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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report was commissioned by the National Association of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of

the findings of the Value for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which

recommended the phasing out of the Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research was not

to reverse this recommendation but rather to map the way forward in terms of adult education for

Travellers in 21st century Ireland. The rationale provided in both reports for the closure of the 33 TTCÕs

was the low rate of progression by Travellers from the Centres into mainstream, further and higher

education and the workforce. This research began with the aim of interrogating why so little progression

had emerged from the TTCs, from the perspective of education stakeholders and Travellers themselves.

The research had a number of additional objectives:

¥ To investigate why mainstream education services have also generated relatively low rates of 

progression. In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of Traveller 

enrolment at primary level, only 102 Travellers completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008;

¥ To examine the experiences of Travellers who had progressed into the workforce and mainstream

education in terms of the costs and benefits they encountered during this process;

¥ To examine the work of the TTCÕs using the broader measures linked to integration rather than

progression. We sought to explore the distinction between work-based skills and personal 

competencies being taught within modules in the Centres. We also mapped the services and 

supports being provided by some of the Centres which are not strictly part of their remit such

as conflict resolution and point of contact for agencies such as HSE, Garda’;

Finally, we sought to examine how in light of the research findings, adult education services can best

meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.
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Structure of Research

The project began with a review of the policy documentation and scholarly literature on Traveller

education and inter-cultural education in the Irish context. The empirical strand of the research

consisted of 96 interviews with Travellers, Traveller education stakeholders and community stakeholders

in the fields of health, criminal justice and local environment. This research was conducted primarily

in four locations which had four different models of Traveller adult education

¥ Ennis has a stand-alone Traveller Training Centre

¥ Dundalk has a Traveller Training Centre integrated into a VEC campus

¥ Mullingar had a Traveller Training Centre which closed in 2008. None of the 52 Travellers 
attending the Centre have subsequently been integrated into local adult education services

¥ Waterford does not have a Traveller Training Centre but does have other adult education 
services which have Travellers within their student cohort such as Youthreach

The data collected during this interview and focus group series was analysed in two stages. Firstly,

sociological frameworks were used to examine the question of progression in terms of the experiences

of Travellers themselves and the difficulties experienced by education stakeholders in supporting

progression. Secondly, educational perspectives were employed to examine the work of the TTCs and

mainstream education services in order to identify their strengths and weaknesses in contributing to

Traveller progression and the intercultural integration of Travellers into Irish society.

Findings of the Research

An evaluation of educational documentation on intercultural integration indicated that there is a

significant gap between the stateÕs aspirations to support inter-cultural education and the provision

of applied policies and resources which might support this process. As a result of this policy weakness,

schools can avoid enrolling Traveller students. Travellers have little influence in the administration and

management of schools and Traveller culture is largely invisible within the curricular content of the

Irish educational system.

In the second section of the research, sociological analysis of the empirical data revealed that prejudice

experienced by Travellers and welfare dependency constituted major obstacles to Traveller progression

into mainstream education and the workforce.
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We found that a significant proportion of Travellers who had progressed had hidden their identities

from settled colleagues for fear of experiencing prejudice. In some cases, entering the workforce had

significantly weakened the TravellersÕ relationships with their own community and extended families.

However, there were also significant Ôculture clashesÕ between aspects of Traveller culture and settled

attitudes to work and progression linked to nomadism, feuding, gender roles and extended family

obligations.

In evaluating the Traveller Training Centres, we found that while the Centres were not generating high

levels of Traveller progression into the workforce, these units were providing Travellers with the

Ôpersonal competenciesÕ necessary to participate in broader Irish society. Literacy, numeracy and

personal development programmes in settings where Travellers felt supported by members of their

own community were highlighted as being particularly important by community stakeholders in

providing Travellers with basic integration skills.

Finally, the role of mainstream education in facilitating Traveller progression and integration into Irish

society was also examined. We found that the high levels of enrolment by Travellers at primary level

did transfer to post-primary settings. However, during the early teenage period, there is significant

haemorrhaging of Travellers from the second level system linked to experiences of prejudice and the

transition from single teacher to multiple teacher environments. Most importantly, we found that

while the age 15-19 period, is critical for settled teenagers in laying the foundations for their progression

into the workforce or further education, it is also the critical period for progression in Traveller culture.

However, Traveller progression is based almost entirely on marriage which signals entry into adulthood

and is linked to status and income generation within Traveller culture. Thus, large numbers of Travellers

are leaving the school system when they reach this age group in order to marry. As a result of patterns

of early marriage within the Traveller community, the provision of adult education services for Travellers

will be a critical factor in facilitating Traveller participation in Irish society for many years to come.
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Recommendations

Based on the findings of this research, our recommendations include the following:

¥ Because of the extremely low levels of self-esteem and confidence amongst Travellers and the

expectation by many Travellers that they will experience prejudice from the settled community,

there will continue to be a need for dedicated Traveller adult education spaces within the 

Irish education system.

¥ We recommend that these spaces should be units located within existing VEC campuses which

are designated Traveller spaces where Traveller culture is visibly valued and celebrated

¥ The remit of these units should extend beyond basic educational provision and they should 

be viewed primarily as support centres for Travellers whose primary goal is to assist the broad

integration of Travellers into Irish society.

¥ A number of different activities should be undertaken in these units: (1) The provision of 

dedicated Traveller only programmes on literacy, numeracy and personal development. These

programmes should be part-time and flexible; (2) The provision of broader personal competencies

programmes focusing on childcare, nutrition, health, woodwork etc. which would be open to

both Travellers and members of the settled community; (3) These units should function as a 

point of contact between the Traveller community and agencies such as the HSE and Garda’;

(4) These spaces should be sites where Travellers can access advice and support on legal rights,

counselling etc. Learners at the Centres should be provided with childcare facilities and travel

allowances.

¥ A new Centre would run a ÔPreparation for Further Education and Work ProgrammeÕ over one

year/ six month period which would be open to both Travellers and the settled community. 

Participants could only take this programme once and would receive a training allowance. The

programme should involve a short work placement.

¥ Travellers who progress from these units to the mainstream VEC should be given extensive 

peer support which is sensitive to a number of issues such as: whether the individual wants 

to be identified as a Traveller, the pressures of Traveller family obligations, the need to modify

welfare entitlements, feuding and the broader culture clashes experienced by Travellers linked

to progression.

¥ Staff at these units should be available to work on other programmes taught within the VEC 

campus.
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Chapter 1

Introduction



Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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Chapter One - Introduction

The Irish Traveller community has been consistently recognised as one of the most stigmatized and

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic of Ireland (MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner,

2004, Walker, 2008). The marginalisation of Irish Travellers is particularly evident in the Irish education

system where despite government commitments to intercultural educationi, just 102 Travellers

completed the Leaving Certificate (DES, 2009). In order for Irish Travellers to fully participate in Irish

society, they must at the very least, be literate, numerate and understand their rights, entitlements

and obligations as citizens of the Irish state. Yet, given the lack of engagement between Irish Travellers

and the stateÕs education system, the potential for education providers to assist and support the

integration of Travellers into Irish society is currently limited. This report was commissioned by the

National Associations of TravellersÕ Centres (NATC) in light of the findings of the Value for Money

Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009) which recommended the phasing out of

Traveller Training Centres. The object of the research is not to reverse this recommendation but rather

to map the way forward in terms of adult education for Travellers in 21st century Ireland.

Within this introductory chapter, the rationale for this research on Traveller adult education is outlined

in detail. The immediate context of Traveller Training Centre closures is reviewed within the broader

context of anti-Traveller prejudice in Irish society. The design and methodology utilised in our research

as well as the range of ethical considerations which informed the study is discussed. The parameters

of our study in terms of our differentiated vision of the Travelling and settled community is explained.

Finally, the conceptual framework underpinning this study which explores how education can contribute

to broader processes of inter-cultural integration is presented.

Rationale

The first Traveller Training Centre (St. JosephÕs Training Centre, Ennis) was established in 1974 to meet

the education and employability needs of the local Traveller community. In the subsequent 10 years,

15 centres providing 350 places for Travellers were established. The target group for these Centres was

mainly young Travellers who had left school with either minimal or no qualifications. During the 1990s,

responsibility for the network of TTCs changed from F‡s to the Dept. of Education and this shift led

to an increased emphasis on providing learners with holistic education. In 2008, a Value for Money

Review conduced by the Dept. of Education and Science found that the 33 Traveller Training Centres

Ôwere effective in addressing learnersÕ needs for personal and social developmentÕ. However, authors

of the report indicated that the TTCs should be phased out over the next 10-15 years Ôas participation

rates for Travellers increase at post-primary level in the futureÕ. The Value for Money Review concluded

Ôin the long term (15 years) there should be no segregated provision for adultsÕ (2008, p.13).

In 2009, the report of An Bord Snip Nua recommended the hastening of this phase-out period to two

to three years. The rationale for this change was outlined as follows:

A Value for Money report published in April 2008 evaluated the STTC programme and found that

progression rates (either to employment or further education and training) are low at 37% compared

to other programmesÉ It is recommended that the provision for the Senior Traveller Training Centres

(E25m) be wound down over the next 2 to 3 years with participants being integrated into mainstream

adult and further education programmes run by the Department of Education and Science (McCarthy,

2009, p.5).

While the majority of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education recognise the need to move from

segregated to integrated provision, concerns have been raised about the way in which the goal of

progression has been utilised as a benchmark to measure the success of Traveller Training Centres.

Within the Teacher Unions, it has been argued that this benchmark does not fully acknowledge the

level of prejudice which Travellers encounter in Irish society and the extent of cultural difference

between the Traveller community and the settled community in relation to attitudes to work and

further educationii.

Given the timeframe outlined by An Bord Snip Nua, it is important to note that after the closure of

the Traveller Training Centre in Mullingar in 2008, none of the 52 Travellers who attended the Centre

were subsequently integrated into mainstream adult education despite efforts by local adult education

services. If this situation were to be repeated around the country, the closure of Traveller Training

Centres would result in a significant loss of Travellers from the education system in Ireland.

In this report, we investigate the degree to which anti-Traveller prejudice operates as an obstacle to

Traveller progression into further mainstream education and workplace contexts. Secondly, we examine

how some distinctive elements of Traveller culture such as nomadism, early marriage and the pre-

eminence of the extended family also curtail Traveller participation in the workforce and mainstream

education. We highlight the experiences of Travellers who have entered the workforce and higher

education particularly in terms of their struggles to reconcile their Traveller identity with broader

participation in Irish society. While we acknowledge that the TTCs have failed to deliver on the goal

of progression, we explore how TTC programmes have provided Travellers with the Ôpersonal

competenciesÕ to engage in other forms of integration into Irish society. Indeed, the achievements

of the TTCs in this area was recognised by the Value for Money Review which found Ôthat those

learners who engaged fully with the programme that was on offer to them in their centres had positive

learning experiences, improved self-esteem and self-worth and enhanced personal and social

developmentÕ (VFMR, 2008, p.12). These personal competencies are vital for successful integration in

contemporary European societies (Byram, 2003, p.50-66). Therefore, while recognising the inevitability

of the closure of the TTCs, this report had a number of key objectivesÉ

¥ To interrogate why so little progression had emerged from the work of the TTCs and to examine
this question from the perspective of stakeholders in Traveller Adult Education and Travellers
themselves.

¥ To explore the distinction between the Ôpersonal competenciesÕ and work based skills within
modules being taught in the centres and evaluate how these programmes impact on TravellerÕs
capacity to integrate into Irish society.

¥ To map the services and support being provided by some centres which were not strictly part
of their remit such as conflict resolution, point of contact for agencies such as Garda’, HSE.

¥ To evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of programmes provided by the Traveller Training 
Centres in terms of broader debates about segregation, integration and assimilation between
the Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.

¥ To investigate the successes and failures of mainstream education services in meeting the 
needs of the Traveller community given that integration into mainstream further education 
is the option being recommended both by An Bord Snip Nua and the Value for Money Review.
In this context, we sought to examine why despite the high levels of enrolment of Travellers
at primary level and the high rate of transition to post-primary level, only 102 Travellers 
completed the Leaving Certificate in 2007/2008.

¥ To investigate TravellersÕ own experience of progression into the workforce and higher education.

¥ Finally, given that the TCCs will be phased out over the coming years, we explore how adult 
education services can best meet the needs of Traveller learners in the future.

National Policy Context

Although the Traveller community in Ireland is not recognised as an ethnic minority (McVeigh, 2007),

the cultural differences between Travellers and the settled majority have generated a range of tensions

and conflicts since the 1960s (Gmelch, 1977, 1985, MacLaughlin, 1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004,

Hayes, 2006, Walker, 2008). According to the 2006 National Census, there are 22,369 Travellers in

Ireland although these figures are regarded by many stakeholders as an underestimate of the Traveller

populationiii.

Historically, the key cultural difference between Travellers and the settled community has centred

on the practice of nomadism (Donahue, McVeigh and Ward, 2005). It is estimated that 77% of Travellers

currently live in houses. However, Michael McDonagh (1994) argues that the nomadic mindset continues

to be central to Traveller culture. He commentsÉ

When Travellers speak of travelling, we mean something different from what country people [settled

people] usually understand by itÉ Country people travel to get from A to B but for Travellers, the 

physical fact of moving is just one aspect of a nomadic mind-set that permeates every aspect of our 

lives. 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 (1994, p.95).

Along with nomadism, the extended family plays a very distinctive and dominant role in the Traveller

value system (Gmelch, 1985, Helleiner, 2000, N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005). These cultural features form the

basis of a collective identity which is more at odds in many ways, with the value system of the settled

community in Ireland than the ethnic identities of many migrant communities (Hayes, 2007). This

point was highlighted by community stakeholders and Travellers such as Jean who comments Ôbeing

a Traveller in Ireland today is harder than being a black person living in Ireland, or you know Chinese

or whatever, I think itÕs very hardÕ. Given the scale of this cultural difference, responding to the

educational needs of Irish adult Travellers presents a significant challenge to an Irish state which has

formally committed itself to a policy of intercultural integrationiv.

State policy on Irish Travellers can be separated into three distinct phases based on the reports of

three government bodies. The Report of the Commission of Itinerancy (1963) explicitly used the

language of assimilation in trying to identify how the ÔproblemÕ of Travellers might be solved. The

report recommended housing Travellers as the most effective means of assimilating them into the

settled community. It noted that all policies aimed at Travellers Ôshould always have as their aim the

eventual absorption of the itinerants into the general communityÕ (DSW, 1963, p.106). The settlement

project which emerged from this report was widely criticised subsequently as assimilatory and as

stigmatizing Traveller culture as deviant (Fanning, 2002).

The Report of the Travelling People Review Body (1983) recognised that the settlement policies which

resulted from the Itinerancy Commission were informed by an assimilatory perspective. The report

acknowledged that Ôthe concept of absorption is unacceptable, implying as it does the swallowing up

of the minority Traveller group by the dominant settled community and the subsequent loss of Traveller

identityÕ (1983, p.6). However, the report went on to assert that housing was still the best form of

accommodation for Travellers. In addition, some of the language utilised portrayed Traveller culture

as inferior rather than simply different to the culture of the settled community (Walker, 2008, p.31).

The Report of the Taskforce on the Travelling Community (1995) is viewed as a considerable step

forward in Traveller-Settled relations by all stakeholders in our sample. It recommended that the

distinctive elements of Traveller culture be recognised and supported by a range of government

policies. Following the publication of the report, a number of significant policy interventions were

undertaken and consultation bodies established such as the Traveller Accommodation Unit and the

National Traveller Accommodation Consultative Committee.

Despite these reforms, Travellers are still not recognised as an ethnic minority in Irish society, a position

which Ôhas significant practical implications in the promotion of equality of opportunity for Travellers

and in the elimination of discrimination experienced by TravellersÕ (Equality Authority, 2006, p.8).

In addition, members of the Traveller community continue to face high levels of prejudice and

discrimination even as the Irish state has become more diverse and multi-cultural (McGinnity et al,

2006, Hayes, 2007). Apart from general levels of prejudice in terms of name-calling, refusal of entry

to public houses etc, there are a number of specific issues which reflect the marginalisation and

disadvantage which continue to be experienced by Travellers. These issues include poor Traveller

health (Murphy, 2002, Combat Poverty, 2009), high suicide rates (Walker, 2008), feuding (N’ ShœinŽir(a),

2005, McGearty et al., 2008) and high rates of domestic violence (Watson and Parsons, 2005). There

are also a number of issues highlighted by settled stakeholders as causing tensions. These issues

include temporary encampments and trespass, waste and littering (Crowley & Kitchin, 2007).

Given the scale of these tensions, debates about the future of Traveller adult education in Ireland

are critical not only to evolution of the Irish education system but also to the development of genuine

inter-culturalism in Irish society.

Parameters of this Study

Very little of the existing sociological and anthropological research on the Traveller community has

had any impact on contemporary Irish education policy. There are two main scholarly traditions in

terms of research on Travellers. Since the 1970Õs, a body of anthropological and historical literature

on Travellers has emerged which aims to describe the distinctive elements of Traveller culture (Gmelch,

1985, Gmelch, 1991, McCann, OÕSiochain and Ruane, 1994, Helleiner, 2000, Hayes 2006, Bhreatnach and

Breathnach, 2006, Bhreatnach, 2007). This literature has attempted to develop an accurate history of

the Traveller community, provide studies of Traveller language and identify distinctive extended family

structures and gender roles.

Alongside the anthropological tradition, sociologists, social policy analysts and geographers have

published work which focuses on conflict between Travellers and the settled community (MacLaughlin,

1995, Fanning, 2002, Garner, 2004, McVeigh, 2007). Despite the sophistication and complexity of these

research initiatives, a number of significant gaps continue to exist in terms of scholarship on Traveller

culture. Very little mapping has occurred of the internal hierarchies within the Traveller community

and indeed, academic studies have devoted little attention to the experience and views of the wealthier

members of the Traveller community (Dillon, 2006). Despite the increasing prevalence of feuding, very

little research exists on Traveller perspectives on conflict and conflict resolution apart from two

studies conducted on feuding in the Midlands (N’ ShœinŽir(a), 2005. McGearty et al., 2008). Most

importantly, within existing research, the Traveller community and the settled community tend to be

presented homogenous entities.  In fact, during the course of this research we found very significant

regional differences between Traveller communities, a feature also highlighted by Hickland (1994)v.

We also found that the proportion of Travellers in relation to settled persons within a community

had a significant impact on Traveller-settled relationsvi. These regional and demographic differences

are not sufficiently recognised within either current scholarly analysis or contemporary public policy

debates on Traveller-Settled relationships. It is also important to recognise the differentiation in the

ÔsettledÕ community in Ireland which has become more diverse in terms of culture and ethnicity since

1996 (Watt, 2006, Gilligan, 2006).

Design and Methodology of Research

We began this study by gathering and reviewing all the existing quantitative and qualitative data

available on Travellers in the Irish education system and the Traveller community as a whole. A full

list of books and reports which were used to inform this documentary analysis phase of the research

is provided in the bibliography. Having reviewing this data, a number of interview schedules for Traveller

focus groups and stakeholders in Traveller education were developed in association with our research

assistant, Deirdre OÕRiordanvii. These interview schedules were piloted in a range of locations in Cork,

Limerick and Dublinviii. Based on feedback from this pilot series of interviews, the research instruments

were refined and finessed. In constructing the interview schedule, considerable attention was devoted

the specific ethical challenges in engaging in research with minority communities. Thus, due care was

taken to develop questions in language which was culturally appropriate and respectful to all involved

in the projectix. A total number of 96 interviews were conductedx.

The research process took place in four separate locations selected on the basis that each site has a

different model of Traveller adult education. In each context, Travellers who were engaged with the

education system and Travellers who had no contact with education services were interviewed. We

also interviewed stakeholders in Traveller education with particularly attention being devoted to

those who had tried to facilitate Traveller progression through the organisation of placements. We

also spoke to employers who had been involved in these schemes. Finally, we conducted a series of

interviews with community stakeholders in health (doctors, social workers, Traveller nurses, HSE

officials); criminal justice (members of An Garda Sioch‡na and probation services) and local

environment (local councillors, community activists, and local residents groups) in order to map the

broader dynamic of Traveller-Settled relationships in each location. The four locations selected were:

¥ Ennis - St. JosephÕs Training Centre is a stand alone centre located on an Industrial Estate in 
the town. The oldest Traveller Training Centre in Ireland, it has a student cohort currently of 
52. The Traveller population in Ennis is approximately 428xi.

¥ Dundalk - The Tara Training Centre in the town is integrated into the local VEC campus and 
caters for 24 students. Dundalk has a Traveller population of approximately 327.

¥ Mullingar - We chose Mullingar as our third location because the town had a Traveller Training 
Centre which closed down due to a local feud in 2008. Mullingar has a Traveller population of 351.

¥ Waterford - We initially selected Sligo as our fourth location as the town had no Traveller 
Training Centre. However, we found it extremely difficult to get access to the Traveller 
community in the town perhaps reflecting the low levels of integration between Travellers 

and the settled community which were in evidence there. As a result, we decided to conduct 
the final stage of our research in Waterford, a town which has also had a high profile local 
Traveller feud and a Traveller population of 306 persons. Waterford does not have a Traveller 
Training Centre; however, the town has a number of other services which cater to Travellers 
such as Youthreach.

The data gathered during this second stage of the research process was coded and analysed in two

distinct phases. Using sociological frameworks, the entire interview and focus groups series was

evaluated in order to identify the views of Travellers themselves in relation to education and progression.

This sociological segment of the project attempted to map the significant tensions experienced by

Travellers in managing the external Ôpressures to integrateÕ imposed by state agencies and service

providers with internal pressures from their community to maintain their commitment to their cultural

identity.

Educational frameworks were utilised in order to evaluate the entire data set in terms of national and

international debates concerning education rights and intercultural education models. The segment

of the research project sought to investigate whether existing programmes provided by TTCs supported

the development of personal competencies by Travellers, a significant factor in their integration into

the local community. The challenges and difficulties which Travellers experienced while participating

in mainstream educational services were also examined. Finally, a review of interviews with community

stakeholders from both disciplinary perspectives sought to establish whether the existence of dedicated

Traveller education services had any impact on Traveller-settled relationships in local communities.

Conceptual Framework for Research

The conceptual framework which underpins this research is based on comparative analysis of segregated,

assimilatory and integrated models of educational provision. For the purposes of this research, we

define segregation as Ôthe physical and social separation of categories of peopleÕ (Bolaffi et al. 2001,

p.73). Our definition of inter-cultural integration is drawn from the report Integration is a Two way

Process which defines the term as the Ôability to participate in Irish society, to the extent that a person

needs and wishes in all major components of society without having to relinquish his or her own

cultural identityÕ (DJELR, 2003, p.42). Finally, the term assimilation is defined as Ôthe process through

which a minority takes on the values, norms and ways of behaving of the dominant mainstream group

is accepted by the latter as a full member of their societyÕ (Fulcher and Scott, 2003, p.861).

Public policy debates about inter-ethnic and inter-cultural relationships in Irish society have become

much more prominent since the major wave of inward migration to Ireland between 1996 and 2006.

Most analysts of race and inter-ethnic relations in the Irish context have included the Traveller

community in their research despite the problematic status of the community as a minority. Indeed,

the most prominent analysts such as Bryan Fanning (2002) and Steve Garner (2004) have devoted

particular attention to the experience of Irish Travellers. Since 2003, the Irish government has committed

itself to the model of inter-cultural integration as the philosophy underpinning its inter-ethnic

relationships (Gray, 2007). However, there is some evidence that these aspirations towards inter-

culturalism have yet to be translated into applied policy in the education, health services and the

criminal justice system. Indeed, Gerry Boucher has argued that the Irish government has adopted a

laissez-faire approach to integration policy which Ôoff-loads much of the success (and lack of success)

for integrating into Irish society onto immigrants and indigenous individuals, families and collective

organizationsÕ (2008, p.2). He adds that this laissez faire approach tends to exacerbate the difficulties

experienced by marginalised socially excluded groups as it Ôtends to reinforce and reproduce the

already existing hierarchies of wealth, status and power in Irish societyÕ (2008, p.2). This broader

appraisal of integration policy in Ireland informs the analysis of specific educational contexts presented

in this research.

In the next chapter of this report, the tension between aspirations towards inter-cultural education

in education legislation is contrasted with the absence of applied policies to support this inter-

culturalism. Chapter Three focuses on the theme of progression and seeks to map the obstacles to

progression encountered by Travellers and stakeholders in Traveller adult education. The clashes

between the stateÕs model of progression and culturally distinct aspects of Traveller culture such as

nomadism, gender roles, feuding and obligations to extended family is also examined. Chapter Four

presents the findings of our comparative research on the four sites: Ennis, Dundalk, Mullingar and

Waterford. It outlines the strengths and weaknesses of the current Traveller Training Centre model

and seeks to establish whether their existence has had any impact on inter-cultural integration in each

location. Chapter Five focuses on the experiences of Travellers in mainstream education services and

seeks to interrogate, in particular, why so few Travellers complete post-primary education. In our

concluding chapter, we outline how adult education for Travellers might develop given the proposed

closure of the TTCs and the considerable cultural tensions which continue to exist between the

Traveller and settled communities in Ireland.
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i NCCA (2005) Intercultural Guidelines for the Primary School. Dublin: NCCA. NCCA (2006) Intercultural Guidelines 

for the Primary School. Dublin: NCCA.

ii TUI ÔBord Snip Recommendations would destroy education systemÕ Press Release 16 July 2009.

iii LiŽgeois notes that Census figures on Gypsies/Travellers tend to be inaccurate as Travellers fear surveillance from 

the state and are reluctant to declare themselves on census forms (1994, p.29). The annual count of Traveller families

by local authorities is viewed as a more accurate measure of the size of the community by education stakeholders 

and Traveller organisations such as the Irish Traveller Movement. Although the 2006 census measured the size of the

Traveller population at less than 23,000, the Local Authority count for the same year found 7,691 Traveller families. 

As the Central Statistics Office have found that the average Traveller family size is 4.22, this estimate would put the

Traveller population at 32,456. Pavee Point estimate that the Traveller population was approximately 30,000 during 

2006. For further discussion of the problems with demographic data on Traveller see Walker, 2008, p.27.

iv Interdeparmental Working Group on the Integration of Refugees in Ireland (2003) Integration is a two way process. 

Dublin: Dept of Justice, Equality and Law Reform.

v In her 1994 study, Cailiosa Hickland found for instance: ÔThe Tuam population who do travel do so without moving 

their entire householdÉ For Cork Travellers, however, movement is an integral part of their existence. Their mobility

is highly seasonalÕ. Hickland, C. (1994) Nomadism and Identity: The Case of Irish Travellers (Unpublished MA Thesis, 

Dept of Geography, University College Cork).

vi Having conducted interviews and research in our four chosen locations, we conducted a number of subsequent 

interviews in Rathkeale and Longford, towns which have high Traveller populations and found that the demographic

context had a significant impact on Traveller-Settled relationships.

vii In developing the interview schedules for the focus groups conducted with Travellers, we drew on literature highlighting

the specific methodological challenges required for focus groups with minority communities (Culley, Hudson and 

Rapport, 2007, p.102). We also sought to increase our cultural competence as researchers within the Traveller community

by considering questions of cultural meaning, gender relations and specific linguistic phrases frequently utilised by 

Travellers prior to the main research process (Suh, Kagan and Strumpf, 2009, p.194).

viii The piloting and evaluation stages of the research process proved to be among the most useful. We refined and re-

worked the interview and focus group schedules considerably after the pilot stage to focus more closely on the 

theme of progression. The benefits of this type of piloting in educational research is also highlighted by Desimone 

and Carlson Le Floch (2004).

ix In her paper on ÔResearching Minority Ethnic Communities: A Note on EthicÕsÕ, Laura Ryan notes that truly ethical 

research in relation to the Irish Traveller community must Ôconsider the usual aspects of research ethics, namely 

informed consent and confidentiality procedures but additionally focus upon procedures to promote dialogue 

between the researchers and the ÔresearchedÕ minority ethnic communitiesÕ (2009, p.1). While guaranteeing anonymity

and confidentiality, we also sought at each stage of the research to engage and manage the power disparities between

the researchers and the ÔresearchedÕ in order to produce a project which was ultimately collaborative in its findings.

We also drew on SieberÕs (1992) core principles which should guide ethical choices in research, namely beneficence,

respect and justice.

x The structure of the sample was as follows. Travellers interviewed (50), Community Stakeholders (46).

xi All estimates of town populations based on Census 2006 figures.



Chapter 2

Travellers & Irish Education Policy



16

Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).



Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).

21



Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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Chapter Two - Travellers & Irish Education Policy

The rapid industrialisation and urbanisation of Irish society in the 1960Õs resulted in the movement

of Travellers to larger centres of population and the redundancy of many of their traditional skills

(Lee, 1989, Gmelch, 1985). The greater numbers of Traveller encampments in urban centres also increased

the visibility of the Traveller community in Irish society (Helleiner, 2000, Gmelch, 1991). The report

of the Commission on Itinerancy (1963) which represent the StateÕs first major response to these

changes not only used the language of assimilation but was also underpinned by a philosophy of

charity which had a direct impact on subsequent Traveller education policy. This is clearly indicated

in the terms of reference of the Commission of Itinerancy which included:

1: to enquire into the problem arising from the presence in the country of itinerants in 

considerable numbers; 3 (b): to promote their absorption into the general community; 3 (c): 

pending such absorption, to reduce to a minimum the disadvantages to themselves and to 

the community resulting from their itinerant habits; (GOI, 1963, p.11).

Thus, members of the Traveller community were characterized as being in need of assistance and

supports in order for them to successfully assimilate into Irish society. It is within this policy context

that the first Traveller Training Centres (TTCÕs) were established in the early 1970Õs. They were initially

set up by local voluntary groups, with a view to Ôsupplementing the educational deficiencies of young

Travellers aged between fifteen and twenty five years of age, preparing them to take up gainful

employment or avail of further or more advanced training at the end of the courseÕ (Report on the

Travelling Community 1983).

A variety of organisations became involved in the development of the TTCÕs over the subsequent

thirty years. From 1976 to 1998, the Vocational Educational CommitteeÕs (VEC) and The Industrial

Training Authority (AnCo/F‡s) were involved in the Centres and their development was supported

by funding received from the European Social Fund (ESF). This was a difficult period for the Irish

economy, with Ôunemployment figures in the high teens and mass immigration in evidenceÕ (McGorman

and Sugrue, 2007, p.5). Within this economic context, the individualÕs participation in the Irish education

system was viewed in light of their potential to contribute to the Irish economy. Therefore, the primary

focus of the Traveller Training Centres became up-skilling Travellers for entry into mainstream further

education and the workforce.

From the mid 1990Õs, IrelandÕs economy entered a phase of rapid growth which led to a dramatic

decrease in unemployment (Nolan, OÕConnell and Whelan, 2000). This improved economic performance

promoted a new confidence in Irish society (Coulter and Coleman, 2003). During this period, there

was also a reversal of historical migration patterns. In 1996, Ireland shifted from a pattern of emigration

to become a country of net inward migration (Fanning, 2002). Thus, in the 2006 census, 10% of the

Irish population were of migrant origin (CSO, 2006). Developments in IrelandÕs educational policy from

the mid 1990Õs through to the 21st century reflect not only these demographic changes but the

educational priorities emerging within the European policy context. European policy makers were

moving to an emphasis on lifelong learning and the development of models of intercultural citizenship

in order to support intercultural integration (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

In April 1998, it was decided to move responsibility for Traveller Training Centres to the Department

of Education and Science (DES). As a result of this change, it was anticipated that the focus of the

TTCÕs would shift away from the assimilatory principles which informed their establishment. Instead,

there were hopes that the Centres would embody a more holistic vision of education, reflective of

Ôthe eight key competences necessary for personal fulfilment, and active citizenshipÕ  as well as Ôsocial

inclusion and employability in a knowledge societyÕ (Council of the European Union, 2010, p.5).

However, following the publication of the InspectorsÕ Evaluation Reports on TTCÕs in 2006, the Value

for Money Review (2008) and the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), it was evident that the work

of the Centres was still being evaluated in light of the relatively crude benchmark of progression.

Thus, the success of TTCs was being considered solely in terms of the numbers of Travellers moving

from the Centres into further education and the workforce and not on their development as

intercultural citizens.

Within this chapter, the gap between changes to educational policy language and the actual benchmarks

of success as applied to the Traveller Training Centre, is explored. The development of Irish educational

policy from the assimilatory philosophy evident in the 1960Õs, to the focus on inclusion which emerged

in the 1990Õs is examined. Finally, the development of contemporary aspirations towards inter-cultural

integration is also explored. This changing educational context is mapped with a view to exploring

whether the shifts in policy language from assimilatory principles towards intercultural integration

is reflected in the lived experience of Travellers.

Education, Assimilation and the Traveller Community

In order to understand why the principles of assimilation underpinned educational provision for

Travellers in the 1960Õs, it is necessary to examine the role of education in the broader construction

of national identities. According to Kymlika (2003), virtually every Western democracy has engaged

in a process of constructing national identities in order to support the operation of the nation-state

and national economies. However, this process tends to be controlled by those elites who are already

most powerful in a given society (Anderson, 1983). Thus, the state becomes Õpossession of a dominant

national group, who use the state to privilege its identity, language, history, culture, literature, myths,

religionÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 148). This active construction of a national identity and a nationally

homogeneous culture, inevitably involves suppressing alternative or minority identities. As a result,

cultural minorities are faced with Ôeither exclusion or assimilationÕ (Kymlicka, 2003, p. 149). Nation

states have used education as the primary means of embedding this sense of national identity among

their citizens by using schools and curricula to transmit cultural norms, beliefs and values (Crowley

et al, 2006, Bhatti, 2006, Wylie, 2004, Schiffauer et al, 2004, Sleeter, 2001, May, 1999). Therefore

education institutions come to constitute the critical sites where enculturationi of national identities

occurs (Apple, 2002).

Having gained independence from Britain in 1922, the Irish State began the task of developing a

homogenous Irish national identity by fore grounding the distinctive elements of Irish culture such

as the Irish language, the Catholic religion and traditional Irish games and sports (Ferriter, 2004).

Because education was the primary means by which this process of enculturation was undertaken,

ÔIrish schoolsÕ culture was deeply informed by a consensualist ethos and a bias towards conformityÕ

(Kenny, 2004, p.17). In light of this emphasis, the educational system did not encourage or promote

difference within its educational structures or practices.

Until the 1960s, references to the Traveller community were entirely absent from education policy

and provision in Ireland. We can trace three phases or approaches that have emerged since this period,

namely an assimilatory approach, an inclusive approach and an intercultural approach. The first

approach, the assimilatory approach encompasses a deficit model of educational provision, which

locates the ÔproblemÕ of Traveller participation in Irish education as resting with the Travellers

themselves. It characterizes members of the Traveller community as being in need of assistance in

order to assimilate into the settled majority. This deficit model was reflected in educational practices

which according to the DEIS report included Ôsegregation as a short-term strategy which was aimed

to prepare Traveller children for absorption into the ÔnormalÕ or ÔmainstreamÕ classesÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.52).

An Inclusive Approach

During the 1990Õs, the first attempts to move away from assimilatory deficit model became apparent.

During this period, the language of policy documentation began to fore ground the concept of

inclusion. The model of inclusive education has since been defined by of the DES, as a Ôsystem thatÉ

incorporates equality and diversity together with an understanding of anti-discrimination, anti-racism,

anti-bias, and inter-culturalismÕ (DES, 2006). This move towards inclusive education was strongly driven

by Special Educational Needs (SEN) interest groups and was linked to the outcome of a number of

high profile cases brought by parents of children with SEN against the Irish Stateii. Aspirations towards

inclusion were also evident in the report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995) which

recognised Travellers as a culturally distinct group in Irish society. This recognition of cultural difference

represented an important first step in the redefinition of the Traveller communityÕs relationship to

education as moving towards a model based on cultural rights rather than a response to some deficit

within their own culture.

However, subsequent policy documentation fell far short of the enforcement of education rights.

Instead, the softer policy option of inclusion or inclusive education emerged which fore grounded

respect for diversity within Irish education as opposed to the support of every individualÕs right to

an equal education. Indeed, one could argue that assimilatory principles were still evident in this

policy change as Travellers still had to adapt themselves to the education system of the settled

majority in Irish society. Thus, the rights of Travellers as a culturally distinct group were overshadowed

by the embedded but continuing principles of assimilation.

The commitment towards inclusive education which is evident in the White Paper on Charting our

Educational Future (1995), in the White Paper on Adult Education (2000) and in the Education Act

(1998) did however, have some positive results. From the mid 1990Õs onwards, there was an

acknowledgement that all Traveller children did not have Special Educational Needs. Two reports

were influential in this process namely, the Report on Preschool Education for Travellers (1995a) and

the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995). The latter stated that Ôall Travellers do not share

the same educational needs and, while special provisions may be required to meet the varied

educational needs, access to mainstream provision must be regarded as the norm for TravellersÕ (1995,

p.10). This shift resulted in a general acknowledgement that Traveller children should receive their

education in mainstream schools and in integrated rather than segregated structures.

While this policy change was an important move away from the deficit model of education in relation

to Travellers, some remnants of the previous SEN culture remain evident in the administration of

Traveller education. For instance, Kenny (2004) notes that although Traveller education is currently

located under the aegis of the Social Inclusion Unit of the DES, Ôthe organisation of funding channels

keep it linked to the Special Needs UnitÕ (2004, p.15-16). Thus, there remains an assumption that the

innate learning needs of Travellers are best still supported in the Special Educational Needs sector,

an approach which reflects not only the deficit model but considerable prejudice towards Traveller

children.

The commitments of the Education Act (1998) also represent a significant step forward in relation to

the position of Travellers in the Irish education system as it asserted that Ôthe state respects the

diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions in Irish societyÕ (1998, p.5). However, it is important

to note that this aspiration is couched in language which stresses Ôrespect for diversityÕ as opposed

to a more robust assurance of equal rights based on cultural difference. On further examination of

the legalisation, one could conclude that the government appears to evade its responsibility in relation

to educational provision for all citizens including Travellers. The Education Act (1998) states that the

educational services provided for children are based on the resources available to schools highlighting

that the state is obliged Ôto provide that as far as practicable and having regard to the resources

availableÉ a level and quality of education appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of those

peopleÕ (1998, p.10). However, critics such as McGorman and Sugrue (2007) claim that this reference

to available resources constitutes a step backwards from the rights awarded to all children of the

State to an equal education enshrined in the 1937 Constitution.

Furthermore, the Education Act (1998) did not succeed in addressing some of the fundamental practices

which result in unequal educational provision for Travellers and other minority groups. These practices

are most evident in terms of enrolment policy. The legislation does require schools to establish and

maintain an admission policy that provides maximum accessibility to the school. However, the Act

also allows schools the right to reject pupils under certain circumstances. The negative effect of this

opt-out clause is highlighted in the Report of the Task Force on Student Behaviour in Second Level

Schools (2006), which notes that parents seeking to enrol a child with challenging behaviour in a

school of their choice in the locality may be advised to place their child in an alternative school. The

basis for this advice from the refusing school is that the other school is in a better position to cater

for the child. However Ôas a result of this perception of an open enrolment policy; some schools

attracted a disproportionate number of students who require additional supportsÕ (DES, 2006, p.71).

Thus, this opt-out clause had generated marked imbalances in student intake where some schools are

accepting large numbers of students with special needs or who are members of ethnic and cultural

minority groups while other schools tend to have a student intake which is much more homogenous

in terms of culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background and special educational needs.  This

imbalance in student intake was evident in our research where almost half of the Traveller parents

interviewed highlighted that some second level schools were more open to enrolling Traveller children

than others.

This disjuncture between the aspirations of education policy and educational practice is also evident

in adult education policy.  European educational policy on lifelong learning and the concept of inter-

culturalism clearly underpins adult educational policy in Ireland as outlined in Learning For Life: White

Paper on Adult Education (2000). However, the assimilatory goal of progression to the workforce is

still the primary goal of the lifelong agenda in Ireland as evident in the Report and Recommendations

for Traveller Education Strategy (2006). This report states that Ôthe lifelong learning agenda is regarded

as key to delivering on employability and social inclusion since it enables individuals to access more

and higher quality jobsÕ (2006, p.11).

The weakness of the inclusive approach is also evident within the process of curricular reform in the

Irish context. For example, the introduction of the Revised Primary Curriculum and in particular, the

revised History Curriculum in 1999, provided the DES with a practical opportunity to foreground the

concept of cultural difference within the Irish education system. These curriculum changes had the

potential to ensure all pupils in the Irish education system developed an enhanced understanding,

respect for and knowledge of cultural diversity as curricular content conveys subliminal and obvious

messages to pupils (Gleeson, 2004). Waldron (2004) notes that while the content of the Revised

History Curriculum appears to acknowledge diversity in general stating that Ôthe History Curriculum

will develop a sense of personal, local, national, European and wider identities through studying the

history and cultural inheritance of local and other communitiesÕ ( 1999, p.13). She concludes that it

Ôfails to problematize the historical roots of either class or genderÕ (Waldron, 2004, p.219). Furthermore,

while suggesting the topic of nomadism as a teaching theme, there is no mention the Irish Travellers.

This absence suggests a lack of vision as to how respect for cultural diversity should be manifested

in practical terms within the Irish education system. The Revised Curriculum attempts to engage with

diversity by examining difference in other cultures outside Ireland, but does not subject the cultural

differences evident in local Irish culture to scrutiny. Thus, in practical terms, the revised primary

curriculum was not underpinned by the principles of intercultural education.

This weakness in addressing issues of local cultural diversity is not exclusive to the Irish education

system. The German education system has also been criticised for introducing programmes aimed at

enabling Germans to interact with citizens of other European countries  but ignoring questions of

engagement with local minorities such as the Turkish migrant community (Kymlicka, 2003). Kymlicka

explains why this focus on distant cultures can emerge, stating

For most people, learning about a distant culture carries no historical or political baggage: one can 

simply enjoy and cherish the intercultural interaction. By contrast, interacting with neighbouring 

groups is typically wrapped up with unresolved political demands and long-standing fears and 

resentments. Local inter-culturalism almost always creates more anxiety and tension than global 

inter-culturalism, particularly in contexts where there is a long history of mistreatment and mistrust 

between the groups (2003, p.150).

The following section examines how the principles of inter-culturalism have gradually emerged within

Irish educational literature, reflecting a broader European emphasis on the development of intercultural

citizenship.

Intercultural Education and Intercultural Citizenship

With the rapid rise in migration in Ireland between 1996 and 2006, cultural difference at last became

the focus of attention in official educational documentation and scholarly literature. However, Kaya

(2004) notes that there is often a mismatch between a stateÕs aspiration towards inter-culturalism and

the lived experience of its citizens. Kymlicka (2003) highlights three factors which shape this divide

between aspiration and experience; (1) the extent to which policies are underpinned by issues of justice

and rights, (2) the extent to which there is interaction between different cultural groups or communities,

(3) the nature, duration and specific aims of the initiatives which seek to foster intercultural interaction

and understanding of the fundamental nature of cultural differences. He maintains that addressing

these three issues provides the social, cultural and political environment where intercultural citizens

can develop and flourish. In this context, he defines an intercultural citizen as someone whoÉ

has more positive personal attitudes towards diversityÉ who is curious rather than fearful about other

peoples and cultures... who is open to learning about other ways of life, and willing to consider how 

issues look from other peopleÕs point of view.... who feels comfortable interacting with people from 

other backgrounds, and so on (Kymlicka, 2003, p.149).

In the following sections, we examine the extent to which IrelandÕs educational policies and practices

have incorporated the principles of inter-culturalism as outlined by Kymlicka and whether this aspiration

towards inter-culturalism has impacted on Traveller education.

Towards Intercultural Education

In 2005 and 2006, the NCCA issued Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Primary School and

Guidelines on Intercultural Education for the Post Primary School respectively. The Guidelines (NCCA,

2005 and 2006) define intercultural education as Ôeducation which respects, celebrates and recognizes

the normality of diversity in all areas of human lifeÉ It is education which promotes equality and

human rights, challenges unfair discrimination and promotes the values upon which equality is builtÕ

(NCCA, 2005, p.3). While these documents fore ground the concept of educational rights and respect

for diversity, they are merely guidelines and are not underpinned by legislation. Thus, the divide

between aspiration and experience in terms of inter-cultural education remains ever present in the

Irish context. This weakness is highlighted in the findings of the Behaviour Matters Report (2006)

which concludes ÔIt is easy to outline a wonderful set of inclusive, progressive values in the school

brochure, but a lot more difficult to realise those ideas in practiceÉ thus a schoolsÕ sense of moral

purpose is often challenged by the growing realisation that their best efforts are sometimes powerless

in the face of difficulties that extend well beyond the walls of the schoolÕ (2006(b), p.72).

The aspirations towards equality and respect for cultural difference which are evident in the Intercultural

Guidelines are also identifiable in other educational publications which do refer specifically to

Travellers. The Inspectorate published its Guidelines on Traveller Education in Primary Schools and

Guidelines on Traveller Education in Second-Level Schools in 2002, where they state that the aim of

DES policy on Traveller education Ôis the meaningful participation and highest attainment of the

Traveller child so that, in common with all the children of the nation, he or she may live a full life as

a child and realise his or her full potential as a unique individual, proud of and affirmed in his or her

identity as a Traveller and a citizen of IrelandÕ (2002, p.5). However, the absence of practical policies

to support these aspirations means that it is unlikely that these guidelines will have a significant impact

on the lived educational experience of Travellers.

Employment, Educational Policy and Social Interaction

Within contemporary Irish employment policy, there is little recognition of how the significant cultural

differences between Travellers and the settled population contribute to low levels of employment

of Travellers in the Irish workforce. In 2009, an ESRI report entitled ÔSocial Communities in IrelandÕ

reviewed the Census 2006 figures and noted that only 14.4% of all Travellers in the age range of 15+

are recorded as being in work, compared with 65.2% of the population as a whole aged 15 or over.

Some 43% of Travellers of normal working age are reported as being unemployed, compared with 6%

for the working-age population as a whole. 22% of Travellers are Ôin home dutiesÕ, in other words

working full-time in the home, compared with 10% for the population as a whole. The percentage of

Travellers reported as unable to work due to illness or disability is also relatively high at 8%, compared

with 4% for the population (ESRI, 2009, p.66).

If we examine the Employment Equality Acts (1998 and 2004) and the Equal Status Act (2000) and

Equality Act (2004), there are nine grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, one of which is

membership of the Traveller community. Yet the existence of this protection appears to have had

little impact on rates of Traveller employment in the Irish workforce. The difficulties experienced by

Travellers in trying to enter the workforce have been evident to managers in Traveller Training Centres

for some time. Indeed, the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (2006)

highlighted how the TTCÕs had little if any success in arranging work placements for Travellers in the

private sector considerable prejudice towards Travellers amongst employers. Garner (2004) notes that

in attitudinal survey work done between 1972 and 2001, Travellers are found to be the subject of

particularly hostile attitudes when compared with other minorities. There is little if any acknowledgement

that this level of prejudice constitutes a significant barrier to Traveller progression in official educational

documentation. The absence of this acknowledgement means that the benchmark of progression,

remains in place as a measure of the success for TTCÕs. There is also an absence of positive discriminatory

policies within education which might breakdown prejudice and promote further intercultural

interaction between Travellers and the settled community. Such policies might ensure the representation

of Travellers and other minority groups on the Board of Management of schools, on ParentsÕ Associations

and on curricular development committees which inform the work of the National Council of

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). There have been clear moves by the TTCÕs to ensure that Travellers

are represented on the Boards of Management of the TTCÕs. While this is a step in the right direction,

there is still little evidence of positive discriminatory practices in any other area of adult education.

Opportunities Lost to Promote Intercultural Understanding

The introduction of the Guidelines on Intercultural Education provided the DES with a valuable

opportunity to engage clearly with the concept of cultural difference and to promote intercultural

interaction within the Irish education system. This document was a genuine attempt to target the

majority community as the guidelines clearly aspired to Ôfurther reinforce the importance of a whole-

school approach whereby the school changes into the intercultural and inclusive schoolÕ (2006(b),

p.19). However, the guidelines fell short of delivering on intercultural education according to the

principles outlined by Kymlicka (2003) on two levels. Firstly, the Guidelines did not begin by engaging

with indigenous cultural difference which exists in Ireland, namely the difference between the settled

majority and the Irish Traveller community. Secondly, there was no subsequent in-service provision

for teachers who were to be the implementers of this new approach to education. There was no

public debate or discussion on the difference between the inclusive model of the 1990Õs and the

intercultural model. Versions of these models have evolved in the UK and US, where the distinct

history of each society informed the development of culturally specific models of inter-cultural

interaction. However, in the Irish context, the terminology and ideology was adopted from international

models without significant debate about their relevance within the Irish context. Ireland is not alone

in this uncritical borrowing of education policies and practices from other nations and regions.  Green

et al. argue that this practice has proved largely unsuccessful because Ôan attempt to transfer a policy

that has worked well in one context at one period of time to another context in the same or different

time, with little understanding of the present or the past is unlikely to succeed and in some cases,

will fail miserablyÕ(2007, p.220).

According to Barry (2009), the most significant factor inhibiting the development of inter-culturalism

in Ireland is the belief that the economic factors assume primacy overall of all other educational

policy considerations. As a result of this economic determinism, the main priority of state policy is

to ensure all its citizens take up employment in order to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the

state.  The limitations of this approach are evident in The Task Force on Lifelong Learning (2002),

which notes that the purpose of lifelong learning is primarily to facilitate entry to the workforce and

oneÕs progression to further education is primarily to secure higher quality jobs.

Murphy (2006) and Gleeson (2004) explain the context for this emphasis, outlining that change to

Irish education policy and curricula were driven by Ôan emphasis on economic development following

the harsh 1980Õs where unemployment levels were between fourteen and twenty percentÕ (Gleeson,

2004, p.108). Lodge (2002) also contends that the key task of schooling has come to be perceived as

the preparation of young people for the labour market. Indeed, the DES has made this emphasis

explicit as one of the five goals of the DES Strategy Statement (2003-2005) is to contribute to IrelandÕs

economic prosperity, development and international competitiveness. Given this emphasis, it would

appear that the role of education in Irish society is intrinsically linked  to the training of economically

viable individuals.

A recent report by the European Commission in 2008 which examined educational policy across

fourteen European Union States supports this view stating; ÔEducational disadvantage has until recently

been mainly constructed in socio-economic terms in Irish policy circlesÕ (EC, 2008, p.10). This view is

supported by the earlier work of Lodge and Lynch (2004) who observe that: ÔAlthough vital for the

promotion of equality generally, the focus on socioeconomic status has overshadowed the impact

of other differencesÕ (2004, p. 1).

Because of the emphasis placed by the Irish state on the education of economically viable individuals,

the question of how cultural difference impacts on the individualÕs participation in the education

system has been significantly neglected. One would hope that the  recommendation by the European

Commission Report on Adult Education would inform future Irish policy. It states ÔLifelong learning

and mobility provided by high quality education and training are essential to enable all individuals

to acquire the skills that are relevant not only to the labour market, but also for social inclusion and

active citizenshipÕ (CEU, 2010, p.19).  However, we would argue that despite these European aspirations,

the training of economically viable individuals remains another benchmark by which the success of

Traveller education is measured.

Measuring the Success of Traveller Education

There has been a substantial increase in the number of Traveller children enrolling in primary school

in recent years. There were 8,158 Traveller children enrolled in mainstream primary schools in 2009

compared with 3,953 in 1988 (DES, 2009). Apart from enrolment figures, there are no other nationwide

measures available of either the academic achievement of Travellers or the extent of their interactions

with the settled community. When viewed from the perspective of enrolment solely, the rate of

participation of Travellers in the post primary system is less favourable. The number of Travellers

transferring from primary to post primary has increased in recent years with over 90% of Traveller

students transferring in 2008 (DES, 2009).
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However, it is in the rate of retention of Traveller pupils at post primary level that the large disparities

between the settled community and the Traveller community become apparent. Only 56% of Travellers

completed the Junior Certificate in 2008 compared with an estimated 94% of the broader Irish

population and just 102 Travellers completed the Leaving Certificate. This is an estimated completion

rate of less than 20% for post-primary education for Travellers, considerably lower than the national

average of 84% (DES, 2009).  In addition, there is evidence the number of Traveller boys engaging with

post primary level education is significantly lower than that of female Travellers (DES, 2009). Chapter

Five examines in detail the factors which contribute to this low retention rate. 

It is within the context of this weak retention rate at post-primary level, that the work of the Traveller

Training Centres can be examined. Currently there are thirty three Traveller Training Centres throughout

the country which cater to just over 1,000 Travellers. From 1st January 2009, only Travellers aged

eighteen years and over were eligible to apply to the Centres. Attendance at the Centres is supported

for a maximum of two years and in certain circumstances three years, with training allowances and

supplementary financial supports.

The DES measures of success by the TTCs solely on data related to progression into mainstream

education and the workforce. Despite aspirations towards inter-culturalism, there is no acknowledgement

that this form of progression is in essence a measurement of the extent to which Travellers are

absorbing the cultural norms of the settled majority. This blindspot in the current benchmarks utilised

is evident in the Value for Money Review (2008) which states; ÔThe 2005 figures indicate that only 11%

(or 180) of learners (out of 1,564 that year) actually completed the foundation and progression phases

of the programmeÉ and only 11 out of 54 who completed the foundation phase went on to ÔemploymentÕ

with 6 going on to further educationÕ (2008, p. 211). However, Bhatti notes that measures of success

and failure in any educational institution are culturally constructed and notes that ÔIt is at the

intersection of different ethnic communitiesÕ self perceptions, aspirations and the negotiation of

power relations between the ethnic majority and ethnic minority communities, that academic and

social aspects of ÔsuccessÕ and ÔfailureÕ are definedÕ (2006, p.134).

According to Hearne Ôalthough progression is referred to throughout education policy literature and

is still used as the measurement of achievement in employment and by stakeholders in education,

there is no universally accepted definition of the conceptÕ (2008, p.4). In a review of the policy

documentation on the Centres, the term progression or progress is utilised to describe the number

of Travellers to describe only moving on to employment or moving on to further or higher education

programmes. Again, the Value for Money Review states:

Ultimately, STTCs, as a positive action of the DES of two to three years duration for adult Travellers, 

should no longer be required. This may take a decade. More young Travellers should have completed

their Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate and should progress to mainstream further or higher 

education. Adult Travellers should have access to dedicated literacy and numeracy supports and should

progress into mainstream adult and further education, training programmes or into an educational 

setting where an intercultural perspective is the norm (2008, p. 215) [emphasis added].

Thus, the TTCÕs are not assessed in terms of their contribution to intercultural integration and their

initiatives to promote enhanced intercultural understandings. This focus on progression fails to

acknowledge that societal prejudice remains one of the primary barriers to progression into the

workforce and to further education (Nolan and Maitre, 2009). In addition, this benchmark fails to

recognise the considerable personal development required by members of stigmatized minority groups

in order to give them the confidence to overcome prejudice and in doing so engage with broader Irish

society.

Furthermore, there is no recognition of the gap between the basic educational levels of Travellers

who enter the Centres and members of the settled community attending other adult mainstream

educational initiatives. For example The Value for Money Review (2008) highlighted that 70% of the

Travellers attending the TTCÕs had primary education or less.  However this rate of primary education

is much higher amongst settled students in mainstream adult education contexts (BTEI, 2009, p.11).

Finally, the gap between Dept. of Education aspirations and the lived experience of Travellers is also

evident in the lack of the available data in relation to Travellers in the Irish education system. The

absence of this data in the public domain is evidence of a reluctance in practice to recognise Travellers

as a culturally distinct group. The gap makes it difficult for policy analysts to measure the success of

other mainstream adult education initiatives which target members of the Traveller community

including the Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) and the Community Development programmes (CDP).

In fairness, this lack of cohesion is acknowledged by the Dept of Education who note that Ôthere is

no comprehensive tracking system encompassing all providers of educationÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.2).

According to the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), the TTCs cost the state E25m. The recommendation

that Travellers be fully integrated into the existing mainstream educational and training units raises

two important questions. Firstly, as mainstream education at post primary level is not succeeding in

progressing Travellers, to what extent will alternative educational facilities be made available to ensure

adult Travellers participate in the education system? Secondly what is the role of adult education

services in assisting Travellers to engage in the process of intercultural integration? It is clear that

facilitating the integration of Travellers into society would generate a range of benefits and would

ultimately save the Irish state money. Therefore, the provision of services which will assist Travellers

with the process of inter-cultural integration while recognising the significant prejudices they face,

will remain a requirement of the Irish education system for many years to come.

i According to LeVine, (1990, p. 99) the term enculturation was first coined by Herskovits in 1948 and further adopted
by Mead in 1963 and referred to Ôthe acquisition of cultural representations by the human organismÕ.

ii The case which received most coverage was that brought by Catherine Synott on behalf of her son, Jamie Synott.



28

However, it is in the rate of retention of Traveller pupils at post primary level that the large disparities

between the settled community and the Traveller community become apparent. Only 56% of Travellers

completed the Junior Certificate in 2008 compared with an estimated 94% of the broader Irish

population and just 102 Travellers completed the Leaving Certificate. This is an estimated completion

rate of less than 20% for post-primary education for Travellers, considerably lower than the national

average of 84% (DES, 2009).  In addition, there is evidence the number of Traveller boys engaging with

post primary level education is significantly lower than that of female Travellers (DES, 2009). Chapter

Five examines in detail the factors which contribute to this low retention rate. 

It is within the context of this weak retention rate at post-primary level, that the work of the Traveller

Training Centres can be examined. Currently there are thirty three Traveller Training Centres throughout

the country which cater to just over 1,000 Travellers. From 1st January 2009, only Travellers aged

eighteen years and over were eligible to apply to the Centres. Attendance at the Centres is supported

for a maximum of two years and in certain circumstances three years, with training allowances and

supplementary financial supports.

The DES measures of success by the TTCs solely on data related to progression into mainstream

education and the workforce. Despite aspirations towards inter-culturalism, there is no acknowledgement

that this form of progression is in essence a measurement of the extent to which Travellers are

absorbing the cultural norms of the settled majority. This blindspot in the current benchmarks utilised

is evident in the Value for Money Review (2008) which states; ÔThe 2005 figures indicate that only 11%

(or 180) of learners (out of 1,564 that year) actually completed the foundation and progression phases

of the programmeÉ and only 11 out of 54 who completed the foundation phase went on to ÔemploymentÕ

with 6 going on to further educationÕ (2008, p. 211). However, Bhatti notes that measures of success

and failure in any educational institution are culturally constructed and notes that ÔIt is at the

intersection of different ethnic communitiesÕ self perceptions, aspirations and the negotiation of

power relations between the ethnic majority and ethnic minority communities, that academic and

social aspects of ÔsuccessÕ and ÔfailureÕ are definedÕ (2006, p.134).

According to Hearne Ôalthough progression is referred to throughout education policy literature and

is still used as the measurement of achievement in employment and by stakeholders in education,

there is no universally accepted definition of the conceptÕ (2008, p.4). In a review of the policy

documentation on the Centres, the term progression or progress is utilised to describe the number

of Travellers to describe only moving on to employment or moving on to further or higher education

programmes. Again, the Value for Money Review states:

Ultimately, STTCs, as a positive action of the DES of two to three years duration for adult Travellers, 

should no longer be required. This may take a decade. More young Travellers should have completed

their Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate and should progress to mainstream further or higher 

education. Adult Travellers should have access to dedicated literacy and numeracy supports and should

progress into mainstream adult and further education, training programmes or into an educational 

setting where an intercultural perspective is the norm (2008, p. 215) [emphasis added].

Thus, the TTCÕs are not assessed in terms of their contribution to intercultural integration and their

initiatives to promote enhanced intercultural understandings. This focus on progression fails to

acknowledge that societal prejudice remains one of the primary barriers to progression into the

workforce and to further education (Nolan and Maitre, 2009). In addition, this benchmark fails to

recognise the considerable personal development required by members of stigmatized minority groups

in order to give them the confidence to overcome prejudice and in doing so engage with broader Irish

society.

Furthermore, there is no recognition of the gap between the basic educational levels of Travellers

who enter the Centres and members of the settled community attending other adult mainstream

educational initiatives. For example The Value for Money Review (2008) highlighted that 70% of the

Travellers attending the TTCÕs had primary education or less.  However this rate of primary education

is much higher amongst settled students in mainstream adult education contexts (BTEI, 2009, p.11).

Finally, the gap between Dept. of Education aspirations and the lived experience of Travellers is also

evident in the lack of the available data in relation to Travellers in the Irish education system. The

absence of this data in the public domain is evidence of a reluctance in practice to recognise Travellers

as a culturally distinct group. The gap makes it difficult for policy analysts to measure the success of

other mainstream adult education initiatives which target members of the Traveller community

including the Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) and the Community Development programmes (CDP).

In fairness, this lack of cohesion is acknowledged by the Dept of Education who note that Ôthere is

no comprehensive tracking system encompassing all providers of educationÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.2).

According to the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), the TTCs cost the state E25m. The recommendation

that Travellers be fully integrated into the existing mainstream educational and training units raises

two important questions. Firstly, as mainstream education at post primary level is not succeeding in

progressing Travellers, to what extent will alternative educational facilities be made available to ensure

adult Travellers participate in the education system? Secondly what is the role of adult education

services in assisting Travellers to engage in the process of intercultural integration? It is clear that

facilitating the integration of Travellers into society would generate a range of benefits and would

ultimately save the Irish state money. Therefore, the provision of services which will assist Travellers

with the process of inter-cultural integration while recognising the significant prejudices they face,

will remain a requirement of the Irish education system for many years to come.

i According to LeVine, (1990, p. 99) the term enculturation was first coined by Herskovits in 1948 and further adopted
by Mead in 1963 and referred to Ôthe acquisition of cultural representations by the human organismÕ.

ii The case which received most coverage was that brought by Catherine Synott on behalf of her son, Jamie Synott.
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However, it is in the rate of retention of Traveller pupils at post primary level that the large disparities

between the settled community and the Traveller community become apparent. Only 56% of Travellers

completed the Junior Certificate in 2008 compared with an estimated 94% of the broader Irish

population and just 102 Travellers completed the Leaving Certificate. This is an estimated completion

rate of less than 20% for post-primary education for Travellers, considerably lower than the national

average of 84% (DES, 2009).  In addition, there is evidence the number of Traveller boys engaging with

post primary level education is significantly lower than that of female Travellers (DES, 2009). Chapter

Five examines in detail the factors which contribute to this low retention rate. 

It is within the context of this weak retention rate at post-primary level, that the work of the Traveller

Training Centres can be examined. Currently there are thirty three Traveller Training Centres throughout

the country which cater to just over 1,000 Travellers. From 1st January 2009, only Travellers aged

eighteen years and over were eligible to apply to the Centres. Attendance at the Centres is supported

for a maximum of two years and in certain circumstances three years, with training allowances and

supplementary financial supports.

The DES measures of success by the TTCs solely on data related to progression into mainstream

education and the workforce. Despite aspirations towards inter-culturalism, there is no acknowledgement

that this form of progression is in essence a measurement of the extent to which Travellers are

absorbing the cultural norms of the settled majority. This blindspot in the current benchmarks utilised

is evident in the Value for Money Review (2008) which states; ÔThe 2005 figures indicate that only 11%

(or 180) of learners (out of 1,564 that year) actually completed the foundation and progression phases

of the programmeÉ and only 11 out of 54 who completed the foundation phase went on to ÔemploymentÕ

with 6 going on to further educationÕ (2008, p. 211). However, Bhatti notes that measures of success

and failure in any educational institution are culturally constructed and notes that ÔIt is at the

intersection of different ethnic communitiesÕ self perceptions, aspirations and the negotiation of

power relations between the ethnic majority and ethnic minority communities, that academic and

social aspects of ÔsuccessÕ and ÔfailureÕ are definedÕ (2006, p.134).

According to Hearne Ôalthough progression is referred to throughout education policy literature and

is still used as the measurement of achievement in employment and by stakeholders in education,

there is no universally accepted definition of the conceptÕ (2008, p.4). In a review of the policy

documentation on the Centres, the term progression or progress is utilised to describe the number

of Travellers to describe only moving on to employment or moving on to further or higher education

programmes. Again, the Value for Money Review states:

Ultimately, STTCs, as a positive action of the DES of two to three years duration for adult Travellers, 

should no longer be required. This may take a decade. More young Travellers should have completed

their Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate and should progress to mainstream further or higher 

education. Adult Travellers should have access to dedicated literacy and numeracy supports and should

progress into mainstream adult and further education, training programmes or into an educational 

setting where an intercultural perspective is the norm (2008, p. 215) [emphasis added].

Thus, the TTCÕs are not assessed in terms of their contribution to intercultural integration and their

initiatives to promote enhanced intercultural understandings. This focus on progression fails to

acknowledge that societal prejudice remains one of the primary barriers to progression into the

workforce and to further education (Nolan and Maitre, 2009). In addition, this benchmark fails to

recognise the considerable personal development required by members of stigmatized minority groups

in order to give them the confidence to overcome prejudice and in doing so engage with broader Irish

society.

Furthermore, there is no recognition of the gap between the basic educational levels of Travellers

who enter the Centres and members of the settled community attending other adult mainstream

educational initiatives. For example The Value for Money Review (2008) highlighted that 70% of the

Travellers attending the TTCÕs had primary education or less.  However this rate of primary education

is much higher amongst settled students in mainstream adult education contexts (BTEI, 2009, p.11).

Finally, the gap between Dept. of Education aspirations and the lived experience of Travellers is also

evident in the lack of the available data in relation to Travellers in the Irish education system. The

absence of this data in the public domain is evidence of a reluctance in practice to recognise Travellers

as a culturally distinct group. The gap makes it difficult for policy analysts to measure the success of

other mainstream adult education initiatives which target members of the Traveller community

including the Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) and the Community Development programmes (CDP).

In fairness, this lack of cohesion is acknowledged by the Dept of Education who note that Ôthere is

no comprehensive tracking system encompassing all providers of educationÕ (DEIS, 2005, p.2).

According to the report of An Bord Snip Nua (2009), the TTCs cost the state E25m. The recommendation

that Travellers be fully integrated into the existing mainstream educational and training units raises

two important questions. Firstly, as mainstream education at post primary level is not succeeding in

progressing Travellers, to what extent will alternative educational facilities be made available to ensure

adult Travellers participate in the education system? Secondly what is the role of adult education

services in assisting Travellers to engage in the process of intercultural integration? It is clear that

facilitating the integration of Travellers into society would generate a range of benefits and would

ultimately save the Irish state money. Therefore, the provision of services which will assist Travellers

with the process of inter-cultural integration while recognising the significant prejudices they face,

will remain a requirement of the Irish education system for many years to come.

i According to LeVine, (1990, p. 99) the term enculturation was first coined by Herskovits in 1948 and further adopted
by Mead in 1963 and referred to Ôthe acquisition of cultural representations by the human organismÕ.

ii The case which received most coverage was that brought by Catherine Synott on behalf of her son, Jamie Synott.
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).
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Chapter Three - Travellers, Progression and the ÔWorld of WorkÕ

As outlined in Chapter Two, Dept. of Education aspirations toward inter-cultural education have not

been matched by applied policies and resources which support the participation of Travellers in

mainstream education in the Irish state. This weakness has contributed to extremely low rates of

participation by Travellers in education, particularly at post-primary level.  Dedicated Traveller education

services such as the Traveller Training Centres have attempted to draw adult Travellers into the education

system. However, the success or failure of the TTCs has been measured using the benchmark of

progression which examines how many Travellers proceed from the TTCs into further education or

the Irish workforce. This criterion does not take any genuine cognisance of the significant prejudices

which Travellers face when they do try to become part of the settled workforce. Secondly, it does

not acknowledge the scope and depth of the cultural differences between Irish Travellers and settled

community in terms of attitudes to work and education.

Within this chapter, the clashes between Traveller culture and the settled Ôworld of workÕ are identified

based on evidence gathered from our research. Within our sample, the spectrum of attitudes towards

education and work amongst Travellers and Traveller education stakeholders is outlined. The role of

prejudice and welfare dependency in creating obstacles to Traveller progression is explored. Factors

within Traveller culture which clash with participation in the workforce including nomadism, gender

roles, family obligations and feuding are also examined. The conflict between the Irish settled

communityÕs view of work and the Traveller view of work is interrogated. Finally, the significant struggles

which Travellers who embrace progression encounter in terms of reconciling their own cultural identity

with the demands of the settled Ôworld of workÕ are analysed.

Diversity, Work and Travellers

In this study, we interviewed 50 Travellers in four different locations and 46 community stakeholders.

The purpose of this interview series was to map the gap between the settled model of progression

and the values, behaviours and lived experience of members of the Traveller community. Approximately,

28% of Travellers interviewed could be described as having progressed into the workforce. We describe

these individuals as Ôtrans-culturalÕ Travellers because they are actively attempting to reconcile the

competing value systems of Traveller and settled culture. All the trans-cultural Travellers in our sample

had been in fulltime employment at some stage and they tended to be from Traveller families who

were already quite assimilated into the settled community (in terms of living in housing schemes,

reduced nomadism etc). During their interviews, they demonstrated a desire to participate in the Irish

workforce and they had taken time to develop the skills necessary to achieve their goals. In almost

all cases, they described how they required considerable self-esteem in order to overcome the prejudice

they encountered in the workforce. They had, in some instances, hidden their Traveller identity or

revealed it only at strategic times, a coping strategy also identified by MacLaughlin (1995). Almost all

the trans-cultural Travellers who had revealed their identity were working in Traveller safe spaces such

as Training Centres, Traveller media outlets, Travellers organisations or in contexts where they were

providing peer support to other Travellers.

16% of Travellers in our sample could be characterised as very disadvantaged and we describe them

as disengaged Travellers because they had relatively little contact with the settled community. These

Travellers tended to have low skills in terms of numeracy and literacy and exhibited low-esteem linked

to these issues. Disengaged Travellers were very fearful of feuding in their own community. The majority

of interviewees in this category were in the older age group and tended to believe that ÔprogressionÕ

was simply not an option for them.

Approximately 56% of our sample could be described as Travellers who had achieved some level of

integration. We describe this group as engaged Travellers because they had frequent contacts with

the settled community but had not entered the settled Ôworld of workÕ or mainstream further education.

The majority of Travellers in this category were in their 20s, 30s, or early 40s and had large families.

All of this group were living in housing or serviced sites while a number of families still travelled during

the summer months. These engaged Travellers; tended to have some literacy and numeracy skills and

indicated that they were anxious that their children remain in school in order to be literate. This group

was very conscious of prejudice towards Travellers by members of the settled community. They also

expressed fear about local feuds and outlined instances where they would limit their own behaviour

in light of local feuds. The bulk of the data reviewed in the next section concerns the experience of

engaged Travellers, the experiences of trans-cultural Travellers will be examined in the final section

of the chapter. The experience of disengaged Travellers will be addressed to some extent in the sections

on gender, family and feuding. The names of all interviewees and focus group participants who

participated in this research have been changed to protect their identities.

Progression and Traveller Culture - Major Clashes

¥ Prejudice

Within the scholarly literature on Travellers in Ireland, there is a long tradition which focuses on the

level of prejudice and discrimination experienced by members of the Travelling Community (MacGrŽil,

1996, Mac Laughlin, 1995, Fanning 2002, Garner, 2004, Hayes, 2006). Within this study, there was evidence

that the expectation of discrimination and previous experiences of discrimination by most Travellers

operated as a significant obstacle to their engagement with the process of ÔprogressionÕ.

Sinead describes her own experience of looking for a job as follows:

When I went on the first day the secretary told me there was no manager, no application forms 

etc. that was the zero point in her eyes, I had to get past her. She was doing a job that had nothing

to do with hiring me but she was on the front desk and I had to get past herÉ She didnÕt say the 

manager would be here tomorrow or we will be getting back in some applications forms, She just

said thereÕs no manager, no application forms, please leave and donÕt come back.

For Travellers who manage to get past gatekeepers such as secretaries and HR staff, prejudice from

co-workers can also impact on their experience of work. Seamus says ÔI was a scaffolder and for the

first 12 months, it used to be mayhem for me, people calling me knacker to my face and writing down

names. I went to the foreman of the site and said it eventually Ôcos I was getting fed up and the foreman

gave out to me because I didnÕt say it earlier.Õ

In interviews with employers, we found the level of prejudice towards Travellers to be very significant.

One employer commented that if he did take on a Traveller Ôhe wouldnÕt be at the counter anywayÕ

while another said that he would always employ a migrant or a settled Irish person ahead of a member

of the Traveller community. Organisers of placements attached to the TTCs indicated that they faced

significant problems in organising placements for their students. One placement organiser commented

ÔI remember at one stage sending out 210 letters to employers in the town as regards work experience

for Travellers, we had about 42 responses and managed to place 18.Õ

The expectation that Travellers will encounter prejudice if they try to get a job impacts on their views

of progression in two significant ways. Firstly, a number of Travellers interviewed indicated that because

of the level of prejudice in the settled community, participating in the workforce was simply not a

viable option for them. Shauna comments: Ôif they know youÕre a Traveller you havenÕt a hope. TheyÕll

tell you in a nice way thereÕs no vacancy. Somebody else could go down. A settled person could apply

a week later and next thing you know theyÕre working there. You know you could have more qualifications.Õ

Secondly, those who try and fail to enter the workforce can become very disheartened. Jimmy, who

works in Adult Education describes the experience of one of his students. He saysÉ

This guy was going up for interview, he was in the centre (TTC) before the interview getting preparatory

adviceÉ when he came in [for the interview] he was dressed impeccably; I would have hired him just 

on his appearance alone.. he was just like a salesman in a shopÉ he didnÕt get the job, now why didnÕt 

he get the jobÉ if you were to ask me, my sense was that a) he was a Traveller and b) if he hired him, 

people wouldnÕt buy from himÉ so I mean thatÕs getting back to the perception of the settled community.

A number of Travellers indicated that they had also experienced significant prejudice in mainstream

educational contexts, starting at primary level. Aimie comments ÔI had an awful experience in school

actually, yeah I hated schoolÉ you know being called knacker, dirt, smelly and stuffÉ just the pressure

of going every dayÉ they always pitied me which I hatedÕ. This experience of prejudice appears to

become more pronounced at post-primary level when Traveller teenagers have to deal with less-

structured classroom situations. Kathleen saysÉ

A lot of Traveller people will not stay in school after 15 thatÕs their leaving age. There can be bullying 

going on in school. My one, for instance, she is one of 4 Travellers and each one is put into one class 

each, they are left on their own. When theyÕre small they donÕt mind but older they donÕt like it. ThereÕs

too much discrimination still there.

In mainstream higher level education contexts, Travellers can encounter anti-Traveller racism even

when their classmates are not aware of their Traveller background. Mary-Anne describes howÉ

I was talking one time to a girl in the class and I was saying I was involved in the CDP for TravellersÉ 

And she said to me, donÕt you just think if they just kept themselves more tidy and washed themselves

better, they wouldnÕt have theÉ you know, they wouldnÕt have the same stigma or the theyÕre dirty 

knackers, kind of thing. I just felt so hurt, by that, you know, at that, IÕd have to be in a class with someone

like that; but I canÕt attack a person for the way theyÕve been obviously brought up.

These experiences led the majority of engaged Travellers in our sample to believe that the workforce

and mainstream educational contexts, which the state identifies as ÔprogressedÕ, are simply places

where they donÕt belong. They viewed them as sites where they would encounter hurtful prejudice

and where they would not be trusted or valued as human beings. Ciara describes this feeling of being

out of place, sayingÉ

I felt I didnÕt deserve to be in college. I donÕt know why I felt like that, I shouldnÕt have felt like that 

but I just felt that why should I even be here, why am I thinking I can do thisÉ I got more confident 

as I did each exam, but it was awful for me likeÉ I couldnÕt do the presentations, because it felt like 

my voice even sounded wrong.

Evelyn concludesÉ

I have seen signs in windows looking for positions and you dress up and walk in for the job and youÕre

told itÕs gone. The difficulty is youÕre a TravellerÉ They discriminate the whole timeÉ I would love a job

house keeping, but I know I canÕt because I wouldnÕt be trusted.

Therefore, there is an inherent contradiction in Irish government policy around the question of Traveller

progression. The Irish State through the DES insist that ÔprogressionÕ should be the main goal of Traveller

Education policy. However, Travellers who do attempt to progress experience high levels of discrimination

and encounter such prejudice that the achievement of this progression is virtually impossible.

¥ Welfare Dependency

The second significant obstacle to Traveller progression which is evident in the data is the level of

welfare dependency within the Traveller community. In the first instance, the knowledge that Travellers

can rely on the social welfare system to support their lifestyle means that they have little incentive

to engage with ÔprogressedÕ educational and work-based contexts. The attitudes to work exhibited by

many engaged Travellers in this study were predicated on an unacknowledged reliance on the social

welfare system. For instance, Julia commentsÉ

I think Travellers like the way they live theirselves.. I know itÕs a good thing to have a career, to have a 

lifeÉ but Travellers life is a good thing tooÉ just because they donÕt have a job or anything that donÕt 

mean they donÕt have a good lifeÉ Travellers like their lifeÉ I like mineÉ even before I came hereÉ IÕm 

not saying that having a career and life is a bad thing, some people would love that but Travellers like

the way they live you knowÉ itÕs like you having no career and living like a Traveller and then someone

offers it to you and youÕre not very interested.

The Traveller life which Julia identifies is possible only because of the subsidisation of the social welfare

system. The ÔJob seekers allowanceÕ and other benefits available through the Irish social welfare system

were historically designed to protect workers during periods of unemployment (Cousins, 2003, 2007).

However, Travellers, along with other socially excluded groups in Irish society have developed a pattern

of long-term reliance on welfare payments. While these welfare payments provide a safety net in

meeting basic subsistence needs, the dependency generated by the system seriously limits the aspirations

of Travellers in terms of progression into the workforce (Helleiner, 2000, p.141). This dependency also

contributes to the stereotype of Travellers as ÔspongersÕ and therefore, adds significantly to the stigma

associated with being a member of the Traveller community.

A number of the educational stakeholders interviewed, who could be considered sympathetic to the

Traveller community, contrasted the ÔnobleÕ Travellers of their youth who were in engaging in metalwork,

trading etc with contemporary Travellers who are dependent on social welfare. Tina commentsÉ

The Travellers we would have known [at home] well they were known as Tinkers then but they would

have been very good living, honest hard working people. They made tin cans and the women would 

come with the basket of the knitting needles and thread and all paper flowers and that kind of stuff 

to sell at the door. So it was very different from what we know nowÉ I would find them very demanding,

very very demanding, they know all of their entitlements and they feel they should get everything 

handed to them.

Although flawed in many ways, George GmelchÕs (1977) study of the urbanization of Irish Travellers

accurately predicted the emergence of this negative ÔspongerÕ stereotype in relation to Travellers. He

comments ÔMaterially, they have never been better offÉ [but] It has led to the demise of the old public

stereotype of Tinkers as carefree jacks-of-all-trades: a new image of Travellers as parasites is emergingÕ

(1977, p.157). We found this stereotype to be very evident amongst stakeholders in our sample, particularly

employers with one commentingÉ

The system is there and theyÕre milking it. In fairness to themÉ and itÕs hard to blame them Ôcos if they

were to settle down and work, thereÕs records kept of everything and theyÕd lose their benefitsÉ theyÕre

claiming benefits we donÕt even know of. You canÕt blame them for that when the benefits are there.

Amongst Travellers themselves, the most significant obstacle to progression apart from prejudice was

the fear of losing social welfare entitlements and particularly, medical cards. The engaged Travellers

in our sample who were attempting to progress were applying for relatively low-paid jobs where the

gap between pay and social welfare payments was not significant. Laoise, a placement organiser,

commentsÉ

The whole social welfare thing is the thing that has militated against work for everyone. I had one 

Traveller man on board who worked out that under the social welfare system with benefits and a 

medical card, he would only be E15 better off by working. It just outweighed the benefit of integration

into the workforce, the workforce aspect of it. Incredible like!

Fear of losing the medical card was a particularly significant factor because of the numbers of children

in Traveller families.  In two instances, trans-cultural Travellers in employment had given up their jobs

in order to keep their medical cards. Tommy comments Ôyou lose your medical card, thatÕs a big issue,

Ôcos of my kids, IÕve 6 kids and another one of the way and weÕre in the doctors every second day, every

third day like, how would you afford to pay that likeÕ. This inflexibility of benefit structures has a de-

motivating impact on Travellers attempting to progress and on stakeholders involved in the progression

process. Catriona, a placement organiser, describes her experience with Shane, a Traveller man. She

describes howÉ

I asked this guy Ôwhat would you like to work at? ÔYou would never find me workÕ he says ÔIÕm a Traveller

man. WhoÕd have me workingÕ. And I said ÔWhat is it, yÕknow that gets you going an thatÕ and he said 

Ôwell IÕd love to be able to get young Traveller fellas to stay in educationÕÉ so I got him a working as a 

peer support working in the local school. And he did this very successfully for about three years and 

eleven months, YÕknow he was going to lose his medical card and he left at that stage.

Because of the current recession, a major fear amongst trans-cultural Travellers interviewed, is that

they will lose their jobs and have to re-apply for their welfare entitlements, a process which is stressful

for those who anticipate prejudice from state services and in some cases, have literacy issues. Feargal

says Ôif I get a full time job, I lose the medical card for the wife and kids and everything. The dole is

gone. Then you might be out of the job within the first three months and then you have to reapply

for the whole lot again, go through tortureÕ. Jessica concludes ÔitÕs a lot to lose to walk awayÉ if you

donÕt know if you are going to keep your jobÕ. The inflexibility of the medical card system, in this

context, results in a massive waste of state resources. Trans-cultural Travellers who are trained and

supported through the process of entry into the workforce at considerable cost to the state, find that

they then have to withdraw after three years in order to keep their medical entitlements.

The significant welfare dependency within the Traveller community operates as a limiting factor on

their aspirations and a de-motivating force for stakeholders attempting to generate Traveller ÔprogressionÕ.

Hilda, who works in a TTC concludes ÔThe Job seekerÕs allowance is probably the worst thing that ever

happened to the Traveller community. It has taken away their independence, their ability to cater for

themselves, to try new things like theyÕre just caught in this welfare trapÕ. Therefore, prejudice and

welfare dependency constituted the most significant obstacles to progression by Travellers in our

sample. However, there are also elements of the Traveller value system itself which directly clash with

stateÕs goal of progression.

¥ Nomadism

Historically, the defining characteristic of the Traveller Community was the fact that they travelled

and were nomadic. The Oxford English Dictionary defines a nomad as Ôa person with no fixed residence

who roams about, a wandererÕ (2009: 411). while WebsterÕs Dictionary characterises a nomad as a

Ômember of a tribe or people having no permanent home but moving about constantly in search of

food, pasture etc.Õ (2008: 305). Nomadism has historically been central to Traveller identities and the

Traveller mode of engagement with society, impacting on their family structures, modes of conflict

resolution, inter-familial relationships etc. As a result of state policy and changes in Traveller culture,

patterns of nomadism have changed significantly since the 1960s and this was evident in the sample

of Travellers we interviewed. None of the Travellers encountered were completely nomadic and all

interviewees lived in houses or serviced sites. However, a number of respondents expressed the desire

to be able to travel during the summer months. Lorraine comments ÔI prefer living in a house, but need

my break in the summer, if I didnÕt get away for my break, IÕd be a nervous wreckÕ while Connie states

Ôbut thatÕs what Travellers doÉ travel in the summertimeÉ just take offÕ. Donahue, McVeigh and Ward

(2005) argue that although patterns of mobility have changed significantly, nomadism continues to

be an important part of Traveller culture. They noteÉ

The reality [is] that nomadism refuses to Ôdie outÕ. Traveller nomadism remains a defining feature of 

many Irish Travellers lives. It takes new forms certainly, it endures terrible pressures certainly but it 

doesnÕt Ôdie outÕ. The tents disappear- but the Travellers keep travelling; the barrel tops disappear Ð 

but the Travellers keep travelling; the trailers disappear  - but Travellers keep travelling, This reality 

should warn us that the period assertion of the demise of Traveller nomadism is somewhat premature

(2005, p.4).

Travellers themselves recognise that nomadism represents a major clash between their culture and

the settled model of ÔprogressionÕ as established by Dept. of Education. Julia comments ÔTravellers

wouldnÕt be used to staying in the one place all year longÉ and you could get fired then Ôcos Travellers

is used to travelling and you know the way itÕs your life and even if they said you could have holidays,

Travellers donÕt take them anyway Ôcos thatÕs the way they were brought upÕ. Kathleen also views the

nomadic lifestyle of Travellers as a major obstacle to career development saying ÔI have heard of

Travellers who have become guards or nurses. But they are Travellers who have been bred, born and

reared in houses, not the same as Travellers who move aroundÕ.

The need of Travellers to practice their form of nomadism was a source of continual frustration to

placement organisers interviewed during our research. Laoise comments Ôit became a great joke they

used to say Ôwell Laoise, you know now in the summer IÕll be hitching up the trailer and IÕll be off and

I used to say Ôoff where?Õ But sure, we like to travelÕ And IÕd say ÔBut you canÕt, youÕre workingÕ. Anybody

who was ready for work was easier on the nomadismÕ. Indeed, Laoise argued that the willingness of

Travellers to end their nomadic practices was a decisive factor in determining their willingness to

engage in the relatively assimilatory process of progression. She tells how ÔI remember going to a group

and they were just not ready for work and you just knew it in a whole lot of things. They would say

things like ÔOh yeah, IÕll go in from September to May. YÕknow four hours work a week or four hours

a day. I have to be back in time for this and IÕd say well ÔthatÕs not workÕ.

The trans-cultural Travellers interviewed as part of this research recognised that sacrificing their

nomadism was a major concession in terms of progression and represented a form of assimilation into

the settled community. Bridget comments:  Ôyou canÕt take the summer off or build up your hours. I

started working. I got in and I was staying in and I knew that. But you have to make a choice for yourself,

if youÕre in a job and you like it, you can always take holidays. You need to look long term if itÕs what

you want or if itÕs notÕ. The employers interviewed had no tolerance of nomadic practices. One employer

stated ÔWell, certainly, if theyÕre going to be doing that [travelling during summer months] then theyÕre

not really at work. You canÕt have jam on both sides and eat it as well. If they wonÕt work Ð which most

of them donÕt want, and if they do want work then they wonÕt go travellingÉ you canÕt employ someone

on a part-time footing like thatÕ. In this context, the desire of a significant number of Travellers

interviewed during this study to continue their nomadic practices, particularly during the summer

months, represents a major clash between the DES model of ÔprogressionÕ and the contemporary

Traveller value system.

¥ Gender

The construction of gender roles within the Traveller community also conflicts with the Irish StateÕs

model of progression. During the teenage period when members of the settled community are laying

the groundwork for progression through taking state exams, Traveller teens are expected to marry, a

process central to progression in Traveller culture (Helleiner, 2000, p.161-195).  Sean comments Ôyou talk

to the older generation and they say Ôwell Samantha is 15 now; itÕs time for her to get married. You

know and we were married at that stageÕ.  Jimmy, a placement organiser comments Ôthey would find

it hard to see girls being educated in the sense that they would see that they must be married in their

teens, and that is a difficulty.Õ

Within Traveller culture, there are very significant constraints on the freedoms and behaviours of girls

prior to marriage (Helleiner, 2000, p.162). For our interviewees, the marriage bond and marriage ties

were viewed as the most important source of social status and prestige within Traveller culture. For

Traveller teenagers in our sample, marriage offered the chance for progression in two key ways. Marriage

marked the progression from the status of child to the status of adult and signals a willingness to take

on the responsibilities of parenthood, housekeeping etc. Secondly, through marriage, Travellers

determine their own place within the social, political and economic hierarchies of broader Traveller

culture which are rooted entirely in extended family relationships. Marrying a partner from a richer

or more powerful Traveller family, in particular, offered significant opportunities for progression.

Traveller girls themselves appear to recognise the importance of marriage in terms of womenÕs status

in the Traveller community. Interviewees for this study indicated that for Traveller girls, the task of

finding a marriage partner assumed a higher position in their priorities than progression into work or

education placements. Catherine comments Ôyou see marriage is very important to Travellers. They

constantly talk about it and plan itÉ thatÕs what they wantÉ that is their goalÕ. Sinead comments

Ôdefinitely marriageÉ they see that as their career pathÉ thatÕs their dream that they will walk down the

aisle in that big, big, white dress and theyÕll get marriedÕ. Sheila who works in a Training Centre commented

Ôfor women, if youÕre not married and a mother, youÕre no-one. If you talk to the young girls, they donÕt

have any ambitions or dreams other than getting marriedÕ.

Engaging in training and education contexts which bring Traveller girls into close contact with men in

the settled community can place question marks over their reputation and endanger their prospects

of making a good marriage. Noreen comments Ôthere was this one girlÉ I said to her father ÔIf I find her

a job in this managerÕs office and he sends her to this part of town or that part of town on a message,

can she go? And he says no she canÕt, she cannot go and I says why? [he says] Ôbecause it would endanger

her reputationÕ.

There would also appear to be a link between status and marriage for boys as a number of interviewees

expressed the view that young men become adults when they marry. In this context, staying in school

or in training settings can be viewed as remaining a child, rather than embracing the adult roles of

marriage and parenthood. Kevin, a school principal commented ÔyouÕre not a man if youÕre in school

after the age of fifteen and a half, or sixteenÕ.

During the course of this research, we encountered 5 cases where Traveller teenagers who had achieved

a significant amount of progression halted their participation in education or work placements in order

to get married. Laoise, a placement organiser, argues that those involved in Traveller education services

need to acknowledge and accommodate the pressure which Traveller teens experience in terms of

marriage. Laoise states ÔThese cultural things are so strong and itÕs a question of, say in a place like here,

being able to tolerateÉ encompass those kinds of pressures that theyÕre under because theyÕre pressures

that we donÕt know aboutÕ. The need to marry during the late teenage period in order to affirm status

within Traveller culture conflicts directly with the value system and life-course model of the settled

community where the late teenage period is usually devoted to progressing in the workforce or further

education. This element of the Traveller value system also seems to constitute a major obstacle to the

DES goal of keeping Traveller teenagers in the mainstream education system until Leaving Certificate.

Apart from marriage, the construction of gender roles for men and women clashes in a number of

significant ways with progression.  The model of masculinity which operates among Travellers in our

sample placed considerable emphasis on men being physically strong, functioning as the primary source

of authority in their own households and being independent, Ômasterless menÕ (N’ ShœinŽir(b), 2005).




