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ABSTRACT

A study of the involvement of Traveller parents in Traveller preschools in Ireland

Anne Boyle

This study examines the involvement of Traveller parents in Traveller preschools in
Ireland. Travellers are a distinct cultural group in Ireland who have traditionally
experienced educational disadvantage. Parental involvement is widely acknowledged
as having a positive impact on children’s school success. Traveller preschools were
established from the 1970s onwards, as an educational intervention for Traveller
children, and continued until 2011 when the Department of Education and Skills

withdrew funding.

This thesis sets out to answer three main questions: What was the historical and
policy context for Traveller preschools? What are Traveller parents’ perspectives on

schooling? In what ways were parents involved in Traveller preschools?

The methodology is mainly qualitative, drawing on interpretivism, social
constructivism and critical theory. A variety of methods is employed, including
document analysis, focus group and individual interviews, and a questionnaire
survey. This study is significant as the only major study to investigate Traveller

preschools.

Findings show that there was an evolution in policy concerning Travellers from a
focus on deficit and assimilation in the 1960s and 1970s to a growing recognition of

Traveller culture and identity.

While Traveller parents’ own school experiences were largely negative, they wanted
this to change for their children. They were positively drawn to education and they
wanted their children to complete formal education. Traveller preschools were
experienced as protected enclaves where parents felt welcome and accepted. They
were involved on an individual and familial level with the preschools. They visited
them, talked to teachers, and helped out on preschool outings and in other ways.
They praised and encouraged their children, were interested in their schooling and
worked at home with them to support their learning. Involvement at management
level was minimal. Where it did occur, however, there was evidence that it was

successful and parents contributed to decision-making.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT
IN TRAVELLER PRESCHOOLS

1.1 Introduction

The Traveller community in Ireland is a distinct cultural group and comprises just
over half of one percent of the population (Central Statistics Office 2012). Its
members have experienced, and continue to experience, social exclusion and
educational disadvantage. Traveller preschools were established to help address the
educational difficulties experienced by Travellers and received funding from the
Irish Department of Education since the 1970s. This thesis presents the results of a
qualitative study on Traveller preschools, focused on the policy environment in
which the preschools developed, views and perspectives of Traveller parents in
relation to schooling, and the involvement of parents in Traveller preschools. During
the course of the study, the Department of Education and Skills withdrew funding

for Traveller preschools, resulting in their closure.

1.1.1 Research aims

The research reported in this thesis explored the topic of parental involvement in

Traveller preschools in Ireland. It had three aims:

1. To generate an understanding of the historical and policy context within

which Traveller preschools evolved.
2. To generate an understanding of Traveller parents’ perspective on schooling.

3. To generate an understanding of parental involvement practices in Traveller

preschools.

These aims are interconnected. The exploration of government policy reveals an
approach to Travellers generally, and in relation to education, which denied
Traveller culture and identity and aimed to dismantle the Traveller way of life and
absorb Travellers into the majority population. Historically, Traveller children were

drawn into schools where they experienced isolation, discrimination and a lack of
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recognition for their identity and culture. The majority left school early, with little
achievement, and with many illiterate. Although assimilationist policies were later

abandoned, the legacy of this approach is still felt today.

The second aim explored the experiences and views of Traveller parents who were
part of this regime, and how they expressed what their schooling meant to them. It
also examined their views regarding their own children’s schooling and their

aspirations for their children in a time of change.

The third aim was to examine particular parental involvement practices within
Traveller preschools. This was deemed important since the involvement of parents in
education is seen as one way of tackling educational disadvantage. It may be
particularly important for Traveller parents because of their difficult relationship

with the educational system.

1.1.2 Rationale and scope

The motivation for my engagement with the research reported here comes from
several sources. I have taught in a Traveller preschool throughout my working life
and through this I became aware of issues of equality and social justice which
deserve to be explored. Travellers experience prejudice, discrimination and rejection
on a daily basis. Their children tend to leave education early, many with poor
literacy skills. This prompted me to seek to illuminate issues concerning Traveller
parents’ perspectives on schooling. Because of the targeted nature of Traveller
preschools, the parents in my study were all members of the Traveller community.
Overall, I was provided with an opportunity to engage in research on an enclave, a
Traveller-only setting. It allowed me to provide a unique snapshot of a service which

was not extensively researched and which no longer exists.

I chose a qualitative research approach, as the focus was on telling a story. I found
that an approach drawing on interpretivism and social constructivism suited this task,
while drawing on aspects of critical theory (Habermas 1970, Fraser 1995) helped to
ensure that the story was framed as one of social justice. For the field research it was
necessary to bring together the perspectives of parents and practitioners, but I felt
early on that this story could not be told without engaging in an investigation into the

policy background that informed and framed practice.

2



The closure of Traveller preschools in 2011 means that the data presented in this
thesis represent an important moment in time, one when Traveller children’s first
encounter with the educational system was with other members of the Traveller
community. As Traveller preschools no longer exist, this also means that the
findings of this study cannot contribute recommendations for their development.
Rather, it is my hope that the findings will be of interest to any service providing
preschool education for Traveller children, while recognising that findings in relation

to Traveller-only preschools may not transfer to integrated settings.

1.2 Parental involvement

In seeking to explore parental involvement in relation to Traveller preschools, this
thesis draws on literature of parental involvement and democratic participation,
particularly in relation to educational disadvantage. It investigates such models of
community participation as that of Arnstein (1971), and considers how they might
apply in relation to preschool education. This provides a focus for a consideration of
involvement as a form of democratic practice, as the right of parents to contribute to
decision-making in relation to their own children. At the same time, a model such as
that of Epstein (2011) includes decision-making as just one of six types of
involvement and focuses more on the value of parental involvement as a way of
improving educational effectiveness. Literature related to parental involvement
practices within a number of educational programmes (Holland 1979, Lewis and

Archer 2002, Archer and Shortt 2003, Whalley 2007) is also reviewed.

Parental involvement is not a unitary concept and can be influenced by the
experience that parents have of the education system. Crozier (2001, 2012) warns
that a ‘one size fits all’ approach to parental involvement does not necessarily meet
the needs of all parents. Lareau (2000, 2011), in similar vein, notes that the
relationship of middle-class families with the school tend to be characterised by
interconnectedness, while relationships for minority parents or working-class parents
tend to be characterised by a separation between family and school life. Such
considerations can serve as a reminder that parental involvement needs to be

understood within the particular context in which it develops and operates.



1.3 Traveller preschools

Traveller Preschools developed in the dual context of Government policy regarding
the education of Travellers and the emergence of international research in the 1960s
regarding benefits that might be gained from a high-quality supported preschool
intervention aimed at compensating for educational disadvantage. It had become
apparent in the wake of the Report of the Commission on Itinerancy (Government of
Ireland 1963) that Travellers were not receiving adequate schooling. The
Commission also investigated other aspects of Traveller life and concluded that
Travellers should be encouraged to “settle down” and be absorbed into the majority
population. Following on from the Commission, volunteer Itinerant Settlement
Committees were established across the country (Fehily 1974). One activity of these
committees was to set up classes, staffed by volunteers, to teach Travellers to read

and write.

The Department of Education (1970) identified young Traveller children as a
category that would benefit from preschool education by acquainting them with the
routine of school, thus making it easier for them to settle into primary school. The
Department offered financial support and various voluntary groups applied for it and
set up preschools around the country (Nunan 1993). The funding initially consisted
of 70% of the teacher’s salary, plus transport costs for the Traveller children. In
1984, the Department increased its funding for the teacher’s salary to 98% and it also
paid an equipment grant. While management committees were advised to hire
qualified primary school teachers, this was not always possible because of the
relatively poor conditions of service in the preschools compared to primary schools
(INTO 1992). The Department of Education left it to the discretion of the
management committee to hire a suitable person where it did not prove possible to

recruit a primary school teacher.

The preschools opened for three hours a day for 185 days a year and were staffed by
a teacher and a childcare assistant. No curriculum guidance was provided by the
Department. Boyle (1995, p.78) found that teachers engaged in a wide variety of
activities, including circle time, table-top activities, stories, music and movement,

sand and water play and she went on to conclude that “what is clear is that children



in the preschools for Traveller children engage in stimulating activities appropriate

to their stage of development”.

In the 1980s, there was an expansion in the number of preschools. By 1988 they
numbered 45, fifteen of which had been sanctioned by the Department of Education
in 1987 (Dwyer 1988). In 1992, the Department introduced inservice training for
teachers in Traveller preschools. This initiative created an opportunity for the
teachers to develop skills and to share ideas, and it also provided a forum which
reduced the isolation in which they worked. This isolation of preschools from each
other, and the lack of direct involvement of the Department, had led to policy

implementation varying greatly from one preschool to another (Nunan 1993).

The establishment of the Traveller-only nature of the preschools was at the direction
of the Department of Education, which wanted to ensure that funding was targeted
towards Traveller children. This separate provision was supported over the years by
Traveller parents. For example, Catherine Joyce, a prominent Traveller activist,
spoke of her own support and that of other Traveller parents to whom she had
spoken. She claimed that Traveller children felt more secure and that they developed
confidence in a preschool where they were with other Travellers (Boyle 1995). Also,
the Task Force on the Travelling Community regarded Traveller preschools as
having a positive role in introducing small children to a new environment and saw
their potential to act as a bridge in preparing the children for integration at primary

level (Government of Ireland 1995).

Until 1994, the only two categories of preschool, or educational provision for
children younger than four years of age, that were supported by the Department of
Education were the Rutland Street Project' and Traveller preschools (Department of
Education 1994b). In 1994, the Early Start Preschool Project was piloted with the

opening of eight preschools, and this was expanded in subsequent years.

Meanwhile, the Task Force on the Travelling Community (Government of Ireland
1995) recommended that an evaluation of Traveller preschools be carried out. The

evaluation was undertaken in the school year 2000/2001, with the report issuing in

' The Rutland Street Project is a Pre-School project for three to four year old children established by
the Department of Education in 1969 and attached to the Rutland Street Primary School in Dublin.
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2003 (Department of Education and Science 2003). The evaluation dealt with a
range of areas, with its primary stated purpose being to promote good practice in
Traveller preschools. It noted a lack of clarity about who held responsibility for the
preschools, and it recommended that this weakness be addressed. It also found the
existence of a tension between the efforts at inclusiveness within society and the
existence of separate provision, advising that “the location of further preschools in
places that mark them out for the exclusive use of Travellers should be avoided”

(Department of Education and Science 2003, p.35).

The evaluation found that only a few preschools had parent representatives on their
management committees and recommended that “membership of the management
committees should include Traveller parents elected by parents of children attending
the preschool” (Department of Education and Science 2003, p.78). It also suggested
a range of mechanisms for parental involvement, which should be carefully chosen
and be sensitive to Traveller culture. In addition, the OECD (2004) recommended
that Traveller parents and their organisations should be involved in many aspects of
Traveller preschools. However, no resources or training were provided by the

Department to support the implementation of parental involvement in the preschools.

Attitudes towards the preschools changed with the adoption by the state of the
Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education and Science 2006a, p.34)
which recommended that “no new Traveller preschools should be established” and
that Traveller children should be catered for through general preschool provision. It
was recommended that “Traveller children should have access to an inclusive, well-
resourced, well-managed, high quality early childhood education, with an
appropriately trained staff, operating in good quality premises” (Department of
Education and Science 2006a, p.32). It was further recommended that the phased
amalgamation of Traveller-only preschools with existing and future early childhood
education services be undertaken. It was envisaged that half of all existing Traveller
preschools would be amalgamated within five years, and the remainder within ten

years.

In fact, Traveller preschools ceased operations before the deadline envisaged in the

Traveller Education Strategy, and no effort was made to amalgamate different



preschool services. The Department of Education and Science withdrew funding

from Traveller preschools and they closed in summer 2011.

At the same time that the Department of Education and Science was withdrawing
funding for Traveller preschools, another initiative in early childhood education
came about in 2010. The Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs
implemented a universal preschool provision scheme providing a free preschool year

for all children of the relevant age.

1.4 Underpinning concepts

Concepts of equality and social justice are fundamental to this research which is
positioned in what Lynch (1999) refers to as a radical liberal framework which aims
at ensuring equality of access, participation and outcome for Traveller children.
Although Lynch identified an even more radical position of equality of condition,
consideration of the economic and political changes required to achieve this are
beyond the scope of this study. Rather, the focus is on the right of parents to be
involved in their children’s preschool education, and on the possible contribution
that parental involvement in Traveller preschools can make towards equality and

towards improving educational outcomes for Traveller children.

1.5 Document research and field research

A variety of methods was employed to address the three aims of the study. They
included document analysis, questionnaire research, individual interviews and focus

groups.

A document analysis of policy documents, set out in chapter 4, provides a body of
knowledge that demonstrates how past policies and practices in relation to Traveller
education have an impact on the present. It also describes the historical and policy
context of Traveller preschools. A full analysis of each document was not attempted.
Instead, the focus was on aspects which were deemed to be relevant to Traveller

identity, to Travellers and education and to Traveller preschools.



The field research was mainly qualitative in approach, augmented by basic
quantitative data on the extent of current practices. A major element consisted of a
set of focus group and individual interviews with Traveller parents who, at the time
the interviews were conducted, had children attending Traveller preschools. The
purpose of these interviews was to determine Traveller parents’ perspectives on
schooling, as well as their perspectives on parental involvement practices within the
preschools. In addition, a questionnaire survey was carried out with teachers in
Traveller preschools to estimate the nature and extent of parental involvement
practices within the preschools and also to elicit the perspectives of teachers on
involving parents. This survey was followed up with a number of interviews with
teachers and managers, for further elaboration of some points. A detailed exposition

on the methodology is provided in Chapter 3.

1.6 Thesis outline

Chapter 1 has provided an introduction to the research, detailed the context and
stated the three research aims. Central concepts underpinning the research and the

methods used to carry out the research were briefly outlined.

Chapter 2 contains a review of literature related to the three aims of the thesis. My
focus on social justice required an exploration of concepts of equality and the
emergence of a politics of recognition, particularly significant for studying groups
who have been the subject of prejudice and discrimination. I briefly explore issues
related to Travellers and education. I then discuss parental involvement under two
headings: as a right of parents to involvement in their children’s education and as a
strategy for improving effectiveness of education. In doing so, I recognise that
parents are not homogeneous, but are raced, classed and gendered (Vincent and
Martin 2005). Also, I consider a range of models and practices associated with

parental involvement in education.

In Chapter 3, I discuss the methodology of the study reported in later chapters. The
overall paradigm within which the research is conducted is interpretivism, but it is
also informed by critical theory. Addressing the three aims of the research which are
interpretivist in nature, required the use of a variety of methods: document analysis

of major policy documents related to Traveller education and Traveller preschools,
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interviews and focus group research with Traveller parents, a questionnaire survey of
teachers, and interviews with teachers and managers. I also discuss my approach to

the analysis of the data.

Chapter 4 addresses the first aim of the research by presenting a document analysis
of policy documents related to Travellers and education, from the 1960s onwards.
This analysis shows an evolution in policy from a focus on absorption and
assimilation in the early documents, to policies based on inclusion and cultural
recognition in later ones. These policies provided the background against which

Traveller preschools developed from the 1970s until 2011.

Chapter 5 presents my findings related to the second research aim, namely to
generate an understanding of Traveller parents’ perspectives on education. It
presents for the cohort of parents studied, their reflections of their own experiences
of school, which they had generally found to be an alien and unfriendly place that
did not accommodate their identity. They had achieved little and they looked back in
dismay and disappointment on their experiences. They claimed that the low teacher
expectations which had characterised their own schooldays still existed for many of
their children and they wanted this to change. They expressed determination that
their children should receive an education, although they were also concerned to
protect them from the hurt that they themselves had experienced. Aware that
outcomes from schooling for Traveller children are still below those of their settled®
peers, they wanted equality. Some saw acknowledgement of their culture within the
classroom as vital, although others were wary of any attention being drawn to

Traveller culture, or identity, because of the attitudes of settled people.

Chapter 6 presents my findings related to the third research aim, namely, to construct
an understanding of parental involvement practices in Traveller preschools. A range
of parental involvement practices had been tried in the preschools and parents were,
to a significant extent, willing to engage with them. Parents also advocated on behalf
of their children. They visited preschools for parent-teacher meetings, and also for
parties and plays. They helped out on school tours. They showed an appreciation of

the value of the education that their children received in the preschools and they

2 <Settled’ is the term used to denote non-Travellers in this thesis.
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supported them in various ways. In most cases, however, parents had little

knowledge of management.

Chapter 7 presents a conclusion to this thesis. It provides an overview of the findings
of the research and outlines some of its limitations. Implications for policy
development and for practice are outlined and recommendations are made for further

research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW: EQUALITY AND
TRAVELLER PARENTS

2.1 Introduction

Underpinning this thesis is a concern for equality and social justice. Equality can be
interpreted in many ways, and the related notion of a “politics of recognition” is of
particular interest. Travellers are a distinct cultural group whose identity has been
denied and misrecognised. Issues concerning the origins and educational experiences
of the Traveller community stimulated the desire to engage in the study reported
later in this thesis. This chapter reviews literature on three related foci of the study:
policy context within which Traveller preschools evolved, Traveller parents’
experiences and views of education and parental involvement practices in Traveller

preschools.

The chapter is in five parts. First, concepts of equality and social justice are
considered. Second, issues related to Travellers and education are examined. Third,
definitions of parental involvement are explored. Next, a rationale for parental
involvement is established. Finally, models and practices of parental involvement are

discussed.

2.2 Equality and social justice

The approach to parental involvement adopted for this study draws on equality
theory, with a focus especially on the unequal experiences and achievements of
Travellers within the education system. Equality is not a simple concept and there
are many different views concerning what, precisely, a commitment to equality
implies. A range of positions on equality are now presented and discussed, including
equality of opportunity, access, participation, outcomes and condition. A shift in
equality politics from a focus on redistribution to a focus on recognition is also

considered.
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2.2.1 Different concepts of equality

There are many interpretations of equality. Generally, it can be said to imply fairness
and social justice, and to be concerned with levelling out advantages and
disadvantages. Lodge and Lynch (2002, p.5) note that “equality is a fundamental
principle underpinning the operation of all democratic societies”. Yet there are
different ways of understanding equality and different ways in which the state
administers it. The institutional interpretation of equality influences how we act, how

we treat people and the life chances of all.

Historically, researchers concerned with disadvantage focused on class inequalities.
In the 1960s, however, various political movements began to focus attention on such
non-class based inequalities as gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and so on, which
have been the basis for prejudice, discrimination and oppression experienced by
many people. These movements did not seek the mere abolition of inequalities
concerning these attributes. Rather, they sought that those oppressed should
construct a collective identity which would provide a new and positive evaluation of
difference as the basis on which they suffered discrimination (Callinicos 2000).
These contrasting conceptions of equality can be referred to as claims concerning
redistribution and claims concerning recognition (Fraser and Honneth 2003).
Although separate concepts, they are sometimes closely related, in that members of
groups denied positive recognition often experience disproportionate economic
difficulties, as can be seen, for example, with Travellers in Ireland or with African

Americans in the United States.

2.2.2 Distribution of educational benefits

Issues concerning the distribution of educational benefits are now considered,
followed by a consideration of what Taylor (1994) refers to as “the politics of
recognition”. Lynch (1999) sets out a continuum of equality objectives, ranging from
a minimalist position of equal formal rights and opportunities to what she refers to as

equality of condition. This continuum is summarised in Table 2.1 below:
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Table 2.1 Continuum of equality objectives (Lynch 1999, p.288)

Equal opportunities | Equality of Equality of Equality of condition: to create
and equal formal participation outcome equality in the living conditions
rights of all members of society.

- |
Basic equality Radical equality

Lynch (1999) views the first three categories in Table 2.1 as comprising different
levels of a liberal concept of equality, while equality of condition goes beyond
liberalism. The operation of liberal equality requires a focus on access, opportunity,
participation and outcomes for particular groups in society. In liberal thinking,
Lynch suggests, the individual is regarded as having the problem and the focus is on
the individual rather than addressing problems with institutions. Radical perspectives

go beyond this, and focus on structural and economic factors.

Callinicos (2000) notes that equal opportunity is compatible with the persistence of
structural inequalities, because of the impact of past inequalities. Equality of
opportunity can imply meritocracy, in which status is achieved through ability and
effort, rather than being ascribed on the basis of age, class, and gender (Marshall
1998). Talent and effort combine to determine the distribution of income; rewards
are unequally distributed but access to them is presumed to be open and those who
succeed are regarded as deserving of success (Lynch 1999). However, the stratified
nature of our society makes it difficult to differentiate between ascribed and achieved
qualities. Students from better-off homes, where the home culture is like that of the
school, are automatically advantaged (Lynch 1999, Baker et al. 2004), while those
from disadvantaged backgrounds do not derive the same benefit from school, leading
to intergenerational disadvantage. Walker (2005) describes a case of the latter, where
young people in the 1990s from low-income families left home earlier, achieved less
educationally, and were more likely to become unemployed than their more affluent
peers. Equality of opportunities and access do not address the educational needs of

Travellers, nor do they assure educational success.

Those who advocate equality of participation seek to achieve more than those who
stress equality of opportunity. They seek to ensure that the student population

reflects the general population in terms of social class, race, and gender by providing
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extra support for particular groups. However, simply enabling and encouraging

participation does not ensure it. As Lynch (1999, p.292) puts it:

Policies promoting equal participation will favour the relatively
advantaged among the disadvantaged as they will be in the strongest

position to avail of whatever services and supports are offered.

Those who seek equality of outcome stress more than participation, using affirmative
action and quotas to ensure success for those most in need. Attempts are made to
equalise conditions in order that those from all backgrounds compete on an equal
basis. However, as Baker et al. (2004, p.151) point out, when efforts are made to
improve the educational prospects of disadvantaged groups these efforts can be
neutralised by more advantaged households who use their wealth and resources to
copperfasten their advantaged position; “these people with greater economic capital
are able to buy valued credentialised culture capital that others cannot afford”. For
example, wealthy parents can purchase additional tuition for their children to ensure

better performance in examinations.

One consequence of the success of strategies for equality of outcome is the potential
displacement of people already in the system, who would be likely to resist such
change (Lynch 1999). In this context, an Irish student sought in 2008 to circumvent
the Central Applications Office (CAO) points system for the allocation of third level
places in medicine (/rish Independent 2008). Places for Irish students are allocated
on the basis of points achieved in the Leaving Certificate Examination, and the
students are not required to pay fees. However, additional places are made available
to students from outside of the EU, who pay a commercial fee. The student sought to
circumvent the points system by paying the fees that would be levied on non-EU
students, and when this was refused the case was taken to the court. However, the
student lost his case, with Mr Justice Peter Charleton saying that if he were to allow
the case it would turn the current scheme into “a market free-for-all based on
money” and would upset the principle of equality of access to education. This case
demonstrates how action for equality can be challenged by those with access to

resources.
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Another difficulty can arise for groups, such as Travellers, who, because of their
relatively small numbers in the population, would be deemed to have successful
outcomes if even a few Travellers were successful. The difficulty here, as with other
liberal strategies, is that the more advantaged Travellers would be successful and the
majority would be left behind. Lynch (1999) also points out that another challenge to
an equality of outcome approach is the practice of targeting a group without
targeting all subgroups within that group. Despite these criticisms, achievement of
equality of participation and outcome could represent significant success for

Travellers who have so far gained little from education.

Equality of condition is a radical form of equality which seeks to create equality in
living conditions for all members of society, and where all goods, privileges and
resources are distributed equally according to need. Callinicos (2000) emphasises
that this does not mean uniformity; the aim of equalising those circumstances over
which individuals have no control is to leave them free to pursue their goals and,
because goals differ, so too will outcomes. In order to bring about equality of
condition, there would need to be changes in the law, economics and politics, as well

as social structures.

While equality of condition is presented as an ideal, there are objections to the types
of changes it would require. One standard objection is that the redistribution required
would undermine economic efficiency (Callinicos 2000). With income inequality
gone, workers would produce less and this would lead to reductions in the income of
all. Rawls’s difference principle seeks to address this objection by authorising
inequalities where these benefit the worst off in society (Rawls 1971, Callinicos
2000). A further objection, noted by Lynch (1999), is that those who occupy
positions of power are unlikely to want change and would resist it. A particularly
pertinent objection is that, however desirable and just one might consider equality of
condition to be, it is beyond the scope of any purely educational initiative to seek to
create such a society. This requires economic and social changes outside of the

educational system.
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2.2.3 The politics of recognition

Traditionally, as noted above, discussions of equality and justice have centred on
questions of distribution — on how the benefits of society may be redistributed in a
fairer and more equal manner. Recent decades have witnessed a shift, however,
towards increased appreciation of the importance of a “politics of recognition” — of
respect for people’s identity and culture. This shift is reflected in Taylor’s (1994)
“Politics of recognition”, and is considered by Fraser (1995), Benhabib (2002), and
Fraser and Honneth (2003). The issue of recognition holds particular significance for
Travellers in education, since Traveller culture has often not been reflected or

recognised in the schools.

2.2.3.1 Non-recognition as oppression

Benhabib (2002) traces the term “politics of recognition” to Taylor (1994), who
pointed out that many contemporary social movements aim for the recognition of
particular identity claims. According to Taylor (1994, p.25), “non-recognition or
misrecognition ... can be a form of oppression, imprisoning someone in a false,
distorted reduced mode of being”. Beyond simple lack of respect, it can inflict a
grievous wound, saddling people with crippling self-hatred. Due recognition is thus
not just a courtesy but a vital human need, he holds. This claim is echoed by
Benhabib (2002) when she notes that individuals in a group may lose self-confidence
and internalise hateful images of themselves when their identity is denigrated in the
public sphere. It is interesting that she singles out “Gypsies” as a group experiencing
such denigration today, since the culture and life experiences of Gypsies are, in some

respects, similar to those of Irish Travellers.

While these references highlight the importance of recognition for psychological
well-being, Fraser (2003) chooses not to focus on psychological dimensions in her
discussion, but rather to treat recognition as a problem of injustice, in which certain
groups or individuals are denied the status of full partners in social interaction. She
argues that such an approach shifts attention from subjective feelings to “institutional

patterns of cultural value” (Fraser 2003, p.31).
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2.2.3.2 Distinct concepts or aspects of the same?

One issue that must be faced is the relationship between a politics focused on
distribution and one focused on recognition. They may be viewed as different
aspects of a single concept, in that recognition can be viewed as an aspect of
redistribution, or vice versa. Fraser (2003, p.16) rejects a view of recognition and
distribution as “mutually exclusive alternatives”. However, she also rejects the view
that either is reducible to the other. While noting that issues of recognition and
distribution may be intertwined, Fraser takes the view that they are analytically
distinct and treats justice as a two-dimensional concept involving both recognition
and redistribution. Against this, Honneth (2003, p.114) argues that both are the same,
and that “even distributional injustices must be understood as the institutional

expression of social disrespect”.

Whether the two are, in fact, analytically distinct or whether they are reducible to a
single concept, it seems reasonable to treat them as separate for practical purposes,
as each suggests different priorities for policy. If both are not borne in mind when
developing policy, it is possible that the pursuit of one objective could lead to people

experiencing hurt or damage on the other dimension.

2.2.3.3 Participative parity

A further issue to consider is how is to distinguish between justifiable and
unjustifiable claims with respect to recognition. Fraser (2003, p.37) argues that “not
every claim for recognition is warranted”, and she seeks a criterion for drawing a
distinction between claims. She rejects the notion that claims are justified simply on
the basis that having them recognised would enhance the self-esteem of the claimant,
since such an approach would accept racist identities, where, for example, poor
white Europeans could maintain their self-worth by “contrasting themselves with
their supposed inferiors” (Fraser 2003, p.43). She settles on “participative parity” as
her criterion. Misrecognition occurs when institutionalised patterns of social
interaction cast some people as “inferior, excluded, wholly other, or simply
invisible” (2003, p.29). Claims for recognition are accepted, she suggests, if
claimants can show that lack of recognition prevents them from participating on a
par with others in social life, and if the changes they require can bring them redress

“without unjustifiably creating or worsening other disparities” (2003, p.39).
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2.2.3.4 The claims of culture

Claims related to recognition are pursued by various groups in society. Fraser (1997,
p.11) mentions, for example, “nationality, ethnicity, ‘race’, gender and sexuality”
and Benhabib (2002) explores issues of recognition specifically in relation to culture.
Benhabib does not think of cultures as pure and discrete wholes, but rather as
“complex human practices of signification and representation ... which are internally
riven by conflicting narratives” (Benhabib 2002, p.ix). Culture is not fixed. Rather, it
changes over time; its borders are porous, it borrows and evolves, and it develops

through interaction and negotiation. Benhabib (2002, p.ix) goes on:

If we accept the internal complexity and essential contestability of
cultures, then struggles for recognition that expand democratic
dialogue by denouncing the exclusivity and hierarchy of existing

cultural arrangements deserve our support.

In taking this position, she argues that the right to cultural self-expression needs to
be grounded upon, rather than seen as an alternative to, universally recognised
citizenship rights. Democracy is expanded when cultural expression is facilitated. At
the same time, for Benhabib, recognition of culture does not mean support for
cultural separatism. She seeks an approach to recognition which allows for critical
dialogue and reflection to take place in public on the nature of cultural groups. She
supports Fraser’s (2003) approach which, she says, allows for “democratic dissent,
debate, contestation, and challenge” (Benhabib 2002, p.71) and which recognises the
fluidity of culture and the fact that individuals may have several affiliations, such

that tensions “have existed and continue to exist between various collectivities”

(Benhabib 2002, p.53).

2.2.3.5 Pragmatic and dialogical approach

Fraser (2003, p.44) holds that in a democracy, justice is not an externally imposed
requirement and notes that “it binds only insofar as its addressees can also rightly
regard themselves as its authors”. She argues for a pragmatic approach, rooted in
dialogue, to recognition as an issue of justice. Such an approach can avoid both the
claim of some liberals that justice requires limiting public recognition only to those

capacities which all humans share, and the contrasting claim that everyone always
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needs to have their distinctiveness recognised. Recognition should not be such that it
“reifies identities, encourages separatism and masks intra group domination” (Fraser
2003, p.87). Taylor (1997, p.230-231) also puts dialogue central to the concept of
identity, saying that “the crucial feature of human life is its fundamentally dialogical
character” and “my own identity crucially depends on my dialogical relations with
others”. Identity is dynamic and continually evolving and a dialogical approach

allows for this evolution.

The question of recognition and of dialogic engagement has implications for equality
in education. Lynch (1999) points out how, without dialogue, targeted equality
initiatives can be “colonised” by professional interests. Too often, the voices of
minorities such as Travellers are mediated by professionals who speak on their
behalf. Also, such professionals can too easily present a static view of Traveller
culture, without taking into account its dynamic and evolving nature. For genuine
engagement to take place, Travellers must be allowed to speak for themselves and to

contribute to decision-making in relation to policies and practices.

2.3 Travellers and education

This section presents an exploration of Traveller history, culture and identity, with
particular reference to the relationship between Travellers and the education system.
It provides commentary on the origins of the Traveller community. Features of
Traveller culture, such as Traveller nomadism, are considered, particularly in light of
contemporary challenges. The section ends with a consideration of Travellers and

education.

2.3.1 The Traveller community

Travellers are a traditionally nomadic people, distinct from the majority population.
This is due to such factors as “family structure, language, employment patterns and a
preference for mobility” (Hayes 2006, p.9). The Department of Education and
Science (2002a, p.7) acknowledges Travellers as “a distinct minority group in Irish
society”, while also being “as fully Irish as the majority population”. The

Department recognises that Travellers have a common ancestry, share fundamental
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cultural values and traditions, have a language of their own and are seen by

themselves and others as distinct and different.

The following are some summary figures concerning the Traveller community drawn

from the 2011 census (Central Statistics Office, 2012):

* The number of Travellers enumerated was 29,573, accounting for 0.6% of the

total population.

* The average age of Irish Travellers was 22.4 years, compared to 36.1 years
for the general population. Over half of all Travellers (52.2%) were aged

under 20 years and a third were under the age of five.

* Among 15-29 year olds, 33% of Travellers were married compared with

8.3% of the general population.

* 69% of Travellers who had completed their education were educated to

primary level at most, including 507 persons aged 15-19 years.
*  55% of Travellers who had completed their education had ceased by age 15.

* The number of Travellers who had completed third level was 115, or 1% of
the adult population, compared with 30.7% of the general population

excluding Travellers.

2.3.1.1 Origins

There are contrasting views on the origins of Travellers. Although Acton (1994)
argues that the proper response to the origins debate is to deconstruct the necessity of
defining Traveller identity, it is worth giving this question some attention as beliefs
concerning origins can affect how Travellers are perceived and can have policy
implications. The question must be approached with caution, however, because of
the dearth of authoritative historical sources. A non-literate people with no
possessions and no home territory leaves neither archaeological remains nor a
written record. In investigating the history of Travellers, Bhreatnach (2006, p.3)
points out that “nomads appeared only when their actions affected the interests of

government record keepers or when they impinged on public consciousness”.
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Ni Shtinéar (2004) notes that there was no consensus concerning the origins of the
Traveller community when the Irish Folklore Commission carried out research in
1952. However, by the 1960s a consensus seemed to emerge that contemporary
Travellers were just two generations or so removed from the settled population. Ni
Shuinéar (2004) states that this new consensus had no basis in research, but served a
political end, as State policy targeted the absorption of Travellers into settled society.
It was a view that continued to be influential decades later. Mac Gréil (1996, p.32)
claims that “what is generally accepted is the fact that [Travellers] are of Irish ethnic
origin whose cultural traits had much in common with that of dispossessed
peasants”, and he links them to the displacement of people during the plantations and

the Great Famine of 1845—48.

It should be noted that at all times there were contrary views. As early as 1967,
Puxon and Puxon (1967, p.5) were arguing that this view of Travellers as poverty-
stricken members of the settled society was not conducive to addressing the

particular problems faced by Travellers:

The problem posed by the presence of itinerant families has been
tackled ... as if it were in the same category as that of poverty
stricken or maladjusted families in settled society. But [this] has
further fragmented the minority group by ignoring its separate
culture and identity and by regarding these differences as totally

irrelevant to the problem.

There are several strands of evidence which show that a distinct Traveller identity is
very old (Ni Shuinéar 1991). An early example is an English law of 1243 aimed at
curtailing the “Wandering Irish”. A similar law was passed in 1413 under Henry V
and another in 1422 under Henry VI. Besides these laws, there is other evidence that
Travellers formed a distinct group for centuries. Ni Shuinéar (1991) refers to an
account book which a Co. Antrim vicar kept between 1672 and 1680 which
contained frequent references to ‘tinklers’ and ‘tinkers’. The vicar described annual
visits of a family group begging for food and clothing. He described the women as
being strikingly distinct from the general population, with very dark hair and brightly

coloured plaid skirts. A further strand of evidence is found in the Travellers of Irish

21



descent in the US who left Ireland in 1847, and who share cultural traits with

Travellers in Ireland, and also share the Cant language (Ni Shuinéar 1994).

2.3.1.2 Nomadism

A key feature of Traveller culture is nomadism. McDonagh (1994) suggests that, for
Travellers, accommodation is always seen as a stopping place, whether the stay turns
out to be long or short. He describes how many Travellers react with horror and
distress if they feel they do not have the option of moving, although they do not

necessarily exercise this option when it is available.

Travellers travel not only to pursue economic opportunities, but also for social and
cultural reasons. It is a way of keeping in contact with extended families “keeping up
with the news, building contact, [and] strengthening relationships” (McDonagh
1994, p.97). It can also be a way of avoiding people, and a form of conflict

management when arguments become serious.

As industrial and economic developments undermine the viability of many
traditional Traveller occupations, Travellers adapt to change by seeking out new
opportunities. The main characteristic of the Traveller economy is not any particular
craft or trade, but the concept of self-employment based on travelling (Gmelch
1979). However, scope for adaptation is continually being narrowed by decisions of
the majority population. A nomadic way of life does not fit in well with current
society, where property is owned and individual status can also be defined by the
amount a person owns. Throughout the development of modern Ireland, Travellers

have found their traditional sites built on or blocked by boulders.

In addition, Travellers found that legislation limited their right to camp, from the
Road Safety Act 1961 which banned camping on roadsides, to the Housing
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2002 which makes trespass on public or private land
a criminal offence. Nomadism has not been seen as a valid cultural expression, but

rather as a problem to be solved through settlement programmes.

2.3.1.3 Tackling itinerancy

Nomadism was viewed as itinerancy by the majority population and this was seen as

a problem to be tackled. From the mid-twentieth century, there was a large
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movement of Travellers to the cities and towns where they camped on the perimeters
(Gmelch 1985). It was proving difficult to accommodate Travellers within the
dominant institutions of post-independence Ireland (Mac Laughlin 1995). At best,
they could be assimilated into settled society. At worst, their way of life was
criminalised. Living conditions for most Travellers were poor and a view emerged
among certain groups in society that if Travellers gave up their traditional way of life
and settled down then their lives would be better. It was in such an environment,
where Travellers were regarded as a problem, that the Commission on Itinerancy
was established in 1960. In a speech on the establishment of the Commission, the
then Parliamentary Secretary Charles Haughey said “there can be no final solution to
the problems created by itinerants until they are absorbed into the general
community” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.111)’. The Commission viewed
Travellers as failed settled people who needed to be settled down and viewed the
Traveller way of life, particularly nomadism, as contributing to the disadvantages
that Travellers experienced. Absorption of Travellers into the majority population
was seen as the solution, and this involved bringing Traveller children into the
education system as a means of settling the families. In light of the motivation for
the Commission and its subsequent findings, it is not surprising that educational

initiatives based on this thinking were not successful.

2.3.2 Travellers’ experience of education

The relationship between Travellers and the educational system has been fraught
with difficulties. Prior to the 1960s, Travellers saw little relevance in school
learning; they had little need for literacy or the other skills and knowledge imparted
by the schools. The main value of school was perceived to be in the preparation it
provided for the sacraments of First Holy Communion and Confirmation. Their
nomadic culture meant that they did not stay for long in any place. Traveller children
were trained within the family for their future roles. At the same time, schools made
few attempts to adapt to the needs of Travellers. There were low levels of enrolment

and poor attendance and achievement for those who did enrol.

? The use of the term “final solution” is particularly chilling, given the then recent history of the
genocide of Roma people in Europe.
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Following the Commission on Itinerancy, the Department of Education (1970)
issued a report which set out the special educational provision to be put in place for
Traveller children. The Department of Education and Science (2002a, p.11)
described some of the provisions that had been introduced subsequently to address

the needs of Travellers:

Five special schools were established and mainstream schools were
encouraged to set up special classes. Junior Training Centres were
established to cater for children over twelve years of age and were
funded by the Department of Education. During this period Traveller
preschools were set up by voluntary agencies and grant-aided by the

Department.

Other later initiatives included resource teachers for Travellers and a visiting teacher
service. With all of these initiatives, there was increasing participation by Travellers
in the school system and this has continued to the present day. Almost all Traveller
children now enrol in primary school and an increasing number complete second
level education. However, completion and achievement levels for Travellers are still
low compared to figures for non-Travellers (Weir and Archer 2011)*. The Traveller

community has little to show for five decades of engagement with the school system.

The failure of Travellers to benefit from education can be related to their unequal
position in Irish society where they experience high levels of prejudice and
discrimination (Mac Gréil 1977, 1996, 2011). Until the introduction of the
Employment Equality Act 1998 and the Equal Status Act 2000, it was quite common
for Travellers to be openly discriminated against in employment and services.
Prejudice against Travellers actually increased in the years between Mac Gréil’s first
two studies (Mac Gréil 1996). He describes the substantial deterioration in attitudes
towards Travellers as a classic case of severe anti-minority prejudice; on the social
distance scale, 10% of respondents would go so far as to deny Travellers citizenship.

Mac Gréil’s findings were echoed in research for the Citizen Traveller project’

*“In 2007 and 2010 the average test scores for pupils from the Traveller community were
significantly below those of non-Travellers at every grade level in both reading and mathematics, and
the magnitude of the difference between the scores of the two groups is large in every case” (Weir and
Archer 2011, p.45).

> Citizen Traveller was a government-funded information and public awareness campaign.
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which showed that 44% of Irish people would not accept Travellers as members of
their community, while 73% would not accept a Traveller as a friend (Collins 2001).
It is also clear that Travellers do not occupy positions of power or influence in
society; they are underrepresented, for example, in the fields of education, health and

the law.

2.3.2.1 Separate provision

An issue that emerges at an early stage is an apparent contrast between stated
intentions and means in relation to education policy. The intention was assimilation

and integration. The means chosen were separate classes and separate schools.

The Commission envisaged the total assimilation of Travellers into the settled
population. On the one hand, Travellers were viewed as defective settled people and
the purpose of education was to repair this defect. On the other hand, the major
feature of the education that emerged was that of separate provision — special schools
and special classes in mainstream schools. It was intended that this separate

provision would be short term. According to Bewley (1974, p.22):

Few of the children can go straight into the normal classes and take
their proper place in them. Many are already past the normal age for
starting school. They are not used to sitting down and concentrating
for long periods ... A time of preparation is therefore necessary

before they can join a normal class and benefit by it.

However, separate provision was not short term, and many Traveller children were
isolated from their non-Traveller peers in segregated classes, with different break
times and different standards through to the late 1980s. In many cases washing
facilities were provided, which further isolated the Traveller children and helped

reinforce negative stereotypes about them.

Travellers’ experiences of school at that time left a legacy of mistrust and
dissatisfaction with the education they received and the method of its delivery. There
was no recognition of Traveller culture and Traveller children were denied their

identity.
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2.3.2.2 Intercultural approach

There was a change of thinking starting in the mid-1990s following on the Report of
the Task Force on the Travelling Community (Government of Ireland 1995). The
Department of Education and Science (2002a) stated that an intercultural approach to
education was a key Department policy. Department guidelines also explicitly called
for parental involvement, claiming that it is crucial to a child’s success in school.
Traveller culture can be acknowledged, it was stated, by giving Traveller parents a

voice within the school and by reaching out to the wider Traveller community.

Issues concerning participation and outcomes for Travellers were recognised by
Government and addressed, for example, in the National Development Plan (2000—

2006) (Government of Ireland 2000, p.99), which states that:

The objective for Traveller children is to encourage each Traveller
child to participate and benefit from the education system and to
develop his/her potential, to increase the retention level of Traveller
pupils to completion of post-primary senior cycle and to provide

them with further education/training progression options.

Provision for Travellers in education has been negatively affected by educational
cutbacks in recent years. A major plank in educational policy for Travellers had been
the provision of two Traveller-specific support services — visiting teachers for
Travellers and resource teachers for Travellers. The first visiting teacher was
appointed in Galway on a pilot bases in 1980 and the scheme became permanent in
1982. There were a total of 40 visiting teachers for Travellers in 2011. In the same
year there were 709 whole-term equivalent posts of resource teacher for Travellers.
However, financial cutbacks led to the closure of both of these services by the 2011—
2012 school year. At the same time, funding was also withdrawn for Traveller
preschools. Pavee Point (2013a) estimates that spending on targeted educational

interventions for Travellers fell by 86% as a result of cuts.

2.4 Definitions of parental involvement

A major theme running through education policy documents since the 1990s has

been the desirability of involving parents in their children’s education (Department
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of Education 1995, Department of Education and Science 2003 and 2005a).
However, these documents are often vague about how precisely parental
involvement is to be achieved, what precise benefits can derive from it, what types of
involvement are desirable, and how the challenges associated with implementing

models of parental involvement can be met and overcome.

In order to consider the meaning of parental involvement, the two components of the
term, parent and involvement, are discussed in this section. It is shown that each
encompasses a range of meanings, so that the term parental involvement can refer to

a range of different practices, both inside and outside of school.

2.4.1 Parents - ‘raced, classed and gendered’

Parents are not a homogeneous group; they belong to different social and cultural
contexts and groups in society. Parents’ engagement with education is raced, classed
and gendered (Vincent and Martin 2005, Lareau 2011, Crozier 2012, Lunneblad and
Johansson 2012). Epstein (2011, p.4) writes that:

Students’ families ... are not all the same. Some students live with
two parents, and others have only one parent at home; some parents
are working and some are unemployed; some speak English and

some speak other languages.

These contexts manifest themselves in different ways for the various parties and
have a bearing on how parents deal with their children’s schools, and the extent to
which parents are able to negotiate with the schools on behalf of their children. They
also affect how the schools view parents and the extent to which they may be

prepared to listen to parents and allow them to voice their needs and concerns.

2.4.1.1 Gender

The use of the unitary and ungendered term ‘parent’ hides the gendered nature of
parenting (Reay 2005, Crozier 2012, O’Donoghue 2013). While schools refer to
‘parents’, it is generally the mother who has traditionally been most involved in
dealings with schools. In the past, when fewer mothers worked outside of the home,
this was considered a convenient and appropriate way of operating. With both

parents now working in many families, it is still generally the mother who takes on
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the role of parent in relation to the school. According to Vincent and Martin (2005,
p.115), “research on all aspects of parental involvement with schools shows that
mothers take the responsibility for liaising with the school and also for their child’s
achievement and progress.” However, changed employment patterns for women
mean that they are less available to schools, whether for volunteering, attendance at
meetings, or other activity (Phillips 2005). Participation of women in the labour
market has increased over recent decades. In the second quarter of 2013, 78.3% of
women aged 25-34 and 71.5% of women aged 35-44 were participating in the
labour market in Ireland (Central Statistics Office 2013).

These high levels of labour market participation can pose challenges for teachers and
schools, who must adapt to the changing nature of the family. Parental work patterns
and other circumstances may need to be taken into account in organising
appointments and meetings in order to facilitate the involvement of parents. For
example, family circumstances were taken into account by staff in the Pen Green
Centre® to ensure that parents could attend group meetings at the Centre (Whalley

2007).

2.4.1.2 Fathers

There is a widespread perception that fathers are less involved in their children’s
education than are mothers. Reay (2003) found that lack of paternal involvement
crossed class differences. Where a father was involved, it was generally in a minor
supporting role when the mother was too busy, or by providing advice, rather than
taking an equal responsibility with the mother. However, Hanafin and Lynch (2002)
found that views of fathers who were primary carers for their children were similar
to those of mothers in relation to education. They suggested that parental
involvement is shaped by being primary carers of children, as well as, or as much as,
by gender. Fitzgerald (2004) points out that, although discussion of parent
involvement is generally gender-neutral, it is often perceived as meaning mothers,

and he suggests that fathers can feel rebuffed.

There may be cultural reasons why fathers do not involve themselves to the same

extent as mothers in their children’s education. The care of children has traditionally

® The Pen Green Centre is a multi-functional service for children and their families established in
1983 and based in Corby, Northamptonshire, England.
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been seen as women’s work and this extends to parental involvement in school. Reay
(2003, p.147) asserts that “fathers are often distant from the day-to-day maintenance
of home-school relationships”. Back in 1979, Holland reported how both mothers
and fathers of children attending the Rutland Street Project regarded any
involvement with school as women’s work. Expectations within society concerning
the respective roles of men and women have undergone significant changes in recent
decades, but it is still widely accepted that fathers are less involved than mothers.
When the Pen Green Centre for the under fives set out to encourage greater
involvement by fathers, it was discovered that “mothers initially assumed that their
partners would not want to be involved, and fathers assumed that their partners did
not want them to be involved” (Whalley 2007, p.77). Whalley commented that, in
the majority of cases, these assumptions were not well founded. Fathers did get
involved in the work of the Pen Green Centre, supporting their preschool children’s
learning. Whalley argued that, regardless of gender, parents are prepared to work in

partnership with early years professionals.

2.4.1.3 Changing nature of family

The nature of parenting can be affected by the changing structure of the family in
contemporary society. Tovey and Share (2000) noted several trends in relation to
family structure in Ireland, including fewer legal marriages and higher rates of
separation and divorce. These trends were mirrored internationally. For example,

Utting and Pugh (2004) discerned similar trends in the UK.

Policies on parental involvement cannot be based solely on the idea of the two-
parent family in a lifelong union based on marriage, but must accommodate one-
parent families, blended families, and separated and non-married families. There
may be issues of access and custody; some children may spend time in two different
households while others become part of a different household with step-siblings and
step-parents. A further point to note is that the concept of parent in relation to
parental involvement policies can be profitably extended to include, in addition to
fathers and mothers, grandparents, older siblings and members of the extended
family, as well as, in some cases, caregivers who look after children while parents

work. If one purpose of parental involvement is to help provide some continuity
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between home and school, then other significant individuals in the life of the child

need to be included.

2.4.1.4 Class and cultural identity

The influence of class and cultural identity is significant for parenting and for
relationships with school. Children from middle class homes acquire skills and
abilities at home that allow them to transfer seemingly effortlessly to school, taking
advantage of the similarities between their homes and the school to achieve
academic success and to acquire the benefits from their education that allow them to
eventually convert this to economic gain. This is the concept of cultural capital, as
proposed by Bourdieu, who investigated how having the appropriate cultural capital
was vital for success in the French university system in the 1960s (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1990). Bourdieu (2003, p.47) described the value of cultural capital as

follows:

A theoretical hypothesis which made it possible to explain the
unequal scholastic achievement of children originating from the
different social classes by relating academic success to the

distribution of cultural capital between the classes.

Middle class parents have always found ways of advocating on behalf of their
children; they have the advantage of sharing class status with the teachers (Crozier
2000, 2012) and they possess the right type of cultural capital (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1990) to allow themselves and their children to fit seamlessly into the
school system. As parents, they have come through this system successfully and can
negotiate it on behalf of their children. Working class children and minority children
possess different social and cultural capital to the schools and teachers. Not only is it
different, but the types of knowledge and skills that they have acquired may not be
valued by the schools, which can leave them with a sense of not belonging. This is a
manifestation of a separation between school and home (Lareau 2000, 2011,
O’Donoghue 2013). In this vein, Hanafin and Lynch (2002) argued for working-
class voices to be heard in relation to school. Their research illustrated how working-

class parents often felt “uninvolved, unrepresented and powerless” (2002, p.45).
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Similar issues can arise with respect to members of minorities, who may not find

their culture recognised or represented within the schools.

2.4.1.5 Traveller parents

Traveller parents are affected by many of the same issues mentioned above in
relation to the general population and there have also been changes in parenting
patterns and family structures within the Traveller community. For example,
education and training opportunities targeted at women mean that an increasing
number of Traveller women are not at home during the day. Childminding in such
cases falls to others in the family, such as the fathers, grandparents, older sisters and
members of the extended family. Any assumptions concerning the availability of
Traveller mothers for involvement activities within preschools may thus need to be
questioned. Also, contemporary Traveller families include many one-parent families
and blended families, as with other sectors of society. Any links that preschools
might construct with families must accommodate the complexity of the modern

family.

Along with these factors that Travellers share with the majority population, the
particular relationship that the Traveller community has with the education system
also influences parental relationships with schools. Many Traveller parents did not
have positive experiences of school when they themselves were children, and this
influences how they view education for their own children (Fanning 2002, Mac
Aonghusa 1991). McDonagh (McDonagh, W. 2000), a Traveller woman, suggested
that this poses a particular difficulty for those who were educated in segregated
classes. Factors such as this can have an alienating effect on Traveller parents and
can influence the type and amount of contact and involvement that they have with

their children’s schools.

2.4.2 Types of involvement

It has been shown above that the relationship between parents and schools is affected
by various factors, including class, gender and minority status. Having considered

the multiple nature of parent, the concept of involvement is now explored.
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Parents are involved in providing for, and in guiding, their children. This role is
expected of them, and it is generally what it means to rear children. It is formulated
as a duty in the Irish Constitution (Bunreacht na hEireann 1937), although the State
reserves the right to intervene where parents do not fulfil their duties to their
children. Education is compulsory and schools provide care and education for
children outside of the home. Parents have the right to privately provide education,
but few parents have the resources to do this (Department of Education 1995). Thus,
the child is generally situated within both school and home culture. The White Paper
on Education (Department of Education 1995, p.219) acknowledges that, “in
entrusting their children to the schools ... it should not be assumed that parents have
in any way waived their constitutional rights”. It is reasonable to expect that a child
should be able to negotiate his or her way, using the skills and learning acquired at
home in order to achieve success in school. To this end, school should become more
home-like, rather than the other way around (Hallgarten 2000). Children should find
their lives reflected in the school. This would involve a commitment, on behalf of
schools, to engage with the families and communities that they serve, allowing
teachers to familiarise themselves with, and to recognise and reflect, the diverse
cultures of children within school, while allowing the parents to see ways in which

their children can be prepared and supported to succeed in the school environment.

2.4.2.1 Citizen participation

Parental involvement can be understood as a form of citizen participation. During the
1960s the word ‘participation’ became part of the popular political vocabulary
(Pateman 1970). Arnstein’s (1971) ladder of citizen participation, developed initially
in 1969 as a tool to analyse citizen participation in government programmes in the
United States, can be used to examine parental involvement in schools and to
categorise the degree and quality of the various kinds of involvement. Arnstein’s
seminal model has been used and adapted to analyse participation in various
contexts, including parental involvement in education (Howard 1994, Lewis and
Naidoo 2004). The degree of involvement of anyone in Arnstein’s ladder moves up

eight steps from manipulation at the bottom to citizen control at the top (Figure 2.1).
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8 Citizen Control

7 Delegated Power Citizen Power

=] Partnership

=) Placation

a Consultation Tokenism

3 Informing

2 Therapy
Nonparticipation
1 Manipulation

Figure 2.1 Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation

The lowest rung is manipulation. Arnstein gives an example of manipulation as the
placing of people on “rubber stamp” advisory committees. People think they are
involved, but instead they are being manipulated. She places therapy on the next
rung. She cites the example of group therapy, masked as citizen participation, which
she regards as both “dishonest and arrogant” (1971, p.4). The focus is on “curing
people” of their perceived inadequacies, rather than on addressing the conditions that
cause their problems. Arnstein labels both of these steps as non-participation. Steps
3,4 and 5 are, respectively, Informing, Consultation and Placation. Arnstein regards
all of these as degrees of tokenism. She describes informing as an important step, but
one which too often takes the form of a one-way flow of information. Consultation is
also important, but is not enough, she considers, if it is not combined with other
forms of participation. Placation is moving towards partnership, but it is still token
participation as it usually takes the form of appointing a few handpicked individuals
to a board. The next three steps in ascending order offer degrees of citizen power.
These are Partnership, Delegated Power and Citizen Control. They account for the
redistribution of power and decision-making authority in a particular programme and
citizen control is where communities are in full charge of policy and managerial

aspects of a programme.

2.4.2.2 Arnstein’s ladder in relation to schools

Using Arnstein’s ladder to examine parental involvement in schools, it seems that

practices such as parenting classes might be categorised as therapy. These are a
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regular aspect of schemes such as the Home-School-Community Liaison Scheme’
(Ryan 1994). One reading of such courses would be that they are based on a deficit
view of parents, and that, rather than engage with parents as equal partners, the
school sets out to cure them of their deficit parenting practices. Vincent and Warren
(2000, p.67) suggested that such courses can be understood as “attempts to ‘train’
parents to interact with their children in particular ways, while ignoring the context
for that interaction and the material basis underpinning many families’
circumstances”. However, Vincent and Warren’s interpretation was not quite so
negative when they investigated a particular parent education class as part of their
study. Contrary to their prior expectations, they found much of value in it, although
they did call for a shift “away from the women’s behaviour to that of schools and
teachers” (Vincent and Warren 2000, p.85). They suggested that the course might
focus more on questions of how schools operate and how they respond to parents’
concerns: “Tackling such issues would not only involve informing the women about
the education system, but also encouraging them to critically assess the current

provision and ethos of their children’s schools” (Vincent and Warren 2000, p.85).

Forms of tokenism, according to Arnstein’s model, include informing and
consulting. Informing involves one-way communication from the school to the
parents, through such means as posters, newsletters, and so on, with no opportunity
for feedback. It is important that schools should inform parents concerning issues
that affect them and their children, but one-way communication is not enough.
Arnstein also designated consultation as tokenism. She stated that this step can lead
to participation, but only if it is not just opinion-gathering for the sake of being seen
to consult with the citizens. The information gathered through consultation must
significantly affect the decision-making. These steps of ‘informing’ and ‘consulting’
can be seen in various school practices. Crozier (2000, p.64) noted how teachers
often maintain control over the dialogue in parent-teacher meetings, finding “little
opportunity for parents to ask questions and even less to make an observation or put

forward their own point of view.” The time allocated may be minimal — perhaps five

" The Home-School-Community Liaison (HSCL) scheme was established by the Department of
Education in 1990. HSCL coordinators liaise between the home, the school and the community as part
of an integrated services approach to children’s educational welfare.
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to ten minutes per teacher®. Crozier claimed that even confident parents cannot raise
anything of note with teachers in such a forum. A parent may not feel sufficiently
comfortable to confront the teacher about his or her concerns due to time constraints
and consideration for other parents queuing after him or her. This type of
involvement does not allow the parent to exercise agency, although it is not

explicitly excluded.

Walker and MacLure (2005) noted how teachers at such meetings sometimes sought
undertakings from parents to help their children in specific ways — help with
homework or with behavioural problems, for example. While parents were pleased
to have something to do as a result of the meeting, they were generally less
successful in securing undertakings from the teachers. Nonetheless, Walker and
MacLure (2005, p.103) reported that “productive negotiation was possible” and
some undertakings were gained from teachers. Although such practices are limited,
they may be seen as steps towards fuller involvement by parents. Within these
meetings there is a recognition and acknowledgement of parents by teachers. The
meetings also demonstrate willingness on the part of parents to cooperate with the

school.

Schools sometimes identify “good” or “right” parents, as described by Crozier
(2000, p.10) and single them out to represent other parents. This may occur where
there is no parent willing to self-nominate, or nominate another, and can allow for a
certain type of parental representation. Since the representative is chosen by the
school, and at the discretion of the school, this cannot be seen as a genuine
partnership approach where parents would be facilitated to overcome resistance and
reticence and take an active part in selecting and electing management of their

children’s schools. In Arnstein’s terms, this may be described as placation.

Partnership, in Arnstein’s (1971, p.5) model, involves power being “redistributed
through negotiation between citizens and power holders”. In the school context, it
can be seen in parent membership of boards of management. It can also be seen in
membership of parents’ committees or parents’ councils, to the extent that these

exercise power. The quality of partnership exercised by these bodies would depend

¥ In Crozier (2000) consultations lasted ten minutes. MacLure and Walker (2005, p. 100) assert
“consultations are typically scheduled to last five minutes”.
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upon the extent to which parent representatives are accountable to their fellow
parents and on whether they have the resources to truly contribute. Epstein (2011,
p-4), a major theorist of parental involvement, described how partnerships in
education involves “educators, families and community members [working] together
to share information, guide students, solve problems, and celebrate successes”. The
concept of partnership has been a feature of the Irish education system in recent

decades, particularly since the Education Act 1998.

Arnstein’s (1971) concepts of delegated power and citizen control do not seem to
have any strong application in the field of parental involvement in preschool.
Although it is possible for parents to set up their own preschools and assume full
responsibility for running them, the teaching is still done by teachers and questions
remain about the appropriate relationship between parents and teachers and about
what each brings to the relationship. Neither delegated power nor citizen control
offer anything to the parental involvement model as it is not the transfer of power
from one group to another that is desired, but an appropriate sharing of responsibility
and knowledge, through partnership. A partnership process is appropriate in the
preschool context, where both parents and preschools engage in dialogue to make

decisions together for the education of the children.

2.5 Why parental involvement?

Arguments for parental involvement fall into two major categories — the rights of
parents as citizens in a modern democracy, and the effectiveness of parental
involvement in improving the educational experiences of children and in helping
them to achieve improved outcomes. Both of these justifications are explored in this
section, beginning with a consideration of parental rights, and moving on to consider

the impact of parental involvement on educational outcomes.

2.5.1 Parental rights

According to the White Paper on Adult Education (Department of Education and
Science 2000, p.29), the citizen in a modern democracy is expected to do the

following:
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Take an active role in shaping the overall direction of the society —
culturally, socially, economically and environmentally — and to

engage proactively in community and societal decision-making.

This active role applies to education and supports the democratic rights and duties of
parents regarding their children’. Parents are not homogeneous and not all parents
will wish to exercise their rights and duties in a similar way due to diverse
backgrounds and diverse values and beliefs. According to Vincent and Martin (2005,
p.124), because schools are made up of children from diverse cultural and social
backgrounds, and in order to “maintain a legitimate and democratic authority”, the

schools “must engage in dialogue and negotiate with families”.

As previously noted, parents have a constitutional right and duty to provide for the
education of their children. The Irish Constitution (Bunreacht na hEireann 1937)
recognises that families are the natural and primary educators of their children.
Given this role, parents should not have to operate on trust in order to ensure the
education of their children, in the belief that the school will have their children’s best
interests at heart. This is especially true for parents of minority and working class
children who do not traditionally benefit from schooling to the same extent as middle
class children. Indeed, the very nature of school can have a detrimental effect on
some children’s lives and life chances. For example, over twenty years ago, lack of
recognition of Traveller culture in school has been cited as a cause for the alienation
of many Travellers from education who went through school in the past (Mac
Aonghusa 1991). Over the years, there have been few identifiable positive outcomes
from education for Travellers, and this can result in Traveller parents having
negative views and lack of confidence in dealing with schools on behalf of their
children. Another repercussion of this alienation was referred to by O’Hanlon and
Holmes (2004, p.31) as “an indictment of our society” where, they claim, for the

most part, those Travellers in British schools who have achieved educational success

? The voices of the children should also be heard. This theme recurs in various policy documents,
such as the National Children’s Strategy (Department of Health and Children 2000). This is especially
so in relation to older children, but is also true in relation to preschool. It should always be
remembered that children are not objects to be shaped by parents and teachers, but are individuals in
their own right.
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have achieved it by passing themselves off as members of the settled community'’.

They were motivated to do this for fear of hostility, prejudice and rejection.

Democracy demands that education should be responsive to the needs and wishes of
parents, and that it should be designed to serve the best interests of parents and their
children. To ensure this, the education system must engage explicitly with parents,
especially with minority and working-class parents. The constitutional rights of
parents with children in formal education are given some support in Ireland’s
Education Act 1998. National Parents’ Councils are recognised, and parents have
rights to establish parents’ associations in schools and to have parent representatives
on boards of management. Possibly due to the more informal nature of early
childhood education, such legal requirements have not been explicitly set out in
respect of preschools, although parental involvement is one element of the Siolta
standards for early childhood education (Centre for Early Childhood Development
and Education 2006).

2.5.2 Effectiveness

A second type of justification for parental involvement is based on its effectiveness
in improving the child’s experience of school or outcomes from school. Where
parents are involved, it may be expected that benefits will be seen in the children’s
education, and that the extent of involvement will be associated with the extent of

the benefits. Research can shed light on this relationship.

When parents are involved in their children’s education, they have the opportunity to
exercise their right to advocate on behalf of their children. Their involvement offers
them a better understanding of how the school works. They can build relationships
with teachers and influence policy and practice to benefit all. However, parental
involvement is a complex area. Crozier (2012) cautions of the need to recognise the
social, economic and cultural factors that affect involvement. O’Donoghue (2013)
shows that working class mothers’ social and educational capitals distance them

from their children’s school even when they try to become involved.

' The concept of “passing” is also seen in other stigmatised groups (Goffman 1963). In the 2003 film,
The Human Stain [Benton, 2003], Anthony Hopkins played the part of a light coloured African
American who passed himself off as white in order to advance his academic career.
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Parental involvement programmes require the commitment of time and resources on
the part of schools, and may be perceived by some school personnel as a costly and
unnecessary extra, something which takes time and effort from the main task of
teaching the children. Crozier (2000, p.82) reported some teachers and middle
managers complaining of “the amount of effort put in [on parental involvement] for
disproportionately low results”. For these and other reasons, it is important to see the
extent to which research has been able to estimate the benefits of parental

involvement.

2.5.3 Benefits of parental involvement

Claims of benefits from parental involvement are found in evaluations of many
programmes, including such Irish programmes as the Rutland Street Project
(Educational Research Centre 1998), the Early Start Preschool Programme (Lewis
and Archer 2002) and the Home-School-Community-Liaison Scheme (HSCL) (Ryan
1994). A table summarising these schemes is included in Appendix L. However,
although the claims are strong, it should be noted that the evidence presented often
consisted of the perceptions of participants rather than more objective measures.
Evaluations show that the Rutland Street Project had brought benefits to the children.
A crucial factor of this success was ascribed to parental involvement aspects of the

programme (Educational Research Centre 1998).

The Early Start Preschool Programme was based on guidelines developed for the
Rutland Street Project (Educational Research Centre 1998). It incorporated a three-
fold element of parental involvement: (1) parent membership of an advisory group in
each school, (2) parent participation in day-to-day running and organisation of
classes, and (3) parents joining children in classroom activities. Evaluations of this
project did not isolate the effects of parental involvement, but the 1998 evaluation
stated that parents demonstrated their positive attitudes to the project by becoming
involved with it (Educational Research Centre 1998). Lewis and Archer (2002, p.22)
reported on the views of principals concerning perceived benefits of the preschool
project for parents: “Parents [were] more confident, friendly, open, supportive and
relaxed”. Principals also believed that parents found the preschool less intimidating
than primary school and this consequently led to a more informal relationship

between parents and teachers. A greater awareness of educational issues and growing
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participation by parents in their children’s education was also perceived. Early Start
participants were judged to be superior to comparable non-Early Start children in
cognitive and language abilities, according to Junior Infants teachers in their
adaptation to classroom procedures and their general readiness for school

(Educational Research Centre 1998).

Evaluations of the HSCL (Ryan 1994, Conaty 2002, Archer and Short 2003)
indicated that progress had been made in raising parents’ awareness of their abilities
to enhance their children’s education and assist them in developing skills. Parents
were better able to help with their children’s homework and also experienced
increased self-confidence. Conaty (2002, p.130), in a commentary on the HSCL,
cited a parent as saying that, “it makes a difference to children to know that you are

there”.

Teachers’ perceptions of parents and indirectly of their children can be influenced by
parental involvement (Crozier 2012). On this, Whalley (2007, p.8) stated that she
and the Pen Green team “were aware that young children achieve more and are
happier when early years educators work together with parents”. Similarly, Vincent
(2000, p.82) reported the views of a parent that her involvement had led to increased
confidence in her children: “I’ve got two little’uns who are so confident; they’re

totally different to the two older ones”.

While all these claims concerning the benefits of parental involvement are
encouraging, it is also important to look for more objective results. It must be stated
that, since parental involvement is usually an element of an overall strategy, it can be
difficult to identify benefits that can be ascribed solely to the parental involvement
element of a particular programme. For example, the Early Start Programme was
comprised of a curriculum geared to the children’s needs, equipment was designed to
stimulate learning and staff were highly trained and qualified for the project. They
were based in classrooms in primary schools, and were relatively well-resourced
compared to many other programmes for the age group. The preschools were able to
avail of the services of the HSCL coordinator in the school, as well as other staff. All
these combined to make the project successful. It is therefore difficult to pinpoint the

precise benefits from the parental involvement component.
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Also, the definition of parental involvement employed can skew the understanding
of what is being evaluated or claimed. Difficulties arise when parental involvement
is measured by the view of a third party concerning what parents believe or think,
such as the principals’ views of parent perceptions of the HSCL Scheme (Archer and
Short 2003). Parental impact was established through the views of principals and
coordinators, and the first-person views of parents were not included in this

evaluation.

Nearly two decades ago, Edwards and Knight (1997) pointed out some of the
difficulties with attempting to prove that parental involvement programmes are
beneficial. They suggested that “control and experimental groups are impossible to
establish for sound comparisons between different types of involvement and non-
involvement” (Edwards and Knight 1997, p.65). They claimed that such evaluation
would take more time than can usually be paid for. Nonetheless, they maintained that
there is a consensus among early years practitioners that parental involvement is

valuable.

However, in addition to such subjective perceptions, we have, for some time now,
had more empirical evidence that parental involvement at various educational levels
provides benefits for children’s educational outcomes. Malaspina (1993), in a review
of research on parental involvement in the US stated that parental involvement is
positively related to achievement, and further claimed that the earlier the
involvement, the better. Marcon (1998) found that parents whose children attended
Head Start were more likely to be involved in their children’s subsequent education,
and that current involvement was associated with higher grades, while past
involvement had a positive impact on achievement test scores and school
competence. William Jeynes (2004, 2005) investigated the effects of parental
involvement in both elementary and secondary education in two meta-analyses. A
meta-analysis of 41 studies in the US confirmed that parental involvement in
elementary school was positively correlated with achievement, and a meta-analysis
of 52 studies of secondary school also found that parental involvement was
positively correlated with higher student achievement. Also in the US, Miedel and
Reynolds (1999) investigated the relationship between parental involvement in early
intervention and children’s later school competencies. The results indicated the

number of activities parents participated in when their children were attending
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preschool and kindergarten were significantly associated with higher reading
achievement, lower rates of grade retention and fewer years in special education.
Findings thus support benefits for parental involvement in early childhood

programmes.

2.6 Models and practices of parental involvement

In this section, various models and practices of parental involvement are examined,
with a view to establishing how they can inform the development of parental
involvement for Traveller parents in the preschools that their children attend.
Practices, typologies and models of participation and involvement are explored and
examined, especially, but not exclusively, in the area of parental involvement in
education. Although some education examples considered here are in the area of
early childhood education, many are from other areas. They have been chosen for
consideration because they provide a focus on particular aspects of involvement.
This examination will help to categorise types and levels of parental involvement

and identify factors in the school environment that facilitate involvement.

Some models, such as Espinosa’s (1995), are specifically focused on particular
ethnic communities. While this might seem to limit their usefulness, ideas introduced
may be adapted for use with other minority groups, such as the Traveller community.
Terminology differs in different models, so that a term used in one context might
have a different meaning in another. Of particular interest is the term “partner”,
which refers to an equal and collaborative relationship between schools and families.
In contrast, Vincent and Martin (2005) use the term partner to refer to a limited form
of involvement in which the school holds the power, and they choose the term
“citizen” for the fuller type of parent involvement based on equality and

collaboration.

Not all parents may be able or willing to involve themselves in their children’s
preschooling, even at a minimal level, either through circumstances or choice. In
some cases, this may be because of mistrust or misunderstanding. Such parents may
need extra assistance in overcoming personal and other barriers to their involvement
and may need to be allowed to participate at a chosen level, while being encouraged

and facilitated to increase their involvement. While the ideal may be a participative
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relationship based on rights, equality and partnership, it may be feasible to achieve it
through stages, and various practices may provide valuable steps towards the ideal

and may be beneficial in their own right.

Different theorists have different perspectives on parental involvement and so
categorise parental involvement practices in different ways. The models and
practices selected for examination in this section are organised in two groups. The
first group consists of a set of approaches where the focus is on creating an
environment within a setting that can help parental involvement to take place in a
productive way. This consists of models by Collins (1995), Espinosa (1995) and
McWilliam et al. (1998), all of which set out ways of encouraging parental
involvement, although they may not detail what involvement consists of, nor do they
necessarily lead to partnership. The second group consists of typologies which map
out different categories of involvement; some rate practices on a continuum, while
others describe different practices without implying any hierarchy. Models by
Epstein (2011), Edwards and Knight (1997), Pugh (1987) and Vincent and Martin
(2005) are considered, and many factors are identified which contribute to a fuller

understanding of parental involvement.

2.6.1 Creating an environment

In order to build partnerships with parents, it helps to have an environment which is
supportive of warm and friendly relationships between parents and schools. This is
the focus of the first group of models considered here, comprising those of Collins
(1995), Espinosa (1995) and McWilliam et al. (1998). Major characteristics of these

three approaches are set out in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2 Models focused on creating an environment

Collins (1995)

Espinosa (1995)

McWilliam et al.(1998)

Support for school and
parents

Welcoming atmosphere

Appreciation

Personal touch
Non-judgemental
Perseverance in

maintaining
involvement

Family orientation

Positiveness (thinking
the best of families)

Sensitivity (“put
themselves in the

Consideration of
parents’ needs

parents’ shoes”)
Bilingual support

Responsiveness
Communication Strong leadership

Friendliness
Church/school Staff development
connection Child and community

Community outreach Skills

All three approaches proposed that parents need to be supported. McWilliam ef al.
(1998, p.206) suggested that preschools should think the best of parents and put
themselves “in the parents’ shoes”. Espinosa (1995), whose focus was on Hispanic
parents of children in early childhood programmes in the US, stated that parents need
to be supported for their strengths rather than focus on perceived failures. Collins
(1995), whose research was carried out with primary and second-level schools in
Newfoundland, found that teachers created a welcoming atmosphere, considered the
needs of parents and fostered two-way communication with them. She added another
dimension and suggested a move towards partnership when she included parents in
the supportive role. She referred to one school in her study where parents were the

driving force behind involvement.

Noting that the concept of parental involvement had initially implied that parents
should participate in activities that professionals deemed important, McWilliam et al.
(1998) claimed that a shift had occurred in the 1980s to the building of partnerships
in which parents had decision-making powers. They devised a model based on
family-centred services (see Figure 2.2) which summarises the qualities required to

achieve a family orientation in early childhood services, including preschools.
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Family Positivity
orientation —
Sensitivity

Friendliness

Responsiveness

Child and community skills

Figure 2.2 Family orientation doorway (McWilliam et al. 1998)

According to McWilliam et al. (1998), the preschool needs to have a welcoming
atmosphere. They referred to “opening the door” and treating parents as friends. This
need for a welcoming atmosphere was echoed by Collins (1995) and Espinosa
(1995). Collins stated that personal contact is the most effective method of
communication, and both she and Espinosa supported gearing contact to parents’
needs and interests. For Espinosa this included staff development in relation to
Hispanic culture and bilingual support, as her model was focused on supporting
Hispanic parents. Her concern was to bridge the cultural gap between home and

school in order to provide a basis for future school success.

Espinosa (1995) emphasised that individual teachers on their own cannot achieve the
aims of involving parents, and they thus need support from the administration and
the principal. Espinosa also stated that the school can serve the community in an
outreach policy while McWilliam et al. (1998) advocated child and community
skills, and Collins (1995) mentioned the value of church-school links as a way of
communicating with the community. This involvement with the wider community is

a feature of all three models.

Three main themes emerge from the models proposed by Collins, Espinosa and

McWilliam et al.:
* Support for both parents and teachers.
* The need for a welcoming atmosphere in the preschools/schools.

* The possibility for linkage with the wider community.
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These themes could be used to inform early education provision for Traveller
children. Values of positivity, sensitivity and friendliness, as specified by
McWilliam et al. (1998) could help Traveller parents feel welcome. A preschool that
cultivates links with the Traveller community should show its recognition of
Traveller culture and so help break down the gap between home and preschool. On
this, the Preschools for Travellers National Evaluation Report (Department of
Education and Science 2003) noted that many Traveller preschools operated open-
door policies, with parents free to drop in at any time, although few preschools had

structured policies for encouraging involvement by parents.

2.6.2 Types and levels of involvement

While a warm and welcoming atmosphere may open doors and set the scene for
involvement, there must also be a focus on different types and levels of involvement.
This focus on structure is found in the next group of theorists considered, namely,
Epstein (2011), Edwards and Knight (1997), Pugh (1987) and Vincent and Martin
(2005).

2.6.2.1 Overlapping spheres of influence

The first model considered in this group is that of Epstein (2011). A major theorist of
parental involvement within the United States education system, Epstein has been
working in the area of parental involvement since the early 1980s. Initially focused
on elementary school, she later extended her work to high school. She noted that
three distinct perspectives guide practitioners concerning the relationship between

home and school:

* Separate responsibilities of families and schools. This perspective assumes
that families and schools have separate goals and responsibilities which are

best achieved independently.

¢ Shared responsibilities of families and schools. This perspective stresses the

coordination, cooperation and complementarity of families and schools.

* Sequential responsibilities of parents and schools. This perspective assumes

families have responsibilities for educating the young child before the child
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enters formal schooling, after which educators assume the major

responsibility.

[N

Figure 2.3 Overlapping spheres of influence (Epstein 2011)

Epstein developed an integrated theory in which she envisaged the child’s life as
occurring within three overlapping spheres of influence (see Figure 2.3 above): the
family, the school and the community. These are affected by a variety of forces, such
as the child’s age and stage of development as well as the various practices and
beliefs current within the family, the school and the community. The different
spheres of influence are never completely separate, she claimed, but the amount of
overlap varies depending on circumstances. The maximum overlap occurs when
schools and families operate as true partners. However, there is never total overlap
because both families and schools maintain some practices that are independent of

each other.

Based on her model of overlapping spheres of influence, Epstein identified six major
types of involvement: parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home,
decision-making and collaborating with the community (see Figure 2.4). Each type

includes many different practices of partnership.
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Step 6: Collaborating with community

Step 5: Decision making

Step 4: Learning at home

Step 3: Volunteering

Step 2: Communicating

Step 1: Parenting

Figure 2.4 Epstein’s (2011) six steps

Epstein holds that, while there can be different practices of partnership, all should

include these six types:
1. Help families to establish supportive home environments.
2. Design effective forms of communication between school and home.
3. Recruit and organise parents’ help and support.
4. Help families to help students learn at home.
5. Include parents in school decisions.
6. Engage with the wider community.

Epstein (2011) draws attention to studies that explore the strengths of parents and
communities with various racial, ethnic and cultural characteristics. She notes that
resources — such as traditions, values, aspirations and identity — can provide natural
supports for children in families that would be labelled ‘poor’ or ‘deficient’, if only

economic factors were taken into account.

Although Epstein writes in the context of US education, her framework is more
generally applicable and demonstrates that parental involvement is a multi-layered
concept. Her work poses a range of questions that schools can ask when devising
parental involvement programmes, and demonstrates the range of practices that are
available. She shows also that parents are, in the main, willing and able to involve

themselves in their children’s education.
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2.6.2.2 Partners and clients

Edwards and Knight (1997, p.66) discussed parental involvement specifically in

relation to early years education and cautioned as follows:

Parental involvement is often pursued under the banner of providing
equality of learning opportunities with children. However, unless it is
carefully managed it can become a vehicle for undermining the value
systems of some social groups through implicit criticism of what

these groups hold dear, whether dialect or craft skills.

They noted that some early arguments on parental involvement were based on “a
deficit model of working class parenting which might be improved by increasing
contact between home and school” (Edwards and Knight 1997, p.66). They argued
that this view rested on assumptions concerning the supremacy of middle class
attitudes and values. They cautioned that, although theorists no longer explicitly use

a deficit model, one can still find deficit in the guise of difference.

Edwards and Knight (1997) represented parental involvement as a range of positions

on a continuum from “Parents as clients” to “Parents as partners” (see Figure 2.5).

Parent on the premises

Usea room for Attends Regularly Take a Lead
theirown school, €.g. help, but with regular role adhivities, €.g.
purposes parent mundane in working with
conference  tasks supervising a small group,
Parents aclivities gardening
Parents
as
. . as
clients Aftends Helps with  Help with Reinforces
school, €g. activitiecsat school leaming partners
fun day home, e.g.  trips started by
making oractitioners
resources

Parent off the premises

Figure 2.5 Parental involvement — client-partner continuum (Edwards and Knight 1997)

Various activities that parents potentially engage in, both inside and outside of the
school premises, can be mapped onto this diagram, as shown in Figure 2.5. Where
parents are clients, they are expected to comply with the demands or suggestions of

the school and they have no voice to influence how policy develops; parents serve
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the school agenda. Where parents are partners, they help set the agenda. Edwards
and Knight (1997) were interested in how parents might be able to move from the
relationship of client, as represented on the left of this diagram, to a position of
partnership. They suggested that it is necessary to know parents’ current level of
involvement if the intention is to help them move towards a position of partnership,
and that considerable bridge-building may be necessary. However, in developing
parental involvement initiatives, they cautioned against approaches which create
models of ideal parenting against which parents “are judged and usually found
wanting” (Edwards and Knight, 1997, p.75). Instead, they suggested that a “relaxed
climate of mutual respect ... may be the context in which the most useful and
meaningful of conversations between practitioners and parents may occur” (1997,

p.75).

Fitzgerald (2004) suggested that the Edwards and Knight (1997) model can provide a
useful guide for early years practitioners for increasing partnership, although he
noted that moves towards partnership can involve a blurring of traditional roles
between parents and practitioners, which, while it can bring benefits, may also be a
source of conflict and tension. This model does not explicitly address the kind of

dialogue between the parties, nor does it address school governance.

2.6.2.3 Dimensions of involvement

Pugh (1987) set out a framework of dimensions of parent involvement in preschool
centres. Her framework mapped different kinds of involvement that parents may
have. She perceived two categories of non-participating parents: (1) Active non-
participant parents, who actively decide not to participate, possibly because they are
working or they want time off from their children, and (2) Passive non-participant
parents who might want to participate but are unable, such as through lack of
confidence or illness. She also recognised that some parents may support from the
outside by, for example, fundraising or providing materials for the preschool,
attending social events, or providing moral support. Other parents may be involved
as helpers within the preschool, under the supervision of staff. She sought to engage
parents in the ways that they themselves wish. For example, she said that “one parent
may find herself ... managing the library, but not involved at all with working with

her child. Involvement may change over time.” However, the concept of partnership
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is important for Pugh, which she defines as “a working relationship characterised by

a shared sense of purpose, mutual respect and the willingness to negotiate” (1987,

p.5).

2.6.2.4 Involvement as the exercise of citizenship

Vincent and Martin (2005) identified three categories of parental roles in education:
parent as partner, parent as consumer and parent as citizen. They use the term
‘partner’ to denote a different kind of practice than that denoted by the term
elsewhere in this thesis. For them, the essence of parent as partner is the concept of
support — supporting the child and supporting the school — while elsewhere in this
thesis partnership is defined by concepts of equality and dialogue. Vincent and
Martin defined partnership as “working with one’s own child to support their
education” and as “supporting the school” (2005, p.117). They noted that UK
schools increasingly sought to harness and develop the abilities of parents to work
with their own children. However, they recognised an “entrenched professional/lay
division”, where schools/teachers regard themselves as experts, and also in some
cases an “entrenched deficit approach to parents” (Vincent and Martin 2005, p.117).
These views limited the scope for involvement: “there is no sense of sharing or
negotiation around the aims of the school” (Vincent and Martin 2005, p.118), and so

partnership, by their definition, is not enough.

Vincent and Martin’s (2005) second category of parent as consumer implies choice,
and presupposes no significant difference between school and any other consumer
purchase. It is based on “the supposed power of exit as a sanction” (Vincent and
Martin 2005, p119). This view of education came to the fore in the UK in the 1980s,
with parents being seen as consumers of education, and with free choice of school
seen as important. Gewirtz et al. (1995, p.22) found that the choice process “tends to
discriminate against low-income and less educated families”. Vincent and Martin
referred to practical and emotional barriers for choice within the school context.
Also, they noted that there is no clear relationship between choice and involvement;
choice of school “does not necessarily result in greater parental involvement within

the school” (2005, p.119).
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The third category is parent as citizen, where parents exercise their rights to
participate in school life. Vincent and Martin (2005, p.120), writing in the UK
context, suggested that “it is the collective right of representation on school
governing bodies” which is distinctive about parent-as-citizen''. Although they
noted difficulties in some areas, they judged the move to involve parents in school
governance as a qualified success. However, while many parents can be involved,
these tend to be a minority and are “largely white and middle class and mostly
mothers” (2005, p.121). They noted that many parents appear to have little appetite
for participating in the decision-making of schools and they wonder why, when
structures have been put in place in schools for parents’ representation, parents have
not more robustly asserted their rights. To investigate this question, they drew on
literature on citizenship and deliberative democracy, and they considered “the
circumstances in which dialogue around educational issues would flourish” (Vincent
and Martin 2005, p.126). They concluded on a rather pessimistic note, that parents
will only exercise agency in education when conditions are created for a more equal

and a more deliberative society.

2.7 Conclusion

Throughout this chapter various concepts relating to the three aims of this study were
explored. Different conceptions of equality were considered and a concept of radical
liberal equality, promoting equality of participation and outcome, was regarded as
capable of underpinning an educational initiative such as the introduction and
extension of parental involvement in Traveller preschools. The importance of a
politics of recognition was also emphasised, in which Traveller cultural identity can

be acknowledged.

The origins, history and culture of the Traveller community were briefly explored. It
was noted that Travellers experience high levels of prejudice and discrimination in
Irish society. The relationship of Travellers with the education system was
examined. Education for Travellers in the past was marked by separate provision and

a lack of recognition for Traveller culture. Although policy now supports inclusive

"'In Ireland, as noted elsewhere, the Education Act 1998 promotes parents’ councils and parental
representation on Boards of Management.
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and intercultural education, participation rates and outcomes for Travellers are still

poor.

It was noted that the term ‘parent’ can hide the way that parents’ engagement with
education can be affected by race, class and gender. Also, families and parenting are
changing in contemporary society, with women increasingly participating in the
labour force and with changes in family structure. Any effective model of parental
involvement must take these issues into account. It was also shown that involvement
can range from token activities to delegated power. It was argued that parental
involvement should be a partnership process in which all parties contribute for the

benefit of the children.

There are many reasons for parental involvement, but these reasons generally fall
into two categories. On the one hand, parents as citizens in modern democratic
society have a right to involvement in decisions which affect them or their families.
On the other hand, research shows many benefits for children’s learning when

parents are involved.

Various models and practices were explored. It was noted that models by Espinosa
(1995), Collins (1995) and McWilliam et al. (1998) highlight the need to create a
warm and welcoming environment to facilitate involvement and to provide support
for parents and teachers. These models provide a starting point for partnership,
although they do not necessarily imply it. A second group of models, by Epstein
(2011), Edwards and Knight (1997), Pugh (1987) and Vincent and Martin (2005)
show that parental involvement can be viewed as a continuum or as a typology of

different categories of involvement.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter, the research methodology used to investigate the three aims of my
study on parental involvement in Traveller preschools is described and discussed.
Traveller preschools were a targeted early education intervention for the Traveller
community. As a teacher in a Traveller preschool for over twenty-five years, and
having been involved with various Traveller organisations, I developed an
understanding and respect for the Travellers I encountered on a daily basis. I also
saw the effects of the poor quality of education that the parents of my pupils had
received. Their own parents had sent them to school on the understanding that they
would achieve an education and that this would benefit them. Instead, many now
struggle with basic literacy. This has led to feelings of inadequacy and loss in respect
of this part of their lives. It was impossible not to recognise the injustice and
inequality in this and not to see these problems as linked to a lack of recognition
within the educational system for their cultural identity. Many of the parents had a
limited understanding of how the education system operated and often had to trust
that the school would do the best to help their children to achieve in a way that they

themselves had not.

Having encouraged the parents of my pupils to become more involved in the
preschool, and seeing how this enriched the preschool experience for the children, I
decided to investigate background policy, along with the level and type of
involvement of Traveller parents in other Traveller preschools, and to explore the
parents’ and teachers’ views on involvement. One factor that must be taken into
account when considering my research is that I was a member of the majority
population researching a minority group (Worby and Rigney 2002). A further factor
is that, as I was a practitioner in the sector that [ was researching, the study could be

seen as an example of practitioner research. However, I decided not to research
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specifically my own practice, but rather to explore the issue of Traveller parent

involvement in the wider context of the Traveller preschool sector.

Clough and Nutbrown (2006, p.17) urge the researcher to approach method as “being
constructed ... rather than selected”. This is reflected in the approach I adopted. A
variety of research methods were adapted to the specific needs of the research. The
overarching methodology adopted is mainly qualitative. In writing about qualitative
research, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggested that a research methodology involves
five phases: (1) Researcher, (2) Research paradigm, (3) Research strategy, (4)
Research methods, and (5) Interpretation and Evaluation. This chapter addresses
these phases with reference to the research reported. The context of the research has
already been established. Accordingly, the research paradigm is first outlined,
including the ontological and epistemological framework which provides a
foundation for the methodology. The research strategy is then discussed. The
research plan and implementation, including necessary research instruments, is then

described. Finally, issues related to analysis and reporting are considered.

3.2 Research paradigm

All research takes place in the context of a research paradigm. Two main research
paradigms are positivism and interpretivism, with many variations existing on both
of these (Denzin and Lincoln 2005). The paradigm framing this research can be
described as broadly interpretivist while drawing on a third paradigm, namely,
critical theory (O’Donoghue 2008). It draws on critical theory because of the

concern for equality and social justice that informs it.

Two elements of a research paradigm are its ontology and epistemology. Ontology
refers to how one views the world. While positivism regards the world as an
objective reality which is the same for everyone, interpretivism regards the world as
being socially constructed, and so experienced differently by everyone. Thus, it
needs to be interpreted. This latter view is adopted in this research. Epistemology is
theory of knowledge; it refers to what we know and how we know it. If the world is

socially constructed then allowing for dialogue is an important aspect of knowing.
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3.2.1 My ontological position

My ontological position stems from the observation that different people experience
the world in different ways. Acknowledgement of this fact was particularly
important to me when carrying out research with members of the Traveller
community. Each experiences the world differently, depending on the culture in
which one lives, one’s family experiences and one’s individual encounters with the
world. We each construct our understanding of the world through our interactions
with others. Thus, the world can be interpreted in different ways by everyone. The
differences may seem particularly apparent when comparing cultures, but there are
also differences within any particular group, as its members are not homogeneous.
Thus I adopted an interpretivist stance which supported the view that reality is

socially constructed.

A further aspect to my ontological position is a personal commitment to equality and
social justice. While maintaining that the world is socially constructed and is
experienced differently by everyone, I also noticed that there are power relations in
society which can serve to advantage or disadvantage different groups. For this
reason, aspects of critical theory informed my ontological position. Critical theory
derives from Marxism, with Jiirgen Habermas being its best known contemporary
exponent. Habermas divides knowledge interests into three categories: technical,
practical and emancipatory (Cohen et al. 2011). Technical knowledge corresponds to
positivism and practical knowledge corresponds to interpretivism. The emancipatory
interests are concerned with exposing the operation of power and bringing about
social justice, and this corresponds to the critical theory paradigm. This is significant
as the research being reported here was to advance social justice, through advancing
understanding of the experiences of Traveller parents. The research methods adopted
were interpretivist, and critical theory was used to inform a complementary layer of
analysis, as a lens through which we can come to understand how the experience of

Travellers is shaped by the distribution of power in society.

3.2.2 My epistemological position

Epistemology depends on ontology. If I understand the world to be socially
constructed, this means there are boundaries on what can be known and how it can

be known. There are a number of different ways we may gain knowledge. One way
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is through prior experiential knowledge. When investigating the perspectives of
Traveller parents, for example, I could have prior experiential knowledge if I were a
Traveller parent. However, since I am a non-Traveller, this way of knowing is
largely closed to me. As a teacher in a Traveller preschool for twenty-five years, I
did bring some prior knowledge that helped form my thinking. As my preschool was
located in the heart of the Traveller community, I had daily contact and interactions
with the families of the children attending the preschool and with the wider Traveller
community. The classroom assistant was a Traveller woman whose three older
children had attended the preschool. Through our friendship and by working together
I gained a further depth of knowledge about the Traveller community. I developed a
positive disposition towards the Traveller community and a conviction that its

members are entitled to be treated equally and fairly in society.

Another way to gain knowledge is through reading the literature. Accordingly, my
literature review, considered in Chapter 2, includes some insights based on my
reading of the research of others. This helped to inform me on issues of identity
generally and on Travellers in particular, to provide a context for my direct research.
Reading also underpinned the analysis of policy documents outlined in Chapter 4

that addresses the first aim of the research.

A third way of knowing is to ask the parents themselves. My research regarding my
second and third aims relied largely on talking to, and listening to, Traveller parents.
My epistemological approach is based on equality and dialogue. Dialogue can help
to reduce the hierarchy between researcher and those being researched (Byrne 2000).
What I attempted in my research was not simply the gathering of data, but a
dialogical engagement with the key stakeholders — parents, teachers and managers.
The methods of data collection chosen in relation to aims two and three provided
opportunities for dialogue with participants. For example, one method used with
Traveller parents was the focus group, in which data was generated by discussion
amongst a group of Traveller parents. This method is interactive and informal and its
“dialogic possibilities ... help researchers to work against premature consolidation of
their understandings and explanations” (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 2005, p.903).

Likewise, interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach (Cohen et al.
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2011), with an outline interview schedule and the opportunity to engage in dialogue

with respondents on areas of interest.

3.2.3 Research strategy

The methodological approach adopted was informed by my ontological and
epistemological positions and was one that allowed the participants’ voices to be
heard. The research method chosen for research question number one was a
document analysis of relevant State policy documents. Research questions two and
three were investigated by conducting a case study, focusing on the involvement of
Traveller parents in Traveller preschools. The research strategy is discussed in detail
in 3.3 below. The research methods used were mainly qualitative and interpretive,
although some quantitative data were collected to help to describe the context. I
listened to, and recorded, what the participants were saying about their experiences
and views, and I scrutinised the data in light of what others had said and in the
context of the literature. I also took account of my own position within the research
as a member of the majority population, outside of the Traveller community but with
personal and professional ties over a long period. An interpretive approach was
deemed to be the one best suited to the research in relation to question two and three,
as [ was taking an in-depth look at a small number of people. The aim of the research
in relation to these two questions was to explore how a group of individuals who
belong to a minority group experience and view the world, with particular reference

to a specific aspect of their lives.

3.2.4 Researching a minority group

The case study component of the research for this study involved research by a
member of the majority population with members of a minority group. Such research
is fraught with ethical issues. According to Worby and Rigney (2002, p.27), “the
dynamic relationship between givers and receivers of knowledge is a reminder that
dealing with indigenous issues is one of the most sensitive and complex tasks facing
teachers, learners and researchers at all levels”. I engaged with Traveller parents, as
members of a distinct group with its own culture, different from the majority culture,
to elucidate their experiences and views with respect to Traveller preschools.

According to Smith (2005, p.97), for marginalised groups “research ethics is about
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establishing, maintaining and nurturing reciprocal and respectful relationships”. She
noted that “research is a site of contestation, not simply at the level of epistemology
or methodology, but also in its broadest sense as an organised scholarly activity that

is deeply related to power” (Smith 2005, p.87).

McDonagh (McDonagh, R. 2000), who is herself a Traveller, raised some issues
concerning her experiences as a Traveller of being ‘used’ by researchers in ways that
she believed would not be tolerated by settled people, adding that it can be the case
that Traveller culture is viewed through a microscope of racism and stereotypes, thus
alienating Travellers from their own experiences and devaluing their sense of
identity. Of the research in which she participated, she said that, while the title of the
subject matter was usually presented to her, her only role was in answering
questions. She added that in Traveller-related topics, research is often the first
mechanism used to perpetuate racism. She argued that the nuances in both cultures
may be ambiguous to the other and that this can lead to the exploitation of
Travellers, especially where researchers want to get what she termed “the authentic
Traveller voice” (2000, p.241). She cautioned against pitfalls of interpreting
Traveller culture from the researcher’s settled perspective. Similar issues in relation
to research with Maori people, in which research had displaced Maori lived
experience with the ‘authoritative’ voice of the expert, were noted by Bishop and
Glynn (1999, p.168) who claimed that “Western-based research has undervalued and
belittled Maori knowledge ... in order to enhance [that] of the colonisers”. These
observations highlighted for me the need for caution and care in my research with

Traveller parents.

3.2.5 Reflexive methodology

McDonagh (McDonagh, R. 2000) contended that a reflexive methodology could not
only prevent perpetuating stereotypes but also help prevent researchers from
projecting their particular points of view into different cultural contexts.
MacNaughton et al. (2004, p.123) also discussed reflexivity and described how it
can “refer to an understanding of the impact of the researcher in the study” and
pointed out that for practitioner researchers, “reflexive self-awareness demands the
capacity to separate oneself from the field of study to gain the distance that allows a

fresh examination of familiar events”. They advised that researchers should be aware
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of the balance they want to achieve between “engaged commitment to the field and
the capacity to offer an informed research-based interpretation of it” (2004, p.124).
Research demands the capacity to step back from the current situation and to achieve

some distance from it.

Higginbottom and Serrant-Green (2005) say that reflexivity involves a process of
self-awareness that should clarify how one’s beliefs have been socially constructed
and how these values have an impact on interaction and interpretation in research
settings. Higginbottom (2005) describes how, although she sees herself as identified
by her own ethnicity and social background, she is seen differently by the ethnic
minority who are the subject of her research. She identifies herself as being from a
lower socio-economic background and her parentage is African-English, yet the
participants, whose social background and ethnicity were the same as her own, saw

her mainly as a ‘professional’.

Smith (1996, p.195) noted that “one reading of reflexivity emphasises an awareness
of the researcher’s own presence in the research project”. According to Cohen et al.
(2011, p.255), reflexivity suggests that researchers should acknowledge and disclose
their own selves in the research and should be aware of how their “selectivity,
perception, background and inductive processes and paradigms shape the research”.
They should monitor closely their own interaction with participants and discover
other matters that might bias the research. Writing of research in the context of
African Americans, Tillman (2002, p.6) called on researchers to “carefully consider
the effect of their own cultural knowledge, cross-race and same-race perspectives
and insider and outsider issues related to the research process”. She said that it is
“important to consider whether the researcher has the cultural knowledge to
accurately interpret and validate the experiences of African Americans within the

context of the phenomenon under study” (Tillman 2002, p.4).

Indeed, one might question whether any ‘outsider’ can successfully conduct research
within a culture to which he or she does not belong, and whether research should
only be conducted by ‘insiders’. However, Bridges (2001, p.372) points out that “the
insider researcher will always be something of an outsider in his or her community
by virtue of becoming a researcher, especially in any community which is itself

remote from the world of academe”. Also, Merriam et al. (2001, p.415), in outlining
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some of the issues in relation to insider/outsider research, argued that “not only will
the researcher experience moments of being both insider and outsider, but that these
positions are relative to the cultural values and norms of both the researcher and the
participants”. McDonagh (McDonagh, R. 2000, p.243) stated in relation to research
with Travellers that “the question of whether the researcher is settled should not be
an issue”. She called for researchers to “develop their knowledge of Traveller culture
and create a relationship with a Traveller organisation in order to ensure they are not

being racist or using unethical methods in conducting research” (2000, p.244).

My own position, as already stated, is that I am a member of the majority population
who has worked for twenty-five years in a Traveller preschool and who has had an
ongoing relationship and involvement with members of the Traveller community and
with Traveller organisations. This position affected decisions and interpretations
made in relation to the research process, and these decisions and interpretations were
kept continually under scrutiny by me during the research process. The methods used
for aims two and three of the study, namely, focus groups and individual interviews,
helped to ensure that the voice of the Traveller participants was the dominant voice.

This was a major concern during the analysis and reporting phase of the research.

3.2.6 Ethics in research

Ethical issues pervade research. Various principles of ethical research are discussed
in the literature and are also set out in institutional guidelines, such as St. Patrick’s
College guidelines on research ethics which governed the conducting of this research
project. Smith (2005, p.97) noted how institutional ethics are grounded in
international agreements and national laws, and she cited the Nuremberg Code as the
“first major international expression of principles that set out to protect the rights of

people from research abuse”.

The following is a consideration of some ethical questions that were deemed relevant

to this research:

* Negotiating access: What right does the researcher have to approach a
particular group? On this, Cohen et al. (2011, p.82) have stated that
“achieving goodwill and cooperation is especially important where the

proposed research extends over a period of time”. Permission must be sought

61



from gatekeepers (Mason 2005), if appropriate, and from the intended
respondents. In this research, permission was required from Traveller parents
and other respondents in relation to their own participation. Several focus
groups were organised through Traveller organisations whose permission and
cooperation had to be secured, in addition to that of the individual

participants.

Informed consent: Participants need to understand the purpose of the research
and their position within it. Traveller parents taking part in this study were
given written and verbal explanations of the research when their consent was
sought. Verbal explanations were necessary due to the varying levels of
literacy amongst the Traveller participants. A letter explaining the research
was written in ‘plain English’, was proofread in advance by a member of the
Traveller community, and was then read out to participants before
commencing to ensure understanding (Appendix C). A consent form was
signed by respondents, or by witnesses in cases where the respondents were
not literate, making sure that the respondents understood what was being
signed on their behalf. A consent form itself can present challenges, in that it
“makes the power relations between researchers and researched concrete”
(Smith 2005, p.99). On this, Cannold (2004) pointed out that, while an
informed consent form can be reassuring for educated respondents, it can be
disconcerting for others and give rise to increased suspicion of the research.
In the case of this research, a small number of parents did query as to why
they had to sign the consent form. When this happened I explained again the

reason why I needed their written consent.

There are dissenting views as to the necessity for written consent in social
research. Christians (2000, p.147) suggested that “informed consent,
mandatory before medical experiments, is simply incongruent with
interpretive research which interacts with human beings in their natural
settings”. A cover letter explaining the research accompanied each
questionnaire in the survey of teachers in Traveller preschools (Appendix G).
Teachers and managers who were interviewed for the study also received

explanations of the research and they signed consent forms (Appendix F).
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* Confidentiality and anonymity: Participants need to understand whether and
to what extent these will be assured. Confidentiality means that participants
will not be identified in reports of the research. Anonymity is a stronger
protection, in that even the researcher cannot identify the participant (Cohen
et al. 2011). Regarding the interviews and focus groups for this research,
such anonymity was not possible. One assurance of confidentiality is that I
transcribed the interviews myself (Barry et al. 2013). Also, pseudonyms are

used when referencing individuals, groups and locations.

* Research Ethics Committee: Field research for this study was approved by

the Research Ethics Committee of St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra.

3.3 Research strategy

In determining a strategy or design for this research, a case study approach was
deemed an appropriate choice to address aims two and three. A case study involves
identifying a single phenomenon and investigating it within a particular bounded
context (Miles et al. 2014). The phenomenon studied, following the document
analysis, was the involvement of Traveller parents in Traveller preschools. A study
of this phenomenon meant engaging with its context: the identity and culture of
Traveller parents, their own educational experiences and achievements, the staff and
management of Traveller preschools, and their approaches to parental involvement
and Traveller culture. The wider context, including government policy, also had a
bearing on determining how parental involvement might be facilitated or hindered,
and for this reason it was deemed appropriate to include a document analysis of

relevant policy documents to address aim one of the study.

Case studies attempt to portray how things are in a particular situation, to describe
with richness the reality of participants. According to Cohen ef al. (2011, p.290), “it
is important for events and situations to be allowed to speak for themselves rather
than be largely interpreted, evaluated or judged by the researcher”. For this reason, it
was important that the voice of the participants were allowed to come through in the

final report of this research.
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Cohen et al. (2011) set out strengths and weaknesses of case study research. The
case study approach is strong in how it portrays reality. It can deal with complexity,
and it is not restricted in its ability to portray discrepancies and disagreements
between parties. It can also incorporate unanticipated happenings and events and can
portray unique features of a phenomenon. On the other hand, it produces detail that
may not be easily generalisable. The results cannot always be checked and might be
subject to observer bias. Furthermore, care is needed to avoid distortion, selective
reporting and blandness. Also, since there is so much detail, it is easy for the
researcher to get lost, so that the big picture is missed. On this, Stake (2003) points
out that not everything about the case must be portrayed, nor, indeed, can be. It is
necessary for the researcher to select and to make decisions about what to
concentrate on and what is significant. If these issues can be managed, however, the
final report of the case, as Cohen ef al. (2011) suggest, can be in a format that is

accessible and readily understood by a wide audience.

Having decided on case study as the approach for aims two and three, it was
necessary to make other methodological choices to develop the research design.
Various authors categorise case studies in different ways. Yin (1984) proposed three
categories of case study: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory. From this
perspective, the case reported here is best understood as a descriptive case. Stake
(2005) also proposed three categories of case study: intrinsic, instrumental and
collective. An intrinsic case is studied for its own sake, while an instrumental case is
studied in order to provide insight into an issue or to help redraw a generalisation.
The collective case study involves investigating a number of different cases, and is

not relevant to this research.

The case studied, and reported in later chapters, fits best with the intrinsic case study,
as it was undertaken to gain a better understanding of the case rather than for any
immediate instrumental purpose. However, it was hoped that learning from this case
might advance the cause of social justice and equality for Travellers, although this

was not an immediate aim.

A case may be understood as a specific example of a wider category, although Stake
(2005) states that this is not always necessary where a case has intrinsic interest. In

relation to this study, it was not necessary to portray this case as representative of a
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wider class, although depending on one’s perspective, it could be. For example, it
could be seen as a case of a government initiative in the area of preschool education,
or as an educational initiative for Traveller children. It could also be seen as a case of
how Traveller identity and culture affects parents’ involvement within the education
system. Further, it could be seen as a case of how government policy has shaped
Travellers’ lives, and brought them to where they are today. The case is all of these
things. Accordingly, it was felt necessary to explore aspects of the wider context in

order to understand the overall issue of parental involvement in Traveller preschools.

A single case has various component parts (Stake 2003). It is necessary to set out and
describe these parts. In the case of the involvement of Traveller parents in Traveller
preschools, parts include the parents themselves, the teachers, in-school activity and
out-of-school activity, among other features. Identifying and describing these may
help to build up the picture of the case and to identify what data needs to be gathered
and how it might be gathered.

Figure 3.1 shows a map of the major issues it was felt necessary to explore in order
to characterise this case. Some of this exploration was dealt with through the
literature review, while some informed the data gathering for the document analysis

and the field research.

— Resources, Traveller 1dentity —3 Traveller
_ i\_le“"v-l*'- . structures & culture Cultural | parents’ own
P:.mlnerslup. knowledge v ‘ Ii\'ersi‘t\' experience of
Dialogue Evolution of state — — [education
A4 ¥ policy on Traveller ge"'uos‘:l,‘lhotlil & v v
Ther /nres o edistribution
! Teacher /preschool | leducation Traveller parents’
Theories and arental role * expectations fron}
models of parental and rights C oncepts of e(l}lcatlon for their
Involvement Equality children

Map & evaluate
different approaches to
parental involvement

Traveller parents’
experiences & views
of Traveller preschools

Involvement of Truveller
parents in Traveller
preschools

Figure 3.1 Component parts of research topic
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3.3.1 Document analysis

Government policy provides a context for the Traveller parents’ perspectives on
schooling. Thus, I believe that an analysis of relevant state documents is necessary to
understand this context. The Report of the Commission on Itinerancy (Government
of Ireland 1963) provides a natural starting point for this analysis, as it was the first
major state document on the Traveller community. The Report and
Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education

2006) was the final document considered.

Noting that documents have often been valued in the past because of their supposed
objectivity, Charmaz (2007) points out that they are not simple facts but contain
definitions and assertions that are contestable. It is important to place documents in
the wider context in which they were produced and to read them critically (Shine and

O’Donoghue 2013).

3.3.2 Scope and limitations

This study explores the involvement of Traveller parents in Traveller preschools by
investigating three interrelated aims: the policy framework in which they developed,
the relationship of parents with the education system, and the involvement practices

that were used in Traveller preschools.

There are several limiting factors in this research. The data gathering was carried out
during the years 2005 to 2008 and there have been changes and developments in
relation to Travellers and education since then. Traveller preschools have since
ceased to operate which has implications for the transferability of my findings. The
sample for the research was influenced by opportunity and availability and
represents a small subset of the population. Also, not many fathers were included in
the focus groups and interviews. Thus, the representativeness of the data can be
questioned. The parents were members of a distinct cultural group of which I am not
a member, which presents particular challenges, such as the insider/outsider issues
discussed above. Also, I taught for many years in a Traveller preschool, so I was not
a totally disinterested observer. While I have endeavoured to present an unbiased

account, my background no doubt influenced decisions I made in relation to the
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research. Finally, the qualitative methodology used limits the ability to generalise

from the data.

3.4 Data gathering — rationale for methods

Stake (2005) points out that case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of
what is to be studied. Once one has identified a phenomenon to be studied, questions
remain about the specific methods to be used for data gathering. The rationale for the
data gathering methods used in this research are discussed below. These methods
included individual in-depth interviews and focus groups with Traveller parents,
along with interviews with a number of teachers and managers in Traveller
preschools. A questionnaire was also distributed to teachers which included
questions about the preschool, about levels and types of parental involvement and
about Traveller culture (Appendix H). This section concludes with a brief discussion

of sampling.

3.4.1 Interview method

Interviews were held with Traveller parents, with teachers in Traveller preschools
and with preschool managers. Clough and Nutbrown (2006) advise that the first
question the researcher should ask when considering data gathering through
interview is whether the interview is the best method for the purpose. Cohen et al.
(2011) claim that interviews allow greater depth than is the case with other methods
of data collection. According to Punch (2005, p.168), “the interview is one of the
main data collecting tools in qualitative research. It is a very good way of accessing
people’s perceptions, meanings, definitions of situations and constructions of

reality”.

Interview types can range from informal conversational interviews to highly
structured interviews with closed questions determined in advance. Bryman (2012)
identifies a number of interview types, among them focused interviews and semi-
structured interviews, types deemed most relevant for this research. According to
Bryman (2012, p.213), focused interviews use “predominantly open questions and
ask interviewees questions about a specific situation which is relevant to them and of

interest to the researcher”. Semi-structured interviews are where the interviewer has
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a series of questions that are in the general form of an interview schedule, but is able
to vary the sequence of questions. Also, the interviewer can ask additional questions

in response to what are seen as significant replies.

Fontana and Frey (2005) set out a guide for unstructured interviews, including
gaining access to the setting, understanding the language and culture of the
respondent, deciding how to present oneself, locating an informant, gaining trust and
collecting empirical materials. This guide provides a useful checklist of things to
think about when planning data collection. A further requirement is the achievement
of rapport with interviewees which, Bryman (2012) claims, is a delicate balancing
act. It is important to achieve a level of rapport where the informant wants to answer
questions and continue with the interview. This is helped by the interviewer putting
the respondent at ease, although Bryman suggests that too much rapport may result
in the interview going on for too long and the respondents suddenly deciding that too
much time is being spent on the activity. For this study, a time limit was agreed with

each respondent in advance of the interview to try to avoid this problem.

Because of my ontological and epistemological stance it was necessary to engage
with the participants in a way that respected their narratives and allowed for them to
be part of the process, rather than simply be an information gathering exercise where
the imbalance in the relationship between the researcher and the participant would be
highlighted. Therefore a highly structured, closed format of questionnaire was not
deemed suitable. However, the nature of the research was such that, because specific
information was needed, a fully unstructured format would also not have been
suitable. Thus a semi-structured format was utilised, which allowed for questions to
be posed but the answers not necessarily having to fit into a pre-specified pattern. It
also allowed for points of interest raised to be followed up on. An example of this is
in the case of Lucy (parent, Lisnashee) where it became apparent during the course
of the interview that her own school experiences of discrimination had a definite
impact on the way she managed her son’s schooling, and that her experiences
influenced how she strove to protect her son and to ensure that he received an

education. If a closed format had been used data on this would not have emerged.

Finally, on a practical note, Punch (2005, p.176) advises that if interviews are

recorded, then the researcher “must be adept at working the equipment”. He also
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refers to the need for researchers to develop note-taking and transcription skills.

These are issues that are also relevant in relation to the focus group method.

3.4.2 Focus group method

The focus group method is one of the methods used in this study for research with
Traveller parents. This was considered an ideal format for preliminary research, as
Cohen et al. (2011) suggest that focus groups are good for developing themes, topics
and schedules for subsequent interviews and/or questionnaires. Also, it seemed an
appropriate method since the data sought were the lived experiences (Bryman 2012),
the hopes and fears of Traveller parents in relation to education generally and more
specifically in relation to their involvement in their preschool children’s education.
The initial focus group provided a forum for parents to discuss issues in a mutually
supportive setting. Because of the quality of the data gained from this initial focus
group and because the participants were at ease with the process, it was decided to

use the method for further research with parents.

A focus group allows for interaction among the people involved and can help to
flesh out views and information (Punch 2005). It puts the researcher in a somewhat
peripheral role, with the important information coming from group members’
interactions with each other (Cohen et al. 2011). Focus groups can reveal aspects of
a topic that might not emerge from individual interviews. Kamberelis and
Dimitriadis (2005, p.903) claim that “because of their synergistic potential, focus
groups often produce data that are seldom produced through individual interviewing
and observation, and that result in especially powerful interpretive insights”. In the
focus group the researcher does not play a central role. Rather, he or she acts as a
facilitator. The participants in the group can engage equally with the process.
Kamberelis and Dimitriadis argue that focus groups can facilitate the
democratisation of the research process and the adoption of a self-reflexive stance by

the researcher.

Fontana and Frey (2005, p.704) note particular advantages of group interviews (the
focus group is one form of group interview) over individual interviews: “(a) they are
relatively inexpensive to conduct and often produce rich data that are cumulative and

elaborative, (b) they can be stimulating to respondents and aid in recall, and (c) the
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format is flexible”. Kitzinger (1995) writes of several additional advantages: they do
not discriminate against people who do not read or write; they can encourage
participation from those who are reluctant to be interviewed on their own (such as
those intimidated by the formality and isolation of a one-to-one interview); and they

can encourage contributions from people who feel they have nothing to say.

The groups in this study were composed of Traveller parents who shared a common
culture, and many of whom already knew one another. This familiarity can help
focus group members to feel at ease with each other and can aid in the free flow of
discussion, so that participants can provide information concerning their feelings,
beliefs and aspirations. The natural course of the discussion can lead to exploration
of areas that had not previously been considered by the researcher and the analysis of
the transcripts may suggest areas that should be included in further research. Such

considerations helped inform the decision to use focus groups for this research.

One advantage of using a focus group format with Traveller parents is that individual
participants have varying abilities and literacy skills. In discussion, they can clarify
terms for one another so the chance of ambiguity is minimised. In the initial focus
group, members had clarified terms and issues for one another in the course of their
discussions. This was one factor that influenced the selection of this method for the
subsequent research. A number of parents in the group were non-literate and
contributed equally with those who were literate. Through careful prompting, shy

participants were encouraged to contribute.

A particular benefit of the focus group in this research was that ideas could be put
forward and developed by the participants in a discursive way, with the researcher
using prompts and open questions to promote dialogue. Focus groups allow for
unexpected issues related to the subject matter to emerge. For example, the initial
focus group exposed strong feelings by parents concerning their own schooling and
an equally strong desire that their children should achieve in school. This aspiration

was echoed by all participants and helped to shape the subsequent research.

There are a number of challenges and potential problems associated with the use of
focus groups. One is that the focus group needs to be managed to allow for all to

make a contribution. Fontana and Frey (2005, p.704) note the following three
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specific problems for facilitators of group interviews: (a) keep one person or small
coalitions of persons from dominating the group, (b) encourage recalcitrant
respondents to participate and (c) obtain responses from the entire group to
encourage the fullest coverage of the topic. The facilitator must simultaneously be
concerned about the questions to be asked and be sensitive to the evolving patterns
of group interaction. Because the researcher is not fully in control, the discussion can
take a direction of its own. For example, participants may go off the point of the
research, or one individual may dominate and another may feel shy or uncertain
about contributing (Bryman 2012, Leedy and Ormrod 2013). Citing Janis’s (1982)
concept of groupthink, Bryman (2012, p.518), notes that “as a group comes to share
a certain point of view, group members come to think uncritically about it and to
develop almost irrational attachments to it”. This can tend to suppress alternative

valid views within the group and poses a challenge for the facilitator.

Limitations of the focus group also include the fact that confidentiality or anonymity
cannot be fully guaranteed. This is because, due to its open nature, information is
shared with other members (Gibbs 1997). Confidential information may be more
forthcoming in an individual interview. Bryman (2012, p.517) also notes limitations
on gathering and analysing the data pointing out that “focus group recordings are
particularly prone to inaudible elements which affect transcription”. Transcription
can be time-consuming because of variations in voice pitch and the need to take
account of who says what. To counter this, I transcribed the focus group recordings
for this study very shortly after each focus group session while the discussion was

fresh in my mind.

Bryman (2012, p.505) also cautions that, “it is unlikely that just one group will
suffice the needs of the researcher, since there is always the possibility that the
responses are particular to that one group”, although he also holds that too many
groups will be a waste of time. He suggests that no more groups are necessary in a
study once comments and patterns begin to repeat and little new information is
generated. This is the criterion of saturation. The focus groups in this study were
comprised of Traveller parents who had a shared culture; while they were not
homogeneous, they shared a common background and generally a common

educational experience.
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More detail on the focus groups in this research is included in section 3.5.1 below.

3.4.3 Questionnaire research

The self-administered questionnaire is a method that is commonly associated with
positivistic quantitative research and is of limited value for interpretive research. It
can, however, provide a broad picture of a topic (Clough and Nutbrown 2006). In
this study its main value was in providing a descriptive profile of Traveller
preschools and the involvement practices in use, as a background to the more in-
depth interviews and focus group research. Because of the limited number of
Traveller preschools (fewer than 40 at the time the study was carried out), it was
considered feasible to send questionnaires to all preschools rather than to a limited
sample. For this reason, it can be more accurately seen as a census rather than a

survey, although similar factors are involved.

A self-administered questionnaire offers a number of advantages and disadvantages
for a researcher. It is a relatively quick and cost-effective way of gathering data from
a large and geographically dispersed group of respondents. Since the same questions
are asked of all respondents, it is easy to aggregate, compare and analyse the data.
However, since the questionnaires are completed without the researcher being
present, it is possible that respondents may interpret questions differently, which

may have an impact on the validity of the findings.

Questions can be closed or open. Closed questions can reduce the scope for
ambiguity and are easier to analyse, although this means that the researcher must
specify a range of possible responses. It is important to also include open questions
to allow respondents to elaborate, and to gather information that the researcher may
not have anticipated. It is often found, however, that the information provided in
response to open questions on self-administered questionnaires is limited and
shallow, rather than rich or deep. Respondents may not put great thought or time into

their responses (Cohen et al. 2011).

The questionnaire used in this research was a self-administered questionnaire to
teachers in Traveller preschools. They were distributed by post and were to be
completed and returned by post using an enclosed stamped and addressed envelope.

The literature suggests that response rates can be low for postal questionnaires, and
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that this can affect the validity of a survey (Cohen et al. 2011). However, this did not
prove a problem in this study, where a response rate of 64% was achieved. This was
possibly because I had informed the teachers at an inservice training day that I would

be sending them the questionnaires, and also because they knew me as a colleague.

The development and administration of the questionnaire for this study is described

in 3.5.2 below.

3.4.4 Sampling

Miles et al. (2014, p.31) highlight the necessity for sampling in research, noting that
“we cannot study everyone everywhere doing everything” and that “sampling is
crucial for later analysis”. According to Punch (2005), sampling in qualitative
research is usually “purposive”, meaning it is done in a deliberate way with some
purpose or focus in mind. He points out that appropriate qualitative sampling
strategies can contribute to the overall validity of a research design, saying that the
sample must fit in with the other components of the study, and that there must be
internal consistency and coherent logic across the study’s components. Miles and
Huberman (1994) make the point also that in qualitative research samples are not
wholly pre-specified as they can evolve during the course of the fieldwork. They set
out a Typology of Sampling Strategies in Qualitative Inquiry, drawing on Kuzel
(1992) and Patton (1990), in which they identify sixteen types of sampling. Several
of these sampling types were used to select participants for the interviews, focus

groups and questionnaire surveys undertaken as part of this study.

The focus groups comprised mainly Traveller parents who at the time had children
attending Traveller preschools. This is an example of “criterion sampling” in that
“all cases meet some criterion” (Miles and Huberman 1994, p.28). In fact, a small
number of focus group participants did not fulfil this criterion. This arose because of

the reliance on others to organise the groups.

Since each focus group was comprised of parents from a particular area who
generally already knew one another, these were also homogeneous samples, a type of
sample that “focuses, reduces, simplifies and facilitates group interviewing” (Miles
and Huberman 1994, p.28). The focus groups were drawn from different geographic

locations throughout the country to ensure broad geographic representation, and to
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incorporate differences of experience, perspectives and aspirations between different
sets of parents. While Miles and Huberman (1994, p.28) identify this as maximum
variation sampling which “documents diverse variations and identifies important
common patterns”, issues of convenience and opportunity were also important

factors in selecting groups.

Parent interviews were held to augment information from focus groups and to gain
additional information to that which emerged in the focus group setting. Parents who
met the basic criterion that they had children in Traveller preschools were sought out
for interview based on convenience and opportunistic sampling. Punch (2005) notes
that very often research must take whatever sample is available and that the
incidence of convenience sampling is growing in qualitative research. The initial
focus group had consisted entirely of mothers. Some later groups included both
fathers and mothers, although mothers were always in the majority. This was to be
expected, since mothers are generally more likely than fathers to be involved in their

children’s schooling (Reay 2005).

The self-administered questionnaire issued to teachers utilised what Miles and
Huberman (1994) refer to as comprehensive sampling, which means that the entire
population of teachers in Traveller preschools was included. Due to the low numbers
of such teachers, it was decided that issuing a questionnaire to each teacher would be
manageable. Such a comprehensive approach, it was felt, would increase confidence
in the questionnaire findings. The questionnaires also provided an opportunity for
teachers to identify themselves and to put themselves forward for further contact,
should this be deemed desirable. Three teachers who indicated their assent were

followed up for interview.

3.5 Schedule of research

Having set out above the rationale for the data gathering methods used in this
research, this section details the data gathering process itself. There were two main

strands to the field research component for this study:

* Research with Traveller parents, which consisted of focus groups and

individual interviews.
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* Research with teachers and managers in Traveller preschools, which

consisted of self-administered questionnaires and individual interviews.

The research described in this chapter took place during the years 2005 to 2008.
Initial exploratory research, consisting of a focus group of Traveller parents and in-
depth interviews with three teachers, was carried out in the school year 2005/2006.
The initial focus group and interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed, and the
transcripts were scrutinised and analysed to extract data concerning various themes,
including views on and experiences of parental involvement and perspectives on the
representation of Traveller culture. Reports of this pilot research helped to inform the
development and planning of subsequent research which was carried out throughout

the school years 2006/2007 and 2007/2008.

Initial interviews with teachers informed the development of the self-administered
questionnaire sent to teachers in all Traveller preschools. The questionnaire was
developed from a consideration of findings from the pilot interviews and from
iterative trials of draft questionnaires with three teachers. Results from the
questionnaire survey allowed for the development of an inventory of parental
involvement practices already employed in the preschools and the views of teachers
on Traveller cultural representation. Teachers were asked to include their contact
details with the returned questionnaires if they wished to make themselves available
for follow up interviews. Interviews were carried out with three of these teachers,
which produced richer data than would have been possible from the self-
administered questionnaires alone. Three interviews were also held with preschool

managers.

Appendix A presents a summary of data-gathering methods utilised, while Appendix
B presents a list of location and participant pseudonyms for the respondents in this

study. Methods are discussed more fully throughout this section.

3.5.1 Research with parents

Research with parents consisted of a series of focus groups and individual
interviews. An initial pilot focus group was held in October 2005 and this was
followed up by further focus groups and interviews held during the school years

2006/2007 and 2007/2008.
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3.5.1.1 Initial focus group

The initial focus group comprised six mothers of children attending Castletown
Traveller preschool. It was decided to invite mothers specifically, rather than
mothers and fathers, as it was felt that, as this was the first meeting of its type, the
mothers would be more comfortable with one another and would be more open to
discussing issues than they would be if in a mixed gender group. The childcare
worker in the preschool, herself a Traveller, assisted in the facilitation of the focus
group and was particularly helpful in explaining any concepts or phrases to the
participants that were unclear or ambiguous to them. The focus group was held in the
evening in the same premises as the preschool. Adult sized chairs and tables were
made available, and tea and snacks were provided to encourage an informal

atmosphere.

Four key questions were devised for exploration in the focus group, along with
associated prompts. These questions related to the following: (1) Participants’
knowledge of the preschool, (2) Perceptions of Traveller identity and culture, (3)
Perceptions of parental involvement in the preschools, and (4) Participants’ own
experiences of education. These areas were selected for the initial focus group to
ascertain how much involvement parents felt they had in the preschool and how
much they would like. To do this, it was necessary to ascertain information about
their relationship with the preschool, such as why they chose it, how much they
knew about the programme that was followed, and the perceived benefits to the child
of his or her attendance at the preschool. This was the first question raised with the
focus group. The second question regarded Traveller culture and its representation in
the preschool. The third question concerned how involved parents perceived
themselves to be with the preschool and the type of involvement they would like to
have. The mothers’ perception of the type and amount of involvement fathers might
have in the preschool was also briefly explored. The final question concerned the
mothers’ own experience of schooling. Parents’ experiences of school, particularly
negative experiences, can influence their involvement in their children’s education
and the likelihood that they will engage with the schools and advocate on behalf of
their children (Draper and Duffy 2001).
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The focus group was held just before the preschool’s mid-term break. Two audio
recorders were used to record proceedings, lest one should break down. Prior to the
start of the focus group a letter was distributed to each participant and this letter was
also read aloud (Appendix C). It described in plain English what the research was
about and it included a guarantee that each individual’s identity would remain
confidential. A general background description of Traveller preschools was also read

out (Appendix D).

In the days after the focus group, transcripts of the discussion were prepared. These
transcripts were analysed and scrutinised for the main themes that could be generated
from the discussion and a report of findings was prepared. Themes identified
included the following: a positive perception of the preschool; the desire of parents
for involvement in the preschool, including in management structures; a cultural
chasm between home and formal schooling; children not achieving in school; school
seen as unaccommodating; and the importance of recognition of Traveller culture,

including the Cant language.

The data received from the focus group was extensive and showed a group of
mothers who were committed to education, well aware of what their expectations
from the educational system were, and disappointed generally with the educational
achievements of their children. Contrary to views sometimes expressed in relation to
parents of underachieving children (Crozier 2000), these mothers were deeply
interested and hopeful for their children’s school success. They were aware of their
limitations in areas outside their expertise, such as communicating with officialdom.
This initial focus group helped inform all subsequent research. Indeed, it was
because of the quality of data achieved from this group that a decision was made to

use focus groups as a major data gathering tool in subsequent research.

3.5.1.2 Further focus groups and interviews

The initial focus group established that parents were interested in being more
involved with their children’s preschool education and it indicated some of the areas
in which they would like to be involved. Further focus groups were organised,

influenced by the view that multiple groups can help to corroborate and validate data
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from a single group, to identify those issues which are reflected in all groups and

those which might be unique to a particular situation.

Contact was made with a number of Traveller organisations throughout the country
to organise focus groups and interviews. The nature of the research was explained to
the contacts and they were asked to provide access to suitable groups of parents, that
is, those who had children attending Traveller preschools. Assistance was required
from the Traveller organisations to contact parents with a view to their participating
in the focus groups. It was recognised that this form of contact carries risks, in that
the gatekeepers may seek to control the direction or scope of the research, due to
their relationship with their clients (Mason 2005). In fact, a number of issues in this
regard did arise. Not all contact led to focus groups being arranged, often for
logistical reasons. In some cases, interviews were substituted where it had not proven
feasible to conduct a focus group. For example, on two separate occasions, in two
different locations, I arrived at the site to conduct a focus group as arranged, only to
discover that there had been a sudden death within the local Traveller community
and most of the intended participants were not on site. In all, ten sites provided

opportunities for either focus groups or interviews, including the initial focus group.

Focus groups provided detailed data, as expected. Parent interviews helped in
fleshing out and elaborating on issues that arose within the focus groups. The
interviews also provided more detailed and insightful information on the parents’
individual stories than could have emerged in the focus group settings alone.
Appendix E sets out the questions for parent focus groups with optional prompts and
some of the rationale underpinning these questions. The same questions were used as

a starting point for individual parent interviews.

3.5.2 Research with teachers and managers

Research with teachers comprised administering a questionnaire survey and
conducting in-depth interviews. An initial convenience sample of three teachers
participated in pilot interviews. These interviews followed the initial focus group
with Traveller parents, and the interview questions were informed in part by themes
that were generated from this initial focus group. The self-administered

questionnaire survey of all teachers in Traveller preschools was used to gather data
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on the range of parental involvement practices in the preschools and to determine the
views of the teachers on involving parents and on issues of Traveller culture. In-
depth interviews were subsequently held with three teachers and three managers

after the questionnaire survey had been analysed.

3.5.2.1 Initial teacher interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with three teachers using an interview
schedule based on themes from the literature and on issues that had emerged from
the initial focus group with Traveller parents. The questions were divided into four
areas: the teacher, the preschool, parental involvement and Traveller culture. These
areas were chosen to provide a picture of the teachers and the preschools, to find out
levels and types of involvement within the preschools, and teacher views on parental
involvement and Traveller culture. As the preschools served the Traveller
community and the initial focus group had stressed the importance of Traveller
cultural identity, it was important to see how this was represented in the preschools

and what the teachers knew about Traveller culture and what their views on it were.

For these initial interviews, a semi-structured interview approach was adopted, in
which an interview schedule was prepared in advance, but with many open questions
and with the possibility to probe further or to explain more where this was judged
appropriate. The interviews were recorded and transcripts were prepared and
analysed. On this, Cohen ef al. (2011, p.411) note that one disadvantage of the
interview is that it is “prone to subjectivity and bias on the part of the interviewer”.
An interview schedule reduces the scope for this, although in qualitative research it
is necessary to acknowledge that the researcher is always present in the research

(Denzin and Lincoln 2005).

The three teachers in the pilot study had been teaching in their preschools for an
average of 21 years and their commitment to the Traveller children they taught was
apparent. They had varying types and amounts of involvement with parents of
children attending their preschools and they were open to further involvement.
Formal structures for involvement did not appear to be in place, but all three teachers
stressed that they had the support of their management committees for involving

parents. Traveller culture was represented to some extent in the preschools, although
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the teachers admitted to a lack of knowledge in this area. Also, they largely saw

Traveller culture as belonging to the past.

These initial interviews yielded valuable information. However, some questions
were repetitious and others did not produce information that was particularly useful
in the context of this study. Consideration of these initial interviews informed the
development of questions for the questionnaire survey of the remainder of the

teachers in Traveller preschools.

3.5.2.2 Questionnaire census/survey of teachers

The initial interviews indicated that teachers were supportive of increased
involvement by Traveller parents and of Traveller cultural representation in the
preschools. It was decided to follow up these initial interviews with a comprehensive
questionnaire to determine the extent of parental involvement practices and the

representation of Traveller culture within Traveller preschools nationally.
The questionnaire was developed by the following process:

* Scrutinising the interview schedule for the initial interviews and eliminating
questions which were deemed not to have provided relevant information in

relation to the research aims.

* Introducing questions on various parental involvement practices, in an
attempt to discern what practices were already in use in the preschools. These
questions were devised based on a review of the literature (Chapter 2) and on

findings from the initial interviews.

* Converting several questions of a quantitative nature to a closed format. This
was done in order to reduce opportunities for ambiguity, to make it easier for

respondents to answer, and to facilitate later analysis (Bryman 2012).

* Ensuring an adequate number of open questions remained throughout the
questionnaire to gather enhanced information on certain topics and to capture

information and opinions that the researcher had not anticipated.
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Framing the questions in such a manner as to avoid various pitfalls

highlighted in the literature (Cohen et al. 2011, Bryman 2012).

The rationale for the questions is included in Table 3.1 below and the questionnaire

itself is in Appendix H.

Table 3.1 Questionnaire survey — Rationale for questions

Question [Topics Rationale
lto6 These questions relate to 1. Location can either facilitate or inhibit
1. Location of preschool involvement. It will affect the amount and type
2.  Who enrols the children of involvement.
3. Non-Traveller children in [2. Enrolment may be directly by parents or
preschool mediated by others (e.g. VIT).

3. Traditionally these preschools were Traveller
only. A move to integration was evident in
some preschools and was supported by the
Traveller Education Strategy (Department of
Education and Science, 20006).

7 to 8 Are there Travellers on the 1. Traveller parents may feel more comfortable if
staft? there is a Traveller on staff

2. May have a positive effect on parental
involvement

3. Traveller Education Strategy promotes
recruitment of Travellers to ECE positions
(2006, p.40)

9 'Written policy on parental 1. A written policy can ensure that parental
involvement involvement is promoted (Epstein Type 2).
Recommended by Department of Education
and Science national evaluation of preschools
(Department of Education and Science, 2003)
10to 20  |[Looks for extent of formal and (I. Build up a picture of the type of contact
informal contact with the practices between preschool and parents.
preschool, before enrolment 2. Informal contact can imply a welcoming
and during the preschool year atmosphere (Espinosa, 1995) and willingness
on behalf of parents.

3. Parent-teacher meetings provide a formal
avenue for involvement (Epstein Type 2).

4. Consider involvement of mothers and fathers
(Reay, 2003, notes that mothers tend to be
more involved than fathers).

21to 25 [These questions are about take (1. This type of contact builds bridges between
home materials and extending home and school, child has a common
the work of the preschool in the experience when parents build on schoolwork
home, whether initiated by (Epstein Type 4).
parent or preschool. 2. Parents take active role in child’s learning.
Wood and Caulier-Grice (2006), “providing
learning activities in the home is more
important than becoming involved at the
child’s school” (2006, p.81).
26 to 36 [These questions are about 1. This type of involvement can be a form of

parents’ involvement within the

partnership (Epstein Type 3).
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preschool.

Parents have a sense of belonging if they are
contributing to the operation of the preschool.
Children experience their parents and staff
working closely together (Whalley, 2007).

37to43 [These questions deal with 1. This type of contact is especially important for
communication between the parents whose children come to preschool by
preschool and the home, bus and who don’t have daily contact (Epstein
through notes, newsletter and Type 2). Espinosa, 1995, “Personal touch”.
visits 2. Answers to 42 and 43 can indicate level of

trust of the teacher by the parent.

44 This question ask about support|l. Services, such as HSCL or VTT, could support
personnel available to the links between preschool and home and allow

reschool further relationships to develop

45 to 46 |Courses for parents 1. This is often seen as an aspect of parental

involvement (Epstein Type 1)
2. Included in Early Start Project (Educational
Research Centre, 1998)

47 to 48  [The level of contact with wider |I. Shows level of embeddedness of preschool in
Traveller community. Traveller community (Epstein Type 6).

2. This enhances acceptance and support of the
preschool by the community (Whalley, 2007).

49 to 55  |[These questions relate to the  |I. Management committee is the decision-making
management committee: Are body for preschool. Parents input to decisions
there Traveller parent and feeling of ownership (Epstein Type 5).
representatives? How many? [2. Mothers and fathers and if selected rather than
Mothers or fathers? How elected, which may dilute some of the benefits.
chosen? Level of activity?

56 to 60  [These questions concern 1. Success of parental involvement initiative
teacher views on parental depends on teacher commitment. These
involvement. questions give idea of teacher views.

61to 64 [These questions concern the (1. It is important that preschools for Travellers

representation of Traveller
culture in the preschool and
opportunities for using the Cant

language.

reflect Traveller culture (O’Hanlon and
Holmes, 2004)

The questionnaire was piloted in a sequential fashion through three iterations to fine-

tune it. Since the total population of teachers in Traveller preschools was small, forty

in all, the final questionnaire was distributed to all teachers in the preschools. No

questionnaires were sent to the three teachers who had piloted the questionnaires, nor

did I include my own preschool. Questionnaires were sent to thirty-six preschools,

together with stamped addressed envelopes for return. After a few weeks I sent a

reminder to all teachers, thanking those who had returned the questionnaire and

urging those who had not yet done so to consider completing it at that stage. Twenty-

one completed questionnaires were returned. Three questionnaires were returned
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undelivered, as the preschools to which they had been sent had either closed or
moved. With twenty-one questionnaires returned out of a possible thirty-three, this
represented a response rate of 64%. Major findings from this questionnaire survey
included an inventory of current and potential parental involvement practices,
together with an indication of teacher willingness to engage with parents, and an
account of how Traveller culture was represented in the preschools. The findings
from the questionnaire survey are integrated into the discussion in Chapter 6 and

results of only those questions that contribute to the discussion are included.

3.5.2.3 Teacher and manager interviews

The final question in the teacher questionnaire asked for contact information if the
teacher was willing to be contacted for a follow up interview. Two teachers who
provided this information were contacted by letter and they were asked if they would
agree to be interviewed. A further teacher was contacted who had not completed the
questionnaire as it had gone astray due to her preschool having moved premises. In
addition to these three teachers, three managers in Traveller preschools were also
contacted and interviewed. Access to the contact information for the managers was
obtained through a Traveller organisation, a teacher in a Traveller preschool and a

visiting teacher for Travellers, respectively.

All of these interviews were conducted using a relatively open structure, as the
specifics of each preschool were unique and a structured interview schedule would
not have been appropriate. Prior to each interview the teacher/manager was given a
letter explaining the nature of the research and they were asked to sign their consent
(Appendix C). In the case of Newtown, the teacher requested that the interview
would not be audio-recorded, although she did agree to my taking detailed notes of

her responses. All other interviews were recorded and transcripts were prepared.

3.6 Data analysis and presentation

Analysis of qualitative data involves a careful sorting, resorting and scrutinising of
data gathered from documents, interviews, focus groups and other methods. The
literature suggests many methods to support this scrutiny. Data reduction and data

display are key processes (Punch 2005, Miles ef al. 2014). Large amounts of raw
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data need to be reduced to more manageable levels through editing, segmenting and
summarising. It is then necessary to display this data in a way that the researcher can
work with it — through tables, charts, highlighters, post-its, and other methods —

allowing the researcher to draw conclusions.

These processes need not always be sequential. Miles et al. (2014) view qualitative
data analysis as an interactive process in which the researcher moves back and forth
through four components: data collection, data reduction, data display and the

drawing and verifying of conclusions (Figure 3.2).

Data Data
Collection Display

Data
Reduction Conclusions:

Drawing/verifying

Figure 3.2 Components of data analysis (Miles et al. 2014)

Leedy and Ormrod (2013) also point out that in qualitative research, data gathering,
data interpretation and data analysis are closely interwoven. Even the transcription of
an interview involves interpretation, since the researcher must decide how to
punctuate the interview and how to describe the way that something was said. Data
analysis for a qualitative study is, they insist, a complex and time-consuming
process, in that the researcher must process a great deal of information, some of

which will be useful and some not.

Miles and Huberman (2014) offer a number of tactics for making sense of the data in
a qualitative study. These include seeking out patterns and themes in the data,
making comparisons and contrasts, seeing what aspects of the data can be clustered
together and identifying links between variables. Through these tactics the researcher

can build a logical chain of evidence and bring conceptual coherence to the data.

Conclusions can be checked through triangulation, by checking whether conclusions
from one method or group corroborate those from another method or group.

Triangulation allows the researcher to look at the field of study from a number of
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vantage points and can thus provide a robust picture of events. According to Miles
and Huberman (2014, p.299) “triangulation is supposed to support a finding by
showing that ... independent measures agree with it or, at least, do not contradict it”.
Denzin (1978) identifies four types of triangulation, two of which are relevant to this
study. First, there is data triangulation, through the use of a variety of data sources.
In this study multiple focus groups and multiple informants for interview ensure that
data is not skewed towards a single individual or group. The other relevant form is
what he refers to as methodological triangulation, which is the use of multiple
methods to investigate a single problem. The use of multiple methods in this study —
document analysis, questionnaires, interviews and focus groups — helps to ensure

that the findings are robust.

3.6.1 Document analysis

Document research has a long history and was a core method for both Marx and
Weber (Macdonald and Tipton 1996). Macdonald and Tipton (1996) suggest that
criteria of authenticity, credibility and representativeness are important in selecting
documents for analysis. In the case of this research, my focus is on the major
government documents framing policy in relation to Travellers and education, and
focusing particularly on Traveller preschools. As publicly available government
documents, authenticity is guaranteed. The question of credibility is only slightly
more difficult, in that it refers to the issue of whether the document is free from error
or distortion. While the range of documents analysed in the study represent official
thinking, I would argue that the early documents, particularly, are imbued with a
distorted and impoverished view of the Traveller community. It is for this reason,
among others, that they must be read critically. The question of representativeness is
the same as that arising in relation to any research — how representative is the sample
of the wider population? In other words, is the selection of documents analysed
representative of the full set of documents on the topic? Since all the major policy
documents are included in this analysis, the question of representativeness is

satisfactorily answered.

A further issue that arises is determining the meaning of the documents. Some
interpretation is required to uncover assumptions and beliefs that underpin the

documents. Sometimes quantitative methods are used for this, such as counting the
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occurrences of certain words, but this was not the approach I used. A close reading
of documents was attempted which also gave attention to the context in which they
were developed. For example, the language used by the then Parliamentary
Secretary, Charles Haughey, when establishing the Commission on Itinerancy is a
pointer to interpreting the report itself. Another example is the use of the term

‘itinerant’ in place of ‘Traveller’ in the earlier documents.

The first stage in the development of the document analysis in Chapter 4 involved
identifying the major policy documents starting with the Report of the Commission
on Itinerancy (Government of Ireland 1963). A list of documents was compiled and
this was developed into the table in Appendix K, which attempted to identify, not
just the document, but the philosophy underpinning it, the policy trends with which it

was associated, and the major change it represented from previous documents.

Not everything in all documents can be included, so the selection of topics for
investigation was important. When dealing with documents related to Travellers my
main focus was on the topic of education, and particularly in relation to either
parents or preschool. A close reading of documents was also supplemented where

possible with commentaries by other authors.

3.6.2 Analysis of field data

Throughout the field research, audio recordings were kept of the various interviews
and focus groups, except in the case of one focus group where the equipment failed
and in the case of one teacher interview where permission to record was not granted,
although consent was given for note-taking. Transcripts were prepared within days
of the recordings, with the focus mainly on the words of the participants, so that tone
and hesitations were mostly not included, except where these seemed particularly

significant.

The transcripts were laid out in the centre of double-width pages, with wide margins
on either side to allow for codes, comments and themes to be inserted. A constant
comparison method was employed with the data (O’Donoghue 2007). The
transcripts were reviewed and coded and themes were generated. Colour-coded

highlighters were used to mark the transcripts with a visual indicator of the generated
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themes. Common themes and major points were identified across the various

transcripts and findings in relation to these themes were collated.

An example will help to illustrate aspects of coding, the process of attaching labels
to the lines of text in order to enable the researcher to group and compare similar or
related pieces of information. Consider this quotation from John, a parent in

Cnocard, speaking of his own schooling:

I went to school until I was twelve or thirteen. I left because I
couldn’t be bothered with it and I was the only Traveller child sitting
at school and I was isolated and I had no friends in it, so, and then

the teacher hadn’t much time for me so I ended up leaving.

Each code generated is a word or phrase that captures something of the main sense
of a snippet from the transcripts. Wherever possible, I used in vivo codes, labels
based on actual words used by participants, such as in the piece above, the in vivo
codes “isolated” and “only Traveller child”. I also used external codes such as “early
school leaving” and “perceived lack of teacher interest/time” in the above passage.
As I carried out the initial coding, I marked each one on the transcript by circling the
appropriate phrase in the text (for example, left school at 12 or 13) and writing in the
margins described earlier in this chapter the accompanying code ‘“early school
leaving”. The initial coding of this piece from John’s transcript produced the

following codes:

Left school at 12 or 13

* Couldn’t be bothered with school

*  Was the only Traveller child in the school
* Feltisolated

* Had no friends

* Teacher had no time for him.

Using this procedure for the initial coding enabled large quantities of raw qualitative

data to be focussed and labelled. The next level of coding re-examined the initial
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codes and further focussed the data by grouping codes for category development. For

example, the codes mentioned earlier generated the following categories:
* Early school leaving
* Isolation in the classroom or school
* Teacher expectations.

In this case, the code “Only Traveller child” taken together with other elements
including “felt isolated” and “had no friends” generated the category “Isolation in the
classroom or school”. I studied in depth these initial coding labels and categories to
develop themes and sub-themes. The coding examples above contributed to meeting
the second major aim of the thesis which was concerned with developing an
understanding of the Traveller parents’ perspectives on the educational system. A
very similar coding sequence to that of John’s emerged from the transcripts of Cait,
Lucy and others, all together contributing to an understanding of “Difficulties of
being the only Traveller in a mainstream class”, an element of the sub-theme “Life in
the classroom: separation and bullying”. These various levels of coding,
categorisation and thematic analysis made it possible ultimately to say that parents
found their school experience alien and unfriendly and most recalled feeling isolated

and unhappy when they were there.

Memos proved invaluable when I carried out the initial coding and I made good use
of them subsequently when I carried out category development and thematic coding.
For example, when 1 first looked at John’s statement above, I wrote a memo that
included “what stands out for me is isolation. In the class he felt alone. He had no
friends. This may help to explain why John left school early”. Later on, I grouped
this set of codes with accounts by others about why they too had left early. Other
participants mentioned a similar isolation. John felt that the teacher had no time for
him, no interest in him. Again and again the parents spoke of the low expectations of
teachers, the lack of interest, the teachers’ belief that Traveller children would drop
out and that it was not worth putting in effort with them. This linked in with
Rosenthal’s (Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968) idea of a self-fulfilling prophecy.

88



Another memo I wrote had to do with John’s statement, “I left because I couldn’t be
bothered with it.” Without context, this seems like he placed little value on his own
education. However, when I put it with everything else he had to say — about
Traveller culture and identity, parental influence, the centrality of traditional
Traveller trades, nomadism, Cant, the importance of family and so on — I could see
that the story was more complex, and this is what I tried to capture in my analysis.
Through prolonged engagement with the data and through constant comparative
analysis — comparing transcripts and codes, revising codes, generating categories,
linking them to form themes, and searching for examples to confirm or challenge
tentative conclusions — the final analysis took shape until I was able to present the

account of what the participants said in Chapters 5 and 6.

A fair account of the views of respondents was assembled, with any redundancy
removed. This was a major part of the data reduction in the analysis. The account
was organised under headings representing the generated themes. Data which
seemed irrelevant or extraneous was not included. This account was further
developed with reference to memos and to the literature. Relevant commentary and
references were included to highlight and enhance coherence and theoretical interest.
Through this process the final accounts, as set out in the two findings chapters based

on the field research (Chapters 5 and 6), were developed.

Analysis of the questionnaire survey of teachers in Traveller preschools involved
setting out all responses as tabular data. Summary measures of quantitative data
(closed questions) were calculated. Responses to open questions were set out in
tables and scrutinised for significance. This data contributed particularly to
addressing the third aim of this study, an account of parental involvement practices

in Traveller preschools.

Credibility, authenticity and trustworthiness of the data, and subsequent analysis,
were ensured through the adoption of three safeguards (Leedy and Ormrod 2013).
First, researcher colleagues examined the data to ensure meanings were not forced
onto the data. Second, participant teachers confirmed recognition of the data and
analysis after verification. The third safeguard was an audit trail that was maintained

throughout the data analysis (Barry et al. 2013).
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This case study research was concerned with issues regarding the involvement of
Traveller parents in Traveller preschools. Christians (2000, p.151) describes the
mission of social science research as “interpretive sufficiency”, which means “taking
seriously lives that are loaded with multiple interpretations and grounded in cultural
complexity”. He argues that interpretive discourse is sufficient when it fulfils three
conditions: it represents multiple voices, it enhances moral discernment and it
promotes social transformation. The research undertaken for this study attempted to
meet these criteria, by ensuring that the voices of all respondents were represented,
that the study was respectful of the rights and identity of respondents, including their
culture, and that the focus throughout was on highlighting issues of social justice in

relation to education.

3.7 Conclusion

Throughout the chapter, the methodology for the research was detailed. An
ontological and epistemological framework was established, drawing on
interpretivism, social constructivism and critical theory. A document analysis was
deemed an appropriate method to address aim one, while a qualitative case study
approach was used to address aims two and three of the study. Further
methodological issues were also explored, including ethical questions and issues
concerned with researching a minority group. The scope and limitations of the study
were outlined. The schedule of research was set out for three interrelated strands of
research: document analysis, focus group and interview research with parents, and
interview and questionnaire research with teachers. Questions related to the analysis
of qualitative data were discussed and the particular methods of analysis used in this

research were described.
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CHAPTER 4
FROM ABSORPTION TO INCLUSION: THE
EVOLUTION OF IRISH STATE POLICY ON
TRAVELLERS AND EDUCATION

4.1 Introduction

This chapter addresses the first research aim of the study, namely, to deepen our
understanding of the historical and policy context within which Traveller preschools
evolved. A range of Irish State documents are analysed in order to provide an
account of the evolution of official views and policies concerning Travellers, with
special reference to those concerning Traveller education. This analysis demonstrates
how past policies and practices continue to have an impact in the present. Official

policy on Travellers is considered under three interconnecting themes:
* The way that Traveller culture is perceived.

* The policy of absorption and assimilation which is evident in early

documents.

* The move over the years towards policies based more on concepts of equality

and partnership.

Policy development in relation to the Traveller community did not occur in a
vacuum, rather, the various reports that I discuss were influenced by the dominant
perspectives of their time. In the early 1960s, when the Commission on Itinerancy
was deliberating, Ireland was largely a theocentric state, just beginning to engage
with modernisation (O’Sullivan 2005). With Ireland’s accession to the European
Economic Community (EEC) in 1973, and increasing urbanisation and
industrialisation, the country had changed significantly by the time the Report of the
Travelling People Review Body (Government of Ireland 1983) was published. In the
late 1980s, social partnership had come in the form of the Programme for National

Recovery (Government of Ireland, 1987) and subsequent partnership programmes.
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The concept of partnership informed the programme for partnership government
established by Fianna Fail and the Labour Party in 1993. This was part of the context
for the deliberation of the Task Force on the Travelling Community. A further
context for the Task Force was the contribution that Traveller organisations had
made towards creating the conditions for new initiatives inspired by a partnership
process. The late 1990s saw the emergence of the “Celtic Tiger” economy, resulting
in net migration into Ireland and with it greater cultural diversity (McDaid 2007).
This was the background against which Report and Recommendations for a
Traveller Education Strategy (Department of Education and Science 2006a) was
published.

Throughout this evolution, certain theoretical perspectives recurred. Drudy and
Lynch (1993) discerned themes of consensualism, essentialism and meritocracy in
Irish educational policy documents. Society tended to be represented as an
undifferentiated whole, where all were assumed to agree on the aims of education.
Individuals were assumed to have a fixed nature, leading to a tendency to interpret
differential attainment in terms of differences between individuals rather than to seek
structural explanations. Although equality of opportunity was espoused, Drudy and
Lynch (1993) suggested that this was often conceived narrowly, as a way of securing
and selecting talent. Furthermore, while Drudy and Lynch’s analysis refers to pre-
1993, it can be argued that more recent educational documents appear to recognise
difference and promote intercultural policies and a more substantive approach to

equality.

Traveller culture was not initially acknowledged by the state as valid, as evidenced
in policy documents from the 1960s and 1970s. Travellers were regarded as
“deviant, destitute dropouts from Irish society” (Lodge and Lynch 2004, p.93). Over
time, problems associated with this thinking were identified. One straightforward
criticism is that it did not, in fact, produce positive outcomes for Traveller children.
Thus, more recent documents have been informed by an understanding that
difference does not imply deficit and by a recognition of the validity of Traveller

culture.
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4.2 Report of the Commission on Itinerancy, 1963

The Commission on Itinerancy was set up in 1960 at a time when, according to
Helleiner (2000), a massive shift was taking place in Irish social policy towards
increasing state involvement in the provision of social welfare. She suggests that the
Report of the Commission on Itinerancy (Government of Ireland 1963) (hereafter
referred to as the Commission Report) can be read as an attempt to “redefine the
‘itinerant problem’ in such a way that a new policy of settlement and absorption of
Travellers became part of the platform of the government goals of economic and
social modernisation” (Helleiner 2000, p.76). Helleiner goes on to state that this
policy of settlement and absorption did not arise from a careful consideration of the
data it gathered, “but rather was predetermined by the Commission’s own terms of
reference” (2000, p.78). The Commission’s views were also conditioned by the
position it adopted in relation to Traveller origins. At that time, according to Ni
Shuinéar (2004), there were various competing theories concerning the origins of
Travellers. However, rather than investigate this issue, the Commission adopted,
without enquiry, the theory that Travellers were dropouts from society. Ni Shainéar
suggests that its adoption of this “dropout” view was motivated by a government
agenda to justify the assimilation of Travellers into mainstream Irish society. Indeed,
the terms of reference of the Commission included the goal “to promote their
absorption into the general community” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.110). In this
context, it is not surprising that the Commission viewed the absorption of Travellers

into society as the best solution for both Travellers and the wider public.

The Commission Report (Government of Ireland 1963) consisted of sixteen chapters,
covering a wide range of topics, including accommodation, education, health,
trespass, economic circumstances, and attitudes of the settled population to
Travellers. My main focus now is on Chapter 10 of the report, dealing with

education, although reference is also made to other chapters, where appropriate.

4.2.1 Traveller identity and culture rejected

The report expressed concern at the poor living conditions of Travellers and at the

problems associated with these living conditions, some of which it set out in detail.
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A striking feature of the report is its rejection and lack of understanding of Traveller

identity and culture:

Itinerants (or travellers as they prefer themselves to be called) do not
constitute a single homogeneous group, tribe or community within
the nation, although the settled population are inclined to see them as
such. Neither do they constitute a separate ethnic group”

(Government of Ireland 1963, p.37).

The first thing to note is the clear rejection of the idea that Travellers constitute an
ethnic group. This is done without any discussion or appeal to expertise (Pavee Point
2013). Another aspect of the rejection of Traveller culture is seen in the way the
Commission regarded nomadism. The term “itinerant” is used throughout the report
to refer to Travellers, even although the Commission acknowledges in the above
extract that Traveller is the preferred term of the community itself. The definition of
“itinerant” in the report was “a person who had no fixed abode and habitually
wandered from place to place”. In this way, nomadism was presented as aimless
wandering carried out by individuals, rather than as a cultural norm of the Traveller

community.

As part of its census of Travellers, the Commission did enquire into their “travel
habits.” It found that the vast majority travelled all year round, and most travelled in
a fixed circuit. The Commission asked as part of its census whether Travellers
wanted to settle, and it concluded that a majority would cease travelling if permanent
accommodation was made available to them. Bhreatnach (2006) indicates several
weaknesses in the research that supported this claim. Also, nomadism is now
regarded in most academic studies as the kernel of Traveller identity (Hayes 2006).

As McDonagh (1994, p.95) explains:

Nomadism entails a way of looking at the world, a different way of
perceiving things, a different attitude to accommodation, to work and

to life in general.

It appears to have been the belief of the Commission that the only acceptable way
forward for Travellers was for them to be reformed and to become like settled

people, and to be absorbed into the majority population. This is seen, for example, in
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the way that a recommendation on education is presented in the report as a way of

promoting absorption:

It is urgently necessary, as a means of providing opportunities for a
better way of life, of promoting their absorption into the settled
community ... that as many itinerant children as possible receive an

adequate elementary education (Government of Ireland, 1963, p.67).

4.2.2 Literacy

The Commission Report (Government of Ireland 1963, p.64) stated that “almost all
itinerants are completely illiterate”. For the benefit of the Commission, a census of
Travellers was taken in 1960 and another in 1961. These showed that approximately
five out of every six Travellers in 1963 could not read or write. The Commission
saw these statistics as an alienating factor for Travellers. It believed that this high
level of illiteracy made it difficult for Travellers “to change over to the settled way

of life” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.64).

The Commission enumerated some of the drawbacks of illiteracy, including poor
chance of employment and difficulty in surviving in a society where literacy was
such an important factor. For example, road signs had to be understood for driving,
and forms had to be filled out for gaining access to healthcare and accommodation. It
also noted that Travellers themselves were well aware of the disadvantages of
illiteracy. One example given was their inability to read advertised vacancies for

housing and thus missing out on opportunities.

4.2.3 Perceived lack of respect for social convention

The Commission believed that one effect of the Travellers’ lack of formal education
was that they lacked “the respect for social conventions, law and order and for the
rights of property” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.65). Traveller parents were not
regarded as good role models for their children. In fact, the authors of the report
possibly revealed a lack of understanding of the equal humanity of Travellers when
they felt it necessary to note that Travellers were “very attached to their children”
(Government of Ireland 1963, p.22), as though they would not be surprised if it were

not so.
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One suggestion to the Commission was that Traveller parents should be separated
from their children, which would result in the disappearance of Travellers within a
generation. The Commission rejected this view, which incidentally echoed practice
in Australia in the 1930s, where mixed race aboriginal children were taken from their
parents. It was believed, in these circumstances, that over a few generations their
descendants would be the same as their fellow white counterparts (Pilkington 1996).
The Commission also rejected the concept of compulsory settlement, stating: “It is
not considered that any worth-while progress could be made by a policy of
compulsory settlement, even if it were legally possible” (Government of Ireland
1963, p.106). Instead, Travellers were to be encouraged and induced to leave the

road and “settle down”.

4.2.4 Education

Enquiries made by the Department of Education for the Commission showed that in
November 1960 there were 160 Traveller children enrolled in primary schools. Of
these, 114 were regular attenders. The Commission acknowledged that many
Traveller parents “expressed a desire to have their children educated” but that they
made no effort to follow this up (Government of Ireland 1963, p.65). Teachers who
had Traveller children in their classroom, when interviewed by the Commission,
stated that it was their experience that children who had received some formal
education neither used it nor valued it. The majority of those Travellers aged
fourteen years or older, who were asked, did not want to learn a trade or craft. The
teachers’ observations and the fourteen year olds’ resistance to what was on offer to
them can be seen as products of the monocultural approach to education at the time,
an approach of measuring Traveller children against the aspirations and desires of
the majority. The inquiries of the Commission seem to indicate that Travellers could
see little of value in a school education. At the same time, the Commission itself

could see little of value in the Traveller way of life.

4.2.5 Living conditions and education

The Commission believed that the conditions that Traveller children lived in had a
bearing on whether they would succeed at school. As Hayes (2006, p.37) has pointed

out, “the report equated Traveller poverty with itinerancy at every opportunity and
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the settlement of Travellers was presented as a boon for them, such was the
perceived squalor of their existence”. The nomadic way of life was regarded as being
incompatible with educating children. The Commission Report (Government of
Ireland 1963, p.69) expressed a “fear that little if anything can be done in the
immediate future for the education of the children of those itinerants who
continuously wander”. The Commission saw Travellers as isolated from the settled
population and policies of assimilation and absorption were intended to help
Travellers to change over to the settled way of life. The failure of Travellers to fit in

with the dominant group in society was to be corrected.

Although the Commission promoted the absorption of Travellers into the general
community, and although this became government policy, accommodation policy
was held up as being the key to achieving this goal. Responsibility for
accommodation was held by local authorities rather than by central government.
Local authorities were often reluctant to provide accommodation for Travellers and
they faced opposition and protests from local people whenever they did. Helleiner
(2000) describes some of the difficulties involved in providing accommodation for
Travellers in the decades following the publication of the Commission report.
Indeed, this point was referred to in the Report of the Travelling People Review Body
(1983), which stated that “despite repeated restatement of policy by the Minister,
compliance by some local authorities was marked by tardiness” (Government of

Ireland 1983, p.35).

The Commission aimed to get as many Traveller children as possible into schools,
with the aspiration that it would improve their lives. The Commission saw education
for Traveller children as “both a means of providing opportunities for a better way of
life and of promoting their absorption into the settled community” (Government of
Ireland 1963, p.67). The education system was largely fixed. Traveller parents had
no input into it and had to adapt to avail of it. The notion of consultation was absent.
The Children’s Act 1908 and School Attendance Acts informed policy on dealing
with absenteeism. Under Section 118 of the Children’s Act 1908, parents who
moved about, thus preventing their children from attending school, were liable to be

prosecuted. The Commission recommended that this provision should be enforced.
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The Commission envisaged a role for voluntary organisations in respect to
education. Such organisations could convince parents of the value of school, make
arrangements to enrol children and ensure regular attendance. These tasks, it
suggested, could only be adequately achieved by “an efficient local voluntary
organisation whose members recognise the depth of the problem and the necessity
for charity and understanding in its treatment” (Government or Ireland 1963, p.70).
This call for charity is echoed elsewhere in the report, when it refers to the need “to
foster a spirit of Christian charity and goodwill” (1963, p.104). The reliance on
voluntary action and the call for charity may be understood in terms of the strong
influence of religion on social policy at the time. Itinerant settlement committees

emerged in the 1960s following the publication of this report (Fehily 1974).

4.2.6 A focus on hygiene

The Commission did make some suggestions concerning the education that Traveller
children were to receive, taking into account their living conditions and degree of
nomadism. It recommended that “a curriculum to meet the special needs of these
children be devised” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.68). Along with reading,
writing and arithmetic, the curriculum for the boys should include manual training,
and for the girls housework. Hygiene was to be taught to both boys and girls. The
curriculum subjects recommended for boys included the skills that Traveller fathers
passed on to their sons anyway. The same situation prevailed regarding young
Traveller girls who were trained in the art of childminding and housework by their

mothers.

There was an absence of any contributions from the children or their parents in
discussions on type or content of the curriculum. Although the curriculum was
designed “to meet the special need of these children” (Government of Ireland 1963,
p.68), there was no definition of what that need was. Certainly, hygiene seems to
have been very important to the Commission. On this, it was reflecting the provision
in the Netherlands, which members had visited as part of their deliberations, and
where housekeeping, child hygiene and laundry were offered. The Commission
recommended the provision of wash basins and showers in specially designated
school buildings “because of the necessity to promote hygiene as a practice as well

as a subject” (Government of Ireland 1963, p.68). The focus on hygiene fed into a
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stereotyping of Travellers as being dirty. The practice of washing Traveller children
and changing their clothes subsequently became commonplace in primary schools.
Flynn (1993, p.81), a Traveller woman, gave voice to her experience of this as a

child, and how upsetting she found it, when she stated:

You see, even though we came into school clean and tidy, the school
had a policy that each of us should have the chance of a shower and
change of clothes before starting school. It was done to each of us

whether it was needed or not.

4.2.7 Conclusion

Travellers were not regarded as partners in proposals which were to have a huge
effect on their way of life and there were no Traveller representatives on the
Commission, a lack of which had been criticised even at the time (Bhreatnach 2006).
Crowley (1999, p.247) noted that the objectives that flowed from the Commission
were focused on rehabilitation and assimilation, and that “what was defined as a
failure to live according to the norms of the dominant group was to be corrected”.
Hayes (2006, p.35) states that the Commission “was to have far-reaching
consequences by virtue of its subsequent influence on public policy”. The view of
the Commission was that a problem of itinerancy existed and that they would
develop approaches to deal with it. O’Hanlon and Holmes (2004, p.5), writing about
Traveller education in a UK context, suggested that it was “Ireland’s attempts in
1963 to bring in policy to settle families in houses” that led to large numbers of Irish

Travellers leaving Ireland for Britain at that time.

The Commission undertook to develop a policy for the education of Traveller
children, albeit with scant regard for the views of either the children or parents. It did
not anticipate the difficulties that would arise for Traveller children by being put into
a school system that did not respect or acknowledge, let alone reflect, their culture.
Traveller children who enrolled and attended school also found little in the
classroom that acknowledged their culture. This lack of acknowledgement of the
distinct culture of Travellers may have had repercussions for many years afterwards.
For example, Lodge and Lynch (2004) claim that lack of visibility of Traveller

culture in school texts contributed to a sense of isolation and exclusion experienced
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by young Travellers. It was to be some time before Travellers articulated their own
views concerning their rights in respect to education, for example, in the Charter of
Traveller Rights 1984 (National Council for Travelling People 1984, Article 7 No.3)
which demanded that, “Education of Travellers shall attempt to give them a deeper

sense of their own individual worth, and a pride in their cultural experience”.

4.3 Committee Report: Educational Facilities for the Children of
Itinerants, 1970

In response to the Commission Report (Government of Ireland 1963), the

Department of Education set up an internal committee to plan for the education of

Traveller children. The report of this committee was published in 1970 (Department

of Education 1970). The philosophy guiding it was the aspiration that by educating

the Traveller children in integrated settings, Travellers as a community would

become integrated into the greater society. On this, it was stated:

The general aim in regard to itinerants is to integrate them with the
community and the Department accepts that educational policy in
regard to their children must envisage their full integration in

ordinary classes in ordinary schools (Department of Education 1970,

p-3).

Traveller children were regarded as ‘backward’ because they were seen as belonging
to a culturally impoverished group where the nomadic way of life prevented them
from integrating into society. The report stated that “the educational problems of
itinerant children are similar in many respects to those of other educationally
retarded children, but aggravated by social disabilities and the consequences of a
vagrant way of life” (1970, p.4). The nomadic expression of Traveller culture was
regarded as deviance, which, combined with “social disabilities” of the Traveller

children, allowed for comparison with “backward children”.

4.3.1 Three categories of Traveller families

Traveller families were categorised in the Committee Report: Educational Facilities

for the Children of Itinerants (Department of Education 1970) (hereafter referred to

100



as Committee Report) into three groups for the purpose of targeting educational

resources, as follows:
A. Families who were housed or in quasi-permanent sites.
B. Families who moved in a narrow circuit, generally unvaried.
C. Families who moved in a wider circuit.

With category A families, in cases where the number of children involved was small,
it was expected that the children would attend local schools. Where numbers
warranted it, it was recommended that they attend special classes attached to national
schools. The report suggested that through these the Traveller children would
become accustomed to other children, thus easing the transfer to ordinary classes.
Participation in special classes, it suggested, would be a “prelude of preparation for
their integration in classes in ordinary national schools, consonant with their age and

progress achieved” (Department of Education 1970, p.4).

Bewley (1974, p.22), an activist on Traveller issues in the 1960s and 1970s, noted as

follows in regard to separate schooling:

Few of the children can go straight into the normal classes and take
their proper place in them. Many are already past the normal age for
starting school. They are not used to sitting down and concentrating

for long periods.

He envisaged separate provision as a short-term measure; “A time of preparation is
therefore necessary before they can join a normal class and benefit by it” (Bewley
1974, p.22). He suggested that teachers with large classes could not give children the
individual attention which they would need, and that this should be provided
beforehand. He referred approvingly to an arrangement in Finglas in Dublin where
45 Traveller children were admitted to two special classes in a local primary school
and within two years all were transferred to normal classes. The Committee Report
(Department of Education 1970, p.5) also envisaged special classes as a temporary
measure, stating that “when the children are prepared and ready for placement in

ordinary classes, they should be encouraged to make the transition”. Fanning (2002)
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claimed that the segregation of children was justified by perceived qualitative
differences in the educational needs of Traveller children compared with other
children. In fact, separate provision became the norm for Traveller children for a
number of years. O’Hanlon and Holmes (2004, p.16) noted that there were debates in
Britain about “whether separate provision enabled children to develop confidence,
competence and self-esteem in learning, or whether it served to compound their
social exclusion and marginalisation”, and it was only with an awareness of equality

of opportunity and other factors that these classes were phased out.

Category B families, those who moved in narrow circuits, according to this report,
could be serviced by one or more designated school(s), after consultation with “the
manager, the principal teacher and interested voluntary organisations” (Department
of Education 1970, p.6). There is no reference to consultation with parents, although
the location of the designated schools was to be tied with the families’ itinerary.
There was a noteworthy attempt here to align educational provision with the

families’ nomadism.

It was not considered that the nomadism of those who travelled a wider circuit could
be accommodated. The final category of families, Category C, posed the greatest
challenge, and it was suggested that for them, “little can be done over and above that
which has been done down the years through casual enrolment in local schools”
(Department of Education 1970, p.6). The solution for these families was seen in

prevailing upon parents to limit their travelling, at least during the school year.

4.3.2 Education in ordinary classes

It was envisaged in the Committee Report (Department of Education 1970, p.4) that
Traveller children would generally “proceed through school in a normal way”. It was
reiterated in this report, as in the Commission report, that the “general aim in regard
to itinerants is to integrate them with the community, and the Department accepts
that educational policy in relation to Traveller children must envisage their full
integration in ordinary classes in ordinary schools” (Department of Education 1970,
p.3). There were guidelines on age appropriate placing and separate educational
provision, where necessary. Traveller culture was not regarded as being valid, in that

the report makes reference to “culturally-deprived children, and itinerant children

102



can be regarded as coming within that category” (Department of Education 1970,
p.47).

The concept of cultural deprivation was developed in the USA in the 1960s as a way
of understanding the lack of school success for children from certain sections of
society (Crow et al. 1966). Bruner (1996) described how this view emerged as a
result of Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty, where programmes such as Headstart
were developed to “compensate for what many of us then thought of as the ‘deficit’
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created by ‘cultural deprivation’ (Bruner 1996, p.xiii). In line with the committee’s
view of Travellers as culturally deprived, there was reference in the report to
provision of “facilities similar to those in a normal home for social, cultural and
physical activities” (Department of Education 1970, p.48). Traveller parents, or the
home life they provided for their children, were not regarded as being of an
acceptable standard (McDonagh 2002). McDonagh (2002, p.132) referring to the
“hierarchy about Travellers who settled”, noted that the more Travellers emulated

settled people, the more acceptable they became to society.

4.3.3 Role of voluntary groups

As had the Commission before it, the Committee Report (Department of Education
1970) envisaged a significant role for voluntary groups in the implementation of its
objectives for Traveller education. Voluntary groups already provided part-time
classes and “training in social habits and activities” (Department of Education 1970,
p.6). While it was considered that some of this educational work provided by
voluntary groups would no longer be required once Traveller children were enrolled
in schools, the report envisaged that continuing tasks for these groups would include
visiting Traveller families in order to develop trust and to encourage them to avail of
the education facilities offered. Voluntary groups were also involved in providing
evening classes, including classes on home management and childcare for women

and classes on “stimulating recreational activities” (Department of Education 1970,

p.9).

This dependence on voluntary groups was necessary, according to the committee,
because there was “no machinery at departmental level for initiating schemes at local

level” (Department of Education 1970, p.9). Although not stated, this approach could
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also be justified by the principle of subsidiarity drawn from Catholic social teaching,
which can be taken to mean that the State should not attempt to do something that
can be adequately handled by local voluntary effort. In fact, Bhreatnach (2006)
claimed that the Commission Report (Government of Ireland 1963) had marked a
new departure in which two distinct approaches, voluntary organisation and state
welfare support, were drawn together and which attempted to combine “the
flexibility and humanity of charity with the funding resources and legal machinery of

the state” (2006, p.120).

Further insight into the work of voluntary organisations with Travellers can be
gained from a report prepared by the Society of St Vincent de Paul (1979). The
Society saw its role as requiring a firm commitment to “improve and extend its work
with travelling people in order to alleviate their immediate needs but also to discover
and redress the injustices that they have experienced for too long” (1979, p.5). It
mentioned cooperation with other organisations involved with Travellers, such as
Itinerant Settlement Committees'”, and it also mentioned the task of persuading
authorities to improve services for Travellers. One context for the report was a
statement from the Irish Bishops’ Pastoral on Justice of September 1977 that
“[Travellers] are still the most discriminated-against minority in this country”

(Society of Saint Vincent de Paul 1979, p.8).

4.3.4 Preschool

The Committee Report (Government of Ireland 1970) also envisaged a role for
voluntary groups in the provision of preschool education. This report is the first to
mention preschool for Traveller children. It was at this stage that a preschool project
was set up by the Department of Education in Rutland Street in Dublin as part of its
examination of “pre-school education for culturally deprived children” (Department
of Education 1970, p.6). Pending results of this examination, it was thought that
voluntary groups could get involved in “the training of children in social habits as a
preparation for attendance at school” (Department of Education 1970, p.6). This
limited aim became the basis for Departmental support for Traveller preschool

education.

' Itinerant Settlement Committees emerged in the 1960s, subsequent to the report of the Commission
on Itinerancy (Fehily, 1974).
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4.3.5 Role of parents

The Committee Report (Department of Education 1970, p.8) mentioned parents as
backup or support for the efforts of those trying to improve their lot, such as
voluntary groups; “Any scheme for the education of itinerant children will depend to
a large extent on the co-operation of their parents”. There was also a direction that
parents should be consulted if children were to be transferred to regular classes from
special classes. The report further stated that the “involvement of the parents in the
work of education should influence the attendance considerably” (Department of
Education 1970, p.49). It was claimed in the report that teachers on their own may
not be able to involve parents in the work of the schools, and it is suggested that
social workers and welfare officers, working in collaboration with the schools, may

be able to help.

The type or extent of involvement or consultation envisaged was not elaborated on.
There were no specific guidelines about the type of consultation, but the level of
involvement envisaged appears quite limited. Participation may be represented
(Arnstein 1969, 1971) as ranging from token involvement to citizen power, and the
type of consultation envisaged in this report was on the lower end of the scale of

participation.

4.3.6 Perception of Travellers as culturally deprived

In this report, Travellers were merely seen as disadvantaged and deprived. Based on
this view of Traveller children as deprived, a grant was payable to schools for
“installation of the equipment necessary for the teaching of home management and
of extended personal washing facilities, including showers” (Department of
Education 1970, p.7). The presumption of deficit was obvious and reflected thinking
which was widespread at the time. Consider, for example, the following statement by
Dwyer, National Co-ordinator for the Education of Travellers, that a Traveller “child
is never taught to speak — it picks up what it can from the limited vocabulary it hears
used by the older children and adults” (Dwyer 1974, p.94). A related view was
expressed by McCarthy (1972), who considered that Travellers constituted “a sub-
culture of poverty” and who influenced thinking about Traveller culture in the 1970s.
According to McCarthy (1972, p.55), “the poor material culture is reflected in the

children’s vocabulary and indeed in the vocabulary of all Travellers”.
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McCarthy (1994) was later to repudiate the sub-culture of poverty theory as it relates
to Travellers, which she described as a product of the thinking within sociology at
the time. The concept of a (sub)culture of poverty had been introduced by Oscar
Lewis (1959) within a study of five poor Mexican families and this had become a
popular way of understanding poverty. Theories of