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Introduction

Having been awarded the Research Fellowship in September 2006 at the BERA Annual Conference at the University of Warwick, interviews to inform the research were set up with the Chief Executive and Senior Development Officer of the Northern Ireland Council for Integrated Education (NICIE).  NICIE is a voluntary body that acts as an umbrella organisation for all groups in Northern Ireland with an interest in integrated education.  Ethical approval was sought through the University of Ulster’s Research Governance Filter Committee for Education, and the University’s Research Ethics Committee (UUREC).
The Northern Ireland education context
Since partition in Ireland in the 1920s, there has been a divided education system in Northern Ireland in which Catholic and Protestant children have been educated separately. However, as a result of the setting up by campaigning parents of All Children Together in 1974, the first integrated school opened in 1981 with 28 pupils. Today, 62 integrated schools educate more than 19,000 pupils (http://www.nicie.org.uk) and, moreover, approximately 5700 children are currently turned away due to lack of available places, described as both ‘immensely positive’ and ‘worrisome’ by the UN Commission (2003) (cited by Dr David Russell at a seminar in the UNESCO Centre, University of Ulster in April 2006, ‘Promoting Shared Education’).   In addition to educating children and young people who are Catholic, Protestant, of other and no religion together (the balanced intake (usually 60:40) reflected amongst pupils, staff and governing bodies), integrated education in Northern Ireland is premised upon a child-centred ethos that is coeducational and welcomes all abilities within a democratic institution.
The focus here is upon how integrated schools develop inclusion, a concept preoccupying policy-makers and practitioners world-wide throughout the education system (Ainscow, 1999; Hegarty, 2001).  Inclusion goes much further than acceptance, tolerance and respect for other religions, and embraces, as well, ethnicity, class, gender, disability, experiential history, dispositions and individual, additional needs.  Widening the participation, motivation and achievement of all pupils represents major challenges that are well documented (Peters, 2002; Lunt, 2002), and can relate to school ethos, teacher education and teacher attitudes towards special educational needs.
The author has considerable research experience of both integrated education in Northern Ireland, and the philosophy and practice of inclusion, and has worked closely with colleagues at the University of Ulster on internally and externally funded studies in this field (see ‘Publications’).  Hence, the proposal was put forward to investigate the particular model of inclusive education that integrated schools with their distinctive ethos support. 

The research is carried out against the backcloth of the NICIE Statement of Principles, the increasing ethnic minority in Northern Ireland with its inherent implications for the education system, and the current review of Special Educational Needs and inclusion being conducted by the Department of Education.

Some features of integrated education 

A vignette of integrated education shows that:

· the schools are Christian in character but welcome children of all faiths or none.  By nurturing each child according to their own ethnic, religious and cultural background, the aim is to foster within them respect for each other’s different values. 

· integrated nursery schools provide pre-school education that adheres to exactly the same ethos and principles.
· integrated schools use the ‘ABC Curriculum’ (anti-bias curriculum) as a resource, the first of its kind in Northern Ireland, its most recent version intended for all schools (NICIE, IFI & EB, 2008).*
Integrated schools have the same obligation to deliver Religious Education (RE) within the Northern Ireland Curriculum, for example Catholic children are prepared for the sacraments of First Holy Communion and Confirmation, but parents may withdraw their children from RE classes.

Different forms of integrated schools

There are, however, different forms of integrated schools.  Firstly, those that are planned (such as were selected for this study) are established specifically in accordance with the Statement of Principles. Secondly, NICIE also encourages existing schools to become transformed (with parental support) as this is felt to be a sounder financial investment than setting up new schools (so far, some 62 in number). Thirdly, mixed enrolment environments are emerging as schools of traditional denominations increasingly admit pupils from the opposing religious background, and they are termed unintentionally integrated (currently some 14 schools).

Methodology

One-to-one, semi-structured interviews were set up in 10 planned integrated schools (5 primary (p) and 5 post-primary (pp)) throughout Northern Ireland.  A total of 50 interviews were conducted involving 10 Head teachers (5 primary and 5 post-primary) and 40 pupils (20 primary, 20 post-primary).  
* Report updated to include this publication

Findings
(a) Pupils

Background
Using suitably adapted language for Year 7 (age 11) and for Year 12 (age 16), the pupils were asked:

· what they thought being at an integrated school meant;

· how they perceived that attending an integrated school differed from a non-integrated school;

· how pupils were helped to feel included – ‘to fit in’;

· whether they knew of any pupils who seemed not to fit in, and why; 

· whether they thought children of different religions got on well at their school and, if so, why; and

· what they believed was ‘special’ about going to an integrated school.

Forty pupils were interviewed individually (20 primary, 20 post-primary), half of each group Catholic (C) and half Protestant (P) (although some were ‘unsure’ of their religion (U)), with an equal gender balance. Half of the primary pupils had attended an integrated school all their lives, two for 5 and 6 years, respectively, and the rest in newer integrated schools since their opening. Fifteen post-primary pupils had been in the secondary sector for the whole of their secondary career, one for two years, and in a more recently opened school four pupils had all attended for a year. Most post-primary pupils had not attended an integrated primary school (15: 9P, 6C). From those who had (5), all but one were Catholic.

Pupil perceptions of attending an integrated school 

Most primary pupils believed that attending an integrated school meant mixing with 
Both Catholics and Protestants and learning about each other’s religion (12): “There’s

no fighting over religion” (C); “You’re all still friends” (P). It was thought easier to
make friends at an integrated school, and meet people from different countries –

“We’re all humans” (P).   Most post-primary pupils agreed (15): “It’s good to mix
with other religions so you can see how stupid the whole fighting thing is” (C). Four
spoke of tolerance towards those of different ethnic backgrounds – “Mixing with
other races … everybody is equal” (P), and four said religion was not the main issue,
rather, it was a school where everyone could learn together.

Perceived differences between attending integrated and non-integrated schools

The majority of pupils saw differences between integrated and non-integrated schools (33: 16P, 17PP).  Mainly, they were having the chance to mix with, and learn about, people of other religions within what was clearly recognised as Northern Ireland’s otherwise segregated education system. Comments showed understanding of the integrated ethos: “If you go to a school that isn’t integrated, you’ll either be stuck around lots of Catholics or lots of Protestants” (p, C), and pupils additionally saw better friendship patterns. Post-primary responses included specific reference to the absence of sectarian abuse experienced when in the minority religious group at a non-integrated primary school (P), the broadening of perspectives in respect of difference, and the longer-term benefits of learning through peers “[which] I’ll take with me” (C).
Extent to which pupils are helped to feel included

There was almost complete consensus about being helped to feel included (37:18P, 19PP), attributed to religion not being a contentious issue, to everybody being treated the same, to staff being proactive in ensuring that all pupils felt “accepted” and by their own friendly attitudes towards pupils. Primary pupils said they were able to be themselves; post-primary counterparts spoke of teachers “going out of their way” to support inclusion, of a sense of acceptance, and of the particular efforts of staff towards, say, those of different ethnic origin or with learning difficulties: “the teachers are always there for you”; “If someone wasn’t fitting in too well, they go to other people and say, ‘Will you be friends and bring her into your group?’” (P); “We don’t feel like we’re going to be judged or anything” (C); “In an integrated school, everyone is a friend of everyone” (C); “There’s no bullying … which I think might be because we’re integrated” (P).

Pupils’ perceptions of their own sense of inclusion

The pupils were asked about their own sense of inclusion at different levels. In assembly, all but one pupil felt included and could give reasons, for example  in the primary phase: “I feel I belong … I don’t know if I’m a Protestant or Catholic … but I really think I fit into this school (U); and at post-primary level conveying equally strong messages of belonging and of receptiveness to learning about others’ religions: “I feel [assemblies] are very powerful and they make you think” (C); “They do joint things, so it’s never about one specific religion like Catholic or Protestant … it’s comfortable in the way you fit in because of it” (P); “There’d be different stuff that they’d talk about, but they’d always touch on something to do with you, and then you just kind of think, “Oh, that is for me” (P); “It’s never been a place where I’ve gone and thought “Oh, I shouldn’t be here”.  It’s ‘welcomed with open arms’ as far as I’m concerned and it always has been” (P).

In the classroom, there was slightly less consensus on feeling included, although about three-quarters of pupils in both phases firmly said that they did (29: 14P, 15PP).  Nine said ‘mostly’ (4P, 5PP), but two primary pupils did not. Interpretations of inclusion here varied: “I always feel I’m in the right place to be working” (C); “Some people get extra help if they don’t understand things [or] if you’re Indian and don’t speak English … it doesn’t matter because you’re still friends with everybody” (C). A primary pupil who sometimes felt left out spontaneously explained that he had a learning disability: “I have this thing called Asperger’s Syndrome.  Most of the other pupils, except two, are ‘neuro-typicals’.  … the other two [with a form of learning disability] don’t know.  They really don’t want to know, so they tease me about it, and one of them calls me a freak” (C). Post-primary comments were, typically: “You’re just in the classroom to learn and you don’t think of yourself as not included because ‘I’m a Catholic’. I think the class functions as it should” (C); “I fit in fine. You wouldn’t get anything sectarian – very, very rare.  People who come to the school are coming because it’s integrated and they wouldn’t put up with sectarian abuse” (C); “It’s the same welcome in class. The teachers, they’re just brilliant” (P).  One pupil who sometimes felt excluded thought it was because of not having been brought up in Northern Ireland and, thereby, having no awareness of the implications of the religious divide.

In the informal school setting, most pupils again believed they ‘fitted in’ (35: 17P, 18PP).  Being ‘included’ in the playground was a key feature of pupils’ sense of belonging.  Playground fights were not seen as an obstacle to inclusion, they were infrequent, and there was a general understanding of the major causes (football among boys and personal disagreements among girls) and how they were resolved. Spontaneous mention was made by many about noticing someone on their own in the playground, and this was threaded throughout their responses: “Very, very rarely will you see someone by themselves because there’s always people to say ‘Oh, come on over and try to include her’ and that’s always the way” (C); “If someone’s on their own, I would see if they wanted to play with me” (C); “We just play.  Fights are mostly about football!” (C). Post-primary pupils reiterated, “The girls – it’s just ‘You said this to my friend and my friend said this here’ … but at the heels of the hunt it all works itself out” (C); “I haven’t really seen any fights … I think everyone fits in” (P). 
Pupils’ views of others who might not feel included

The pupils were almost equally divided over whether anyone in their school might not feel included, although most maintained that none would (18: 9p, 9pp).  Sixteen, however, disagreed (8p, 8pp).  Primary pupils almost all thought it was likely to be someone ‘quiet’, and a very small number spoke of different ethnic origins being seen as ‘stupid’ or left out of games because they could not speak English.  Pupils with aspects of autism were mentioned by two pupils. Post-primary response patterns were the same.  A number in both sectors emphasised, though, that not feeling included was unrelated to a pupil’s religion and that it was always resolved: “They’re always helped to fit in” (p, C).

Pupils’ opinions on relationships between peers of different religions

There was almost complete consensus on pupils of different religions getting on well with each other in the integrated setting (38: 18p, 20pp). 
Most positive factors about attending an integrated school

Closely resonating with the other responses, the key reasons for attending an integrated school in the both sectors centred on mixing with people of different religions: “You meet different people, you learn different things” (26: 11p, 15pp).  In the primary phase were feeling comfortable, being treated the same by the teachers, having lots of friends because “everybody gets along”, not being bullied as in a previous [non-integrated] school, and “because I like everyone being able to smile when they get into school”.  Post-primary factors were: “Talking to others you wouldn’t talk to outside school”; “All cultures coming together”, and “The way everyone gets on together like there’s no religion”.  Three pupils agreed that being accepted was “a special thing” and “It gives you a better outlook – it’s safe”.  

(b) Head teachers  
Background
The Head teachers were asked about:

· their experience of teaching in integrated and/or non-integrated schools;

· their motivation to become Head of an integrated school;

· their philosophy for educational inclusion;

· the ways in which they believe that a planned integrated environment differs from a non-integrated school in respect of inclusive practices;

· the barriers to inclusion;

· staff attitudes;

· the recruitment of staff for integrated settings;

· the extent to which initial teacher prepares teachers to teach in inclusive classrooms; and

· the single key factor believed to make inclusion work in the integrated school. 

Ten Principals of planned integrated schools were interviewed (5 primary (4m, 1f) and 5 post-primary (3m, 2f)).  The range of years in primary was from 3 to 15 (mean = 8), and in post-primary between 1 and 10 (mean = 5). Five were Catholic, two were Protestant, one Christian (Ch) and two described themselves as neither Catholic nor Protestant (N).  Clearly, it was not possible to control for the Principals’ religion. All 10 had experience of teaching in non-integrated schools.  
Motivation to become Principal of integrated school

Most Principals had a dual commitment to inclusion and the integrated ethos. The model of autonomy was attractive, there was an absence of the “narrowness” that segregated education brings, children who were said to be previously deeply unsettled in other schools could “blossom”, and it was a means of recognising one’s own prejudices.  A Principal from outside NI cited the key benefits of “the happiness of the children, the flexibility of the schools, [not buying into] that religious thing that squeezes, a real feel of embracing difference” (f, C).  Two just wanted a job, but were conversant with the distinctiveness of integrated schools. Similarly, three post-primary Principals wanted to “promote inclusion” (f, C); “the comprehensive model but everyone is together” (m, C).  

Philosophy for inclusion

Primary Principals agreed that inclusion meant all children were welcome in their schools regardless of religion, race, social class, ability and disability: “No hierarchy here … a holistic look at inclusion” (f, Ch). Integrated school governors have a significant role: “Inclusion means actually planning for people to become more involved” (m, C). The philosophy applied at different levels: to children and staff in school, the inclusive school within the community, and preparing children for “a future, inclusive NI society” (m, C). It facilitated children growing up together and accepting each other.  Post-primary Principals described it as: “child-centred and parent led” (f, N); and “Integration and inclusion are synonymous here” (m, C).

Translating the philosophy of inclusion into practice

Putting inclusion into practice at whole-school level was interpreted by primary Principals by how its challenges were met: “… huge constraints … but here is your challenge to being inclusive” (m, C); “We’ve done a lot of soul-searching and had whole-staff training sessions … to push people and to unsettle [them] about their attitudes” (m, C).  Staff training and awareness-raising of additional needs were crucial for structures in classrooms “that keep those children functioning” (f, Ch).  Individually, the ethos of the school had to be ‘ingrained’ if the pupils themselves were to recognize that “we’re all different and have different needs” (f, Ch).

Further, inclusion in practice was about the religious and social mix; circle time and peer mediation training with “a specific rule of no put-downs” (m, P); and the recognition that children do not understand difference at the start. Likewise, post-primary Principals saw inclusion in practice as celebrating different faiths and none. At classroom level, tolerance and respect could permeate English, RE, Politics and History: “actively seize those opportunities to explain different identities” (f, C), but “how to model that to them with each other is crucial for any staff.  We don’t always succeed” (f, P). One Principal said: “We can talk the talk about inclusion which isn’t just for Catholic and Protestant boys and girls, it’s about … the whole range of things.  I don’t know if insidious is the right word, but, as teachers, we have a feel for it. It’s done by relationship teaching, and by sensitivity and awareness.  There isn’t a policy somewhere that tells us how to be good inclusive teachers (m, C).
Perceived differences between integrated and non-integrated schools

All Principals saw differences between their own and non-integrated schools.  For their part, they were manifested in an acceptance of others not based solely on religion; the “enormous benefits” of planning to have a balance of children and young people from different religious backgrounds educated together; the extent to which such pupils are conversant with the language of self-awareness with both the ability and opportunity to put into words how they feel; and, whilst by no means the only schools to be child-centred and parent friendly, integrated schools were “aspiring to the heights of that” (m, P).  A major difference, therefore, was that integrated school staff and pupils engage with controversial issues and how they affect inclusion: “You have to make it happen. We cannot push under the carpet the difficult issues, and training staff is absolutely crucial” (f, C).  Unlike non-integrated schools, diversity could be proactively celebrated through collective worship.

Barriers to inclusion in integrated schools

Barriers to inclusion in the primary sector related to some parental demands for their child’s needs, naturally dependent upon finance and resources (all 5), and since a good relationship between the Principal and the Board of Governors was pivotal to the success of inclusion (2), mismanagement of these could become “a huge barrier” (m, C).  There was, moreover, the difficulty of “bringing everybody with you, making sure that your teaching and non-teaching staff are bought into the ethos … you’re fine tuning all the time” (m, C).  Principals in both sectors spoke of funding and lack of time, the former possibly the biggest barrier in terms of human and physical resources set against pupils’ needs. As one said, “Inclusion’s important for everyone, but we’ve set ourselves a bigger challenge of making sure that we do it not necessarily better, but differently from others, in that, it’s always at the centre of what we do” (m, C).

Staff attitudes towards inclusion

Generally, staff attitudes towards inclusion were described very favourably by all Principals: “There’s a buzz about our place, lots of positive attitudes and the staff are really buying into [inclusion] … sharing good practice” (f, C).  A primary Principal highlighted the importance of a critical mass of staff understanding the nature of integration and avoiding a sub-theme of negativity that could affect inclusion (m, P). A candid post-primary comment, however, was: “It’s a big question.  I don’t know if any of us have really grasped what it means” (f, P).

Recruitment of staff for integrated schools

All 10 principals confirmed that they actively recruited teaching staff who endorsed and wanted to help develop inclusiveness, summed up by three: “A very strong onus on hiring people who’d fit with our agenda, that’s guaranteed.  We see integration and inclusion as the same thing” (m, C); “Inclusion is not about something separate.  It’s about the very fabric of what we are as a school” (m, N); “In the interviews there’s always a question about integration, would they support it or what do they understand by [it] … more than just bringing Protestants and Catholics together … something much broader than that” (f, P).

Nature of skills and characteristics sought when recruiting integrated school staff

A wide range of skills and characteristics were identified at recruitment and selection. In essence, they comprised the ability to differentiate according to pupil needs and an interest in finding out best practice for doing so; acceptance of, and tolerance towards, children; patience; an openness to academic and professional challenges with a disposition to consider new approaches; the capacity to be emotionally engaged with the child, and an appreciation of what integrated schools were about.

How initial teacher education (ITE) might contribute to preparing teachers for inclusive classrooms

There was unanimity among Principals that ITE could prepare student teachers more effectively to work in inclusive classrooms.  Suggestions included strengthening partnerships between schools and Higher Education Institutions, and placing students on Teaching Practice in schools specifically known to practice inclusion, and also in special schools, still very much in evidence in Northern Ireland. From the outset, student teachers needed a better understanding of the conditions likely to be met in classrooms, more on Child Psychology, and time for critical reflection. One post-primary Principal referred to the fact that most student teachers in Northern Ireland come through a segregated system (their own school, then either one of the two ‘segregated’ university colleges or the mixed enrolment PGCE in the two universities), not necessarily a situation conducive to understanding integration and inclusion.  

I would have grave concerns about the fact that an awful lot of our teachers are still being produced in a segregated system, and that initial hurdle for people who are encountering difference must be a difficult mindset to overcome. I think that ITE could prepare people and, to poach Gandhi’s line, ‘be the change’. If people are to experience diversity and if they’re going to be ready to experience it as teachers, they need to do it before they get into it. … they’ll be working in different sectors, in different situations and in different circumstances. (m, C)

Key factors to make inclusion work

Deemed imperative for inclusion successfully to be put into practice were an unreserved adherence to, and continuing reflection on, its principles by all school staff; teamwork; respect; and celebration of both difference and success.  On-going staff training was essential: “It doesn’t stop. We don’t feel we’re there yet” (f, P). It is worth recording Principals’ concluding thoughts on inclusion in an integrated school environment.

Primary 

· Knowing your principles … and the people you’ve brought in – Governors and staff – that’s crucial.  (m, C)
· The factor that would make it work would be whole-school training for all staff, from the caretaker right through to board of governor level – as many people as possible to appreciate the nature of inclusiveness and the enjoyment of having all children educated under the same roof. (m, N)
· If you can teach adults and children, whoever they are, respect – really, truly respect – you’ve fitted them to be a good human being.  That’s what inclusion is about. (f, C)
· You have to believe in inclusion yourself and you have to have the will to deliver it.  If that’s not there, it’s very difficult.  (f, Ch)
· Whenever I go into an integrated school, I need to be hit by inclusion.  That is my stand.  … instead of “Are we too Catholic, are we too Protestant?”, just remove all that nonsense and focus on the fact that what we have is a perfect model for inclusion. (m, C)

Post-primary

· There should be opportunities for teachers to keep on training and reflecting [on inclusion], and to keep on growing after they have their qualification.  (f, P)
· If you’ve got good teachers, it works.  (m, C)
· Everyone has to be involved and be prepared to make it work … so teamwork in a very open, honest environment.  (f, N)
· The most essential component would be celebrating success and that would be for everyone, both students and staff.  (m, C)
· The key factor would be to continue training staff - continue professional development on inclusion matters.  (m, P)
Conclusions
It is difficult not to see integrated schools as pioneers in relation to the promotion and development of a particular model of inclusive practice, and as oases of calm in Northern Ireland’s post-conflict society.  Pupils consistently spoke of being enabled to feel that they belonged and were included at all levels of school life, and Principals confirmed the existence of an embedded culture of tolerance and respect for diversity in all its forms.  Acceptance of difference and a commitment to ongoing professional development to retain such an ethos with its inclusive principles, therefore, took centre stage.
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