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Introduction

The Joint North South Traveller Education Conference was held in Newry at the Canal Court Hotel on 11th March 2009 and attracted 170 delegates from across Ireland.  The importance of the conference was evidenced by the excellent attendance and the opening addresses of the two Ministers, Caitríona Ruane, Minister of Education in the north, and Sean Haughey, Minister for Lifelong Learning in the south.   

The conference focused on how schools, individuals and organisations could develop good practice to help Traveller children overcome barriers to improve their attendance and achievement at school. The key themes addressed during the presentations were engagement, inclusion, participation and pathways to work. Four examples of best practice were covered within each theme. Delegates enjoyed cultural presentations from the pupils of St Malachy’s Primary School in Newry and St Paul’s High School in Bessbook.
Principals, teachers and others involved in the education of Traveller children, including Traveller parents, were able to hear both Minister Caitríona Ruane and Minister Sean Haughey share their vision for Traveller education across Ireland.  Participants had the opportunity to see eight presentations of good practice throughout the day. 

This report consists of a summary and evaluation of the conference. For more detail, you can view the keynotes speeches, all presentations and closing remarks in video format at www.neelb.tv 

The powerpoint presentations used in the good practice workshops are available for download at www.deni.gov.uk (FULL address please)
Traveller Education

Travellers have been part of Irish society for centuries, and form close-knit, family-based communities with shared customs, language and traditions, including nomadism. As a group, they experience low educational achievement and poor health as well as exclusion from society. These negative patterns have been repeated across the world with other nomadic and native minority ethnic groups.

Most Traveller children face a range of difficulties at school, some of which may include:

· poor school attendance;
· negative attitudes among some Traveller parents towards the school education system;
· racism from the settled community;
· lack of equality of opportunity; 

· cultural differences;
· lack of relevance of the post-primary curriculum to the Traveller lifestyle;   

· tradition of early marriage and child-bearing for girls;
· tradition of apprenticeship-style home education for boys with their fathers; and
· a nomadic lifestyle and travelling tradition.

In the north. According to the 2008 school census, there are 848 Traveller children enrolled in primary, post-primary and special schools in the north. However, it is likely that the Traveller community is under represented in the census due to the poor attendance rates of Traveller children and the nomadic lifestyle. 

In September 2008 the Minister Caitríona Ruane established a Taskforce on Traveller Education.  The Taskforce is cross-sectoral and includes members of the Traveller community from across the north, representatives from a range of non-government organisations, as well as government Departments and public bodies from all of Ireland. The aim of the Taskforce is to assist the Department of Education develop an action plan on Traveller education.  The Taskforce is building on current engagement with the voluntary sector to explore how the statutory sector and the organisations which are supporting the Traveller community can work together to ensure better educational outcomes.  Thematic sub groups have been established to complete more detailed work for the Taskforce.
The Department has carried out an additional data gathering exercise in conjunction with Classroom 2000 on the attendance and achievement of Traveller pupils.  The data covers the period September 2007 to June 2008 and serves as a bank of information for the work of the Taskforce.  This exercise has confirmed that attendance is a major concern, especially in the post primary sector and this is having a detrimental affect on achievement. 

Traveller children attending primary school had a higher average overall absence rate than any other ethnic group. They missed 29.9% of the total half days, compared with 5.1% for white children and 7.2% for other children from a minority ethnic background.

For post-primary schools Traveller young people had not attended for 45.2% of their total half days, this was much higher than for any other ethnic group. This compares with 7.7% for white children and 7.1% for other children from a minority ethnic background.

For 2007/08 only 22.5% of Traveller pupils achieved the expected level at KS3 (5 or above) in English, compared to 79.2% of all pupils.  The most recent school leaver data shows that only 25% of Traveller pupils, who stay at school until they are school leaving age, leave school with at least 5 GCSEs at A*-G, compared to 89.7% of all pupils.

These figures show a very concerning difference in achievement levels at post primary.  However, many Travellers drop out of the education system altogether after primary school or shortly after beginning secondary education.  It is estimated there should be about 80 Traveller children in any given year group, however, in year 12 there are typically less than 20 Traveller children. 
The Department recently commissioned the Education and Training Inspectorate to conduct a survey of a sample of schools that have Traveller pupils enrolled and the findings supported the view that attainment is determined by attendance.

For the year 2009/10 schools will receive through the Common Funding Formula £1010 per Traveller pupil.  A total of £402k earmarked funding was provided to the Education and Library Boards for the education of Traveller children in the year 2009/10.  Therefore a total of over £1.25 million is provided as additional funding for the education of Traveller children in the north of Ireland.  

All of the Education and Library Boards provide services to schools with Traveller children, the pupils, and their parents, but these services vary from board to board. The Department has recognised the need to build a more co-ordinated approach to Traveller education to ensure equality of access and outcomes for Traveller children across the north of Ireland. Consideration is being given to the development of a regional support service within the new Education and Skills Authority.
Updated guidance will be provided to schools on the education of children from the Traveller community in the form of a school circular.  This circular will be an updated and expanded version of the 1993 school circular on Traveller education. A pre-consultation workshop was undertaken with Traveller support groups and comments from members of the Taskforce are to be considered within the near future, with a view to having a targeted consultation in September.  It is planned to circulate the updated Circular in early 2010.
In the South. There have been significant improvements in participation rates in education in recent years.  In September 2007, there were over 10,000 young Travellers enrolled in school. 8,000 of these were in primary school and 2,598 were enrolled in mainstream post-primary school. Progress at primary level has been taking place on a steady basis over the past twenty five years. Progress at post-primary level has been taking place in recent years. The September 2007 enrolment level represents a doubling of Traveller enrolment since September 2000 when there were 1,165 Traveller students enrolled in mainstream post-primary schools.  Early school leaving is still a feature among the Traveller community with the majority of young Travellers failing to complete senior cycle post-primary school.

The issues of school attendance and achievement levels for Traveller pupils are also problematic in the south. The Department of Education & Science’s “Survey of Traveller Education Provision” published in 2006 acknowledges the significant progress that schools, the support services, the Department of Education and Science and parents have achieved in respect of the increased participation of Traveller children in the education system and the improved transfer rates of children from primary to post-primary schools. Nevertheless, the data generated in the survey indicates that absenteeism rates remain a major problem for Traveller pupils in primary and post-primary schools. 
In addition, the majority of Traveller pupils have very low attainment levels in literacy and numeracy. Travellers’ participation in post-primary education is limited by this low attainment and many are alienated from the education system and leave school early. Some Traveller parents were reported to have low expectations of schools and of their own children’s ability to benefit from the education system.  The report concluded that some schools have not addressed how best to include Traveller children and their culture in the life of the school. 
High levels of learning difficulties and special educational needs were identified among the Traveller children surveyed and there was evidence that Traveller children receive supplementary teaching through a system of withdrawal from the mainstream classroom. While teachers recognise the benefit accruing from the provision of supplementary teaching within the classroom, there is a need to support teachers through additional training and inservice to improve practice in this regard.

This survey illustrates the many challenges that persist in the provision of appropriate education for Traveller children in schools. These challenges must be addressed through a co-ordinated strategy that is spearheaded by the Department of Education and Science and supported by Traveller parents, schools and the support services. The report concludes that the education system must now focus not only on equality of access for the Traveller child but also on increased attainment and fuller participation in the life of the school.
Aims of the Conference

While Traveller children experience barriers to learning, there are examples of good practice in addressing these barriers across Ireland. However, many of these examples are found in individual schools and even in individual Traveller education practitioners.  A conference to bring together those involved in Traveller education was first suggested by Will Haire, Permanent Secretary to the Department of Education in 2007.

A series of meetings followed between Department of Education in the north and the Department of Education and Science in the south, and on 10th December 2008, Ministers Caitríona Ruane and Sean Haughey welcomed the proposed conference at the Education Sectoral format of the North South Ministerial Council in Dublin. 

The aims of the conference were to: 

· share good practice that achieves improved educational outcomes for Traveller children and young people;
· improve service delivery through the inclusion of good practice north and south in local settings;
· explore ways forward that engage Traveller parents, children and young people about their education; and
· promote partnership working.
The conference was mainly directed at school principals, teachers and key stakeholders in the primary and post-primary sector working with or interested in working with children from the Traveller community.

Conference Speeches
Minister Ruane opened the conference by welcoming everyone to the first joint north south Conference on Traveller Education.

She expressed her pleasure at seeing so many Principals, teachers, service providers, members and representatives of the Traveller community coming together for the purpose of improving education for Traveller children and young people.

After thanking the delegates who work directly with Traveller children and their families in schools and in their communities, Minister Ruane added “statistics show us that as a group Traveller children still suffer from poor attendance and experience some of the lowest educational outcomes in the north.  The vast majority of Travellers have no formal educational qualifications – 92% have no GCSEs or equivalents.
 In 2006, it was reported that 9 out of 10 Traveller children were not achieving the required literacy levels.
”

“As Minister of Education I have both a legal and moral responsibility to ensure that all Traveller children have equal access to the curriculum and achieve educational outcomes which are at least as good as for the rest of the community.”  

The Minister provided her vision “that all Traveller children at all levels of education will be achieving equal educational outcomes to their settled peers, and moving on to greater success in their chosen field whether they choose the academic or vocational route.  It is so important that we raise education standards for the Traveller community.”

The Minister said that to achieve this vision it was necessary to work together in partnership, developing key relationships between government departments and their agencies; principals and teachers; and the voluntary sector.  Consultation with parents and children from the Traveller community in planning and implementing change was key.  

Minister Ruane asked the conference to stand up against the discrimination that is so widespread in our society, especially against the Traveller community as expressed in the Life and Times Survey in 2007 in which at least half of settled people said they would not want to have a member of the Traveller community as a friend, neighbour or relative through marriage.  

“That is why I established the Taskforce on Traveller Education in November last year” the Minister added.  

The Minister gave an outline of the objectives of the Taskforce to improve educational access and outcomes for Traveller children. 

Minister Ruane asked the conference “to consider the examples of good practice that we are showcasing and take positive actions within your schools that will help Traveller children feel part of the school and achieve their potential; the same as we would wish and expect for all the children regardless of background.  As service providers it is our responsibility to develop creative and innovative ways to engage with Traveller children and their parents and raise standards.” 

The Minister added “If we can all commit to integrating some of the principles of good practice we hear today into our own schools and educational settings, we can make a difference to Traveller children across Ireland.  A good education is a key element in determining life chances, such as opportunities to gain qualifications and employment.  It is our task to ensure Traveller children have the best possible chance to reach their potential.  I hope that after today we will all be a step closer to realising this vision.” 
Minister Sean Haughey said ”This is a very significant day for Traveller education throughout the entire island of Ireland” adding that “we are all here with the common aim of working together to improve the practice, delivery and educational outcomes for Traveller children and learners of all ages on this island”.

Minister Haughey explained that Irish Travellers are an integral part of Irish society with Traveller children entitled to the same rights as children from the settled community. Travellers have a long history, a unique value system, language, customs and traditions that make them a group recognised both by themselves and others as distinct with a strong sense of pride in their cultural identity including their nomadic way of life.

“The link between education, lifelong learning, training and enterprise is vital in supporting greater participation by Travellers in our society at every level” he said, adding that the Report and Recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy published by his Department in 2006, highlighted this and sets out the challenges for the future identifying ways to approach these challenges.

The Minister stressed that “much has been achieved to improve educational outcomes for Traveller students in recent years,” and that, “many of the successes to date can be attributed to the people sitting here in this room”. The achievements to date must be built upon and improved into the future. In the South for September 2007 8,000 Traveller children were enrolled in mainstream primary schools, compared with 3,953 in 1988 while Traveller enrolment in mainstream second-level schools for September 2007 was 2,598 double the figure for September 2000 which stood at 1,165. Also in 2007 340 Traveller students sat the Junior Certificate examination with 82 Traveller students participating in the Leaving Certificate examination. Approximately 40 Travellers are currently pursuing courses in Higher Education with some 700 learners pursuing other further education programmes. 

Building on this success will require overcoming barriers, such as “improving attendance at every level, increasing transfer and retention rates, particularly at post-primary level, and achieving increased progression into further and higher education. The onus is on all of us, therefore, to play our part in the development of a sustainable traveller education strategy” the Minister said.

The Minister went on to say that “Education plays a significant role in determining our life chances” highlighting the important role of Traveller parents in relation to their children’s education. “Parents are the primary educators of their children and play a key role in supporting them throughout the education system”. He pointed out that while many Traveller parents may have had negative experiences during their own school days and left school with little or no educational attainment that these Traveller parents must now be supported, convinced of the benefits that a good education will bring to their children and encouraged to avail of adult education opportunities themselves. 

The Minister noted the significance of the establishment of a Taskforce on Traveller Education and complimented Minister Caitríona Ruane on its establishment. He wished every success to the Chair and all members of the Taskforce in their deliberations. “I am especially pleased that my Department is participating in this vital work, and I am in no doubt but that the outcome of the Taskforce's work will be hugely beneficial to Traveller education in every part of Ireland” he added.  

Minister Haughey concluded by wishing all involved with the conference every success in their work supporting Traveller education into the future.
Dr Robbie McVeigh, Co-Chair of the Taskforce on Traveller Education addressed the Conference and reflected Minister Ruane’s involvement in Traveller issues for many years and her commitment to making sure there are mechanisms in place, such as the Taskforce on Traveller Education in the north which she established in November 2008. Dr McVeigh stressed the importance of the Taskforce and its terms of reference to assist the Department of Education draw up an action plan that will be monitored over a 2 year period. 
Dr Robbie McVeigh praised Minister Ruane for insisting that Travellers were to be included on the Taskforce, not as tokenism but to be actively involved. He explained that his Co-Chair of the Taskforce, Catherine Joyce, was a long-term activist from the Traveller Community. Dr McVeigh stated how important the conference and the Taskforce were in spreading the word of good practice in Traveller Education. He added that it was important for projects to have north/south cooperation such as the Taskforce’s representation from the south from the Department of Education and Science, the Irish Traveller Movement and Pavee Point. 
He added that the Taskforce needed to include reference to Roma in their action plan. Robbie touched on integration in education explaining it was the best way forward but it needed to be meaningful and could only work if it is what Travellers wanted. Robbie finished in saying that the Taskforce had a great opportunity to make a real change in Traveller Education.

Dorothy Angus, Head of Safeguarding and Supporting Division of the Department of Education said in closing the conference: “It has been truly inspiring to see people come together today from north, south and further afield to share the positive steps that are being taken for the education of Traveller children. The Ministers this morning have given us much food for thought as we look ahead to a new era for Traveller education; an era in which engagement, inclusion and participation are the cornerstones of everything we do. ” 
Dorothy Angus stressed the importance of engagement with Traveller parents and children and how many Traveller parents have had negative experiences of education.  She added that it was a collective responsibility for all bodies, statutory and non-statutory, to work together with parents to address their concerns and to ensure their children have positive educational experiences. Dorothy Angus recognised the importance of Traveller parents’ role and the need to ensure meaningful consultation with them on all matters relating to their children’s education.
The importance of every school being an inclusive school, especially in our multi-cultural society, and that Travellers must not be overlooked in this very diverse environment as it is important to respect all cultures, was stressed by Dorothy Angus.  She added that it was very important to ensure that nomadic Travellers were part of this inclusion and how we might consider some form of elearning similar to the ELAMP project that was showcased at the conference.
Dorothy Angus concluded by thanking all presenters for providing such valuable information and all participants, especially the members of the Traveller community, for their active participation.  

Pat McSitric, Assistant Chief Inspector with the Department of Education and Science said this conference had been extremely informative and affirmed the excellent work that was taking place to change the education outcomes and expectations for Traveller children. There was no doubt that there have been improvements in outcomes but it was also evident that there was still a lot of work to be done. While progress had been slow but steady there were still many challenges to overcome.

Notwithstanding these challenges he added it was very encouraging to see the level of partnership and positive action that was happening in schools and in the training sector to increase participation and attainment of Traveller children and young people. There was so much that we could take away from the day and incorporate into how we did our own work to help progress better education attainment for Traveller pupils.

He stressed that working in consultation and partnership was key to successful outcomes as highlighted in the examples presented. Combating the barriers that still existed required a multifaceted approach involving various players at different levels providing appropriate interventions:

· Engaging with Traveller parents to eliminate any negative experiences of education and raise their expectations for their own children. 

· Assisting schools, through various support services to meet the unique needs of traveller pupils. 

· Supporting young travellers to stay in education and help them to progress to further education and training. 

· Encouraging traveller adults particularly those who may not have benefited from education in the past to take up opportunities for a second-chance and further education. 

· Consulting with representative groups, through the various fora currently available to progress positive outcomes.
Pat McSitric found this conference very useful and informative. He welcomed the opportunity to establish and renew contacts with colleagues in the North.

Presentations
Presentations were grouped into four key themes: engagement, inclusion, participation and pathways to work. Each theme had four examples of best practice which were presented to delegates. 
Delegates were asked to complete Evaluation sheets at the end of the conference, approximately 50% of delegates returned completed responses. 

1.  Engagement with Traveller parents and pupils

This theme considered how schools can achieve meaningful engagement with both Traveller parents and pupils, in and out of the classroom.  

Presentations: 

Toybox Project 

Early Years Education Policy Unit 

St Mary’s Primary School 

Home School Community Liaison Scheme 

85% of respondents rated these presentations as good or very good. 

2.  The Inclusive School

This workshop looked at how schools can ensure Travellers and their culture are respected, valued and included in every aspect of school life as part of the wider multi-cultural context. 

Presentations:

School Completion Programme

Botanic Primary School

Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers

Munia Beoir and Traveller History Project 

94% of respondents rated these presentations as good or very good

3.  Participation in education

This workshop looked at how to improve levels of participation of Travellers in their education, with a particular focus on transitions and post-primary level. 

Presentations:

POBAL

Transitions in the BELB

Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers

E-lamp Project 

91% of respondents rated these presentations good or very good

4.  Pathways to work

This workshop looked at work opportunities in the context of the Traveller economy and the wider economy, and linked this to education, in particular post-primary. 

Presentations:

Travellers in Employment

Youthreach

YESIP Training Programme

South Dublin County Council Traveller Training and Employment Programme
84% of respondents rated these presentations good or very good. 
Evaluation 

The overall feedback was very positive, verbally on the day and through the evaluation sheets.

There were 65 forms handed in on the day of the conference and none sent in afterwards. Percentage make up of responses are;

	School Principal/Teacher
	Statutory Body
	Non Government Organisation
	Other

	46
	29
	6
	19

	
	
	
	

	Was this a good conference?
	
	
	


Some questions asked on the evaluation sheet and percentages for each category follow: 

Was this a good conference?                          
96% thought it was good or very good 

How do you rate the length of the Conference?        
80% thought good or very good
Were the communications you received on the Conference?   
88% good or very good
Were the communications timely?                                          
91% good or very good
What do you think of the venue?                                            
85% good or very good
What did you think about the food?                                          
87% good or very good
What do you think of the Conference information pack?         
89% good or very good
Please rate the Presentation Workshops:

· Engagement with Traveller Parents/Pupils                  
85% good or very good
· The Inclusive School                                                     
94% good or very good
· Participation in Education                                              
91% good or very good
· Pathways to Employment                                              
84% good or very good
Please rate the resource table and displays:                           
98% good or very good

Other comments were asked for and suggestions on the way forward. These were analysed and are attached in Appendix A.
The Way Forward
Practitioners indicated that the conference was a catalyst to reinvigorate the challenge to improve the educational outcomes for Traveller children and young people. A possible means to harness this commitment would be in the context of the North/South Ministerial Council group on Underachievement, which includes Irish Travellers, agree a mechanism to identify and disseminate good practice. This would also advise the relevant bodies north and south (Taskforce on Traveller Education and National Traveller Monitoring and Advisory Committee).

The possible terms of reference for the group to consider are: 

1) To establish criteria to identify good practice. 

2) To audit good practice north and south.
3) To establish a structure for the ongoing identification of good practice.
4) To establish a structure for the ongoing sharing of good practice.
5) To develop an online communications hub for Traveller education.
Consultation with and input from practitioners in Traveller education to include Principals, teachers, educationalists and non government organisations to properly agree the necessary criteria. Consultation with a wide range of Travellers to include parents, young people and children and their representative organisations would underpin the work at every stage. 

Comments – Joint North South Traveller Education Conference


APPENDIX A
	Additional delegate information: 14
	Principal
	Stat Body 
	NGO
	Other

	Better contact details of speakers in workshops
	
	1
	
	

	Examples of school resources for citizenship classes
	
	1
	
	

	Info from the other workshops
	3
	1
	1
	

	Additional ‘Moving Up’ booklets – ran out
	
	1
	
	

	Copies of Ministers speeches
	
	1
	
	

	Forward presentations by email
	
	1
	
	

	Forward children’s presentations
	
	
	1
	

	Resources to purchase
	2
	
	
	

	More information stands showcasing Traveller education
	1
	
	
	

	List of websites
	1
	
	
	

	Case studies of Travellers lives and experiences
	1
	
	
	

	Contact details of interested schools
	1
	
	
	

	Recording of presentation by children
	1
	
	
	


	Do better: 35
	Principal
	Stat Body 
	NGO
	Other

	Could not have been improved
	2
	
	
	

	Too many speakers in workshops
	8
	5
	2
	4

	Too rushed in general
	1
	
	
	1

	Better time keeping re: start of day and start of seminars
	
	
	
	

	More Traveller input
	2
	2
	
	1

	All delegates be able to attend all presentations
	1
	
	
	

	More discussion/ time for questions
	6
	3
	1
	1

	Deal with some of the challenging issues like student behaviour
	2
	
	
	

	Info about learning Cant/ Shelta
	1
	
	
	

	Share more resources
	1
	
	
	

	Group format for Q and A
	2
	1
	
	

	Some presentations not relevant enough
	
	2
	
	

	Confusion over workshop locations in morning
	
	1
	
	


	Future conference programme: 27
	Principal
	Stat Body 
	NGO
	Other

	Legislative and resourcing differences north and south
	1
	
	
	2

	More discussion around issues 
	1
	1
	1
	1

	More Traveller participation 
	5
	4
	1
	2

	More quality presentations
	
	
	
	1

	More NI specific projects
	
	1
	
	

	Better resource packs with more examples of good practice
	
	1
	
	

	Role models of young Travellers who completed their education
	1
	1
	
	

	Focus on motivating and supporting Traveller parents
	
	1
	
	

	Include best practice in NGO sector
	
	
	1
	

	How to apply good practice 
	
	
	1
	

	Bring in wider context of health, housing etc
	1
	
	
	

	More school displays 
	1
	
	
	

	More personal interaction between north and south colleagues
	2
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� Taken from Every Child an Equal Child: An Equality Commission Statement on Key Inequalities in Education and a Strategy for Intervention. November 2008 


� NI Audit Office, Improving Literacy and Numeracy in Schools (2006). 
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