’ is represented in the latter. This supports the view that teachers tailor
visual resources according to the classes they teach and observe the impact such
fonts have on children’s learning.

Patricia Tarr (2004) challenged teachers’ uses of visual displays as
merely ‘decorate’. While 85% of teachers surveyed stated they use graphics for
decoration either ‘sometimes’, ‘frequently’ or ‘on a daily basis’, interview
participants were very aware of the higher value of learning aids over displays
that may only ‘decorate’. The results reiterate the ‘purposes’ of Visual Literacy set
out by Clark-Baca and Braden in Moriarty (1997). Interviewees reported using
visual resources for creative expressions and aesthetic enjoyment (displaying
student work) along with tools for thinking, learning and constructing meaning
(word walls and informational displays).

The issue of college training in graphic design principles is difficult to
definitively measure due to differing opinions on what this constitutes. 70% of
teachers surveyed said they received ‘no training’ in graphic design principles, but
teachers from both Hibernia College and St Patrick’s College answered positively
and negatively to the same question. What is clear is that 100% of those that said
they did not receive any training considered such training would have benefited
their teaching. Similarly, 79% of teachers say that there are no guidelines for the
creation of visuals in their school. Of the four schools that do provide guidelines,
font choice is the most common use, highlighting design element as the most
prevalent awareness amongst teachers. Both interviewees discussed anecdotal
evidence or informal discussions with other colleagues as ways of developing their
knowledge of graphic design principles and teaching for special visual needs. This
supports the view that our education system places more emphasis on reading,
writing and verbal forms of communication and neglects formal instruction on the
quality of our visual communication (Danos and Norman 2012; Ching Chen 1997;
Yeh and Lohr 2010). Notwithstanding, the hugely positive response to the
question about participating in training in Visual Literacy skills indicates that all
respondents and participants of this study recognise room for improvement if such
support were made available.

Finally, findings highlighted that teachers have confidence in their own
abilities when it comes to resource creation but recognise that they predominantly
use instinct rather than established graphic design principles. Teachers show a
preference for hand-made resources for their flexibility and easy access methods



105 Hibernia College Primary Education Papers

of resource creation. Many, however, would welcome guidance and training on
both design principles and new ICT developments.

Conclusion

While there is a dearth of literature on Visual Literacy in Ireland, this research has
found that there is some awareness of it amongst primary school teachers.
Teachers consider themselves proficient in the interpretation of visuals but less so
in the creation of them. The majority of teachers in this study stated they have
little or no knowledge of graphic design principles and would welcome training and
guidance on ways to create more effective and professional visual resources.
Teachers recognise their lack of technological skills and welcome ICT training
while acknowledging that sometimes it is lack of time and willingness to
experiment, which are more significant barriers to using ICT. Insufficient time is
arguably the biggest issue for teachers in everyday school life, and it is also cited
as the biggest barrier to the creation of their own visual resources. Results
indicate that teachers are becoming aware of Visual Literacy as a skill and have an
interest and willingness to learn more about it.
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Abstract

This study examines the impact of the use of Information and Communications
Technology (ICT) in teaching and learning Mathematics in the primary school
classroom. The research was conducted through the use of self-completion
questionnaires with a convenience sample of primary school teachers (n=28),
followed by semi-structured interviews with primary school teachers (n=2). An
analysis of the research data found that the use of ICT in Maths greatly enhances
the development of pupils’ creative thinking and higher-order thinking skills.
However, the level of successful implementation varied significantly amongst
respondents and participants. Insufficient access to ICT, no technical support, and
time constraints were identified as the main challenges to successful
implementation. Further findings indicate that a lack of teacher knowledge in
areas such as computer programming affected the level of motivation amongst
pupils. The research highlights the need for alternative models of guidance and
support with a greater importance on the implementation of ICT policies in
schools.

Keywords: ICT, maths, creative thinking, programming, coding

Introduction

In 2016, the Irish government launched an Action Plan for Education with the aim
of making Irish education the best in Europe by 2026. One of the actions in this
plan was the rollout of coding to primary schools in 2018 and the inclusion of
computer programming as a Leaving Certificate subject (DES, 2016). The Minister
for Education requested that the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA) give particular consideration to ensuring students have opportunities to
develop flexible and creative thinking skills, that which is the basis of computer
science and coding. This research project aimed to evaluate the outcomes of those
attempts by exploring teachers’ perspectives on the impact of ICT use at a
practical level. While research on the use of ICT in primary schools is in
abundance, research on the impact of ICT with a specific focus on Maths is not
readily available. Binkley et al. (2012) outline qualities required by students to live
and work in a digital society to include skills such as critical thinking and problem
solving, communication, collaboration, self-regulation, and information
management. The research project explored how creative thinking and higher-
order thinking skills can be developed through the use of ICT in Maths.
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Literature review

According to Way (2003), a school in the modern world without computers is now
almost as disadvantaged as a school without books. In the last number of
decades, several significant steps have been taken to introduce and develop the
use of ICT within Irish schools. The Digital Schools of Distinction (DSoD)
programme was launched by the Government in 2013 to promote, recognise, and
encourage excellence in the use of technology in primary schools (INTO, 2015). In
2015, 1,374 primary schools were registered on the programme, with 173 schools
awarded DSoD status. However, a 2008 report by the Department of Education
and Skills (DES) found that only 30% of primary school teachers considered
themselves comfortable users of ICT. It was also reported that Junior classes
experienced a smaller range of ICT activity than senior levels. The report further
claims that where there was evidence of ICT use in Maths; it was mainly for the
development of nhumeracy skills. There was limited use of ICT in developing
higher-order thinking skills. This research examined if this evidence has changed
since 2008.

Theoretical perspectives

Behaviourism is a worldview that focuses on the principle that all behaviour is
caused by external stimuli. According to Skinner (2011), all behaviour can be
explained without the need to consider a mental state or “thinking”. Pupils’
behaviour is then shaped through positive or negative reinforcement (Watson,
2011) provided for by the teacher and this is how learning takes place.
Behaviourism is particularly advantageous in relation to ICT use as pupils can
learn how to use ICT simply by observing the teacher.

The development of the constructivist paradigm began with the work of
Piaget and Vygotsky. According to McCarthy (2006), the main hypotheses of
constructivism are that knowledge is constructed by the learner as opposed to
received from the environment; all knowledge constructions are private and
individual; and social interactions are essential for the learner to be able to
construct their own understanding. Thus, by integrating ICT within the teaching of
Mathematics,
behaviourism and constructivism can potentially work simultaneously. Seymour
Papert further developed Piaget’s concept of constructivism and claimed that
children have a natural curiosity to construct their own meanings of things in their
daily lives. In coining the term ‘constructionism’, special importance is attached to
the role of constructions in the world as a support (Papert, 1993).

Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence (MI) Theory identified eight
different intelligences through which children learn. According to Armstrong
(2009), computers are intelligence-neutral mechanisms and ICT use can be
associated with all the intelligences identified in the MI theory. He gives the
example of using multimedia software on a project using text (linguistic),
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illustrations (spatial), sound (musical or linguistic), and video (bodily-kinaesthetic
and other intelligences). The potential for integration of ICT and Mathematics is
hugely important when considering pupils of different intelligences and catering
for each of them at the same time.

ICT can enhance the teaching and learning of Mathematics in a number
of ways. Firstly, by catering for the multiple intelligences with audio and visually
rich interactive programmes and software. Secondly, by enabling pupils to create
their own understandings of mathematical concepts through constructing their
knowledge of ICT. Following the review of literature, this research aimed to
discover specifically how teachers are using ICT to enhance learning in Irish
classrooms, with a particular focus on how higher-order thinking and problem-
solving skills can be developed by using ICT in Maths.

Methodology

This section outlines the research questions posed by this study and the manner
in which the research was conducted. A mixed-methods approach was adopted for
this research due to the need for both quantitative data on the use of ICT in
Mathematics lessons and qualitative data to gain an insight into teachers’
perspectives on the advantages and challenges of integrating ICT into
Mathematics lessons. The first method of research took the form of a self-
completion questionnaire, which was used to collect quantitative data from
primary school teachers. This data was then analysed and formed the basis on
which the second part of the research, semi-structured interviews, was carried
out.

Participants in this research study were all primary teachers of senior and
middle classes in the midlands of Ireland. Bell and Waters (2014) point out the
difficulty for an individual researcher working on a small-scale project to achieve a
true random sample. Therefore, non-probability sampling was used and the
researcher selected a convenience sample by distributing questionnaires (n=30)
to teachers from schools in a local cluster. The schools are of various
size/structures and are located in both urban and rural locations, DEIS and non-
DEIS with pupils from various socio-economic backgrounds.

The structured questionnaires were designed to extract specific
information that would provide statistics on the use of ICT in the teaching and
learning of Maths in middle and senior classes. Questions were planned carefully
and consisted of closed, fixed-choice and Likert scale-type questions. The semi-
structured approach to the interviews was chosen to direct a more focused and
detailed response from respondents on how exactly ICT was being used in Maths
lessons in their classrooms.

The data that informed this research was collected by analysing
completed questionnaires (n=28) and semi-structured interviews (n=2).
Quantitative data was analysed using SPSS software, which produced statistics of
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the responses to each question on the questionnaire. The responses from
interviews were analysed and key themes and opinions were identified, adopting
the method of thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006).

BERA (2011) advises that in order to have voluntary informed consent,
participants must understand and agree to their participation without any duress.
Therefore, an information sheet and consent form were included with the
questionnaire and distributed to participants to ensure voluntary informed
consent. The guarantee of confidentiality and anonymity were imperative to
encourage participants to respond and, most importantly, to ensure the reliability
and validity of responses. According to Cohen et al. (2007), the essence of
anonymity regarding information provided by participants should in no way reveal
their identity. The names of participating schools and respondents were not used
in interview recordings or transcripts.

Results

Questionnaire results

Of the thirty questionnaires distributed to respondents, twenty eight were
returned completed. From this sample, 82% of respondents were female and 18%
were male. 58% of respondents agreed that pupils have an appropriate amount of
ICT use in school. In relation to access to ICT, 75% of respondents said they
always have access to a broadband connection with 21% having frequent access.
68% sometimes have access to shared pupil laptops/tablets and 18% did not
have access to an Interactive Whiteboard (IWB). More than half of respondents
(54%) stated that they use ICT in Maths frequently; 39% use it sometimes; and
7% never use it. Respondents were provided with a list of common programs used
to teach Maths as well as an open-ended section to input any other programs they
use. Varying results were found and are outlined below.

Programs used to teach Maths

75% of respondents agreed that insufficient access to ICT for students is one of
the main obstacles to using it. 36% agreed or strongly agreed that their own level
of ICT skills was an obstacle. 43% had no skills in using a computer programming
language; 36% had basic skills; and none of the respondents described their skills
as high. Although many of the respondents showed an interest in using more ICT
in their Maths lessons, only 7% had actively engaged in training in the area in the
last three years. Also, 50% of respondents were not sure if their school had an
ICT policy in place.

Interview results
Four themes emerged from thematic analysis of the data.
(i) Skills development
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One interviewee outlined that pupils develop their thinking skills through
interactive games in Maths, stating that “they are so much more interested in it
when there’s ICT involved.” Another interviewee stated that children are excited
by the use of ICT as it “gets them thinking different too, they are sharper and
faster, almost like it's a race.” Referring to the Scratch program, one interviewee
stated that pupils develop skills in “order of humber” and “mental Maths” as a
result of using the program. On using the programme, they develop problem-
solving skills.

(i) Teaching with ICT vs. traditional methods

One interviewee expressed a clear opinion that the use of ICT in teaching and
learning Maths would never replace traditional methods of teaching but it could
enhance those methods in certain ways. The interviewee also stated that a priority
for Maths teachers is to ensure pupils are confident at basic mathematical
concepts, such as multiplication and division, that which must be learned through
repetition and “that will always come first before coding or programming or other
things like that.”

(iii) Pupil motivation versus teacher motivation

Both interviewees expressed the opinion that pupils are excited by the use of ICT
in Maths and that they enjoy using ICT and programs such as Scratch. One
interviewee expressed a keen interest in using Scratch in lessons while the other
interviewee remarked, “I probably wouldn’t be experienced enough at it.”

(iv) Barriers to successful implementation of ICT

One interviewee stated that there are significant differences in accessing ICT
across all primary schools in the country. It was also stated that the use of ICT in
Maths can have time-limiting factors, relating to set up as time-consuming along
with charging and computer updating, often necessary before the Maths class
begins.

Findings indicate that ICT use in Maths is very common in the primary school
classroom. A high percentage of schools have broadband access and most pupils
have some access to an individual or shared laptop. While some teachers have
used computer programming in their classrooms, a high percentage of teachers
have no skills in this area.

Discussion

The results of this study found that the use of ICT increases student interest and
engagement in Maths lessons with interactive resources used on the IWB as the
most popular. Findings noted that creative thinking and higher-order thinking
skills can be developed through the use of computer programming programmes
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such as Scratch. The DES (2013) guidelines outline that all schools should have an
ICT policy in place, which is readily available to all staff. However, 50% of those
surveyed were ‘not sure’ if their school had an ICT policy. Therefore, the
availability of an ICT policy not only needs to be communicated more clearly to
staff, but a clear plan must be in place in order for its implementation to be
successful.

Results from the questionnaires suggest that most teachers have
frequent access to broadband and only 18% of respondents did not have access to
an Interactive Whiteboard. However, over half of those surveyed only ‘sometimes’
have access to shared pupil laptops/tablets. 75% of those surveyed felt this poor
access to ICT equipment was a major barrier to the successful implementation of
ICT in Maths. The quantitative research found that over half of the teachers
frequently use ICT in their Maths lessons. The most popular programs identified to
teach Maths were Kahoot, IXL Maths Practice, and Khan Academy, which are
interactive resources used on the IWB. These activities and programmes are more
typical of drill and practice skill development as opposed to development of
creative thinking and higher-order thinking skills. The qualitative data also showed
that ICT is mainly used to enhance concepts that have been taught using
traditional methods of teaching as opposed to teaching new concepts. In relation
to teacher skill, a large number of respondents cited their own level of ICT skill as
an obstacle to successful use of ICT in Maths. With 57% stating they would like to
use more ICT in their Maths lessons, it was interesting to find that only 7% had
attended CPD training in this area in the last three years.

This research found that ICT is commonly used to reinforce traditional
methods of teaching and learning in Maths. The results of the qualitative data
confirm Piaget’s hypothesis that pupils are not provided with prolonged
opportunities to engage with ‘abstract-reasoning’ programmes such as Scratch.
Instead, teachers have added the use of ICT to their traditional practice and this
needs to be addressed in order for ICT to have an effective impact in the
classroom. The findings align with the view of Papert (1993), who claimed that in
order for children to become motivated learners, critical thinkers, problem-
solvers, and metacognitionists, educational reform must take place in which
learners are provided with the necessary tools to take ownership of their own
learning. The qualitative data found that teaching basic ICT skills is no longer
necessary in order to integrate ICT into the classroom. McGarr and Kearney
(2009) claim that pupils will not be motivated by simple skill activities in the
classroom and suggest that increased use of ICT by pupils in the home may
challenge schools to consider alternative uses of ICT. The research found that
pupil motivation for ICT use in Maths is very high but it also suggests that pupils
may not be challenged enough due to a lack of teacher motivation. This suggests
that there should be a focus on communicating to teachers the importance and
benefits of alternative uses of ICT, such as the creativity developed through
programmes like Scratch and Logo.
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Conclusion

This research project investigated the effect of ICT use in teaching and learning
Maths in the primary school classroom. Research results found that the majority
of teachers are aware of the benefits of ICT use in Maths lessons but are not
utilising it to its full potential for a number of reasons. The results found that
teacher motivation and confidence of ICT use has a direct impact on pupil
motivation. It was also found that while many teachers would like to use more ICT
during Maths lessons, the interest and uptake in training is limited. Further
findings highlight the positive impact that ICT can have on developing
mathematical concepts and skills in the primary school classroom. Finally, findings
further highlight the need for a greater emphasis placed on schools’ ICT policies,
including CPD in the area of ICT in Maths.
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Abstract

This study analyses teachers’ perspectives on potential collaborations that support
Information Communication Technology (ICT) integration. The study focuses on
the barriers and benefits teachers perceive in working on projects for Fis. The
study also examines the extent to which teachers have technical knowledge and
are equipped with the tools and methodologies required to develop relevant ICT
skills. This study used a qualitative approach of semi-structured interviews from a
small sample of teachers (N=3) on the model of creative partnership provided by
the Fis film project. Findings indicate that teacher perspectives on ICT
development (linked to working with Fis) has considerable benefits for students
that include, for example, literacy, numeracy, motivation to learn, and
collaboration.

Keywords: Technology, creative, partnerships, teachers, digitalised

Introduction

The Fis film project is an initiative between the Professional Development Service
for Teachers, Technology in Education (PDST-TIE), and the Institute of Art Design
and Technology (IADT), which supports primary school teachers to develop and
present film projects produced by students in the classroom. The Digital Strategy
for Schools (2015-2020), Enhancing, teaching learning and assessment (DES,
2015) outlines the Department’s five-year plan to embed ICT in Irish education.
The Digital Strategy was designed in response to the results of Census 2013 on
the status of ICT in Irish education. Arising from the Census report, Cosgrove et
al. (2013) highlighted an urgent need for an effective response through education
to equip students for life in a digital age and called on teachers to be proactive in
adapting their practice to use ICT to enhance classroom learning environments.
The Digital Strategy reaffirms and develops these recommendations. The Fis film
project is listed as an exemplar of collaborative, innovative practice within The
Digital Strategy. The researcher was interested in exploring teachers’ perspectives
on creative collaborations of using ICT through their involvement with Fis. The aim
of this study was to analyse the experiences of teachers to identify their attitudes
of benefits and challenges of filmmaking as a form of ICT integration. The study
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also investigated whether teachers noted any changes in their own classroom
practice, which they attribute to their involvement in such projects. The research
question formulated in this small-scale research project is: What were the
outcomes of primary school teachers’ involvement in the Fis film project?

Literature review

Luckin (2008) recommends a Vygotskian approach to ICT collaborations where
student, teacher, and other collaborators accept that they have both value to
bring and learning to gain from such collaboration. While teachers may
acknowledge that students have extensive knowledge of ICT tools, the role of the
teacher is to scaffold learning through student prior knowledge. In alignment with
Vygotsky, teachers’ use of learning environment designs that support students in
navigating the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) is an open one. By doing so,
students are offered the opportunity to reach horizons that they may not have
achieved independently (Vygotsky, 1986). Loveless and Williamson (2013)
outline how creative partnerships impact pedagogies in the UK. Creative
partnerships provide an opportunity for experts in innovation to model their ability
to think creatively and to apply this thinking to achieve tangible outcomes in
mainstream settings. The ICT Census (Cosgrove et al., 2014, p.xi) advocates a
‘knowledge deepening approach’, recommended in international policy (UNESCO,
2008a, 2008b, 2011) and calls on teachers to provide students with ‘opportunities
to engage in collaborative project-based learning activities that go beyond the
classroom’. Connelly, Lawlor, and Tangey (2013) assert that students at third
level struggle with tasks involving collaboration, higher-order thinking, and
creativity and points to the prevailing education system in Ireland, which remains
based on a terminal exam model as failing to develop these skills in students. The
Digital Strategy (2015) recommends that the strengths of successful collaborative
ICT projects be made available to support educators as they adapt their practice.
These considerations influenced the selection of the Fis film project as the focus of
this study, as a support to teachers. Fullan (2007) accepts that working with
outside experts can have merit but also calls to attention the necessity to
interrogate the quality of these collaborations, recommended thorough analysis of
students' learning outcomes and engagement.

Filmmaking and digital literacy

DES (2013) emphasise the importance of ICT in engaging students in problem
solving and collaborative learning experiences. The development of digital literacy
was highlighted. Hague and Payton (2010) emphasise the importance of
communication skills in developing digital literacy and the relevance of filmmaking
as it requires editing, processing, and selecting information. Wiegel, James, and
Gardner (2009, p.14) state educators ‘cannot afford to ignore’ the centrality of the
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Internet, images, and film in how students communicate. They must embrace ICT
integration to equip students with the skills needed to navigate new technologies,
which they will inevitably encounter in this digital age. Wiegel et al. also outline
potential challenges in adapting existing pedagogies that include difficulties with
facilitating collaborative learning, ensuring students are afforded equal
opportunities to participate in problem solving, and negotiating online learning
spaces.

Fis has provided support to primary school teachers to develop
filmmaking in their practices for over twelve years. Even though the Fis initiative
was launched two decades ago, there has never been a focused study on the
outcomes of the project. This small-scale study will provide perspectives of a
small sample of participants, which might provide some indications of outcomes of
involvement with the programme.

Constructivist approaches and ICT integration

The Irish Primary School Curriculum advocates constructivist methodologies and
promotes learning through hands-on, student-centered, problem-solving activities
(Ireland, 1999). The Education and Training Sector Integrated Reform and
Delivery Plan (DES, 2014) refers to the wealth of international research, which
indicates that ICT integration in schools is more successful when implemented
through constructivist approaches. The Digital Strategy (DES, 2015) supports this
position and highlights the findings of PISA (2009), which found that the full
potential of ICT as an interactive learning tool is not being harnessed in Irish
education, where ICT remains primarily a medium to present information.

Research in the area of technology in the classroom indicates that
constructivist methodologies including active learning, nurturing creativity, and
enabling students to develop problem-solving skills. Such skills are essential in the
potential of ICT to enhance learning environments (Sullivan et al., 2015; Hermans
et al., 2008). The authors of the Digital Strategy (2015, p.32) identify the Fis film
project as an exemplar collaborative ICT project. Through collaboration, all
participants have an opportunity ‘to share and explore new ideas’. Fis resource
packs and lesson plans for schools encourage constructivist approaches.

The Digital Strategy acknowledges the existence of a range of definitions for ICT
but endorses UNESCQO’s (1999) explication as a “diverse set of technological tools
and resources used to communicate, and to create, disseminate, store, and
manage information” (DES, 2015, p.9). The National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA) (2013) defines the term ‘digital literacy’ as an enquiry-based
process where students:
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'...improve their capacity to know what they are looking for, what information
to ignore or discard, and how to identify what can be useful or significant.
They learn to discriminate between the multiple sources of information
available online and to challenge the views they find there. They learn how to
create, collaborate and communicate effectively and ethically.' (p.6)

The Role of teachers in ICT integration

The work of Butler et al. (2013) supports the Digital Strategy (2015, p.21) in
stating that teachers' ‘pedagogical orientation” will greatly impact the use of ICT in
the classroom. Research by Tondeur et al. (2009) suggests that while teacher
attitudes are important, other structural and cultural factors such as whole-school
approaches, planning, support, and innovativeness also impact the complex
process of how teachers integrate ICT. Wegerif (2010, p.127) argues that the
primary role of the teacher in ICT integration is to guide and model how to work
appropriately in collaborative situations. Their role is to create opportunities for
students to use a range of technologies and to ‘critically evaluate’ content
explored whilst working in this way. While there is certainly merit in this
argument, preparing teachers to provide these types of ICT learning experiences
will require a radical shift in practice for many. As research indicates (Tondeur et
al. 2008; Mishra and Koehler, 2006; Ertmer, 1999 and 2005; Guzman and
Nussbaum, 2009), there are complex factors that interplay, often outside the
control of the teacher, which must also be considered.

The Digital Strategy (2015) outlines anticipated challenges for educators
in adapting their practices towards greater ICT integration. Redefining the role of
teachers as students shift from ‘consumers’ to ‘creators’ is one such challenge.
The Digital Strategy requires teachers:

'...work to realise the potential of ICT to transform the learning experiences of
students by helping them become engaged, creative and critical thinkers,
global citizens, and active and self-determined resilient learners in
collaborative social-learning environments.' (DES, 2015, p.46)

’

However, The Digital Strategy does not outline what ‘creative and critical thinkers
mean, focusing instead on the need for students and teachers to work
collaboratively to develop skills using ICT. Ertmer (1999, p.48) identified two
types of barriers impacting how teachers integrate ICT. ‘First-order barriers’ can
be solved by sufficient financial investment in ICT infrastructure and training.
‘Second-order’ barriers, which encompass teachers’ pedagogic orientation and
methods, which are founded on core beliefs, are much more difficult to change.
Ertmer (2005) proposes that difficulties encountered in changing teachers’ core
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belief systems in respect to personal capabilities and alignments to traditional
pedagogical models are reasons for the persisting inadequacy of ICT integration
despite the fact that most educational settings are now equipped with the
necessary ICT tools. Mishra and Koehler (2006, p.1028) argue that teaching
teachers how to use technology is not in itself sufficient. They propose that ICT
integration is dependent on a complex combination of factors, which they refer to
as ‘Technological pedagogical content knowledge’ (TPCK). This framework
supports teachers' identify and addresses gaps in their knowledge of new
technology implementation. Mishra and Koehler (2006) further argue that an
over-emphasis on ICT training and failure to consider the full interplay of factors
proposed in the TPCK framework impinges teacher development towards ICT
integration.

Curriculum overload has been identified by teachers as one of the
greatest issues in delivering quality education experiences in a number of
publications by the NCCA (2010, 2008, 2005). Connelly et al. (2013, p.3) indicate
that ‘the inflexible, overcrowded, exam focused nature of the curriculum’ may also
be impacting on the development of collaborative ICT learning experiences in the
classroom. The Digital Strategy also fails to adequately address an issue
highlighted by Donnelly et al. (2011) in relation to the conflict that exists between
how teachers might like to teach and the pressure to prepare students for exams.
Ertmer (2005, p.29) is of a similar view and cites a range of ‘contextual factors’
including perceived pressure from school stakeholders, the necessity to prepare
students for testing, and curricular restraints as factors contributing to the lack of
progress in ICT integration. Researchers (Fullan, 2007; Tondeur et al., 2008)
propose that whole-school planning and attitudes are tangibly reflected through
support structures and policies within the school, that which are pivotal to how
teachers define their role around integrating ICT.

ICT as an interactive tool

Papert (1993) suggests that the threat ICT poses to traditional educational
methodologies has resulted in computers becoming merely another media to
present material, controlled and dictated by the teacher. The ICT Census draws
attention to the findings of PISA (2009), which outlined how Irish teachers were
using ICT primarily as a medium of presentation. Students are then not being
afforded sufficient opportunities to engage in hands-on ICT experiences. Ertmer
and Ottenbreit-Leftwich (2010, p.257) further state that using ‘technology simply
to support lecture-based instruction falls far short of recommended best practice’.
Donnelly et al. (2011) argue that many of the problems associated with not
harnessing the full potential of ICT lie with the teacher themselves. Outlining a
framework with appropriate support systems developed to help post-primary
teachers integrate ICT into their practice would benefit the primary sector as well
as addressing issues of over-reliance on ICT as a presentation media. Fullan
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(2007, p.291) outlines the centrality of teacher attitudes in the process of change
and proposes that improvements in teachers’ classroom practice can only take
place within a supportive school environment or culture where whole-school ICT
planning and collaboration between staff is evidenced through visible actions that
permeate all aspects of school life.

Guzman and Nussbaum (2009) ascertain that a thorough analysis of
teacher training is necessary to interrogate whether the pedagogical knowledge
being developed goes beyond mere ICT knowledge to actually equipping teachers
with the skills and confidence to facilitate meaningful, hands-on ICT experiences
for students. Ertmer and Ottenbreit-Leftwich (2010, p.261) state that providing
the necessary hardware and ICT knowledge is not sufficient and propose that
*helping teachers gain personal experiences that are successful’ is the most
effective way of increasing teacher confidence. Butler et al. (2013) also
acknowledge that equipping classrooms with ICT is not enough, recommending
that insights can be gained into the lack of progress in ICT integration by
examining factors which influence the learning environment and the role of
teachers in shaping this environment. It is further stated that while digital
technologies can make things possible, it is people that make things happen.

ICT creativity

Loveless (2011) advocates that the full potential of ICT as a tool to enhance
creativity in the classroom is more likely to occur when the impact of the learning
environment, curriculum, and local and national cultural contexts are considered.
These factors influence how students perceive the learning experience and
interact with ICT accordingly. In the British context, the National Advisory
Committee on Creative and Cultural Education (NACCEE, 1999, p.30) propose that
creativity has four features, defining creativity as ‘Imaginative activity fashioned
so as to produce outcomes that are both original and of value.” In outlining how
ICT is an intrinsically creative medium, Wegerif (2010, p.109) proposes a model
of creativity as having two poles: ‘imaginative play (creativity 1)’ and ‘fashioning a
socially valued product (creativity 2)’. These definitions propose models of
creativity, which develop imaginative ideas to actual production of outcomes,
which have value.

Creativity is an essential component of ICT competence throughout The
ICT Census (2014, p.xi) and the Digital Strategy (2015) but neither publication
provides a comprehensive definition of what is meant by creativity. Research in
the area using ICT in the Irish context is sparse. However, some guidance can be
found in NCCA guidelines (2013), which support the new Junior Cycle Curriculum.
Guidelines provide learning outcomes for creativity in science, which have similar
parameters to international definitions on creativity, focused on creation of
outcomes and expression through imaginative, problem-solving, and group
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activities. Kelly and Cutting (2014) welcome this framework whilst acknowledging
the need for further clarity across subjects at primary level. Luckin et al. (2008)
found that although web access and new technologies are readily available to
students, their ICT usage was generally not focused on content creation. If
students perceive that there was an audience for their work, they were more likely
to create rather than just consume content (ibid.). Research by Zhou et al. (2013)
indicates some convergence in teacher attitudes towards creativity.

Research indicates the necessity to adapt learning environments to
embed ICT usage to support the development of twenty-first century skills in
students (Sullivan et al., 2015; Cosgrove et al., 2014; Butler et al., 2013; Law et
al., 2008; Wegerif, 2010). When considering whether ICT integration and
creativity can be increased through collaborative projects, the literature reviewed
here suggests key indicators include the role of the teacher, teacher knowledge
and ICT skills, teacher confidence to facilitate collaborative learning, and creativity
using ICT and consideration of the school environment.

Methodology
Research design

A number of possible research methods were considered and the benefits and
disadvantages of both qualitative and quantitative methods were analysed to
assess the suitability of each to answer the research question. The researcher
ultimately decided against pursuing quantitative methods as quantitative data is
usually collected using surveys, which analyse the frequency of pre-defined
phenomenon in the data collection instruments (Cohen et al., 2011). This study
aims to analyse the abstract concept of teachers’ perceptions on the potential of
collaborations to support ICT integration. The rigid nature of quantitative methods
would not allow flexibility to gain personal insights of participants. Thus,
qualitative methods were used in this research study. Data was gathered through
semi-structured interviews with a small sample of primary teachers (n=3).
Thematic analysis examined the data in line with Braun and Clarke (2006).

Participants and sampling method

The small-scale nature and limited timeframe influenced the sampling method
choice. Purposive sampling was selected. Cohen et al. (2011) recommend
purposive sampling where such restrictions exist, provided the limited nature of
the study is made explicit. Purposive (non-probability) sampling involves
identifying potential participants on the basis of the researcher’s judgement on
their perceived ability to assist in answering the research question because of
their prior knowledge and experiences (Cohen et al., 2011, p.153). Participants
were included if they met the criteria—namely, were primary school teachers with
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at least two years of teaching experience and had made a film with their class,

which was submitted to the Fis film festival. Table 1 outlines the profile of
participants in the study:

Table 1: Profile of participants

. Previous
Interview .
. Class . School : Experience
Participant Gender Location Duration .
level Type (mins) Working
with Fis
Senior-
i Il
1 mixed Sligo Sma 46
class Rural Yes
levels
Senior-
mixed Small
2 X M Galway 57 No
class Rural
levels
4th Large
3 M Cork 44
Class Suburban Yes

Semi-structured interviews

Bell and Waters (2014) recommend that a thorough review of relevant literature
proceeds and closely informs questions composed to collect data. Interviews
consisted of open-ended questions as the research sought to examine personal
experiences of participants of working collaboratively using ICT. Bell (2006)
recommends that interview questions be piloted to ensure that the questions are
suitable to seek data to answer the research question. Questions were carefully
composed and piloted to assess suitability, align with the research question, and
minimise opportunities for participants to provide anecdotal or inappropriate
content (Bell and Waters, 2014). Piloting contributes to greater clarity in the data
collection process as the questions have been pre-tested and edited to seek key
information and avoid ambiguity for participants and also in the actual data
collected (Cohen et al., 2011). The interview questions were piloted on two
teachers. The guidelines provided by Bell and Waters (2014) were used as a
framework for pilot participants to highlight potential difficulties in terms of
ambiguity or unclear, leading, or offensive questions.
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Data analysis

Thematic analysis was applied to examine the data generated through interviews
by searching for what Braun and Clarke (2006) describe as ‘repeated patterns of
meaning’ (p.80). What Braun and Clarke describe as ‘realist thematic analysis’
was utilised for this study as the data consisted of participants’ recounts of their
experiences working with Fis and the ‘meanings’ that they applied to whether their
creativity and ICT integration in the classroom was enhanced as a result (ibid,
p.81). The researcher endeavoured to retain flexibility of approach throughout this
study so the parameters for what would establish a pattern as a theme were not
fixed at the outset of this research (ibid.). All interviews were transcribed, read,
and re-read for familiarity, through which four main themes emerged. Extracts in
the data, which corresponded with these themes were highlighted (colour-coded)
and extracted, and developed into a table of analysis to assist in determining
prevalence (ibid, pp.82-83). The researcher endeavoured to be consistent in
applying these techniques to all of the data and the process was repeated a
number of times. A critical friend analysed the data to ensure objectivity.

Validity and reliability

Bell (2006, p.117) defines reliability as ‘the extent to which a test or procedure
produces similar results under constant conditions on all occasions’ and relates to
the suitability of the research instrument to collect data appropriate to answer the
research questions. Bell and Waters (2014) argue that the small-scale nature of
some research projects renders it difficult to properly interrogate whether the
research instruments chosen were appropriate, however, emphasises that it is still
necessary to test and analyse the reliability of the chosen instrument for the
research to have credibility. The interview questions were carefully composed and
tested for reliability through the pilot study, and the wording of the questions was
adapted in response to potential issues highlighted (Bell, 2006). Cakir (2012)
makes reference to the work of Messick (1989), who argues that validity is not
static and must adapt to remain appropriate as the study progresses. Cakir (ibid.,
p.671) interprets this as meaning that validation is ‘making the most reasonable
case with the evidence available while recognising that these judgements will
evolve as new evidence is brought to our attention’. This study attempted to be
flexible in response to the data collected and what emerged as the data was
analysed.

Bell (2006) proposes that credibility is a key feature of validity; for
results to be valid, they must be plausible so that if another researcher applied
the same procedure to the data collected, they would reach similar results.
Following the recommendations of Bell (ibid.) in respect of validity testing for
small-scale studies, the pilot study provided a platform of analysis for the initial
interview questions and their suitability to answer the core research question.
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Interview questions, responses, and researcher interpretations were also analysed
by a critical friend and through consultations with the research supervisor.

Limitations

Although the researcher endeavoured to ensure reliability and validity, the
limitations of this study must be acknowledged. The limited sample used to
generate data and the short timeframe within which this small-scale study had to
be completed were obvious constraints. Glaser and Strauss (1967) state that
researcher bias must also be identified and acknowledged if the research is to be
robust and reliable. All participants in this study had been nominated for prizes
with the Fis film project. This is a potential limitation as this sample was more
likely to have had positive experiences than teachers who were less successful
with the project. Failure to identify the potential bias in qualitative research can
impact its reliability (Cohen et al., 2007). The fact that data was collected from
such a limited sample is an obvious limitation. Other biases were less obvious and
required analysis of personal motivations and potential to create bias through the
ordering and wording of interview questions and through how interviews are
conducted, which may influence reliability of data collected (Cohen et al., 2011).

Reflexivity involves the researcher acknowledging and identifying their
role as part of the research process (Cohen, 2007). The researcher was careful to
systemically examine the process by which the research was conducted, the
researcher’s role, and connections with the research (Bell, 2010). The researcher
attempted to counteract any potential bias by identifying and analysing her
personal motivations for engaging in this study, which Bell (ibid.) highlights as
important to avoid bias. The researcher’s personal belief in the potential of
collaborative projects using ICT to enhance creativity and ICT integration was a
preconceived concept, which potentially may have affected objectivity in this
study. Awareness of and attention to the researcher’s role and the limitations of
this study assisted in the process of reflexivity, and strict application of
established data analysis methods and objective input from a critical friend were
methods applied to avoid researcher bias.

Ethical considerations

Qualitative research requires a high level of ethical consideration due to the level
of direct contact and potential for participants to divulge personal or sensitive
information (Cohen et al., 2011). An ethical review form was submitted to and
approved by the Hibernia College Ethics Committee before this study was
commenced. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2011)
guidelines denoting ethical standards for researchers were closely followed for the
purpose of this research. BERA outlines that consent must be informed and
voluntary, which requires that participants are fully informed of objectives, and
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how the research would be conducted. A cover letter was sent to all participants in
advance of interview, clearly stating objectives and interview procedures, the
potential for the research to be published, and reassuring them of confidentiality
and that they could opt out at any stage. The Data Protection Act (Government of
Ireland, 1998) placed the requirements of researchers in respect of data
collection, storage, and dissemination on a statutory basis. To comply with these
requirements, all data collected for the purpose of this study was stored on a
password-protected computer and on an external hard-drive, which was also
password protected. An opt-in form was utilised, outlining how the data collected
from them would be stored, used, and disseminated, which participants had to
sign and return prior to commencement of interviews.

Results

This qualitative study analysed teachers’ experiences of working with the Fis film

project. Four themes emerged from thematic analysis that included the Impact of
Fis on Teachers’ Practice, Collaboration with Fis, School Culture, and Involvement
with Fis.

Theme 1: Impact of Fis on Teachers’ Practice

When asked about ICT knowledge and skill set, prior to their involvement with Fis,
all participants reported a personal interest in new technologies and their own ICT
development. One participant stated, ‘Every time that I achieve something new in
terms of IT I get a bit of a kick out of it saying I can do that’ (Participant Two).
None of the participants had experience of filmmaking in the classroom prior to
making the first films they submitted for Fis. All participants commented that they
had previous involvement in arts-based, creative activities including design and
making, photography, and music. Teachers indicated that ICT confidence
increased through engagement in filmmaking. Two participants stated that they
developed skills in designing and delivering filmmaking courses to other teachers.
Participants indicated that increased ICT usage in their classroom practice may be
attributable to the skills developed through the filmmaking process. All
participants reported facilitating hands-on ICT experiences for students, focused
on content creation rather than just content consumption.

Theme 2: Collaboration with Fis

All participants described their role as a facilitator in supporting students learning
through the filmmaking process. Findings indicate that they had not worked with
an outside agency on ICT projects prior to involvement with Fis. All participants
reported positively on their experiences of collaboration with Fis. Participant 3
noted that, ‘I don’t think that we would have achieved what we achieved without
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that support there.’” Participant 1 commented, ‘In terms of support from outside
partners, like Fis, at the start it's absolutely essential.” All participants referred to
that training and online supports provided by Fis. In reference to the supports
availed of, Participant 2 reported, ‘Everything that was available, mainly through
the website, we would have made use of.” Another participant, who has produced
films for Fis for many years, reported, ‘We would have availed of all that was
available for the first year or so and we just sort of did our own thing after that.’
In respect of the lesson plans that Fis provide, Participant 2 commented:

'I thought that they were simple, easy to follow and from the point of view of
actually teaching something, I felt that at the end of a lesson that I had
actually taught something and that I had everybody on board.’

Findings illustrate that there has been success of collaboration with Fis especially
how the programme was delivered at class level. The quality of support especially
in the initial project phase was noted.

Challenges to working on projects with Fis

The study found that time was the greatest challenge teachers experienced in
facilitating filmmaking projects. Participant 1 stated, ‘the biggest challenge is just
to have that commitment and to commit to that kind of time.’ Participant 2 also
commented that one of the biggest challenges in filmmaking ‘is finding the time to
timetable that and to do it meticulously’. Participant 3 made similar comments:

‘You know it does take a long time and because it’s not something that you
can just start and two weeks later have a movie... it’s all the work that’s been
put into creating the story, narrowing it down, putting a script together..."

Participant 1 described designating significant blocks of time to filmmaking
projects to deepen opportunities for engagement and learning:

‘You won't get the benefit or engagement, or long term benefits of actual
learning or developing your own practice, you won't get that if you just
dedicate two weeks to it in the end. You have to give it time and we plan and
give it about six months, and we work at varying levels within that six
months.’
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Thematic analysis also noted that filmmaking can support cross-curricular
integration, therefore providing remedial effects in relation to time pressures to
provide for differentiation across all subjects. This research found that supports
provided by Fis were sufficient and all participants alluded to the fact that any
gaps in technical skills could be easily addressed using YouTube tutorials or other
web-based supports.

Theme 3: School culture

This theme relates to whole-school attitudes and planning for ICT integration and
development. Two of the participants are teaching principals so they may have
greater autonomy to direct how filmmaking is approached. Participant 1 pointed
out that whole-school attitudes and commitment contribute to the sustainability of
collaborative projects with outside partners: ‘Fis will give you the skills and get
you off the ground, but it really needs the commitment within the school to keep
it going themselves.’ She also outlined how filmmaking contributed to
collaboration amongst school staff, stating that when staff are supportive of the
project it ‘gains far more momentum than somebody just going off on their own
doing something'.

Participant 2 outlined how planning for this project may have been more
straightforward due to the small student cohort in the school. Participant 1 also
stated, ‘I suppose it's more manageable because it is a small school, that we
would have a lot more communication about what we are using and how we are
using it’. Participant 3 asserted that he had worked with a very small class to
produce films over the past number of years. Participant 1 and 2 made reference
to the whole-school approaches to ICT integration and development practised in
their schools. Participant 2 stated,

‘We are looking all the time at the future and how we can be current and use
whatever is available.’

Participant 1 outlined how the school plans for ICT integration: ‘We very much
match the technology to where we want the children to go, and the skills that they
want.” These narratives suggest that ICT integration is facilitated by whole-school
planning based on agreed targets for students’ learning.

Theme 4: Student involvement with Fis

All participants made positive comments on the impact filmmaking has on student
learning, which is summarised in the following table.
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Table 3: Effects of involvement with Fis on students

Participant responses One Two Three

Develops literacy skills
Develops numeracy skills
Develops problem-solving skills
Increases student confidence

Increases motivation to learn

CoaA A A K
N O NS
CoaA A A&

Supports collaborative learning

Literacy

All participants believed that filmmaking enhances literacy skills. Script
development and editing processes were noted as supportive of literacy
development. Participant 2 stated, ‘When you have a script, you have to
constantly tweak it and add to it and I think that fact that they are acting out
what they have written really helps.” Participant 3 highlighted the challenges of
editing but noted that this was a positive learning experience for students in terms
of developing story structure. Participant 1 commented that having a real
audience for the film motivated students: ‘they know they have an audience, so
they know when they start editing ... it has to be clear. Oral language
development was also perceived as a positive outcome. Participant 3 described
how filmmaking can facilitate children with speech difficulties to experience
success: ‘they only have to get their line right once and they have this permanent
record of "I succeeded".” Similarly, Participant 2 outlined how filmmaking is used
to support oral language development in his school.

Numeracy

All participants stated that filmmaking, in particular editing processes, could
support the development of numeracy skills. Two participants noted that stop-
motion animation in the filmmaking process requires the application of numeracy
skills.

Problem-solving

Increased student engagement in ‘real-life’ problem-solving tasks were effective
as solutions were necessary for the film projects to proceed. Participant 1 noted,
‘Even in terms of the children’s learning, they find that they have to try things a
different way by problem solving, and it's the same with teachers as well, that we
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are all problem-solving as we go along.’ Participant 2 outlined how his school used
pre-agreed rules for problem solving. Participant 3 also highlighted the practical
nature of problem-solving tasks associated with filmmaking stating: ‘We'd say
"that’s brilliant but how are you going to film it?" and sometimes that problem
solving is working around it.” Participants’ perceptions indicate, therefore, that
filmmaking may provide opportunities for students to develop problem-solving
skills.

Confidence

Analysis of the findings highlighted that filmmaking may support student
confidence, providing an alternative medium for students to demonstrate their
learning. One participant with experience of producing films for Fis in a SEN
classroom setting commented: ‘It has done wonders for their confidence. The rest
of the school have stopped seeing them just as the special class.’ Participant 2
noted how filmmaking provides an alternative platform to validate skills students
may have, making reference to how standardised tests ‘look at literacy and
numeracy and there are other areas of the curriculum that cannot be assessed’.

Motivation to learn

Participant 1 noted how students seem to ‘engage more deeply’ in learning: 'I
suppose it is just a broader form of literacy, than just taking up a text book that
you might not engage with at all.’

The other two participants commented that students appeared to be more
motivated and retained more information on topics, which they had developed
into films.

Collaboration

All participants outlined how film projects intrinsically support group work and
require students to collaborate. Each participant stated that once students are
supported in the initial planning stages, they take ownership of the project. The
teacher then becomes the facilitator. One participant noted:

‘it just needs collaboration because there are so many jobs to do and the children
just recognise that immediately.’ Participant 2 made similar points, stating: ‘it was
very much the children’s project, and I think they all say that as individuals they
were all part of the project, were included, and that they had the power.’
Participant 3 outlined similar experiences on how students took ownership of the
project in that ‘they did pretty much everything’. A common perception was that
filmmaking helped students to highlight their own particular skills, which they
could contribute to achievement of the overall group goal. All participants
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mentioned that student engagement in collaboration was enhanced by it being a
real project. Participant 3 noted: ‘this is an authentic task, you are not asking us
to work in a group just for the sake of it’. There is a perception therefore that
filmmaking might support collaborative learning and the authenticity of the
filmmaking tasks may contribute to student engagement.

Discussion

This study explored teacher experiences of working with Fis. The main themes
from the findings frame the discussion, which aligns with the relevant literature.

Impact of Fis on teachers’ practice

A wealth of research is available to support constructivist methodologies on ICT
integration (Sullivan et al., 2015; Luckin, 2008; Hermans et al., 2008). The Digital
Strategy endorses constructivist approaches, calling for teachers to provide active,
hands-on ICT learning experiences for students. Findings revealed that
participants viewed themselves as facilitators, providing the tools and taking a
supportive role within the filmmaking process. All participants indicated that their
students took ownership of the projects and engaged in discovery learning
through filmmaking. There was a recurring theme amongst participants that these
approaches supported ICT integration and creativity and that there were benefits
to student learning and developments within their own practice.

Findings reveal that participant involvement in creative ICT collaborations
positively impact their skill sets and confidence to facilitate ICT integration
(Cosgrove et al., 2014; Loveless and Williamson, 2013; Luckin, 2008). Literature
reviewed for this study pointed to the importance of teachers’ pedagogic
orientations in shaping the impact of ICT collaborations. This in turn influences
how they adapt their practice and methods to integrate ICT in their classroom
practice (Butler et al., 2013; Ertmer, 2005 and 1999; Mishra and Koehler, 2006).
All participants demonstrate a personal commitment to reflection and expressed a
desire to match their teaching methods to student learning needs. Findings also
indicated that engagement with Fis was the first time each participant worked with
an outside partner on an ICT-based project. All three interviewees stated
increased ICT skills resulted from working on these film projects. They
commented that their use of ICT in the classroom was now more focused on
students as content creators, which they linked with these enhanced skills. The
fact that all participants expressed a personal interest in ICT and in creative
activities is also an important consideration in this regard. Participants expressed
a sense of personal achievement and increased ICT skills, which they attribute to
successful filmmaking. This concurs with Ertmer and Ottenbreit-Leftwich (2010),
who state that teachers who experience success as a result of ICT experiences in
the classroom are likely to be motivated towards further development. Creative
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activities with tangible outcomes are the preferred model of creativity emerging in
the context of national and international education (NACCEE, 1999; NCCA, 2013;
Kelly and Cutting, 2014).

The main challenge identified by participants in using filmmaking in class
was lack of time. Interestingly, each participant also highlighted the beneficial
nature of film projects as a method of cross-curricular integration. Numerous
studies in Irish education have indicated that teachers perceive the current
primary curriculum to be overcrowded (NCCA, 2010, 2008, 2005). This may
indicate that teachers need further support if they are to fully embrace the shifts
in pedagogy and practice called for in the Digital Strategy within the existing
primary education model and the requirements of the current curriculum. The
time constraint and identified benefit of supporting ICT integration is thought
provoking and warrants further study. McGarr (2009) argues that ICT initiatives
usually target educators with an existing skill set in technology and proposes that
failure to appeal to teachers who are not confident using ICT impinges on the
impact of such initiatives. The depth of this study did not provide scope to analyse
this point thoroughly but it may be noteworthy that all of participants revealed a
personal interest in new technologies, which could have influenced their decision
to become involved with Fis. It may have also contributed to the success of the
collaboration from their perspectives. Future studies into the area could address
this point more deeply.

Collaboration

Leahy et al. (2016) refer to the emergence nature of ‘smart’ (technology)
partnerships and the resulting difficulties associated with analysis of the quality of
such collaborations in the context of education.

Fullan (2007) makes reference to the importance that external partners are
properly equipped and prepared to provide the support and expert knowledge
needed to contribute to the viability of creative partnerships. Such success works
towards student learning. All participants reported positive experiences of
producing films for Fis and stated they would recommend such collaborations to
other schools. Luckin et al. (2012) emphasise that educational attainment is a
primary factor in the success or failure of creative partnerships. As all participants
in the current study perceived positive impacts on their students’ learning, it may
be argued that this was influenced by the collaboration of working in such
projects.

School culture

Fullan (2016) argues that when education policy calls for major changes in
existing structures, there must as a pre-requisite. There needs to be consideration
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of how that policy will be interpreted and implemented at school level. Policy in
Ireland regarding ICT integration is summarised in a framework for change
proposed in the Digital Strategy (2015). While the strategy provides some
consideration of the importance of whole-school policies; it also places a
significant onus on the educator to reappraise their own practice in terms of ICT
integration. Luckin et al. (2012, p.53) describe the school context in which new
technologies are explored as ‘crucial to their success or otherwise’. Each
interviewee demonstrated a commitment to integrating ICT and exploring new
technologies in their practice. Findings, however, revealed that film projects
received support within the wider school context. Rincon-Gallardo (2016)
researched processes in major pedagogical changes and outlined the importance
of establishing common goals for student learning at the outset along with models
for change then designed around such goals. Luckin et al. (2012, p.64) argues ‘If
we are to make progress, we need to clarify the nature of the goal we want to
satisfy through future innovation.” Two of the participants in the current study
commented on how their school endeavours to plan for ICT integration to match
agreed learning targets for students. While this appears to concur with the
research, the small-scale nature of this study prohibits conclusions regarding
transferability. The results therefore imply that personal, professional, and whole-
school commitment may have contributed to the success of these particular
collaborations. Further research in this area could perhaps interrogate these
findings by focusing on a wider, more representative sample and by using a
variety of research instruments.

Impacts on student learning

Fullan (2007) recommends that the outcomes of any creative partnership must be
considered in light of the impact on student learning and engagement. Findings
indicate that filmmaking may result in gains for literacy, numeracy, motivation to
learn, and collaboration in the classroom. Hague and Payton (2010) propose that
filmmaking provides a platform where digital literacy skills and creativity can be
developed in tandem with planning, editing, and selection processes necessary for
film to provide opportunities to develop imaginative ideas into products. Results
revealed that literacy skills in particular were highlighted as being supported and
potentially developed through processes intrinsic in filmmaking. Stop-motion
animation and film-editing processes were also identified as potentially supportive
of numeracy development. The targets for literacy (including digital literacy) and
numeracy skills outlined in the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (2011-2020)
(DES, 2017) collaborative ICT models, such as Fis, have the potential to help
develop these skills. Key stakeholders consider collaboration as having positive
outcomes in terms of ICT integration in the classroom (DES, 2015; Butler et al.,
2013; NCCA, 2013a). Findings align with Wiegel and Gardner (2009) in pointing to
the challenges associated with ICT integration, such as ensuring equal
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participation amongst students and adapting methodologies to provide for
collaborative ICT project-based learning. Findings in the current study indicate
that the collaborative nature of filmmaking is supportive of student engagement.
All participants commented on the ease at which students took on various roles
and described how students developed problem-solving strategies during
filmmaking. Tomlinson (2017, p.89) outlines how reflection on outcomes of
theatre performances she facilitated with students revealed that ‘Students and
teacher did better work because it was real. It mattered. It both shaped us and
reflected us.’ Participants in the current study attributed the high levels of student
motivation to a real audience as well as tangible steps and outcomes in the
filmmaking process. Such considerations are important regarding outcomes of Fis
as they may contribute to both the suitability and the uniqueness of filmmaking as
a form of ICT integration in education.

In summary, findings imply that working with Fis to create films may
have the potential to support teachers’ professional development and confidence
in respect of ICT integration. Findings indicate that was supportive of student
engagement and learning was prevalent in the data and is perhaps a more
pertinent consideration. This is potentially indicative of certain successes from the
particular model of ICT integration proposed by Fis, and further study on the
outcomes of the project should make this a focus.

Conclusion

Findings indicate mainly positive outcomes of teachers’ involvement with Fis.
However, teacher confidence and lack of time were found to be potential barriers.
Findings suggest that whole-school planning for ICT integration, a shift in teacher
attitudes, and professional development towards trying new technologies might
assist. Results further indicate that outcomes include increased literacy,
numeracy, motivation to learn, and collaborative learning. The limited timeframe
and small-scale nature of this study impact the scope of the findings. Data was
collected from just three participants, who had all had successful experiences
working with Fis. Therefore, it is not representative of the population of teachers
who have participated in the project. While these findings may provide some
indication that constructivist methodologies are worthy approaches to filmmaking
and ICT integration, the small sample and limited methods used for this study
prohibit definitive conclusions. Findings linked ICT skill development to hands-on
filmmaking experiences yet the depth of this study did not provide sufficient scope
to conclude that teachers’ pedagogic orientation in terms of ICT integration was
enhanced as a result. Analysis of the data and literature revealed the issue of
teacher confidence is complex. Further research should investigate data from a
larger sample to examine this further as well as the extent to which this applies to
other teachers who have created films for Fis. Further investigations into student
perspectives and those of Fis would provide a more multi-faceted analysis.
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Whether the success experienced by teachers through filmmaking was a
motivating factor in their ICT development deserves deeper interrogation with a
wider sample. The extent to which creative processes and the product-based
nature of filmmaking support creativity also deserves further investigation as
there are suggestions in the findings that filmmaking may be particularly suitable
in this regard. Engagement in this study has inspired the researcher to incorporate
filmmaking in her future practice as the findings indicate benefits for integrating
ICT but also may have positive outcomes for student learning.
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Abstract

Death is a topic that is avoided but unfortunately death itself is unavoidable. This
quantitative study explored teachers’ perspectives (N=26) of dealing with children
who are parentally bereaved in the primary school classroom. Results indicate
that there are perceived needs for training and external support to enable the
teachers provide appropriate support to pupils. The majority (88%) of
respondents believed that all teachers should receive training in childhood
bereavement with a further 73% of respondents stating they would seek external
support if a child in their class was parentally bereaved.

Keywords: Parental Bereavement, childhood bereavement

Introduction
It is likely that teachers will come in contact with a bereaved child at some stage
during the course of their career (Lowton and Higginson, 2003). Draper and
Hancock (2011) state that the number of children bereaved of a parent or primary
care giver is set to rise if the increasing rate of suicide is taken into account.
There are support services in place that support teachers such as the National
Educational Psychological Service (NEPS). However, not all deaths fall under
‘critical incidents’ or traumatic; ‘routine’ deaths occur where the classroom teacher
has the role and responsibility to support. The researcher has had personal
experience of parental bereavement (PB) in post-primary school. Having a few
days off from school does not constitute adequate support. The research project
addresses three main research questions:

1. In what ways do primary school teachers deal with bereavement?

2. Should all primary school teachers receive training in the area of

childhood bereavement?

3. Do Irish teachers feel confident in supporting children who experience
parental bereavement in the primary school classroom?

Literature review

Freud (1917) initiated responses to bereavement in viewing grief and
bereavement as being isolated. Bowlby’s original publication in 1951 specifically
focuses on attachment and loss (1969, 1973, and 1980). Bowlby (1980) describes
bereavement and grief as that response to the loss or separation from the
attachment figure. Stroebe’s (2002, pp.28) latter work, known as ‘monumental
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trilogy’, outlines patterns of grieving and how these are influenced both positively
and negatively by experiences and attachment.

Freud’s idea of a reconstruction process is a view supported by Parkes
(1988), who introduced the concept of the assumptive world. Holland (2008)
refers to this as the child’s apparent certainty that their parents will always be
there. This assumption is partially removed by parental separation and totally
removed in the case of death. Essentially, when bereavement occurs, our
assumptive world is shattered and we are forced to reconstruct it. When a death is
traumatic, this reconstruction process can be more difficult. Therefore, teachers
need to be aware that children who are experiencing a loss ‘have difficulties in
school as a consequence of such disruptive events’ (Burns, 2010, p.13).

Children’s grief responses

A child’s understanding of death depends on numerous factors such as their level
of cognitive development, their relationship with the deceased, and also the
nature of the death. Literature on children’s cognitive understanding of death
mainly relies on Piaget’s theory of cognitive development (1954). The Pre-
Operational Stage (ages 2-7) is characterised by magical and unrealistic thinking,
leading children to fantasise about a reunion with the deceased (Samide and
Stockton, 2002; Boyd Webb, 2003). In the Concrete-Operational Stage (ages 7-
11), children begin to understand that death is final and will eventually happen to
everybody. However, they usually associate death as occurring when somebody is
old; therefore, the death of a parent is distressing at this age (Webb, 2003). In
the Formal-Operational Stage (ages 9-12), children tend to understand the
concept of death but they may not be able to adequately express their feelings
about it (Webb, 2003; Samide and Stockton, 2002).

Dealing with bereavement in school

Luk-Fong (2011) asserts that a child’s two worlds, of home and school, are
merged in one context and these impact each other. An Irish study by McGovern
and Barry (2000) found that 35% of 142 teachers had dealt with the death of a
child’s parent in their classroom. Lowton and Higginson (2003) ascertain that it is
likely that every teacher deals with bereaved children at some stage of their
career, especially when one considers that children tend to regrieve at a later
stage.

The teacher’s role

Considering children spend a significant amount of time in the classroom, teachers
should be able to provide additional help and support to children when they are
bereaved (Holland, 2008; McGovern and Tracy, 2010; Lowton and Higginson,
2003). Holland (1993) views schools as a second home and children spend a large
portion of their day with individual teachers. Death can be perceived as a ‘taboo’
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subject; teachers and parents alike find it hard to discuss it with children
(McGovern and Barry, 2000; Holland, 2008; Walter 1991). Schools need to be
more responsive in dealing with a death in a proactive way—creating
environments where both pupils and their teachers are better prepared for the
challenges that it poses (Holland, 2008).

The need for training

The UK charity Winston’s Wish (2009) states that ‘our first thought is "Help!" and
we don’t know what to say, fearing we will "make it worse"’ (p.10). Tracey and
Holland’s (2008) research found that teachers want to support bereaved students
but are sometimes afraid to approach the topic. Holland (2008, p.415) maintains
that ‘a sensitive teacher who is able to acknowledge the needs of the pupil and
help them through the mourning process is crucial in helping children to adjust to
a loss through death’. The teachers’ primary role is to teach but they also have a
direct role in the well-being of their pupils (Holland, 2008). Webb and Vulliamy
(2001) state that this pastoral care role is understated and, at times, largely
unacknowledged. Teachers have to deal with the recent bereavement and also
any current reactions to past bereavements throughout their working day (ibid.).

Support services

The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) was established in 1999 to
provide support to schools in times of tragedy. They offer immediate short-term
support, information, and advice (NEPS, 2016). However, not all PBs are
considered ‘critical incidents’ and Lowton and Higginson (2003) remind us that it
is important that members of the school staff feel capable of providing support to
bereaved children in times where there are ‘routine’ deaths as opposed to those
occurring through traumatic circumstances.

School policies

McGovern and Tracey (2010) emphasise the importance for all schools to have
policies and procedures in place regarding bereavement. Lowton and Higginson
(2003) stress the need for schools with policies that deal with critical incidents to
also have procedures that teachers can follow when dealing with routine deaths.
Holland and Wilkinson (2015) further agree that such policies and procedures
should provide a clear pathway for support both for the school staff and the
bereaved children.

Methodology
Research design

The researcher considered qualitative and quantitative approaches for this project.
A qualitative design allows for flexibility in the collection of data, allowing the
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researcher to understand the world of the respondent (Sarantakos, 1993). Corbin
and Strauss (2008, p.16) state that qualitative research enables the researcher to
‘enter into the world of its participants’—to see things from their perspectives and
essentially, ‘attention is given to the holistic picture in which the research is
embedded’ (Scott and Morrison, 2005, p.183). A quantitative approach was
deemed more appropriate and the researcher was mindful that this approach
minimises personal bias (Rubin and Babbie, 2010). Burton et al. (2008) state that
questionnaires easily generate information while providing participants with
security in relation to confidentiality, anonymity, and also allows for reflection.
Mixed questionnaires were used with qualitative components whereby participants
could provide additional information. Denscombe (2007, p.166) assert the
inclusion of open-ended questions in a questionnaire can be a huge advantage as
it can ‘reflect the full, richness of the complexities for the views held by the
respondents’.

Research participants and sampling

The research was carried out across three schools in the South East of Ireland. To
increase the validity and prevent a non-biased response, the participants targeted
were a mix of Principals, Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs), experienced teachers
and Resource/Learning Support Teachers. A purposive and a convenience sample
(Bell, 2010) were used. The researcher distributed paper questionnaires and used
this opportunity to brief school staff on the research (n=32). Respondents were
invited through word of mouth and also through personal connections with the
researcher. Through purposive sampling, the researcher ensured that there was a
mix of respondents, including those who had experienced PB in their school
community and those who had not.

Data analysis

Questionnaires produced both quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative
data was produced by closed questions whereby respondents were asked to tick
the most appropriate answer. Using open-ended questions produced qualitative
data. Microsoft Excel was used to compile and analyse the quantitative data and
the qualitative data was processed using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke
(2008, p.79) describe thematic analysis as a ‘method for identifying, analysing
and reporting patterns within the data’, out of which the researcher identified
emerging themes.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was sought from the Hibernia College Ethics Committee before

any research was conducted. All areas of ethical considerations were adopted to
ensure that the participants would not feel uncomfortable when participating in

this sensitive research. The researcher included a cover page recommended by
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Ruane (2005) along with the questionnaire to satisfy the requirement for
voluntary informed consent. All parties involved were assured confidentiality,
anonymity, and access to the finished research project on completion if they
wished.

Results
A total of 32 questionnaires were distributed with a response rate of 81.25% (26

respondents).
Theme 1: Supporting parentally bereaved pupils
Question 12 sought to identify if teachers were aware of any children who

experienced a PB in their school community over the past three years. 73% of
respondents stated ‘yes’, illustrated in the following line chart:

Q13: Over the course of your career, did you
ever have a child in your own classroom whose
parent or primary care giver was deceased?

NOT SURE | 0%

Fig. 1 Experience of bereavement in the classroom

Question 13 a) sought to establish how many times respondents recalled having a
pupil who was parentally bereaved in their classroom. The following chart shows
the frequency of respondents 13 and 19 recalling dealing with such bereavement
Six times.
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Q13a: How many times do you recall having a
child who was parentally bereaved in your

classroom?
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Fig. 2 Frequency of having a parentally bereaved child in the classroom

Teacher support to pupils

Question 13 c) sought to discover how the teacher provided support. All
seventeen respondents completed this question; 13 of the 17 respondents wrote a
short account of the various steps they have taken along with activities they have
used to support the bereaved child. Many respondents noted marking special
occasions such as Father’s Day (Respondents 7, 15, 17, 20, 23).

Q13d: Do you think that the child understood the
finality of death? (i.e. that their parent was dead
and that they would not be in their life any longer)

vor sure | (T 22%
vo | [ 5%
ves | 4a%

Fig.3 A child’s understanding of the finality of death
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Theme 2: Discussing death in the classroom

Question 10 sought to establish if respondents felt comfortable discussing the
topic of death in the classroom. 50% of respondents noted they feel comfortable
discussing this topic; 35% of the respondents stated that they are not
comfortable. The following question asked respondents to give their opinions
regarding Question 10.

Theme 3: PB: an area of high priority

Question 3 sought to identify how respondents rate the area of PB in terms of
school priorities.

Q3: How do you rate the area of parental
bereavement in terms of priotities in your school?

50%
31%
19%
0%
Not Important Of Some Important High Priority /
Importance Very Important

Fig 4. Rating the area of parental bereavement

Question 6 sought to identify the school’s approach to responding to a PB. 31% of
respondents believed that their school had a proactive approach with formal
procedures in place; 58% of respondents believed that their school had a reactive
approach, with a more ad-hoc response when an incident arises; and 12% of
respondents were ‘not sure’. Question 7 set out to establish if respondents
considered their school should or should not have a role in supporting parentally
bereaved children. The majority of respondents (96%) stated that the school
should be involved.

Theme 4: Need for training

Questions 8 and 9 dealt with the area of training. 88% of respondents regarded
training as important for all teachers. The second part of question, displayed in
the figure below, asked those who answered ‘yes’ to state when they thought
teachers should receive training.
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If 'yes', when do you think teachers should
receive training in this area?

mA: Initial teacher training
(College)

®mB: During career (CPD course)
C: When an incident has
occurred

D: Other

Fig. 5 Teacher training in the area of bereavement support

Theme 5: External support

Question 13 b) focused on whether respondents who had experienced PB in the
classroom sought help from a service outside of the school when the situation
arose. NEPS was the most frequent response noted with seven out of nine
respondents naming it. Question 14 sought to identify if respondents would
consider assistance if a child was parentally bereaved in this academic year. 73%
of respondents stated that they would need external support.

Discussion

The discussion is presented under five main themes that emerged from the
results:

Supporting parentally bereaved pupils

Lowton and Higginson (2003) assert that it is likely teachers will come in contact
with bereaved children at some stage during the course of their career. The
results show that 73% of the respondents stated that they were aware of a child
who had experienced a PB in their school over the past three years. It is
important to note that not one of the respondents had received formal training in
this area.

Children's understanding of death

Results indicate that there was a mix of responses regarding whether respondents
thought the child understood the finality of death. 33% stated the child did not
understand and 22% stated that they were not sure. A number of respondents (5
in total) noted that it depended on the age of the child. Respondent 17 mentioned
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that the child did not understand the finality of death as ‘the child’s family were
trying to shelter them from the reality’. They added that this was a family choice
and that the school had to respect this. Holland (2008) discusses how
contemporary society strives to protect children from emotional aspects of death.
Barber (2014) disagrees with shielding children from death, asking the question:
‘Are we really “protecting” our children by pretending the inevitable doesn’t
happen?’ Respondent 7 observed a polar opposite case where, stating, ‘the child
understood that the parent was gone and that they would not be seeing them
again. This child seemed to have a positive attitude and would compare herself to
somebody worse off.” This comment aligns with Janoff-Bulman (1992) in
comparing one’s outcome with others whose outcomes are deemed to be worse in
order to feel better.

Teacher support to pupils

Nine respondents noted the importance of allowing time to talk and discuss at the
child’s request. Respondent 4 named this as ‘the talking cure’. Respondents 17,
23, and 24 referred to the significance of consultation with the child and the
surviving parent. Respondent 23 highlighted the importance of ensuring that the
same message was being given both at home and at school. Respondent 15
mentioned visiting the child on the evening of the incident to ‘let her see that
there was a link between her home life and her school life’. This ties in with
Holland and Wilkinson (2015, p.53) in pertaining to the view that the school could
offer bereaved children ‘tranquility, in contrast to a grieving home’, where
sometimes the surviving parent may not be able to facilitate their grief.

Discussing death in the classroom

Results indicate a variation in responses when asked if they considered it a good
idea to refer to the deceased parent as ‘having gone to sleep’ or ‘as a star in the
sky’. 37% of respondents stated that they were not sure; 19% stated that it was
a good idea. In line with perceiving death as a ‘taboo’ subject, respondents who
were both teachers and parents alike find it hard to discuss this topic with children
(McGovern and Barry, 2000; Holland, 2008; Walter 1991). As young children are
literal thinkers, it is important to emphasise the finality of death using concrete
language that avoids referring to their loved one as having ‘gone asleep’ and as
the child suffering a ‘loss’. Children may take such terms literally and may think
that they can be woken up or found again (Webb, 2003; Holland 2008; Jones et
al., 2015; Samide and Stockton, 2002).

PB: an area of high priority

Research shows that teachers rate bereavement as being a top priority for
concern and aligns with Holland (2008). Results indicate that all respondents
rated PB as an area of importance in their school. Even though all of the
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respondents ranked PB as an area of importance, 58% of respondents described
their schools’ approach to dealing with bereavement as reactive with an ad-hoc
response depending on the circumstances. Holland (2008) believes that schools
should become more responsive and more proactive in creating environments in
which pupils and their teachers are better prepared for the challenges that death
poses.

Need for training

The main theme emerging in this research is the need for training and guidance
for primary school teachers in the area of childhood bereavement. 88% of
respondents stated that they thought teachers should receive training. It is
evident that there is a severe lack of training in the area of childhood
bereavement in Ireland (McGovern and Barry, 2000; O'Brien and McGuckin,
2014). This is an area of concern, considering the amount of time children spend
at school. Children may re-grieve and focus should not be solely on bereavement
directly following the event. Webb and Vulliamy (2001) assert that a pastoral care
role is understated and, at times, largely unacknowledged. Teachers have to deal
with both recent bereavements and also any current reactions to past
bereavements throughout their working day. Teachers need the appropriate
training to be able to support pupils.

External support

Findings indicate that 73% of the respondents answered that they required
external support. Eleven respondents mentioned that they would revert to NEPS
psychologists, who provide immediate short-term support and offer information
and advice to schools in times of tragedy (NEPS, 2016). Others stated some other
popular services, such as the Hospice Foundation, Barnardos, Winston’s Wish, and
Rainbows (Respondent 5). Respondent 7 stated that they noticed that ‘there is
plenty of help when there is a traumatic death’. Respondents noted that their
school has dealt with suicides but stated ‘there is not as much help available for
natural deaths, e.g. parent dying from an illness’. Findings align with Holland
(2008) in ascertaining that where there have been incidents of regular parental
death, the school is expected to take the lead. This can be a difficult leadership
role to take and one that requires external help.

Conclusion

Results reveal that respondents do not feel confident in supporting children who
experience PB in the primary school classroom. 96% of participating teachers
believed that the school should have a role in supporting parentally bereaved
children and all respondents rated PB as an area of importance in their school.
There are many opportunities for further research and it may be interesting to
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include the perspectives of surviving parents. The research study calls to attention
the following three recommendations:

° Training: The need for training is evident and would provide support
according to the child’s age. More critical understandings into the concept
of resilience could provide additional help.

e  Addressing loss and death in the classroom: Teachers should make a
conscious effort to address these areas across the curriculum where
possible, for example, in Religion, SPHE, and through picture books, class
novels to name a few.

e  School policy development and procedures: There are critical incident
policies but not all cases of PB are considered as critical. Thus, there is a
need for procedures to be put in place for dealing with bereavements.
One member of staff could be the main point of contact, and the school
could develop a bereavement support team. Training has the potential to
both raise awareness and build confidence and skills. Holland (2008,
p.415) believes that ‘A sensitive teacher who is able to acknowledge the
needs of the pupil and help them through the mourning process is crucial
in helping children to adjust to a loss through death’.
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Abstract

This study investigates the preparedness of Irish Primary Schools to treat students
suffering from an asthma attack or anaphylaxis in the context of new legislation in
the area. Using an online questionnaire (n=239), training, perspectives, and
perceived self-confidence of teachers and principals in responding to these
medical emergencies are examined according to new legislation. A review of
administration of medication policies in twenty schools was also conducted
(n=20). Results indicate a low average level of confidence in treating such medical
emergencies amongst respondents. Recommendations include a need for clearer
guidance and increased support for teachers and school management.

Keywords: Asthma, anaphylaxis, preparedness, primary school

Introduction
The ‘Medicinal Products (Prescription and Control of Supply) (Amendment) (No.2)
Regulations 2015’ was passed into law in October 2015. The law allows certain
organisations, including schools, to hold in supply specific medications, including
adrenaline pens for anaphylaxis and salbutamol inhalers for asthma, which could
be administered to a student in an emergency situation by specially trained
members of staff. Approximately 4% of school-age children have a food allergy—
the most common trigger of anaphylaxis (Sicherer and Mahr, 2010). Almost 20%
of anaphylaxis in children first happens on school grounds (Sicherer and Mahr,
2010). Asthma is prevalent in Irish schoolchildren aged between 6 and 9 years—
just over 20% (Duggan et al., 2012). Despite these statistics, there is no existing
research on how prepared Irish primary schools are in treating medical
emergencies. The researcher also examines what policies are in place in relation
to such treatment. The research questions include:
1. What are the levels of Primary teachers’ confidence in dealing with the
emergency situations of asthma and anaphylaxis?
2. What are teachers’ perspectives regarding the potential implementation
of the permissions of the new legislation in primary schools?
3. To what extent are Administration of Medicines policies in place in Irish
primary schools?
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Literature review

Asthma is the most common chronic health condition in childhood. Ireland has one
of the highest prevalence rates in the world (Department of Health, Health Service
Executive, 2015). Severe attacks can be life-threatening and prompt treatment is
critical to reduce risk to the patient (Reading et al., 2003). It is crucial that
patients and their caregivers know how to recognise an attack, including what
steps need to be taken to treat it (Pollart, Compton, and Elward, 2011).
Approximately one in twenty-five school-aged children are estimated to have
some kind of food allergy and this is the leading cause of anaphylaxis in this age
group (Branum and Lukacs, 2009). Delayed administration of life-saving
adrenaline for the treatment of anaphylaxis has been associated with increased
morbidity and fatalities (Boyce et al., 2010). Due to the quick onset of
anaphylaxis, once an allergen has been ingested, many young people do not have
the appropriate medical support at hand when they need it most (Kelleher et al.,
2013).

Considering the large amount of time children spend in school, it is
critical that management of these conditions is optimised in schools (Muraro et al.,
2010). According to UK research, 86% of asthmatic children have not had access
to an inhaler at school due to its misplacement, damage, or left at home
(Department of Health, 2015). Epinephrine availability research found that despite
the advice that children at risk of anaphylaxis have emergency medication with
them at all times, 41% of at-risk children did not have their epinephrine auto-
injector with them at the time of assessment (DeMuth and Fitzpatrick, 2011).
Such statistics highlight the need for schools to have a supply of such medicines
for emergency use. International research illustrates that primary school teachers
in general are not well informed about anaphylaxis and asthma—Ilacking the
knowledge to recognise symptoms and of the emergency treatments available
(Ercan et al., 2012; Cicutto et al., 2011; Al Aloola et al., 2014). Teachers may feel
overwhelmed when faced with the responsibility of medically attending to a child
who is considered at risk of medical emergency in their class. Such fears could be
allayed, however, by supplying teachers with the necessary information and
resources needed take action should a situation arise (Muraro et al., 2014).
Misunderstandings and misinformation received from second-hand sources lead to
teacher unease with these issues (Boden et al. 2012). Research has also shown
that teachers are concerned about liability issues and insurance cover should they
administer emergency medications (Watura, 2002). Explicitly providing teachers
with sound information may reduce their anxiety and increase their willingness to
act if faced with an emergency (Watura, 2002).

Methodology

Although questionnaires may not be expected to provide the same depth of
insight as interviews, they are beneficial as the completion of them does not have
the researcher present and are comparatively less complex to analyse (Wilson and
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McClean, 1994). Internet questionnaires were selected as they allow for the
collection of larger amounts of data in a shorter time scale (Brace, 2008). The
guestions were chosen with the objectives of the research in mind and informed
by literature reviewed. The questions related to the teachers’ role and
experience, their current perceived confidence in dealing with such situations, and
their personal experience of anaphylaxis and asthma attacks in the school setting.
The researcher further inquired into teacher perspectives on the new legislation
and concerns they have regarding it, if any.

Snowball sampling was utilised as described by Noy (2008). An invitation
to participate was emailed to all 3,262 schools listed on the ‘Primary and Special
School List 2015/2016’ (DES, 2016). This email was addressed to the Principal of
each school and also asked the recipient to forward the link to the survey to any
other primary school teachers they knew would be interested in participating.
Random sampling, both stratified and systematic, was used to ensure the policies
chosen for review were unbiased and representative (Blaxter, 2012). By
employing snowball sampling, the researcher relinquished control of the sample to
the ‘informants’ who received the original email with the link to the questionnaire
(Noy, 2008).

Qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis as described by
Braun and Clarke (2006). Responses were examined for key themes and opinions.
Content analysis was conducted on the Administration of Medication policies,
which involves examining the frequency at which certain phrases occur in the
texts being studied (May, 2001).

Despite measures taken to ensure the validity and reliability of this
study, it is not without potential limitations. The structure of questionnaires can
put restrictions on participants’ responses (Cohen et al., 2011). Giving
respondents the option to participate in the study allows for self-selection bias,
whereby people may be more likely to participate in the study because they have
an interest in the issue in question (Lavrakas, 2008). Content analysis is a product
of respondents’ perspectives and, so, can be subjective (Blaxter, 2012). This form
of analysis may also result in an oversimplification of qualitative data and negates
the ‘common-sense’ element of the text’s production and interpretation as part of
how readers make sense of their social environment (May, 2001).

Results

The questionnaire found that 39% and 23% of all respondents respectively had
never received any form of training in the treatment of asthma and anaphylaxis.
Of the respondents who had a child in their class with asthma at the time of
questioning, 30% of these teachers had never received training of any kind on
this condition. 12% of respondents teaching children with anaphylaxis had never
received training on anaphylaxis. However, 77% agreed that schools should have
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teachers that are formally trained in the administration of emergency medication
for these conditions, with only 7% disagreeing outright.

The average confidence level of all respondents in treating asthma was
51%. In those with training of any form, this rose to 62%, while those with no
form of training reported an average confidence of 33%. The average confidence
level of all respondents in treating anaphylaxis was 44%. Of those with training of
any kind, this rose to 52%, while those with no form of training reported an
average confidence of only 18%. There was no significant difference in confidence
between those that had undergone formal versus informal training in responding
to either emergencies. Teachers in management roles were on average 8% more
confident than other teachers in responding to both emergencies. 84% of
principals and vice principals also described themselves as ‘very familiar’ with
their school’s emergency medication policy versus only 18% of other teachers.
57% of respondents said they could envisage themselves taking on a role as
emergency medicine administrator in their school. Several respondents
commented that a teacher’s role is to teach and not to administer medication.
However, others believed it is essential that these medications are available in
schools and that all staff should receive professional training on their
administration. The main challenges schools may face in enacting the permissions
of the legislation were identified as ‘concerns regarding liability” and ‘staff not
willing to take on the extra responsibility’. Others included:

e Appropriate storage facilities for medications

e Medication expiry dates

e The prohibitive cost of training and medications

e Arrangements for when trained staff are absent

e The burden of having to retrain regularly

e The responsibility to care for the other students during an emergency
situation

The main supports respondents felt schools would need were ‘clarity on any
potential liability’ and ‘clear Department of Education policies’. Others included the
need for:

. Comprehensive training and ongoing support

e Standardised training provided free of charge

e  Substitute cover for those attending the training

e  Briefing sessions on the new legislation

e Safe storage facilities

e Relevant medication to be supplied for free to participating schools
e Creation of a standard form/letter of indemnity for parents
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In the policy review, it was found that 15% of policies stated that, generally, staff
should not be involved in medication administration to students. 80% stipulated
that no teacher should administer medication without specific Board of
Management approval while 60% stated that teachers should do no more than is
‘obviously necessary’. Only 30% of schools specify that the board will make
provisions in the event of the authorised staff member(s) being absent and 25%
put the onus on parents to ensure the authorised teacher is present each day.
Only 25% of policies identified the location of epinephrine pen(s) in the school.

Discussion

Comprehensive training in the emergency treatment of asthma and anaphylaxis is
of the utmost importance. Any delay in treatment can greatly increase the
chances of morbidity and mortality for the patient (Pumphrey, 2000). Despite
these recommendations, research indicates that a significant percentage of
teachers have never received any training in managing these emergency
situations, including teachers who had a child with one of these conditions in their
class at the time that the study was conducted.

Existing research shows teachers’ knowledge to appropriately respond to
an asthma and anaphylaxis emergency is often inadequate (Al Aloola et al., 2014;
Ecran et al., 2012; Cicutto et al., 2011). The findings of this study align such
research in indicating the average confidence level in treating an asthma attack
was 51% and anaphylaxis at 44%. The difference in confidence between those
that had undergone formal versus informal training in responding to these
emergencies may indicate that formal training currently provided may not be
effective. The increased confidence of principals and vice principals in treating
both conditions may be a result of having more teaching experience and
responsibility in their roles, or due to being more familiar with the relevant school
policies.

Supports which were deemed most necessary by respondents were
‘clarity on any potential liability” and ‘clear Department of Education policies’. This
reinforces the suggestion of Watura (2002) in the need for explicitly providing
teachers with well-founded information regarding liability. This may reduce their
anxiety and increase their willingness to act (ibid.). However, several respondents
commented that the role of the teacher is to educate and that teachers cannot be
expected to take on a medical role—a view which Boden et al. (2012) take. In
general, statements in the reviewed policies seem to have quite negative
connotations, which may explain why many teachers may be afraid to act on them
in emergency situations. While concerns were raised about enacting the new
legislation, some respondents saw medical emergencies as a very pertinent issue
in schools. One respondent highlighted that these children have a ‘right to
education’ and ‘a right to be safe and healthy in school’, which reflects the ‘rights
of the allergic child’” outlined by Muraro et al. (2010).
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A quarter of policies put the responsibility on the parent to ensure that
the authorised teacher(s) are in school each day. This impractical stipulation could
put incredible pressure and anxiety on parents. It is imperative that schools have
as many staff members as possible trained to ensure the best possible chance of a
positive outcome in the event of such an emergency. Also, only a quarter of the
school policies reviewed specified the location of the epinephrine pen(s) in the
school and some of these locations did not seem easily accessible in case of an
emergency. It is strongly recommended that these pens and other emergency
medication be stored in easily accessible locations so that they can be
administered quickly if the need arises (Muraro et al., 2014).

Conclusion

Given the serious nature of these medical emergencies and prevalence in Irish
primary schools, the necessity to act promptly at the onset is strongly
recommended. A standardised programme for training could be implemented with
a view to training as many school personnel as possible. These recommendations
arise from the poor, overall self-perceived confidence levels amongst respondents
in their ability to treat children in emergency situations. Results demonstrate that
teachers are requesting clarity and transparency in the advice and guidelines they
receive. The results also suggest that the formal training courses currently
provided may not be sufficiently adequate in developing appropriate skills and
knowledge to manage these emergencies in their schools. The vast majority of
respondents envisaged their school’s policy changing in light of the new
legislation. However, teachers need clarity regarding liability and more
straightforward, perhaps even standardised, policies. All relevant stakeholders
should ensure that they are doing as much as possible to allay teachers’ fears and
empower them to act in these potentially life-saving scenarios. It would be
strongly recommended to incorporate the permissions of the new legislation into
primary school policy so as to ensure a supply of potentially life-saving
medications is available at all times in Irish primary schools. However, the cost of
these medications and of appropriate storage facilities, along with the cost of the
associated training courses for staff, are issues that would need to be addressed
so as to incentivise schools to participate.
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Abstract

Primary schools are required to make provision for the visual arts, music, and
drama as key components of the Irish Primary School Curriculum. There is an
expanding body of research to suggest that learning and engagement in the arts
have a range of positive outcomes in the lives of young people. With the
implementation of the National Strategy (2011) to improve the development of
literacy and numeracy among young people, the project explores teachers’
attitudes on where the arts may be situated in the curriculum in terms of priority.
Using a quantitative method approach, primary school teachers completed
questionnaires. Results indicate that challenges include time constraints, an
overloaded curriculum, teacher confidence, age and ability of children, and
resources. Recommendations consist of adequate funding and resources,
continuous professional development, and the use of specialist arts teachers.

Keywords: Literacy and numeracy, national strategy, music, drama, visual arts

Introduction

The position and value of the arts in Irish Education has dictated education policy
and provision since the nineteenth century. It was not until the late twentieth
century that the arts found a central location in a curriculum that had centred on
reading, writing, and arithmetic. Today, primary schools are obliged to make
provision for the visual arts, music, and drama as key components of the Primary
School Curriculum (1999). The National Strategy sought to improve the
development of literacy and numeracy skills amongst young people in 2011,
introducing a potential threat to implementing a full arts education in schools.
Time allocation and an overloaded curriculum that prioritises literacy and
numeracy may affect time spent on the arts. The researcher focused on issues
and challenges that teachers encounter in enacting the arts curriculum. As a
teacher in training, the researcher has seen many benefits of an education in the
arts. With such an emphasis on the attainment of literacy and numeracy in
schools today, the researcher explored whether such focus has had an impact on
arts education. The three main research questions for this present study are:

1. What factors hinder the learning and teaching of the arts in the primary
classroom?
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2. To what extent does the dominance of literacy and numeracy affect the
position of the arts?

3. What is the correlation between teacher confidence and the ability to
teach the arts?

Literature review

A growing body of evidence suggests arts learning and engagement have a range
of positive outcomes in the lives of young people (Bamford, 2006; Fiske, 1999).
Despite a renewed interest, these subjects remain marginalised. This
marginalisation has been highlighted in a series of Irish reports over the past few
decades. Ciaran Benson’s 1979 report on ‘The Place of the Arts in Irish Education’
highlights the place, as well as the grave neglect, of the Arts in Irish education.

The link between society and the curriculum

The historical changes in the primary school curricular provision, dating from the
establishment of the first primary school system in 1831 informs this research
project. Williams (1961) asserts that an educational curriculum that ‘expresses a
compromise between an inherited selection of interests and an emphasis of new
interests’ is essential (p.104). Kelly (2009) describes the curriculum as a
‘battleground for competing ideologies’ (p.60). Irish schools reflect the society
that produces them and the curriculum reflects how knowledge was interpreted at
the time (Akenson, 2011).

The National Strategy

In 2011, the Minister for Education and Skills released ‘The National Strategy to
Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and Young People 2011-2020".
This strategy aims to improve the literacy and numeracy of children through ‘a
strong focus on literacy and numeracy skills” as part of a balanced educational
programme (National Strategy, p.10). Professor John Coolahan (2015) noted the
worrying lack of investment by the Irish government towards arts education in
comparison with the national strategy, which received considerable financial
support. This strategy has gained generously from the budgets of 2014 (€9
million) and 2015 (€13.8 million) (Dowling, 2015). In accordance with Ireland’s
Labour Market Policy, the strategy calls for a smart, inclusive, sustainable jobs,
and growth strategy for the European Union by 2020. Several representatives of
business and enterprise have highlighted the need for high levels of literacy and
numeracy in all areas of employment to continue to expand our ‘indigenous
knowledge economy’ (National Strategy, p.8). This current thinking calls to mind
19%-century Irish education policy, when theorists such as Adam Smith proposed
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the state foster literacy and numeracy in national schools ‘as an essential factor
for industrial progress’ (Coolahan, 1981, p.4).

The current threat to arts education

One of the key requirements of the National Strategy requires teachers to achieve
objectives through annual standardised testing. These results are communicated
to parents, boards of management, and annually to the Department of Education
and Skills. Dowling (2013) argues that this demand creates anxiety amongst
teachers that data will be used to ‘assess teacher performance’ (p.272). Sahlberg
(2009) argues that the increased focus on standardised testing will result in ‘less
creative and less imaginative’ forms of teaching and learning (p.338). Franklin and
Snow-Gerono (2007) suggest that in a standardised testing environment, ‘a lack
of student choice’ exists (p.12). A criticism of the National Strategy outlined by
Dowling (2013) calls attention to the ‘notable absence’ of the recognition or
appreciation of the arts (p.267). Dowling warns of the present danger attached to
this; teachers may take time away from the music, visual arts, and drama
curriculum to focus rigidly on the children’s attainment of the skills (ibid.).

Teacher’s self-perception

Apart from current education policy, another significant barrier to the effective
learning and delivery of the arts is a lack of confidence amongst teachers. Welch
(1995) asserts that a teacher’s perception of themselves in relation to their own
artistic ability impacts on the degree of effectiveness they exhibit in their practice.
Some of the problems teachers face in the delivery of an arts education are a lack
of motivation and confidence (Hennessy et al., 2001). These factors can result in
limited teaching and learning of arts in the classroom. Bandura and Locke (2003)
argue that a teacher’s motivation to participate in activities is related to their
previous life experiences. In relation to the arts, if such experiences are positive,
it is likely that they will be motivated to participate and contribute fully in the
same way that negative experiences may have implications for arts engagement.
When teachers possess a high sense of self-efficacy, they are better able to
deliver lessons that cater for student’s learning (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).

Methodology

The researcher considered different methods of research prior to the study. One
method considered was interviewing. Interviews have been described as a ‘*highly
subjective technique’ Bell (2005) that may have the danger of bias (p.157).
Cohen et al. (2011) found interviews to be limited in the number of respondents
they can reach and are time-consuming. Subsequently, the questionnaire was
chosen as the most appropriate research technique. Wilson and McLean (cited in
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Cohen et al., 2006) state the questionnaire is a popular method of data collection.
It offers structure, numerical data, and can be conducted in the absence of the
researcher. In addition, the analysis is relatively straightforward. Wellington
(2000) suggests there is a tendency for respondents to provide more truthfully in
questionnaires than during the interview process.

The questionnaire design

Each participant received a questionnaire accompanied by a cover letter. The
cover letter introduced the research study and included details of the participant’s
right to withdraw and assurance of anonymity. Each questionnaire consisted of 23
questions where respondents were required to tick a box. The researcher followed
several guidelines in the crafting of this questionnaire. Following Leung's (2001)
advice, the researcher used short and easy-to-understand questions. Careful
piloting was conducted to ensure all questions had the same meaning.
Assumptive, leading, or offensive questions were excluded from the questionnaire
(Bell, 2005). Questions related to teaching experience and time spent on the
teaching of various strand units. The design of the questionnaire included open-
ended questions, which required the respondents’ opinions on issues relating to
the research questions.

Data analysis

The open-ended questions were analysed according to guidelines set down by
Roberts-Holmes (2011) and Braun and Clarke (2006). Emerging themes were
identified through thematic analysis. Finally, the researcher presented the results
from closed questions using Microsoft Excel. Varieties of charts were designed to
illustrate and compare findings. The researcher identified the major issues that
arose from the data under six emergent themes.

Ethical issues

The researcher was granted ethical approval from the Hibernia College Ethics
Committee before any research was undertaken. Permission from the principals of
two schools was sought prior to data collection of their staff. The researcher
adhered to guidelines of the British Educational Research Association (2011).
BERA (2011) outlines the importance of securing voluntary informed consent from
research participants. On following BERA recommendations, the researcher
provided respondents with a cover letter attached to the questionnaire. This letter
included details of the research project and outlined the importance of their
participation, anonymity, and confidentiality. The treatment of their information
was also clarified. The letter explained participants’ ‘right to withdraw’ at any
stage during the process (BERA, 2011, p.6). In addition to the informed consent
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process, participants were informed of the option to request written feedback of
the findings of the research. This was carried out to enable the participant to see
how they benefited the study (Robert-Holmes, 2011).

Results
The following themes emerged from data analysis:
Teacher attitudes

The value of an arts education was something that respondents acknowledged. All
teachers agreed with this statement while 16 out of 20 ‘strongly agreed’.
Comments included that ‘The arts encourage alternative thinking, enhance
learning across the curriculum, and nurture creativity and imagination.’

Time

Opinions on the time allocation to teach the three arts subjects varied.
Respondents focused on the teaching of the visual arts. It was found that 17 out
of 20 teachers spent more than 46 minutes a week teaching visual-arts-related
lessons. The minimum amount of time spent teaching a music-related lesson was
30 minutes. In contrast, nine teachers admitted to teaching drama for 15 minutes
or less a week. Junior classes spend the majority of time engaging with drama
and it is integrated with Aistear. When asked to provide responses to challenges in
the teaching of drama, one fifth class teacher reported that ‘There is so much to
cover on the fifth-class curriculum that some weeks I don’t even get to teach it. If
I had to choose between doing art and drama, it would be art.” Furthermore, when
teachers were asked to respond to literacy and numeracy affecting the position of
the arts, all 20 respondents reported that it had an impact. One respondent
stated, ‘I tend to spend a lot of time on literacy which may eat into the assigned
arts times.” Anoher respondent offered the view, ‘I am conscious of the fact that
society is not concerned with how well a child can paint, but how well they can
read and write.’

Standardised testing

All twenty teachers either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ with the statement that
standardised testing in Ireland ‘will most likely result in teaching and learning that
is less creative and less imaginative’. In addition, all respondents either ‘agreed’
or ‘strongly agreed’ that there was an element of fear amongst teachers regarding
the use of testing as it may also be used to assess teacher performance. 55% of
respondents ‘agreed’ that ‘teachers who find themselves under pressure to
achieve good test results are likely to make decisions to teach to the test.” On the
contrary, 45% of participants ‘disagreed’.
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Teacher confidence

17 teachers stated they were confident teaching all aspects of the visual arts
curriculum. Of the respondents, 16 reported that they prefer teaching visual art to
any other art form. Only six out of 20 teachers said they felt ‘confident teaching
all aspects of the music curriculum’. Only two out of the 20 preferred teaching
music to any other arts subjects. A common trend in the obstacles to teaching
music proved to be a lack of confidence, especially regarding the composing
strand. One respondent noted that, ‘Instruments- the confidence to teach a whole
class percussion. This takes a lot of patience and practice. I do not have a musical
background but I think if I did, I would feel a lot more confident teaching music.”

Age and ability

Teachers with younger classes listed ‘organisation’ as a challenge to their effective
teaching of the visual arts. In relation to infant classes, the importance of having
resources organised beforehand, particularly with fabric and fiber and paint was
noted. In one case, a junior infant teacher described her experience of an art
lesson in making caterpillars as involving ‘cutting out 6 circle templates for each
child, and 24 children in total’. Another respondent stated that ‘much of the
cleaning is left till after school’. In music, the composing stand proved to be an
issue for some participants. One respondent reported that ‘patience’ and
‘confidence’ were both required when it came to teaching an instrument to a
younger class. Other teachers noted the difficulty in teaching ‘music literacy’ to
certain age groups.

Resources

Respondents reported that the allowance (in some cases, €100) they are given at
the start of the year to buy art supplies is not enough. They expressed
dissatisfaction with having to ‘reach into our own pockets’. Certain resources are
more readily available than others, i.e. paint and paper. For music, a respondent
noted that ‘There is one box of instruments to cater for the whole school.” Another
response pointed to the need for a specialist teacher: *‘my class would benefit from
the expertise of a specialist music teacher to teach certain components on the
curriculum.’

Discussion

This critical discussion highlights the different challenges teachers face in the
implementation of an arts education. These challenges range from teacher
confidence to the age and ability of children. In addition, the findings draw
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attention to the status of the arts in relation to literacy and numeracy.
Furthermore, it highlights a lack of government funding in the arts.

Teacher attitudes

The attitudes of teachers towards the Arts have improved. Findings from the study
reveal that respondents are aware of the value of an arts education. The subjects
are no longer perceived as a ‘pleasant means of passing time’ (Benson, 1979).
When asked if the dominance of literacy and numeracy affected the position of the
arts in the classroom, one response stated, ‘I am conscious of the fact that society
is not concerned with how well a child can paint, but how well they can read and
write.” These findings build upon literature by Akenson (2011), who contends that
Irish schools reflect the society that produces them. For the researcher, this
highlights how educational expectations of society can influence the attitudes of
teachers towards the teaching of the arts.

Time

In following the guidelines of the National Strategy (2011) that centres on
improving literacy and numeracy amongst young people, teachers have been
asked to increase their time commitment to developing these skills. In doing so,
time devoted to the arts has been reallocated. This has emerged through the
analysis of the questionnaires, where one respondent reported: ‘I tend to spend a
lot of time on literacy which may eat into the assigned arts times.” These findings
align with Dowling (2013) highlighting that teachers may take time from the arts
to focus on children’s attainment of literacy and numeracy skills.

Standardised testing

Participants acknowledge the potential implications that standardised testing may
have on the teaching of the arts in the classroom. This builds upon studies by
Franklin and Snow-Gerono (2007) in suggesting a standardised testing
environment would give rise to ‘a lack of student choice’ (p.12). The emphasis
on standardised testing reflects 19™-century policy, whereby the rigid academic
system and the ‘payment by results’ contributed to the marginalisation of the arts.
While the pressure to achieve results in this manner has diminished, findings
indicate an element of fear amongst teachers that their classes' performance will
reflect on their own teaching.
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Teacher confidence

Teacher confidence was an explicit theme that emerged regarding the
implementation of an arts education. This finding aligns with Welch (1995) in
asserting a teacher’s perception of themselves in relation to their own artistic
ability affects the degree of effectiveness they exhibit in their practice. This was
certainly evident from the data generated through the questionnaires.

Age and ability

The age and ability of children presented itself as a challenge for many
respondents. It was apparent that this led to some strands being utilised more
than others, i.e. paint and colour. In music, the composing stand proved to be an
issue for some participants. One respondent reported that ‘patience’ was required
to teach an instrument to a younger class. Other teachers noted the difficulty in
teaching ‘music literacy’ to certain age groups. This is an interesting area that
further research could focus on.

Resources

Respondents drew attention to the lack of resources available to teach drama. The
need for more books, props, costumes, and online resources was emphasised.
These findings are consistent with those of Dowling (2013), who argues for more
investment in arts education.

Conclusion

Findings indicate that particular factors have led to the exclusion of the arts in the
classroom. Such constraints include an overloaded curriculum, teacher confidence,
age and ability of the child, and resources. Findings of this study suggest that
adequate funding is essential for the delivery and maintenance of an effective arts
education. Perhaps, there is a need for additional professional development in the
arts to enable teachers to teach all strands with confidence. Indeed, some
teachers may benefit from the expertise of a specialist teacher to teach certain
components of the arts curriculum. A reduction in class size may also facilitate
teachers in the teaching of the arts. Cohen et al. (2011) argue that the
guestionnaire can only achieve a limited scope. Similarly, Tuckman (1972) asserts
that in the case of the questionnaire, respondents may only respond with how
they think the researcher wants them to. This may lead to inaccurate findings.
Sample size and time constraints also led to limitations in this study. This was a
small-scale research project conducted on 20 primary school teachers over a short
period.
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Abstract

This research investigates how Irish mainstream primary teachers respond to
pupils with English as an additional language (EAL). A qualitative approach is
undertaken in the form of semi-structured interviews. Themes that emerge from
the data included training in EAL, accommodating the learning needs of an EAL
pupil, approaches to fostering inclusion, and language support. Findings indicate
that training in EAL is limited, differentiation for EAL pupils is used, a variety of
inclusion approaches are implemented, native language is valued as a form of
inclusion and differentiation, and a concern regarding the two year language
support model. The researcher recommends further study into training in EAL and
inclusion practices for EAL pupils. Furthermore, it is recommended that ICT and
dual language resources are available to mainstream teachers and the cap on
language support be extended beyond two years.

Keywords: EAL, Inclusion, second language acquisition, language support, native
language

Introduction

According to the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2006),
Ireland has seen an increase in children whose first language ‘is neither English
nor Irish’ (p.5). The increase in immigrants coinciding with economic growth in
Ireland (Devine, 2005) has meant developing the education system to meet the
needs of pupils whose English is an additional language. Much of the research that
explores EAL and bilingualism in the Irish education system outlines issues that
EAL pupils face. Research suggests that EAL pupils have faced cuts in support, a
widening of educational gaps between the EAL pupil and their peers, and a lack of
trained mainstream teachers. Based on literature in EAL, the researcher
considered there was a need to study how mainstream teachers were responding
to EAL pupils in the classroom in an Irish context. The researcher also explores
second language acquisition, methods and strategies used to give EAL pupils
access to the curriculum, as well as providing an inclusive teaching environment.
Inclusion of EAL pupils needs to be supported and accompanied by research
studies that examine models of best practice. Four research questions are
addressed in the project:
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1. Is there adequate support for EAL pupils in Irish schools?

2. What are mainstream teachers’ attitudes towards pre-service and in-
service training in relation to EAL pupils?

3. How do mainstream teachers accommodate the learning needs of EAL
pupils in their practice?

4. What approaches do mainstream teachers use to foster an inclusive
environment for EAL pupils in the classroom?

Literature review

Immigration to Ireland has been the product of economic growth as well as
growth of the European Union (EU) (Murtagh and Francis, 2012). Regardless of
nationality, every child in Ireland has a right to education as stated by polices
such as the Education Act 1998, the Equal Status Act (2000), and the Equality Act
(2004) (Murtagh and Francis, 2012).

Background in EAL support in Ireland

Since the migration trend in Ireland sharply increased alongside economic growth
in the 1990s, the Department of Education and Skills (DES) established
educational supports for EAL pupils. The Refugee Language Support Unit (RLSU),
later renamed as Integrate Ireland Language and Training (IILT), was set up in
1999 to provide support and materials for teaching EAL pupils (DES, 2012). DES
granted each EAL pupil two years of support with a language support teacher
(LST) to provide EAL pupils with opportunities to access the curriculum inclusively.
Murtagh and Francis (2012) state that ‘At the outset, schools were allocated one
full-time LST post if they had between 14 and 30 children’ (p.202). The economic
crisis saw the numbers of the LST drastically reduce as funding was cut. As of the
school year 2016/17, there are approximately 360 LST in Irish primary schools
(DES, 2016).

Pre-service and in-service training in EAL

Murtagh and Francis (2012) and Nowlan (2008) indicate that it is not a
requirement for student teachers to observe or teach an EAL pupil during school
placement. Murakami’s (2008) study argues for high-quality training of teachers
in providing support for EAL pupils, asserting that ‘learning-on-the-job is not
producing teachers who feel entirely competent’ (p.279). This argument is further
confirmed in the study by Murtagh and Francis (2012) in stating that ‘the inclusion
of specific training for EAL teaching in pre-service education should be prioritised
for all teachers’ (pp.208-209). Cajkler and Hall (2009) argue that EAL is a
specialist subject that has been marginalised in the school system, which is also
neglected in initial teacher education. After teacher training is complete, teachers
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enter into a probation period. Kelly (2014) makes the argument that
approximately 35% of time in a language support role for EAL pupils should be
made a requirement for full-qualified status. Hereafter, teachers can continue to
develop their knowledge on providing adequate support for EAL pupils through
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) courses. Irish schools must ensure
that all teachers have adequate knowledge of EAL (DES, 2012) as preparation and
training is needed so that teachers can have a stable and fulfilling career (Tsui,
2007).

Best practice

The DES states that ‘The provision of high-quality teaching for all pupils, including
EAL pupils, is the professional responsibility of teachers, schools, and boards of
managements’ (p.34). It is commonly acknowledged that the mainstream teacher
should be planning and teaching while keeping the various abilities of the pupils in
mind (Teaching Council, 2012). Devine et al. (2013) argue that an effective
teacher can display ‘flexibility and adaptability to the unpredictability’ (p.105).
These skills are aligned with the DES (2012) statement of best practice whereby
the mainstream teacher should differentiate to accommodate the learning needs
of EAL pupils and use active learning strategies to enable the EAL pupil to
participate in class. The DES (2012) further outlines criteria in stating, ‘EAL pupils
are affirmed in using their first language’ (p.38). EAL pupils should then be
encouraged to develop bilingualism. This statement reflects a study by Soderman
(2010) and Parker-Jenkins et al. (2007) in arguing that bilingualism promotes and
develops problem-solving skills in pupils, thus providing skills required to achieve
learning objectives set out in the curriculum. The omission of the native language
from the classroom can have a negative effect as confirmed in studies by
McGinnity et al. (2015) and Nowlan (2008).

Second language acquisition

Acquiring a second language is quite similar to the way a child can acquire their
native language. It is a developmental process wherein the pupil needs to make
sense of the second language internally before speaking (NCCA, 2006). This
process aligns with the work of Krashen and the Input Hypothesis in particular,
which describes the pupil as acquiring a second language not through grammatical
lessons but through a more communicative approach of completing activities
(Leonardi, 2011). Leonardi also argues that Krashen was of the opinion that SLA
should occur by acquiring grammatical structure subconsciously and in a natural
way (ibid.). This theory is called Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis and is supported
by the DES in the 1999 Curriculum whereby a print-rich environment is crucial in
a classroom. Pupils are consistently and subconsciously learning the language to
progress to the proficiency stage. There are two separate types of proficiency:
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BICS and CALP (Cummins, 1981). Undoubtedly, CALP is the type of proficiency
that EAL pupils need to access the curriculum (Bylund, 2011). However, as stated
by Murtagh and Francis (2012), the two-year provision for EAL support in Irish
primary schools does not sufficiently accommodate the acquirement of CALP. More
resources and supports, as well as more allocated time, are required to enable the
teacher to provide the EAL child with the opportunity to become proficient.

Inclusion

Approaches and strategies that foster inclusion in the classroom have been
presented, tested, and revised since the ratification of the United Nations
Convention in 1992 (Kelly, 2014). In an EAL context, these approaches and
strategies are clearly linked with theories of SLA. One such strategy refers to
when a new pupil is introduced to the class; it must be emphasised that the pupil
is fluent in their native language but has little knowledge of English and must not
be forced to speak English (NCCA, 2005). This strategy is supported by Krashen’s
theory that teachers should give the pupils time to acquire the second language in
the silent stage (Kelly, 2014). Another inclusive strategy is presented in the
Intercultural Education Guidelines (2005) and the resource book Up And Away
(2006) in integrating the EAL pupil with native pupils in the classroom and
forming a ‘buddy system’. This strategy bears many similarities to the interactive
theory of acquiring a second language (Kelly, 2014). As well as giving the EAL
pupil the opportunity to develop the second language, they can ‘integrate socially
with both peers and teachers’ (Kelly, 2014).

Methodology

The aim of this research was to identify how mainstream teachers are responding
to EAL pupils in their classroom in Ireland. As such, this research aimed to gather
data on strategies, supports, and training of mainstream teachers with regards
EAL pupils. A qualitative methodology was deemed appropriate for this type of
research. A qualitative approach allowed the researcher to gain meaningful
insights into participants’ views while obtaining findings (Scott and Morrison,
2006). Through this approach, reflexivity could be applied to understand and
reflect on data presented and to add credibility to the study (Dowling, 2006). To
foster reflexivity in this study, a reflective journal was used. The researcher used
semi-structured interviews as the data instrument.

Semi-structured interviews were designed with open-ended questions,
which allowed themes within this research to emerge. The interviews were
analysed to inform how ‘individual respondents define the world in unique ways’
(Merriam, 2014, p.90). The questions were piloted before formal data collection
was conducted to highlight the suitability of the data method. Goodyear et al.
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(2014) promote this approach wherein a researcher engages in a reflective
process to obtain quality research.

When all data was collected, thematic analysis was used to interpret the results
from the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that thematic analysis should be
seen as a ‘foundational method for qualitative analysis’ (p.78). Taking limitations
of thematic analysis into consideration, the researcher used a critical friend to
review the transcripts with identifiers removed. The critical friend highlighted and
confirmed themes that the researcher found during the first round of analysis.

This research was conducted through non-probability sampling, more
specifically purposeful sampling. Convenience sampling was used at first due to
location and time restraints (Cohen et al., 2007). Snowball sampling was also
used as mainstream teachers gave recommendations as to who they considered
would also participate in the research. The researcher continued to gather data
until five interviews were conducted. Inclusion criteria required that participants
be primary school teachers actively teaching in an Irish classroom, have over two
years' experience, and have some experience of an EAL pupil in their class.

Ethical approval was requested and granted by the Hibernia College
Ethics Committee.

This research abided by the standards set out by the British Educational Research
Association (2011). Participants were given a letter that included information
about the research, aims, and purpose. Further information in relation to the
recording, transcribing, storage, and analysis of the data was explained. It was
stated clearly that all identifiers would be removed in the transcribing process of
the interviews, making the participants anonymous. The participants were also
made aware that participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from
the interview at any stage. This was made clear in the letter, consent form, and
again, prior to the interview.

Results

Four themes emerged from thematic analysis, which included: Training in EAL,
Differentiation Strategies for EAL pupils, Inclusion, and EAL Student Support.

Training in EAL

All participants affirmed that their pre-service training did not lead them to feeling
equipped to teach an EAL pupil. Interviewees C and D stated that there was a
module on AL. Interviewees B and C stated that there was too much of a
theoretical focus on this module instead of a practical-led one.

When asked about the level of in-service training on EAL, all participants
confirmed they had not found any available CPD courses. However, Participants A,
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B, and E acknowledged that an EAL CPD was not relevant to them as the majority
of their students were non-EAL pupils. Therefore, they did not actively search for
courses on it.

Differentiation strategies for EAL pupils

Findings indicate that the language used in the classroom and adjusting levels of
the task were regarded as important. One such way of differentiating the
classroom was suggested in labelling and the use of pictorial instruction.
Interviewee C and D highlighted that they employ dual language labels in the
classroom. Pair work, strategic seating, and grouping arrangements of EAL pupils
were highlighted. Participant B commented on using Aistear in her class. She
would separate the EAL pupils in her class into different play areas. Participant D
also noted the use of seating arrangements and stated she would generally seat
the EAL pupil beside a pupil who ‘is a good model of English’. She further
explained that it is important not to seat EAL students beside less-able pupils of
the class.

All participants expressed that clear, concise instructions are necessary when
differentiating for EAL pupils. Strong models of English in the classroom were
emphasised. Three interviewees expressed a concern regarding changing the
levels of tasks rather than providing scaffolding for EAL pupils to access them.

Inclusion

The theme of inclusion was prominent across the data analysis. In responding to
the use of EAL pupils’ native language in the classroom, four of five participants
expressed their preference for using the native language in the class and
encouraged EAL pupils to teach the class simple phrases and numbers. Participant
C asserted that a pupil’s ‘sense of pride and confidence is hugely linked to [their]
sense of culture’. Using the native language enables spaces that help students feel
their culture is not only acknowledged but also celebrated. Participant C further
explained that she makes connections for the EAL pupil between their native
language and English. In contrast, Participant E did not consider using native
language in the classroom as a benefit to the EAL pupil and stated that full
immersion is best practice. Participants state they use various parts of the
curriculum to discuss an EAL pupil’s culture within the class. With regards to the
school’s ethos on inclusion, all participants agreed that their own school was very
inclusive in treating all children equally. Findings further indicate that there was
no formal approach to inclusion regarding EAL pupils. Instead, all participants
devised their own strategies and approaches. Participants A and B outlined a
‘Buddy Bench’ system in their school, while Participants C and D had similar
systems in their classes. Participant C also considers that the EAL pupil should
participate in Irish lessons in an informal approach. Finally, findings on this theme
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illustrate that the school community needs to be aware that EAL pupils may learn
swear words first and to be ‘understanding that we don’t assume that a child is
being bold’ (Participant D).

Language support for EAL

There was a general consensus that there is not enough language support or
resources for EAL pupils. Interviewees A and B had pupils who were withdrawn
from class for language support. Participant A explained that support for her
students had been reduced to once a week in Senior Infants as ‘the younger ones
pick it up a lot quicker’. Participants A and B noted that the two-year cap on
language support was sufficient at infant level. Participant C argued for more
support for EAL pupils, referring to the child’s future in stating, ‘so much of actual
secondary and tertiary level experience is based on your ability to put together a
piece of writing and they would be so limited in that’. Participant D suggested that
the cap on language support is unfair as ‘that child will probably be disadvantaged
for more than two years in education’. Participant D reiterated the statement that
supports needs depend on the pupil’s age. Participant E expressed another view
on language support, maintaining that two years in language support is ‘enough
to fully integrate if you’ve got no other educational or like learning needs’.

Discussion
Training

The findings from this study indicate that participants were aware of a lack of EAL
training. Additionally, participants understood that this had an effect on pupil
mental health and well-being. Such findings align with Murtagh and Francis (2012)
in stating that initial teacher training has at ‘least one module on language
studies/second language learning’ (p.203). Participants asserted that one module
was inadequate and teachers need more practical training. Murakami (2008)
claimed that learning about EAL during in-service is ‘not producing teachers who
feel entirely competent’ (p.279). This view is evident in this study. DES (2012)
states that all Irish schools must ensure teachers have adequate knowledge of
EAL. All participants in this study noted there were no current CPDs in EAL. Two
participants had taught for a time in the UK and in comparison to Ireland, found
that ‘Ireland is hugely different in terms of training’ (Participant D). This finding
mirrors Kelly’s (2014) study that argues teachers have noticed the ‘lack of
appropriate and funded language support training’ (p.861). Even with low
instances of training in EAL, participants have found and designed their own
methods and strategies for SLA and inclusion.
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Accommodating the learning needs of EAL pupils

From the findings in this study, it was identified that there was a significant
difference in language acquisition between infants and senior EAL pupils. Aistear
played an important role in SLA for infant pupils. Participant B outlined specific
objectives in place for EAL pupils within Aistear and encourages more
communicative language learning amongst all students. This method supports
theories of language acquisition through imitation and reinforcement (Leonardi,
2011). This study indicates that participants were aware of the effectiveness of
differentiation for EAL pupils. Visual cues, shorter instructions, a slow pace of
delivery, individual support, and co-operative learning are factors that participants
identify as providing EAL pupils appropriate access to the curriculum. Such
practices are consistent with examples of good practice as outlined by DES
(2012).

Participants were conscious that pupils’ ability to speak English does not
equate to their level of cognitive ability. This finding aligns with Nowlan (2008) in
maintaining that EAL pupils ‘should not be viewed in deficit terms’ (p.258). Data
findings on the two-year cap of language support align with the literature (Kelly,
2014; Murtagh and Francis, 2012; Nowlan, 2008). The majority of participants
consider not having sufficient time to acquire fluency in CALP to be unfair to EAL
pupils. Cummins (2011) proposes that a minimum of seven years' learning in the
second language is needed in order to achieve fluency close to that of a native
speaker. However, interviewees who have taught at junior level noted that two
years is sufficient in relation to the emphasis of oral language at that age in the
curriculum.

Inclusion

Findings indicate clear participant acknowledgement of EAL pupil inclusion.
Literature places EAL pupils with a ‘buddy’, with the intention to help with
language and social development (IILT, 2006; Kelly, 2014; NCCA, 2005). It was
evident that participants used this strategy in their classrooms and acknowledged
the practice of strategically positioning EAL pupils in seating arrangements to
support their language abilities. Furthermore, IILT (2006) suggests using class
projects, multicultural storytelling, and drama as methods that integrate EAL
pupils more in class. Participants use homework and subjects such as English and
religion to share and celebrate diverse EAL pupil cultures. All participants
highlighted an informal whole-school approach to the inclusion of EAL pupils.
Participants actively engage with EAL pupils informally. Schools hold cultural
celebration and the ethos is conducive to an inclusive environment. The
approaches found in this study are consistent with DES (2012) recommendations.
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Native language

Literature places native language of the EAL pupil firmly in the mainstream
classroom. Celebrating diverse pupil culture and native languages is a strategy
outlined in Intercultural Education in the Primary School (2005). When an EAL
pupil is introduced to the class, it is good practice to acknowledge they are fluent
in their own language but have little knowledge of the second language (NCCA,
2005). In this study, it was revealed that Participants C and D use this strategy in
their classes. In contrast to this, Participant E considered full immersion in the
English language as best practice. However, it is reiterated that the use of the
pupil’s native language affirms their first language and can close the educational
gap between peers and the EAL pupil (Parker-Jenkins et al., 2007; McGinnity,
Darmondy, and Murray, 2015; Nowlan, 2008). The use of native language for
differentiation was used by the majority of participants in the form of dual
language labels in the classroom. This is considered as developing bilingualism,
which extends pupils’ cognitive and academic skills (Nowlan, 2008; Soderman,
2010) and allows EAL pupils to access the curriculum. This study indicates that
bilingualism has motivated non-EAL pupils to learn other languages and promotes
problem-solving skills. This is an area worthy of future research.

Conclusion

Results explicitly illustrate that there was a lack of training at both pre-service and
in-service levels. These findings are consistent with studies on EAL pupils in
Ireland and focuses on the necessity to provide adequate training of student
teachers (Kelly, 2014; Murtagh and Francis, 2012; Nowlan, 2008).

Even with the low instances of training among the participants, participants
adapted and altered their methodologies to accommodate the needs of the EAL
pupils in their class. Resources are also required. Participants employed best
practice to give EAL pupils every opportunity to reach their full potential.
Participant practices are consistent with NCCA documents (2005, 2006), which
included implementing strategic seating arrangements, using visual cues and
labels in the classroom, and providing scaffolding for EAL pupils to access the
curriculum. Additionally, findings indicate there is a concern amongst mainstream
teachers regarding the two-year cap on language support in the senior classes
particularly.

All participants in this study outlined strategies for fostering inclusion in class and
as a whole-school approach. It was found that the native language of an EAL pupil
was used both as a strategy of inclusion and as a form of differentiation. These
findings are consistent with the DES (2012) Inspectorate Report on EAL in Primary
School as well as Kelly’s (2014) study, which emphasises a need for EAL pupils to
‘maintain their heritage language’ (p.872). EAL is a specialised area that would
benefit greatly from further research and study.
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Abstract

The current small-scale study explored professionals’ perceptions regarding the
needs and supports available within the Irish school system in response to critical
incidents. For the purpose of this research, the critical incident refers to the death
of a pupil. The study adopted a qualitative approach in the form of semi-
structured interviews (n=5). The results generated suggest that trauma has a
profound impact on a school community. The general lack of awareness,
nationwide, surrounding the necessity for teacher training in the area of critical
incidents denoted feelings of inadequacy and unpreparedness amongst
participants. All participants advocated the need for further supports, with a
consensus purporting to a need for training in critical incidents at all levels of
teacher education.

Keywords: Critical incident, pupil death, trauma, inadequacy, training, support

Introduction

Internationally, research focuses on schools’ responses to a pupil’s death (Bennett
and Dyehouse, 2005; Hart and Garza, 2013). However, there is a dearth of
research in this area in an Irish context despite ‘an increase in the number of
requests from schools for intervention in the aftermath of critical incidents’ (NEPS,
2016, p.12). The researcher considered this research was necessary to bridge the
information deficit. The aim of this study was to (1) ascertain the impact of critical
incidents on schools from a teaching (primary school teachers and principals) and
social care (psychologist) perspectives, (2) explore professionals’ feelings of
preparedness in dealing with critical incidents, and (3) explore the perspectives of
these professionals in relation to assistance measures and supports required to
support grieving children in the aftermath of a critical incident. Semi-structured
interviews were carried out (n=5) enabling the researcher to gather in-depth
knowledge from professionals from the primary education and social care sector.
Results generated from the study cannot be generalised but do provide some
insight into areas which need further research to enhance the reliability and
credibility of the findings. The following research questions inform this study:
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1. According to relevant professionals, how does the death of a pupil impact
on a school?

2. Are Irish educators prepared and equipped to deal with the death of a
child in a school?

3. What assistance measures and supports would educators need to be put
in place for teachers and children affected to deal with the impact of a
child’s death?

Literature review
Trauma in schools

An Irish study by McGovern and Barry (2000) found that 23% of 142 teachers
reported dealing with a pupil’s death. Papadatou et al. (2002) describe a pupil’s
death as a community loss which affects everyone and distorts school life. Many
studies document that in times of critical incidents, schools seek help from outside
support (McGovern and Tracey, 2010; O’Brien and McGuckin, 2014). In Ireland,
National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) representatives visit schools to
provide staff with immediate, short-term support (NEPS, 2016). However,
McElvaney (2016) claims that the NEPS needs to facilitate schools nationwide and,
therefore, there is a rationed service. The consequential void is being filled by
online resources such as Listen with Eyes, Ears and Heart (ICBP, 2016), which
aims to support teachers and instil confidence when dealing with bereavement.

The teacher’s role and challenges for the teacher

The teacher faces many challenges in the aftermath of a pupil’s death including
time constraints due to curriculum pressures (Lowton and Higginson, 2003) and
anxiety in discussing death (Cullinan, 1990). Page and Page (2011) assert that
children will discuss and notice the absence of the student and a lack of
information will result in a fear of death (Higgins, 1999) and a fear for their own
mortality (Evans, 1982). Lowton and Higginson (2003) report that teachers’
anxiety prevent them from discussing death, although pupils pleaded discussion,
despite findings that show children's adjustment to loss improves greatly through
discussion (Dowling et al., 2011).

Prerequisites for successful responses to trauma in schools
Critical incidents policies

Critical incident policies demonstrate the Department of Education and Skills’
recognition of schools’ responsibility in responding to a death within the school
community. Policies provide structured guidelines on procedures in dealing with
crisis, including ‘talking to classmates about the death, removing the dead
student’s belongings, working with the family, and for some form of memorial
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activity’ (Page and Page, 2011, p.415). Hart and Garza (2013) suggest that
structured preparation and planning helps reduce anxiety and build competency
for professionals charged with providing support.

Schools in the United States (Page and Page, 2011) and Australia (Rowling and
Holland, 2000) are obliged to have crisis response plans in operation. In the Irish
context, the DES mandates schools to have a policy in place for such incidents.
McGovern and Tracey (2010) discovered that 83% of Irish primary schools in
Galway did not address the issue of loss in their policy documents. These findings
led to the creation of a NEPS publication, which provides guidelines for the
creation and implementation of critical incident policies in Irish primary schools.

Training

Unlike psychologists and alternative caring professions, bereavement training is
not included as a component of formal coursework for teachers. O’Brien and
McGuckin (2014) suggest a deficiency of training is prevalent throughout many
countries worldwide. McGovern and Tracey (2010) report only 18% of 73 Irish
educators received any form of bereavement training. Irish research shows that
desires have not been met in terms of bereavement support as teachers
expressed a need for further assistance (O'Brien and McGuckin, 2014) and the
need for training packs and courses (McGovern and Tracey, 2010). The
importance of providing developmentally appropriate information following a
traumatic event is highlighted in the literature (NEPS, 2016; Page and Page,
2011). Without training, teachers may respond inadequately to children's unique
needs and struggle with what information and procedures are considered age
appropriate. Hart and Garza (2013) suggest that a teacher’s ability to cope after a
pupil’s death can be greatly influenced by the standard of crisis response training
provided.

Methodology
Research design

According to Corbin and Strauss (2008, p.16), qualitative research enables the
researcher to ‘enter into the world of its participants’ and to ‘see the world from
their perspective’. The researcher was intent on capturing the perspectives of
participants due to the sensitive nature of this topic; thus it was decided that a
qualitative research design in the form of semi-structured interviews would be the
most fitting data collection instrument.
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Sampling and selection of participants

Non-probability sampling in the form of criterion sampling and snowball sampling
was employed for this study. According to Patton (2015), criterion sampling
involves selecting participants that meet some predetermined criterion of
importance. Accordingly, a teacher and principal who have experienced the death
of a pupil were sought to gain insights into how such an issue is approached.
Furthermore, the researcher was interested in hearing the perspectives of a
teacher and principal who have not experienced such a trauma. Finally, the
researcher was intent on exploring the insights of a professional who was
proficient and well-informed with the phenomenon of interest (Creswell and Plano
Clark, 2011). A clinical psychologist with a background in education was therefore
sourced. Snowball sampling enabled the researcher to use participants, already
known to her, to make contact with further participants who would participate in
the study (Sarantakos, 2005).

Data analysis

The emergent strategy of inductive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006)
was adopted for the data analysis. Firstly, the researcher familiarised herself with
the transcribed transcripts, noting patterns (Howitt and Cramer, 2008) relating to
the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Secondly, initial codes forming
the basis of repeated patterns across the data were produced (Namey et al.,
2008). Thirdly, codes were sorted into potential themes and coded data extracts
were collated under relevant themes (Howitt and Cramer, 2008). The researcher
re-read the entire data to ascertain the relevant relationship between the themes
and coded any additional data that had been missed (Dempster, 2011). Following
this, the researcher defined and named the themes (Howitt and Cramer, 2008).
Finally, the report was produced with comprehensive data extracts supporting the
themes and analytical claims made (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Enhancing integrity of qualitative research method

Reliability was ascertained through question wording and a pilot interview (Bell,
2005) in order to establish their suitability and reveal any discrepancies or useful
amendments. The researcher was cognisant of the danger of bias arising from
interviews and best efforts were made to counteract this. According to Berg
(2007), reviewing the data several times helps to produce an accurate interview
report. Considering this, the interviews were transcribed ad verbatim and the
researcher critically examined the content through listening and re-listening to the
recordings. Finally, a process known as triangulation was carried out, which is
defined as ‘a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among
multiple and different sources of information to form themes or categories in a
study’ (Creswell and Miller, 2000, p.126). Data source triangulation, which refers
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to multiple sources of data used in a study (Bryman, 2004), was applied as five
key professionals with expertise in education were interviewed. Additionally,
investigator triangulation, referring to the use of more than one person to collect,
analyse, and interpret the data (Denzin, 1989) was utilised as the researcher’s
supervisor supported her throughout the analysis process, furthermore
strengthening the trustworthiness of the findings.

Ethical considerations

Prior to interview conduction, the Revised Ethical Guidelines for Educational
Research (British Education Research Association (BERA) (2011) was adhered to
and ethical approval was sought and approved by the Hibernia College Ethics
Committee. Furthermore, the researcher outlined the purpose and nature of the
study (Bell, 2005) to participants both verbally and in written form to reduce any
potential issues of sensitivity. Subsequently, interviews were conducted in a
manner which was mindful of this and respectful of interviewees’ opinions and
experiences by creating a safe environment. Furthermore, participants had no
obligation to answer questions or share any information they found emotionally
overwhelming. DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) assert that psychological
support must be provided to participants in research which has the potential to
create undue stress or raise psychological complications. The researcher was
aware that the research matched this description, thus, participants were provided
with a list of support service details. Additionally, respondents were informed both
verbally and in written form that they could contact the researcher, the Head of
Research, or the researcher’s supervisor at any given time.

Results
Theme One - Training: ‘'nobody had mentioned that children might die’

All five participants discussed the general lack of awareness surrounding the area
of critical incidents stating, ‘I don’t remember it [children dying] ever being
mentioned’ (Participant 2, Primary School Teacher, 35 years). In an attempt to
discover if respondents felt competent in the area of death education, the
question of training was put forward. All five respondents replied that ‘it is one
area that has never been dealt with and training has never been provided’
(Participant 3, Principal, 36 years). Additionally, it was evident that training was
not provided in relation to the recent NEPS 2016 Critical Incidents Policy with
Respondents (P1, P3, and P4) making reference to the policy, however explaining
how they are '...used to a document arriving on your desk and being told to deal
with it" (Participant 3).
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Theme Two - The Impact: 'Such a tragedy has profound effects on a school’

P1, P2, and P5 discussed their experiences of dealing with a critical incident
stating that ‘...the reality of it was that it had come in [to] our own four walls and
a pupil who had been attending here’ (Participant 1, Principal, 38 years). Although
Participants 3 and 4 had not previously encountered a critical incident, it was clear
they realised "...in a case like this it could be any individual teacher and their
classroom of 30 children’ (Participant 4, Primary School Teacher, 5 years).
Memories of a school atmosphere that was ‘somewhat sombre’ where ‘nobody was
prepared’ (Participant 2) following the pupil’s death resonated amongst
participants. Participant 1 declared '...if you have a child in your class and this
happens to them I mean the effect on a teacher can be absolutely devastating’.
Although respondents advocated the importance of discussion, they did not feel
*...in any way well prepared’ (Participant 3). Following the news of the pupil’s
death, Participant 2, teacher of the deceased pupil, reflected on the first initial
meeting with the class, stating:

‘I said I prefer if somebody for the very first time I meet the class if somebody
were with me because I don’t know I'll take it, I don’t know whether I'll break
down, I don’t know what I'll do.”

Theme Three - Discussion: 'it’s like the elephant under the table so I bring it out’

All five participants strongly believed in the importance of encouraging children to
discuss their grief. All respondents were ‘not into avoidance at all’ proclaiming that
'...it absolutely has to be discussed with them’ (Participant 3). Respondents who
had experienced a critical incident (P1, P2, and P5) discussed how following the
death of a friend, the children "...in the classroom they were very keen to talk
about it’ (Participant 2). Participant 5 explained how '...it's okay for children to feel
sad, feel upset, feel worried, feel alright, angry, etc.’ (Participant 5, Psychologist,
29 years). Participant 2 had a similar outlook as he explained following the pupil’s
death, he told the children:

‘it’s good to talk to people about it and it's good to be open about it and it's
healthy to be open about it’ (Participant 2).

Theme Four - Grief: it is something that is ongoing’

The need for long-term support and short-term arose as ‘not good if it’s just at
the actual time’ (Participant 3). The Principal of the deceased pupil explained that
*...while some guys were fine at the beginning of the week, obviously as the
funeral and things took place...they still needed talking to and they still needed
you know that educated listening ear’ (Participant 1). Participant 4 advocated the



197  Hibernia College Primary Education Papers

need for long-term support, explaining that there are always children in the class
who *...don’t show the emotion and all of a sudden it comes to the forefront a year
later’ (Participant 4).

Theme Five - Supports: ‘why was I not taught anything about the area?’

When asked what supports educators would like to assist them in dealing with
crtical incidents, all agreed that ‘a module in teacher training would be useful’
(Participant 2) at ‘every stage’ (Participant 5) of their teaching career. The
psychologist involved in this research posed the question, *...why was I not taught
anything about the area of children dying and was it something that as a teacher
you develop?’ As a result, she provided a psychoeducational course in the area of
teachers’ abilities to deal with grief in children for final year students. She
compared her findings to teachers with many years in education, discovering that
‘the student teachers who did the course came back that they felt more confident,
more comfortable after doing it while experienced teachers who had no training in
the area ‘were coming back saying that they didn’t feel confident, they didn't feel
comfortable and they didn’t feel competent’ (Participant 5).

Discussion
Training

Despite previous research (Hart and Garza, 2013; Bennett and Dyehouse, 2005;
McGovern and Barry, 2000), three out of five participants in this study had dealt
with a pupil’s death. Findings align with research that notes a clear deficit in
teacher training in the area of trauma (MacEachron, 2014; McGuckin and O’Brien,
2014; McGovern and Tracey, 2008; Tracey and Holland, 2008). This study found
that a participant had provided a psychoeducational programme for teachers in
the area of grief. Although,'the stats show that it was beneficial’ (Participant 5), it
was not further introduced, which supports the findings in that all 5 participants
reported that no preparation was provided at any stage of their career.

Impacts

Papadatou et al. (2002) describe a pupil’s death as a community loss which
affects the whole school community. Participant 2, reflecting on a pupil’s death,
stated how every member of staff knew ‘it was going to affect them at some
point’. Hart and Garza’s (2013) study reported a sense of ‘helplessness’
permeating the school environment following a pupil’s death. Similarly, Participant
2 explained how he ‘felt so helpless’ following the news of the pupil’s death. Many
studies have found that teachers suppress their own personal grief and feel the
need to hold composure for grieving pupils (Hart and Garza, 2013; Lowton and
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Higginson, 2003; Rowling, 1995). In contrast to these statements, the participant
who had experienced the death of a pupil described it as ‘really cathartic’ when he
broke down in front of his class. Lazenby (2006) firmly believed in the need for
teachers to deal with their own personal emotions before they can be of any
assistance to grieving pupils. Participant 2 made no reference to the importance of
dealing with his own personal grief following the pupil’s death. Participant 4
stated, ‘I think you yourself would have to definitely deal with your own grief
before you even try and help the children in the class.’

Discussion

A common misconception regarding death described by Hart and Garza (2013,
p.303) is the ‘great mistruth’ that which shelters children from death as the best
course of action. Participant 5 stated, 'I think people underestimate how able
children are for the area’. This statement is supported by literature which
contends that children have the capacity to deal and talk about death (Raveis et
al., 1999; Silverman and Worden, 1992). Following the death of a classmate,
pupils wish to talk about their friend and will discuss and notice their absence
(Page and Page, 2011; Bennett and Dyehouse, 2005; Lowton and Higginson,
2003). Similarly, participants explained how the children ‘very much wanted to’
(Participant 2) discuss the pupil’s absence. Feelings of anxiety is an issue for
teachers when discussing death (Cullinan, 1990; Holland and Rowling, 2000;
Lowton and Higginson, 2003). Participant 5 explained how ‘some people aren’t
anxious about teaching children with death until they start to talk about it and
then their anxiety levels go up’ (Participant 5).

Grief

The literature argues the need for long-term and short-term responses (Page and
Page, 2011). Additionally, there is a myriad of research supporting that grief
expands throughout a child’s lifetime (LeShan, 1988; Scott, 2004). As a result of
the ‘huge long term effects it [a critical incident] could have on every child in the
class’ (Participant 2), all participants advocated the need for long-term support
proclaiming that it is ‘down the road’ (Participant 4) where grief can manifest
itself.

Supports

Both national (McGovern and Tracey, 2010; McGuckin and O’Brien, 2014; Tracey
and Holland, 2008) and international (Dyregrov et al., 2013, 2015; MacEachron,
2014; Page and Page, 2011) research assert a need for educational programmes,
further assistance, and training packs to support teachers in the area of death.
Similar to the literature, all five participants declared a need for the above



199 Hibernia College Primary Education Papers

supports with a consensus that training is needed at ‘every stage’ (Participant 5)
of a teacher’s career. Illuminated in the literature is the importance of providing
children with information regarding death in an age-appropriate manner (NEPS,
2016; Page and Page, 2011). Similar beliefs stemmed from this research as
Participant 3 stated, ‘I think knowing the correct language and knowing what’s
age-appropriate would be extremely valuable’ (Participant 3). It could be argued
that without training, teachers may struggle with what information is considered
age-appropriate.

Conclusion

This small-scale research ascertained the impact of critical incidents on schools
from an educational and social care perspective while assessing professionals’
preparedness and their needs and desires in terms of assistance measures and
supports required to deal with critical incidents. A number of the results generated
illustrate the profound impact of critical incidents on a school. It is clear that
primary educators have a significant role to play in aiding children to deal with
death and grief on a short- and a long-term basis due to ongoing process of grief.
However, it was evident that participants are not prepared at ITE or any stage of
their career to deal with critical incidents. Finally, there is a significant need for a
module at ITE as well as CPD and whole-school training in this area. A number of
limitations are associated with this study; however, such limitations enabled the
researcher to develop further research opportunities. Participants who had dealt
with a critical incident reflected on an incident which occurred a number of years
ago, which may have hindered their memory. The academic effects of loss on
pupils were difficult to assess as the death of this pupil occurred late in the school
year. Finally, due to the small-scale nature of this research, the sample size is too
small to be considered representative of the whole population of educators who
have dealt/are yet to deal with a critical incident. Therefore, further research,
involving a longer period of time and a larger representative sample of
professionals is necessary to enhance the reliability and credibility of the results of
this study.
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Abstract

In 2011, the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy was launched by the Department of
Education and Skills (DES). There has been little research on how this strategy
has affected time spent on teaching music and whether music is used to support
the approach. Quantitative analysis was used in this research (n=20). Findings
indicate that more teachers integrate music with languages than with
mathematics. 50% of respondents consider it would be better if music was taught
by a specialist teacher.

Keywords: Music, literacy, numeracy, reading, performing, composing

Introduction

There has been little research in an Irish context on how the teaching of music in
the classroom has been affected by the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy
Strategy (2011). The current strategy states that ‘All teachers should be teachers
of literacy and numeracy’ (DES, 2011, p.26). There is a compelling argument that
music can be used across the curriculum. In the Irish context, DES has
recommended that schools ‘increase the time spent on the development of
literacy skills by one hour overall’ and increase the ‘time on mathematics by 70
mins’ (DES, 2011). This has inevitably meant less time for other subjects,
including music. The researcher’s interest arose from teaching music and the first
school placement. The research project focused on the following questions:
1. To what extent do teachers use music to support a literacy and
numeracy-based curriculum?
2. What are teachers’ attitudes on the impact of a literacy and numeracy-
focused curriculum on the teaching of music?

Literature review
According to the Department of Education and Skills, ‘literacy conventionally
refers to reading, writing, speaking, viewing, and listening effectively in a range of
contexts’ (DES, 2010, p.6). Butzlaff (2002) asserts that students who study music
have significantly higher scores in standardised reading tests. Paquette (2008)
identified that ‘strong social bonds are encouraged through music and songs
beginning in pre-school’ (p.228).

In the nineteenth century, research found that Hungarian children who
started music at an early age and practised every day tended to do better in other
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subjects. In a study conducted by Barkdczi and Pléh (1977), ‘it was found that
Kodaly-based music education had a clear impact on the development of creativity
and personality’ (Goopy, 2013, p.72). While teachers may be aware that music
can be used to teach literacy and numeracy, they may not ‘require students to
participate in schoolwide music programs because they do not believe all students
would reap these benefits from musical study without a sufficient level of innate
talent’ (Scrip et al., 2013, p.54). However, numerous studies have shown musical
talent is a skill that everyone can learn with the right instruction and dedication.
One of the most important music innovators of the twentieth century, Shinichi
Suzuki, believed that all children could flourish and their ability to succeed was not
pre-determined by innate talent.

Music and numeracy

The development of ‘numerical skills and rhythmic development evolve in parallel’
and as ‘mathematics and music are embodied forms of knowledge; that is, based
on action’ (Habegger, 2010, p.278). Habegger (2010) states:

The correlation seen between number concept development and rhythmic
response in early childhood suggests that both fields share basic mechanisms
in the formation of perceptual categories which are governed by the limits of
short-term memory. (p.276)

It can be therefore inferred that such subjects should be taught together as they
support each other.

England and the USA are calling for ‘improved standards in literacy and numeracy’
which *have seen sweeping changes introduced to music education’ (Burke, 2015,
p.49). In Finland, there is less emphasis placed on literacy and numeracy and it
still has an education system that is regarded as one of the best in the world.

Methodology
Research design

Quantitative methodology was chosen to investigate whether music is being used
to support literacy and numeracy in Irish primary schools. The rationale for using
this methodology was based on the premise that ‘people’s opinions about music
can be measured and many of the physical features of music such as time, pitch,
and volume almost beg for quantitative analysis’ (Hartwig, 2014, p.37). The
philosophy of logical positivism underpins quantitative research. It was believed
that if common ideas were identified using scientific data analysis, it would
enhance society (Pickering, 2009). A quantitative approach was used to gather
data from primary school teachers (n=20).
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A questionnaire was used as the data instrument. A questionnaire is a
very useful tool for collecting structural numerical data. This method does not
need the researcher to be there (Wilson and Maclean, 1994, cited by Cohen et al.,
2013). Bell (2010) asserts that it is imperative that the questionnaire has well-
structured questions and should not ‘present so many problems at the analysis
stage’ (Bell, 2010, p.138). Therefore, the questionnaire had a mix of clearly
structured questions that included closed questions, ranking questions, and
questions that used Likert scales. All questions were designed in plain and
coherent language so as to avoid ‘confused, irritated or even offended’
respondents as ‘they may leave the item blank or even abandon the
questionnaire’ (Bell, 2010, p.140). Therefore, it was paramount that the questions
remained objective and impartial.

Research setting and participants

Data was collected from two separate schools. One school is an urban school with
over 19 different nationalities present. The second school is smaller, based in a
rural setting.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was approved from the Hibernia College Ethics Committee before
the research was conducted. According to Cohen et al. (2013):
The questionnaire will always be an intrusion into the life of the
respondent, be it in terms of time taken to complete the instrument, the
level of sensitivity or threat of the questions, or the possible invasion of
privacy. Questionnaire respondents are not passive data providers for
researchers. They are subjects, not objects of research. (p.377)

It is imperative that all participants are treated with the utmost respect and that
they feel safe and appreciated for the time they spend completing the
questionnaire. This adheres to the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research
(BERA, 2011).

Limitations

The lack of face-to-face contact with participants is a disadvantage of using
questionnaires. Questionnaires ‘do not allow the researcher to control the
environment and are therefore less suited to answering questions of causality’
(Muijs, 2004, p.45).
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Results

The findings from the quantitative research methodologies are presented in this
section. The pie chart in Figure 1 shows that 85 percent of participants (N=17)
identified that they spend one hour each week teaching music.

Never
10%

No answer
5%

Twice a week Once a week

30% 55%

Fig. 1 How often participants teach music each week

Questions 6 and 7 required respondents to consider how often music is integrated
with other subjects and, also, which particular subjects music is integrated with.
English and Gaeilge were the most common subjects that music was integrated
with, with 90 percent of participants (N=18) identifying these subjects. Sixty
percent of respondents (N=12) identified that they integrated music with
mathematics. Religious Education was the third most common subject that
participants integrated music with. Of the SESE subjects, both geography and
history were identified, while no participant identified science as a subject that
they integrate music with (see Figure 2).
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Fig. 2 Subjects integrated with music

Music and numeracy skills

The main focus of this section (Questions 8&9) was to identify if participants used
music to support the development of children’s numeracy skills. It was important
to identify if participants were both aware of the fact that music could be
integrated with mathematics and also if they used music to develop children’s
numeracy skills. The researcher decided that it was essential to research if any of
the participants felt that music could not be integrated with mathematics. One
respondent strongly agreed that music could be used to support the development
of children’s numeracy while 70 percent of participants (N=14) agreed that music
could be used to support children’s numeracy. Twenty five percent of respondents
(N=5) were neutral in this regard.

Regarding whether respondents used music to develop children’s
numeracy skills, 60 percent of participants (N=12) identified that they sometimes
use music to develop children’s numeracy skills while 35 percent of participants
(N=7) identified that they use music to support the development of children’s
numeracy occasionally. It was noted that 5 percent of the participants (N=1)
identified that they never use music to support numeracy development. See figure
3.
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Never
5%

Occasionally
35% Sometimes

60%

Fig. 3 How often music is used to support numeracy development.

Music and literacy skills

In this section (Questions 10&11) the main focus was on identifying if participants
were aware that music could be integrated with languages and whether teachers
used music to develop children’s literacy skills. Similar to music being used to
develop children’s numeracy as outlined above, it was deemed important to
identify if participants believed music could be integrated with languages and
whether this was put into practice. The majority of participants, 80 percent
(N=16), strongly agreed that music can easily be integrated with languages, while
the remaining 20 percent (N=4) agreed that music can easily be integrated with
languages. See figure 4.

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%

Lo .

0% T T T T ]

Strongly agree Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
disagree

Fig. 4 Music integration with languages
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In contrast to question 10 in which 80 percent of respondents (N=16) chose the
top answer of ‘strongly agree’ that music can easily be integrated with music, it
was noted that only 25 percent of respondents (N=5) chose the top answer of
*always’ when asked about whether they actually use music to develop children’s
literacy skills, with 60 percent of respondents (N=12) choosing ‘sometimes’, and
20 percent (N=4) choosing ‘occasionally’. See figure 5.

Occasionally No answer
2% 1%

Sometimes
68%

Fig. 5 How often music is used to support literacy development

Specialist music teachers

Question 12 asked respondents to identify if teachers believed it would be better if
music was taught by specialist teachers. This was considered essential to identify
if it was felt that they did not have the necessary skills to teach music and
therefore felt that it was a subject that required an innate talent if it was to be
taught successfully. 50 percent of participants (N=10) either ‘agreed’ or strongly
agreed’ with this issue while 15 percent (N=3) ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’
agreed that it would be better if there was a specialist teacher (see figure 6).
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Fig. 6 Should a specialist teacher teach music?

A literacy and numeracy-based curriculum

Question 13 asked participants to identify how much they agreed or disagreed
with the statement that a literacy and numeracy based curriculum meant that
they had less time to teach music as they had to focus on mathematics and
languages. It was essential to identify the percentage of respondents who agreed
this was the case and to compare this percentage with the percentage of
respondents who used music to support literacy and numeracy. If both
percentages matched, then it would provide evidence that the literacy and
numeracy strategy launched in 2011 was having an impact on how much time
teachers could spend on the arts subjects including music.

Furthermore, if the percentages did not match, it could be inferred that
teachers may have been more honest when answering this question rather than
the questions directly related to their use of music to support literacy and
numeracy as they may have been aware that they should have or could have
been using more music to support the curriculum. 55 percent of respondents
(N=11) ‘strongly agreed’ or ‘agreed’ that they had less time to teach music as a
result of a literacy and numeracy based curriculum while 15 percent (N=3) were
neutral on this issue. 25 percent of respondents (N=5) disagreed that they had
less time to teach music (see figure 7).
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Fig. 7 Does a literacy and numeracy-based curriculum mean less time for music?

The music curriculum

The researcher also decided to include subject specific questions (Questions
14&15) to identify how well teachers knew the music curriculum and which
strands of the music curriculum they placed most importance on. Question 14
asked the participants to rank from the most important (number 1) to the least
important (number 5), the three strands in the music curriculum i.e. listening and
responding to music, performing and composing. It was decided to divide the
performing strand into two options, namely playing the tin whistle and singing as
it was believed that these were the two distinct areas teachers may focus on. The
rankings identified below of each music strand in the Irish curriculum (e.g., No. 1
= most important activity, No. 5 = least important activity).

It was also deemed important to investigate how much importance
teachers placed on performance versus composing and listening and responding to
music as this may provide insight into how teachers use music to support literacy
and numeracy and why they may or may not use it. It was also decided to divide
the listening and responding strand into two options, namely listening to music
and responding to music as the researcher felt that it was important to identify if
the children were passive listeners or were given a task before, during and after
they listened to a piece of music. Regarding the most important activity in music,
40 percent of participants (N=8) identified singing as the most important activity
while 50 percent of respondents (N=10) identified listening to music as the most
important activity (see figures 8-12).
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Fig. 8 No. 1 ranking (Most important activity)
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Fig. 9 No.2 ranking
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Fig. 11 No. 4 ranking
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Singing Listening to Responding to Composing Playing the tin
music music whistle

Fig. 12 No. 5 ranking (Least important activity)

Discussion

This research set out to ascertain if a literacy and numeracy-based curriculum has
meant that teachers have less time to teach music in an Irish context. It also
explored the extent to which teachers have identified the differentiation of music
and how this applied in practice. Results indicate that 65% of teachers (N=13)
thought it would be beneficial if they spent more time teaching music while 55%
of respondents (N=11) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that a literacy and numeracy-
based curriculum has meant they have less time to teach music as they have to
focus more on maths and languages.

Findings focused on whether participants used music with mathematics
and how this is applied in practice. When respondents were asked to list the
subjects they integrated music with, 60 percent of respondents (N=12) listed
mathematics. The majority of participants were aware that music could be
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integrated with mathematics, with 75% ‘strongly agreeing’ or ‘agreeing’ that this
was possible. A high percentage of respondents listed that they integrate music
with either English or Gaeilge (90%, n=18). In contrast to numeracy, no
participants chose ‘always’ when questioned about how often they integrate music
with languages. 25% of participants chose ‘always’ (n=5) while 60% chose
‘sometimes’ (n=12). It is noteworthy that composing was not high in the rankings
with no participant ranking it at number one. This is an interesting finding as this
is an area of music in which it is essential to have some form of written music,
whether it is rhythmic or melodic notation to enable composition to be evaluated.
Therefore, more research is needed to establish what forms of music notation are
being used.

There is a lot of research that suggests it is not necessary to have an
innate talent when teaching music. Despite this, 50% of participants (n=10)
‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that it would be better if music was taught by
specialist music teachers with only 10% of participants (n=2) disagreeing with
this statement. Most teachers identified that students would benefit if more time
was spent on music and noted that there is a benefit to using music to develop
pupil literacy and numeracy skills. More research needs to be conducted to
establish how much music is being used to support literacy and numeracy so as to
identify why there is a mismatch in this area.

Conclusion

This research has shown that most teachers see the value of teaching music in
primary schools. A high percentage of teachers integrate music with other
subjects and use it to develop literacy and numeracy skills. As this was a small-
scale dissertation, further research is needed with a larger sample of teachers to
identify if the findings are consistent throughout Ireland. Regarding the specific
strands of the music curriculum, this research has identified that composing is not
highly ranked. It is recommended that schools review how music is taught.
Support and training needs to be provided to teachers along with an emphasis on
the importance of composing. Extra help is needed to support the literacy and
numeracy strategy through the differentiation of music. Findings are insightful for
the researcher as it has created more critical awareness on how teachers situate
music in Irish primary schools.
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