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‘IT IS EVIDENT. . .THAT THERE IS A CERTAIN KIND OF EDUCATION THAT CHILDREN 

MUST BE GIVEN NOT BECAUSE IT IS USEFUL OR NECESSARY BUT BECAUSE IT IS 

NOBLE AND SUITABLE FOR A FREE PERSON. . .’. 

 

ARISTOTLE, 384-322 BCE. 

 

‘THE SOLUTION OF ADULT PROBLEMS TOMORROW DEPENDS IN LARGE MEASURE 

UPON THE WAY OUR CHILDREN GROW UP TODAY’. 

 

MARGARET MEAD, 1901-1978. 
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT TO THIS FURTHER FEASIBILITY STUDY 
 

In September 2006 we delivered to Educate Together (ET) an Initial Feasibility Study 

(IFS)1 concerned with exploring the possibility that the ET organisation might develop 

a novel type of second level school, a type of school better suited to the needs and 

circumstances of twenty-first century Ireland than its current secondaries, which 

largely evolved in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  The proposed new 

school(s) would be multidenominational, co-educational, child-centred and 

democratically run.  In having these features and embodying and expressing the 

values that lie behind them, the proposed new school(s) would go beyond the 

voluntary or religious sector, which is denominationally based by definition, but would 

also surpass anything on offer from the Vocational Education Committees (VECs), 

where single-sex schooling is still permitted and democratic management is far from 

assured either within schools or in the relationships between schools and their 

patrons.  Furthermore, the proposed new school(s) would even be more 

democratically responsive to parents’, and pupils’  needs than the various 

comprehensive and community schools, which operate independently of the VECs 

but which are not necessarily any more learner centred in their teaching than all the 

other second level schools in Ireland.2  

 

In preparing the IFS and this follow up study we were very conscious that it is this 

‘package’ of values, practices and discourses (coeducation, democratic 

management, child or learner-centredness and  multidenominationalism) that is at 

issue, not simply the absence of any religious affiliations.  Because it would be easy 

to dismiss the aspiration to found some new ET school(s) by alluding to the existence 

of the VECs’ schools, the community schools and even the dwindling practical 

significance of religious involvement in the majority of schools, as the catholic 

religious orders in particular take stock of their changed and changing circumstances 

and move to ‘hands off’ management.3  In other words, dismissing any such 

                                                
1 A Seery, A Loxley and D Limond, Initial Feasibility Study for the Opening of a Second Level School 
by Educate Together (unpublished, 2006). 
 
2 Educate Together’s charter uses the term child-centred.  While it is not for us to make policy for ET, 
we find learner- centred a preferable term when dealing with those in their teen years.  We have used 
the terms national school and primary as synonymous and have treated second level and post primary 
likewise. In addition, as in the IFS, we have not hyphenated coeducational or multidenominational. 
 
3 See: J Downes, ‘Orders to form joint trust to run their schools’, Irish Times, 20 April 2004 and see 
also: F Smith, Corporate Governance in the Voluntary Secondary School System: How do Religious 
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school(s) as unnecessary because the needs of members of all religious 

communities and those who align themselves with none (either through atheistic non-

belief or agnostic uncertainty), are said to be provided for in the existing 

arrangements.  However, even if the system has adapted to provide for people 

outside the dominant Christian groups in this way (and there are some who are not 

convinced that even this is so),4  that fact alone would not entail that the second level 

schools provided in the non-religious sectors will be coeducational, democratic and 

child or learner centred.  It is in this, the attempt to move Irish second level education 

beyond traditions of single-sex provision, autocratic governance and authoritarian 

teaching (all of which may have their roots in religious values/practices to some 

greater or lesser extent)5 that the value of this particular project must reside. 

 

Hence, the case against the development of some future Educate Together second 

level school(s) falls at the first hurdle.  The second argument that might be made 

against this move, which we discussed in the IFS, is that it would lead to further 

                                                                                                                                      
Congregations Govern their Schools in Today’s Ireland? (Dublin: Centre for Non-Profit Management 
Research, 2006). 
 
4 See: P McGarry, ‘Humanists protest at practices in education’, Irish Times, 10 May 2004; G 
FitzGerald, ‘Question of non-denominational schools not yet raised’, Irish Times, 10 June 2006 and K 
Holmquist, ‘Where the world is my country’, Irish Times, 24 August 2006;  J Walsh, ‘Norris clashes 
with Mansregh over “catholic prejudice”’, Irish Times, 22 February 2007 and B Sheeran, ‘Secular 
Ireland? no such thing, the church still holds all the cards’, The Dubliner, February 2007.  However 
good may be the arguments against state support for religious schooling (and we do not prejudge the 
matter by saying that they are good, only noting that some are convinced that they are) the de facto 
balance of power, even in the Ireland of the twenty-first century, is such that there will not be a sudden 
or wholesale reversal of state support for denominational schooling any time soon, although piecemeal 
change has occurred.  For more detailed discussion of these issues, see: K Williams, ‘Faith and the 
nation: education and religious identity in the Republic of Ireland’, British Journal of Educational 
Studies, 47/4 1996;  D O’Sullivan, ‘Cultural exclusion and educational change: education, church and 
religion in the Irish Republic’, Compare, 26/1 1996; R O’Connell, ‘Theories of religious education in 
Ireland’, Journal of Law and Religion, 14/2 1999-2000; H Judge, ‘Faith-based schools and state 
funding: a partial argument’, Oxford Review of Education, 27/4 2001; G Short, ‘Faith schools and 
social cohesion: opening up the debate’, British Journal of Religious Education 25/2 2003; B Kissane, 
‘The illusion of state neutrality in a secularising Ireland’, Western European Politics, 26/1 2003; R 
Marples, ‘Against faith schools: a philosophical argument for children’s rights’, in: H Johnson, ed, 
Reflecting on Faith Schools (London: Routledge, 2006) and A Mawhinney, ‘Freedom of religion in the 
Irish primary school system: a failure to protect human rights?’, Legal Studies, 27/3 2007.    
 
5 The link between Ireland’s relative lack of coeducational schools and a specifically catholic ethos is 
obvious and the historic tendency for catholic schools to have excluded parents from decision making, 
despite the doctrine of subsidiarity, is admitted by a prominent catholic author and educationalist: 
‘Parental participation in the control and administration of Catholic schools has often been minimal and 
wholly dependent on the clergy’ (J Arthur, ‘Parental involvement in catholic schools: a case of 
increasing conflict’, British Journal of Educational Studies, 42/2 1994, p 174).    On catholic 
subsidiarity, see: B Cullen, ‘The principle of subsidiarity and the governance of schools’, in: J Gardner 
and R Leitch, eds, Education 2020: A Millennium Vision, Issues and Ideas for the Future of Education 
in Northern Ireland (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 2000). 
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fracturing of Irish education and, by implication, of society itself.  In particular this 

involves the suggestion that minority religious and ethnic communities would begin to 

demand separate schools at second level, funded by the state, if a precedent was 

set in allowing ET to grow in this way.  Opposition to further diversity has been 

voiced in the Dáil.6   But it is illogical to make this a ground for opposition to ET’s 

moving into second level schooling, for two reasons.  In the first instance Educate 

Together schools are not  schools designed to serve any religious community in 

particular.7   Thus allowing any such new school(s) to emerge at second level does 

not entail the state’s being obliged to make similar concessions to any religious 

group(s).  In fact, given that ET schools are concerned precisely with eroding socio-

economic, ethnic, religious and other differences it follows that their expansion would 

be likely to increase, not diminish, social cohesion.  To repeat a point we made in the 

IFS, schools of the sort proposed would be more the solution to the problems posed 

by Ireland’s changing ethnic and religious composition than a further source of 

problems. The potential for social division caused or enhanced by separate schooling 

is not to be underestimated (patently, separate schooling did not cause the Northern 

Ireland conflict, but it has long been recognised as having exacerbated the 

problem),8 but if Ireland is to mature as a society then the twin pillars of state and 

religious paternalism on which so much still rests today will have to be eroded.  

Educate Together second level schools, directly and democratically answerable to 

parents, with suitable provision for pupils’ involvement, because it is they who will 
                                                
6  See: G Collins, ‘Schools for all religious persuasions “cannot be opened everywhere”’, Irish Times, 
11 June 2003. 
 
7 Most obviously, it might be expected that the small but growing Muslim community would demand 
second-level schools of its own, but there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that some Muslim parents 
are currently choosing Educate Together primary schools for their children in preference to the existing 
Muslim national schools, suggesting that demand for Muslim second-level schools may not be as great 
as anticipated in some quarters.   See, for example: R Boland, ‘Keeping religion in the home’, Irish 
Times, 31 August 2005 and A Qasim, ‘We can avoid Britain’s mistakes, Irish Times, 19 August 2006.   
For more extensive discussion of Islam in Ireland, see:  K Flynn, ‘Understanding Islam in Ireland’, 
Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 17/2 2006 and for discussion of the situation in the UK, see: B 
Mustafa, ‘Public education and muslim voluntary organisations in Britain’, Westminster Studies in 
Education, 24/2 2001.  Of course, other religious minorities (i.e.  not Christian) have long been present 
in the Irish system, though only in small numbers, but without apparently jeopardising social cohesion.  
See: D Traub, ‘Jewish education in Dublin: organizational development and conflict’, Irish 
Educational Studies, 24/2&3 2005.  For discussion of some of the more abstract issues involved, see: 
M Hal-stead, ‘Voluntary apartheid: problems of schooling for religious and other minorities in 
democratic societies’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 29/2 1999 and V Montgomery, ‘What right?  
whose rights?  recognition, integration and group rights’, Culture & Religion, 8/2 2007.   
 
8 The inception of the integrated schooling movement in Northern Ireland lay in this realisation.   See, 
for example: S Dunn, ‘The role of education in the Northern Ireland conflict’, Oxford Review of 
Education, 12/3 1986 and A Smith, ‘Religious segregation and the emergence of integrated schools in 
Northern Ireland’, Oxford Review of Education, 27/ 4 2001. 
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write Ireland’s future, would be a huge step forward in this respect.  (The theme of 

student councils is discussed in greater detail below.)   

 

 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT TO IRELAND’S CHANGING SOCIAL NEEDS 
 

The homogeneous society is a myth and even at independence Ireland was 

ethnically mixed.  Indeed, had it not been for that ethnic mix (usually expressed as 

the combination of catholic, protestant and dissenter) there would certainly not have 

been a partition of the island in 1921.9  However, partition left irredentist minorities on 

both sides of the border and the Free State, and the subsequent Republic of Ireland, 

never was the preserve of any one ethno-religious group, though it may sometimes 

have seemed to be to those in the non-catholic minorities.105 

 

But the increased prosperity in recent decades that has allowed Ireland to be lauded 

internationally as one of the great post-war stories of economic success in the 

western world,11 however inequitably that success has been distributed,12 has 

brought demographic change.  Immigration outpaced migration for the first time in 

1996, and the two curves have continued to move in opposite directions ever since.13  

The proportion of ‘non-state nationals’ now resident in the country is confidently 

reckoned at 10% although almost 85% of people continue to describe themselves as 

catholic and many recent immigrants have come from historically catholic countries 

such as Poland.14  Ireland’s experience in absorbing immigrants, especially refugees, 

                                                
9  See: T Fraser, ‘Partition’, in: S Connolly, ed, The Oxford Companion to Irish History (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), p 432. 
 
10 See: J Ruane, ‘Majority-minority conflicts and their resolution: protestant minorities in France and 
Ireland’, Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 12/3 2006. 
 
11 For some examples, see: The Economist, ‘The luck of the Irish’, 14 October 2004 and T Friedman, 
‘The end of the rainbow’, New York Times, 29 June 2005. 
 
12 C O’Brien, ‘Hidden hardship amid the boom’, Irish Times, 22 December 2006. 
 
13 C O’Brien, ‘One in 10 is from abroad, twice the number in 2002’, Irish Times, 30 March 2007; P 
Cullen, ‘Classroom revolution: the changing ethnic mix in our schools’, Irish Times, 12 April 2005; D 
Gilmour, ‘Changing religious affiliation: a census perspective’, Studies, summer 2006 and R 
MacCormaic, ‘Level of immigration “underestimated”’, Irish Times, 17 September 2007. 
 
14 In excess of 100,000 people now living in Ireland are originally from eastern/central Europe, with 
63,276 of these from Poland, taking Poles the largest ethnic minority other than UK citizens (S 
Hegarty, ‘Strangers from faraway shores in our midst’, Irish Times, 7 July 2007).  It has been pointed 
out that parents from Poland in particular are likely not only to be willing to accept, but be supportive 
of the existing denominational status quo in Irish schools, though it seems unreasonable to take the 
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may extend as far as back as the seventeenth-century Huguenots.15  Unfortunately it 

has not always been very successful at accommodating even those who have 

shared the dominant religious culture, such as the Hungarian catholic refugees who 

arrived in the wake of their country’s abortive revolution in 1956.  There are ‘issues’ 

from that episode that ‘echo eerily down the decades’16 as immigrants find a frosty 

welcome at best , whatever the facts of immigration’s effects.17  A strain of poujadism 
18 is clearly discernible in Irish society, but nonetheless further social change is 

certainly ‘on the cards’ in an increasingly diverse and polyglot country.19  At primary 

level, ET has shown that inter/multicultural schooling can be a reality, despite Irish 

education’s general lack of preparedness for this.20  Thus, the pioneering ET Learn 

Together ethical curriculum21 was recognised in 2005 as an example of ‘best 

                                                                                                                                      
further step of saying: ‘The real pressure on Church school therefore, isn’t coming from migrants, it’s 
coming from our own home-grown secularists’ (D Quinn, ‘How secularists, not immigrants target 
church-run school’, Irish Independent, 1 June 2007).  
 
15  S Connolly, ‘Huguenots’, in idem, ed, The Oxford Companion to Irish History (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1998), p 251.   
 
16 K Sheridan, ‘Freedom flight’, Irish Times, 14 October 2006. 
 
17 C Madden, ‘Migrants not displacing Irish workers – CSO’, Irish Times: Business this Week, 23 
February 2007. 
 
18 The eponymous Pierre Poujade (1920-2003) gave his name to a politics that involved a narrow, 
isolationist view of French identity.  Such an ethnic, confessional nationalism is a commonplace 
feature of life in contemporary Ireland.  Hence, for example, the complaint by one commentator that: 
‘We as a society are going to have to foot the bill for schools to teach the children of both our own 
native families and those of our immigrants’, who adds the thinly veiled threat, ‘How will we respond 
to the taxation demands to provide these facilities?’  (Brian Mooney, ‘Single parents, multiculturalism 
and the future of Irish society’, Sunday Tribune, 16 September 2007).  Of many comparable examples, 
see in particular: K Myers, ‘We can’t abandon our own values just to avoid culture-clash debate’, Irish 
Independent, 30 November 2006.  While multiculturalism is a slippery concept at best, the poujadist 
position is to assume that there can never be any reasonable compromise between or amongst cultures 
that will be mutually beneficial and enriching, preferring the isolationist position of asserting, ‘My way 
or the highway’.  
 
19 Between 167 and 200 languages are estimated to be spoken in Ireland today. 
 
20 Here we elide the difference(s) between intercultural and multicultural and use the terms as 
synonymous.  For discussion of the current situation in Ireland, this lack of preparedness for change 
and subsequent socio-political confusion, see: Immigration and Education  (Dublin: Irish National 
Teachers Organisation, 2005); G Fitzgerald ‘State has role in promoting ethnic integration’, Irish 
Times, 15 September 2007; C O’Brien, ‘Secondary schools exclude foreign nationals, says Begg’, Irish 
Times 9 March 2007. And, on inter/multicultural education, see: L  Shepherd-Johnson, ‘The diversity 
imperative: building a culturally responsive school ethos’, Intercultural Education, 14/1 2003 and, of 
particular relevance to the Irish situation, see: C McGlynn, ‘Integrated education in Northern Ireland in 
the context of critical multiculturalism’, Irish Educational Studies, 22/3 2003.  
 
21  M Kelleher et al, Learn Together (Dublin: Educate Together, 2004).  On immigration and its effects 
in Irish schools generally, see: D Devine, ‘Welcome to the celtic tiger?: teacher responses to 
immigration and increasing ethnic diversity in Irish schools’, International Studies in the Sociology of 
Education, 15/1 2005.  And it bears noting that such immigration is going to have long-term 
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practice’ by the Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia.22  The potential for 

ET to offer further leadership in this way, capitalising on its proven achievements in 

bringing about social integration at primary level, is thus obvious and may even be 

urgent.23 

 

What remains to be seen, however, is whether or not, despite the a priori case for the 

likely benefits that would accrue to Irish society from the future development of 

Educate Together second level school(s), parents would support this in significant 

numbers. 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                      
implications for Ireland and, thus, the issues associated with it cannot safely be ignored.  See 
particularly: D Scally, ‘Half of Poles in Ireland say they intend to stay’, Irish Times, 5 July 2007.  
 
22 B Winkler, Integration Practices and Policies of the EU: ‘Good Practice’ Examples from EU 
Member States (Vienna: European Union Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, 2005), p 7.  
 
23 It did not escape attention in the UK or elsewhere in the English-speaking world that the de facto 
effect of certain policies of religious exclusion in the primary sector in September 2007 (whether or not 
by accident) was ‘racial’ division.  See, for example: International Herald Tribune, ‘First all-black 
school opens in Ireland’, 3 September 2007; D Sharrock, ‘Racism fears as city opens school for black 
pupils only’, Times, 4 September 2007; H McDonald, ‘They’re best friends, so why are they separated 
when the school bell rings?’, Observer, 16 September 2007 and idem, ‘Ireland forced to open 
immigrant school’, Guardian: Education, 25 September 2007.  For coverage in Ireland see, for ex-
ample: Irish Independent, ‘Catholic education race row brewing’, 4 September 2007; B Higgins Ní 
Chinnéide, ‘Enrolment policy not to blame for crisis – church’, Irish Times 4 September 2007; S Flynn, 
‘Archbishop says state to blame for schools crisis’, Irish Times, 6 September 2007; A Bray, ‘Angry 
parents picket school over “lockout”’, Irish Independent, 6 September 2007; R Boland, ‘Faith before 
fairness’, Irish Times, 8 September 2007;  G FitzGerald, ‘New catholic school policy could produce 
unintended “apartheid”’, Irish Times, 8 September 2007; B O’Brien, ‘Lack of school places reflects 
deeper problem’, Irish Times, 8 September 2007; P Rowe, ‘State has a duty to provide alternative to 
faith schools’, Irish Times, 8 September 2007; S Flynn, ‘School admissions policies open to equality 
challenge’, Irish Times, 13 September 2007; idem, ‘Authority’s stance may change all schools’ 
policies’, Irish Times, 13 September 2007; C Reilly, ‘School system could “breed resentment” – US 
expert’, Metro Eireann, 20-26 September 2007; Irish Independent, ‘New class war breaks out’, 25 
September 2007; D Quinn, ‘No politicians and priests, just parents’, Irish Independent, 28 September 
2007; G Faller, ‘Catholic schools say enrolment policy not illegal’, Irish Times, 28 September 2007; D 
Hegarty, ‘Help our schools to keep catholic identity’, Alive, October 2007; S O’Sullivan, ‘Can we have 
faith in schools?’, Sunday Times (Ireland): News Review, 14 October 2007; T Collins, ‘Patronage 
system unable to meet needs of modern society’, Irish Times, 18 October 2007 and A Bracken, ‘The 
new class struggle’, Sunday Tribune, 4 November 2007.  
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT TO THE SCHOOLS INCLUDED IN THE SURVEY 
 

Some eight ET national schools were considered for inclusion in this survey, drawn 

from five areas:  Donabate/Portrane, Dublin 15, Galway, Lucan and Tralee.  The 

schools in question were: Castleknock Educate Together National School (ETNS), 

Castaheany ETNS, Donabate/Portrane ETNS, Galway ETNS, Galway North ETNS 

(Claregalway), Griffeen Valley ETNS (Lucan), Lucan ETNS and Tralee ETNS.  

Donabate ETNS was established in 2002 and moved into its present accommodation 

in 2004.24  Castleknock ETNS was launched in 1998 and began to operate on its 

current site in 2002.25  It is due to occupy new premises in 2007 – though this 

development has provoked controversy in some quarters.26  The second Educate 

Together school for Dublin 15, Castaheany ETNS, was founded in 2004.27  Galway 

ETNS dates to 1994 and the school in Claregalway, Galway North, come into being 

in 2005.28  Moves to create an Educate Together school in Lucan began in 1996 and 

Lucan ETNS was founded shortly thereafter.  It has been housed in purpose-built 

accommodation since 2003.29  Griffeen Valley ETNS, also in Lucan, was founded in 

2002, the same year as Tralee ETNS.30  Plans existed to found an Educate Together 

second level school in Galway in recent years, though these have so far come to 

                                                
24 Educate Together Newsletter, 4/1 2004, available at www. educatetogether. ie. 
 
25 Educate Together Newsletter, 2/1 2002, available at www. educatetogether. ie. 
 
26 E Oliver, ‘Primary school parents’ body seeks to halt multidenominational plan’, Irish Times, 23 
June 2000.    Parents of pupils attending other local schools protested that the construction of an 
Educate Together school would cause local planning problems and divert vital funds from their 
children’s schools.  On other objections to ET national schools, see also: Irish Independent, ‘This 
doesn’t suit our community, says councillor’, 25 September 2007 
 
27 After occupying temporary premises, a permanent site for Castaheany ETNS was ear-marked only in 
2005.  Educate Together: Annual Report of the Board of Directors (Dublin: Educate Together, 2005), p 
7. 
 
28 Educate Together Newsletter, 5/10 2005, available at www. educatetogether.ie. 
 
29 Educate Together Newsletter, 3/2 2003, available at www. educatetogether.ie.  Two further ET 
schools have now also opened in Lucan.  For further details, see: Irish Independent, ‘Crisis averted at 
last minute as emergency school opens’, 30 August 2007. 
 
30 Educate Together Newsletter, 2/4 2002, available at www. educatetogether.ie.  
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nothing.31  But Lucan had already been mentioned as a site for such a venture, as far 

back as 2001.32   

 

The areas in which these schools are located represent some of the fastest growing 

communities in Ireland, with Lucan and the somewhat amorphous D15 in particular 

often said to be in the grip of a ‘crisis’ over the provision of school places as 

infrastructural development has failed to stay in synch with the breakneck pace of 

house building.33  In addition they are communities in which, ‘against the general 

trend…the number of children has recently been rising by 5 per cent to 7 per cent a 

year’.34  This may have considerable bearing on the demand for Educate Together 

second level schooling in these areas in that any port is welcome in a storm and any 

available school may be welcome in a crisis.  The ‘traditional’, principled motives for 

choosing ET primary schooling for one’s child(ren) may not apply in all these 

communities to the extent that they did amongst the ‘pioneers’ of the 1970s-1990s, 

when conscience rather than practicality tended to be at issue.35  However, this is not 

to underestimate the commitment amongst many activists in various of the areas 

under scrutiny, perhaps especially in Galway, where the most detailed plans yet for 

any future ET second level school(s) were formulated.  If any such school(s) should 

come into being in the near future it will be because there is a combination of local 

need for, and commitment to, the project. 

 

                                                
31 See: L Siggins, ‘Educate Together: the story so far’, Irish Times, 10 October 2006.   However, the 
Tralee VEC has also apparently begun to explore the development of a ‘multidenominational junior 
cycle’ that would link one of its schools and Tralee ETNS.   M Murphy, ‘School report shows minister 
must try harder in Kerry area’, 1 February 2007, available at www. the-kingdom.ie. 
 
32 See: J Walshe, ‘Secondary school plans considered’, Irish Independent, 26 May 2001.  
   
33 On this long running controversy, see: G Faller, ‘Locked out: why 200 children in Dublin 15 have no 
school place’, Irish Times, 11 April 2006;  A Kerr, ‘Hanafin challenged on lack of new school 
buildings’, Irish Times, 29 May 2006; R Coppinger, ‘Secular schools and a place for every child’, The 
Socialist, July 2007; P Leahy, ‘Department of Education mute on planning applications’ Sunday 
Business Post, 9 September 2007; A Healy, ‘106 children left without school places in Dublin’, Irish 
Times, 14 September 2007 and G Faller, ‘Project Adamstown: where did it all go right?’, Irish Times, 2 
October 2007. 
 
34 G FitzGerald, ‘Adjusting to a variety of religious traditions’, Irish Times, 14 October 2006. 
 
35 On the history of ET, see: A Hyland, ‘The multi-denominational experience’, Irish Educational 
Studies, 8/1 1989 and C Mulcahy, ‘Learning together to live together: the role of multidenominational 
schools in a pluralist Ireland’, paper delivered to the annual conference of the British Educational 
Research Association, September 2002. 
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Thus it might be thought that it is in one of these areas that ET would have its ‘best 

shot’ at establishing the first of a new generation of second level schools, in a move 

as significant as the launching of the Dalkey School Project. 36  This makes these 

areas especially apposite for study, but it may also present a problem and caution is 

called for.  It would be easy to overestimate the degree of support nationally for any 

such development by extrapolating from activists’ views and if those parents who 

have taken the Educate Together option only because it is the most convenient 

available, or the only one, are under-represented in the returns then the sample will 

be all the more skewed in favour of ‘believers’ locally and nationally.  But if the 

children and teenagers of Ireland in the twenty-first century are to be educated 

together in this new way, it will be, in no small part, because of these believers. 

 

In practice, however, although eight ‘possibles’ were identified, only five schools 

were finally included in the survey: Castleknock, Castaheany, Donabate/Portrane, 

Galway and Lucan.  The extent of the sample and response rate is discussed below, 

but we considered these results to be at least adequate for present purposes. 

 

 

                                                
36 Conspicuously, it is in the newly emerging dormitory estates that novel forms of school organisation 
are already appearing, with the first national school under the patronage of a VEC already due to open 
in Diswellstown, Dublin 15.   This may bode well for attempts to introduce further reforms of the 
whole education system in this ‘terra nullius’.  See, for example:  J Downes, ‘Model primary school 
for Dublin’, Irish Times, 17 February 2007 and P McGarry, ‘Church puts its faith in state-run primary 
schools’, Irish Times, 20 March 2007.  Though a surprise decision to request that the catholic church 
act as ‘temporary’ patron to a new school in the same part of the city might suggest otherwise.  See: M 
Raftery, ‘State must be school patron’, Irish Times, 7 June 2007. 
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT TO THE DESIGN OF THE SURVEY 
 

It seems reasonable to say that this is the first survey of its kind undertaken in the 

Republic of Ireland.  Although activists’ groups in Galway and elsewhere have 

attempted informal ‘soundings’ of parents, this study is more extensive and 

systematic than anything hitherto attempted. Furthermore in general terms, 

consultation with parents over their preferences for their children’s schooling has not 

tended to be a feature of the Irish educational ‘landscape’ in the period of almost two 

centuries since 1831.37     There is however, significant precedent for a study such as 

this elsewhere on the island of Ireland.  There are obvious links between the Educate 

Together ‘project’ and the attempts that have been made to establish and develop 

integrated schools in Northern Ireland, and the latter are well documented.38   

Knowledge of that literature and studies described in it allows us to build on 

established precedent in the design of this survey.  Of most obvious relevance is the  

door-to-door survey undertaken by the Coopers & Lybrand organisation on behalf of 

the North Armagh Group for Integrated Education in 1988. 

Using a structured questionnaire 750 parents of primary and 

pre-school age children were asked to indicate the 

importance they attached to certain factors which might 

influence their choice of post-primary school.  These factors 

included, for example, the school’s location in relation to 

home, a high standard of education, the child’s preference, 

parents having a say in how the school was run and an 

enrolment which included a mixture of children from both 

(dominant religious) traditions, that is, integrated status.39 

Thus, there is a precedent of a sort for a study of this kind and in designing the 

questionnaire we took account of this model, particularly in asking whether or not 

parents would allow or encourage pupils themselves to play a part in the choice of a 

second level school. The Armagh study also attempted to find the extent to which 

parents wanted their children to attend schools that were not linked to any one 

                                                
37 Only in the past decade has there been any great move to rectify this tendency to exclude parents 
from decisions on the planning of schools.   A Pollack, ‘Report cites need for parents’ say on schools’, 
Irish Times, 3 February 1998. 
 
38 L Abbott, S Dunn and V Morgan, Literature Review of Integrated Education and Related Factors in 
Northern Ireland (Coleraine: Centre for the Study of Conflict, nd). 
39 Ibid, p 10. 
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religious community in particular and were democratic in their decision making and 

questions on these themes were obviously central to our survey, insofar as they are 

central to ET’s ‘project’ and identity.  Thus, in many respects we were covering the 

same ‘ground’ as the Armagh study.  We also tried to elicit from parents the extent to 

which they were prepared to ‘trade off’ various priorities against each other, such as 

academic standards, proximity to home and the need for a school to be a safe 

environment.  We noted that in Armagh, ‘parents placed greatest emphasis on the 

academic and disciplinary reputation of the school’40 and we set out to discover if 

‘our’ parents would tend to think likewise.  In particular we wanted to know if they 

would prefer the certainty of knowing that an established school could promise high 

academic results and a safe environment (free of the aggression and violence of 

bullying) over any general inclinations they might have to support and further the 

Educate Together ethos.  In other words, to what extent, if at all, would they be 

willing to gamble with their children’s futures by sending them to a new school with 

no ‘track record’ on which to rely?  Getting a view on whether or not they would do so 

was central to our survey and we speculated that many parents might hesitate to put 

abstract principle before known reality.  

 

In this respect we also noted the Nuffield Foundation’s 2003 report on the practical 

experience of integrated education in Northern Ireland which, although it was not 

specifically concerned with parental choice of school to the same extent as the 

Coopers & Lybrand study and was not as close a ‘methodological fit’ with our own 

work, did uncover relevant results.41  There was evidence that, in some cases, 

parents whose children had won the right to attend prestigious, selective second 

level grammar schools were opting to continue the ‘habit’ of integrated schooling 

their children had already begun at primary level, valuing ‘ethos (more than) 
                                                
40 Ibid, p 11.  Northern Ireland’s integrated schools are not identical in nature to the type of school 
being considered in this study, but they are an obvious ‘close fit’ as a model showing what a future 
Educate Together second-level school might ‘look like’.  On the historical development of the north’s 
integrated schools, their development and sometimes variable fortunes, see: V Morgan and G Fraser, 
‘When does “good news” become “bad news”? relationships between government and the integrated 
schools in Northern Ireland’, British Journal of Education Studies, 47/4 1999; S Dunn and V Morgan, 
‘”A fraught path”: education as a basis for developing improved community relations in Northern 
Ireland’, Oxford Review of Education, 21/1&2 1999; C McGlynn et al, ‘Moving out of conflict: the 
contribution of integrated schools in Northern Ireland to identity, attitudes, forgiveness and 
reconciliation’, Journal of Peace Studies, 1/2 2004 and idem, ‘Rhetoric and reality: are integrated 
schools in Northern Ireland really making a difference?’, Irish Educational Studies, 26/3 2007.  
 
41 A Montgomery et al, Integrated Education in Northern Ireland: Integration in Practice (London: 
Nuffield Foundation, 2003).  Principals, members of boards of governors, teachers, parents and pupils 
in almost all of Northern Ireland’s integrated primary and secondary schools were surveyed and former 
pupils of integrated post-primary schools were interviewed.  
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academia’;42 83% of parents chose integrated second level schooling for their 

children precisely because it was integrated and, perhaps most significantly, 65% of 

those surveyed amongst current pupils in integrated post-primary schools were 

certain that they would choose similar schools for their own children and only 5% 

were adamant that they would not do so – the rest being at least prepared to 

consider the option. 43  If the same was to be true for any future ET school(s) of the 

kind proposed, then this might bode well for their being self-sustaining in future, with 

demand being recurrent generation after generation.  

 

However, we speculated that, despite the notoriously polarised literature on the 

subject, parents of girls might be more inclined to look favourably on single-sex 

schools because they hold out the prospect of a better learning environment, one not 

marred by teenage boys’ disruptive tendencies or undermined by teachers’ 

assumptions as to whether boys needed or deserved more attention than girls.44 

Whatever the truth of the matter (and researchers may tend to vary in their answers 

because they are asking different questions), this remains a widely held opinion and 

was thus something we considered.  

 

Finally, we drew on, and were influenced by, an established literature on parental 

school choice in general terms, primarily using Britain and western European 

countries as the most obvious comparisons for the Republic of Ireland, although we 

were aware that some of the conclusions in that literature (such as that ‘parents use 

their impression of the socio-economic status of existing pupils to help in choosing a 

                                                
42 Ibid, p 4. 
 
43 Ibid, p 12. 
 
44 For a small sample of the vast literature on this theme, see: A West and J Hunter, ‘Parents’ views on 
mixed and single-sex secondary schools’, British Educational Research Journal, 19/4 1993; C Jackson 
and I Smith, ‘Poles apart: an exploration of single-sex and mixed-sex educational environments in 
Australia and England’, Educational Studies, 26/ 4 2000; M Warrington and M Younger, ‘Single-sex 
classes and equal opportunities for girls and boys: perspectives through time from a mixed 
comprehensive school in England’, Oxford Review of Education, 27/3 2001; H Brutsaert and M Van 
Houtte, ‘Girls’ and boys’ sense of belonging in single sex versus coeducational schools’, Research in 
Education, 68 2002; C Jackson and M Bisset, ‘Gender and school choice: factors influencing parents 
when choosing a single-sex or co-educational independent school for their children’, Cambridge 
Journal of Education, 35/2 2005 and A Smithers and P Robinson, The Paradox of Single-Sex and Co-
educational Schooling (Market Harborough: Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference, 2006).  
For discussion of this debate in the Irish context, see: A Wallace, ‘Mixed schools making the grade’, 
Irish Times, 21 February 2007. 
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new school’)45 might make for uncomfortable reading for those involved with as 

avowedly egalitarian an organisation as Educate Together if they were borne out by 

our study.  Insofar as the question design was concerned we took account of such 

factors as how parents get information on schools,46 whether they valued home-

school liaison and parental involvement highly in their choices (as we surmised ET 

parents would),47 what they thought about school discipline,48 the quality and nature 

of their own formal education and its relationship to their employment and earnings,49 

and a wealth of other considerations which, in one way or another, seemed relevant, 

and reflected existing hypotheses and conclusions.50 

 

 

                                                
45 S Gorard, J Fitz and C Taylor, ‘School choice impacts: what do we know?’, Educational Researcher, 
30/7 2001, p 18.  In this respect we asked whether or not the parents believed ‘It is better that children 
attend post-primary schools in which the majority of pupils are from the same social background as 
they are’.   
 
46 For further discussion, see, for example: S Ball and C Vincent, ‘”I heard it on the grapevine”: “hot” 
knowledge and school choice’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 19/3 1998.  Here we asked 
about various possible sources of information including other parents and information provided by the 
primary school.  And in doing so we surmised that anecdotal, ‘word of mouth’ recommendations might 
play a significant part in parents’ selection of schools. 
   
47 See, for example: J Hallgarten, Parents Exist, OK?  (London: Institute for Public Policy Research, 
2000). 
 
48 See, for example: J Coldron and P Boulton, ‘What do parents mean when they talk about 
“discipline” in relation to their children’s schools?’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 17/1 
1996.  We asked questions concerned with school disciplinary, home-work, anti-racism/bullying 
policies and what parents expected to see in pupils’ behaviour in the schools they were most inclined to 
choose. 
 
49 These issues are discussed in: P de Graaf, ‘Parents’ financial and cultural resources, grades and 
transition to secondary school in the Federal Republic of Germany’, European Sociological Review, 
4/3 1988.  To this end we obtained information about respondents’ education and incomes, hoping to 
establish significant correlations with their answers to other questions. 
 
50 For other studies of school choice and its determinants, see: J Coldren and P Boulton, ‘”Happiness” 
as a criterion of parents’ choice of schools’, Journal of Education Policy, 6/2 1991; D Reay, 
‘Contextualising choice: social power and parental involvement’, British Educational Research 
Journal, 22/5 1996; idem et S Ball, ‘”Making their minds up”: family dynamics of school choice’, 
British Education Research Journal, 24/4 1998;   G Langouet and A Leger, ‘Public and private 
schooling in France: an investigation into family choice’, Journal of Education Policy, 15/1 2000, C 
Bagley, P Woods and R Glatter, ‘Rejecting schools: towards a fuller understanding of the process of 
parental choice’, School Leadership and Management, 21/3 2001 and D Checchi and T Jappelli, 
Discuss-ion Paper no 4768: School Choice and Quality (London: Centre for Economic Policy 
Research, 2004).   
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INTERVIEWS WITH PARENTS 
 

In addition to the ‘tick-box’ survey questionnaire that we issued to parents in all the 

schools that were of most interest to us, we also conducted telephone interviews.   

These extended the scope of the written survey and allowed us to probe more deeply 

and more intensively into parents’ hopes, fears and expectations than in a written 

instrument.  We were keenly aware that parents might claim that they were 

amenable to the development of a school of the sort proposed and might further 

claim that they would actively prefer to send their children to such a school, while in 

reality having unvoiced, unarticulated concerns that would impede or preclude their 

doing so in the end.  Through interviews we hoped to explore the complicated and 

contradictory, if not to say capricious, realities of parents’ mechanisms for choosing 

their children’s future schools. 

 

RESULTS OF THE PARENTS’ INTERVIEWS 
 

Interviews were conducted by ‘phone over a period of 24 days with calls lasting, on 

average, 10 minutes each.  Some 35 households were identified as suitable for 

interview though in practice seven could not be contacted.  The sample thus 

comprises the remainder.  The overwhelming majority of those interviewed were 

female, with only two men willing/able to speak.  Interviews were not recorded, but 

notes were taken and these form the basis of comments below; these are not 

verbatim, unless specified as such. Interviewees were assured of anonymity and 

they are identified hereafter only by numbers that relate to the redacted notes of the 

interviews. 

 

A clear majority of those interviewed were, so to speak, ‘enthusiastic about all things 

ET’.  Only one person was emphatically against the prospect of being able to send 

his/her child(ren) to any future school of the kind proposed and two others were 

unsure if they would do so.  Of these three, one took the view that ET had a poor 

image in contemporary Ireland, a view that may be at variance with much anecdotal 

evidence, but a point worth noting nonetheless.  One other alluded to very specific 

issues in the management of the ET school currently being attended by his/her 

child(ren) and a resultant fear that any future school(s) of the kind proposed would be 

equally mismanaged, but this person was willing to concede that these problems 

might be localised and specific to the school in question. 
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Religious affiliation, or lack thereof, on the part of parents provided the most common 

reason for the choice of ET.  Parent I was from a Church of Ireland background, 

making Catholic schooling problematic; parent XXVI was a member of the Church of 

Jesus Christ and the Latter Day Saints (colloquially known as Mormons) and had 

even been obliged to remove a child from a Catholic national school at an earlier 

stage because this caused friction. Others referred to co-education, parental 

involvement, child-centred teaching and multiculturalism and thus ‘ticked the ET 

boxes’ to some greater or lesser extent.  More instrumental, less teleological, 

reasons such as word of mouth recommendation from some other parent(s) were 

also mentioned and lack of any alternative in the vicinity also cropped up (e.g.  

parents XXI and XIV respectively). 

 

However by far the most important matters broached with parents concerned what 

they hoped, and feared, any future school(s) of the kind proposed would be like.  

Here a great emphasis was placed, as might be expected, on the continuation of all 

those things that currently make ET schools distinctive.  Parent II wanted to have 

more of the informality that now characterises them, parent VII referred to the 

partnership between teachers and pupils, parent IX noted that ET schools respect 

the rights of pupils and parent XXV was keen on partnership between parents and 

teachers. None of this however, prevented those interviewed having worries and 

concerns. 

 

Amongst those who were opposed to or uncertain about the project there were fears 

that academic standards in any new school, and perhaps especially in any of the 

kind proposed, would not be high enough.  Even those who warmed to the idea 

shared this concern.  Parent VIII was apprehensive about the quality of teaching that 

there might be in any new school(s) of the kind proposed and parents XIII and XXII 

made much the same point.  On the other hand however, parent XI positively 

expected that any ET second-level school(s) would continue to encourage pupils’ 

free thinking and emphasise something other than the ‘points race’.  Parent XXV  

actually looked forward to the prospect of a school with a more relaxed atmosphere 

where there was markedly less academic pressure than is customary in today’s 

Ireland.  Parent VII was fearful that any new school(s) of the kind proposed would be 

inadequately equipped, lacking science and sports facilities, for example.  (Though 

given systemic under-funding, this might be true of any new school(s).  For parent IX 

the small scale of a likely new school could entail lack of facilities.  Parent XIV (who 

was at best agnostic about the whole idea) worried that there would not a strong 
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sports programme, as did parent VI, and parents XIV and X (a ‘pro’ and an ‘anti’ 

respectively) both mentioned discipline in the new school(s).  The latter parent in 

particular was worried that pupils coming from schools other than those in the ET 

‘system’ would (a direct quote), ‘not be able to handle it’ (i.e. the self-discipline and 

informality of ET’s ‘culture’). 

 

Parents V, XI and XXV were sometimes prepared to be brutally frank in their 

comments.  One worried that an ET secondary would be, or be thought of as being, a 

‘hippie school’ (sic) and the others expressed the concern that, in the words of parent 

XI, it might be ‘overrun by non-nationals’ and pupils of ‘a certain social class’, this 

being a bad thing.  Parent XVI was a little more guarded but said that ‘the first few 

years (of any new school’s life) could be tricky’ (a sentiment echoed by parent VI, 

who referred to likely ‘teething problems’).  In one case (III), despite personal 

enthusiasm for the project, there was a conviction that it was doomed to fail because 

the DES would oppose it – which may be overly pessimistic or simply realistic and 

prescient.  Parent XVII thought that too much parental democracy might be a 

hindrance to the new school(s) with infighting getting in the way of successful 

management and productive learning.  (He/she also took a sideswipe at the current 

‘powers that be’ by saying that ET had ‘grown too big, too quick’ and this was 

reflected in a lack of central control and organisation). 

 

A surprisingly large number of those surveyed were willing to pay fees and parent 

XVI would ‘beg, borrow or steal’ to fund an ET secondary schooling for his/her 

child(ren).  It was, however, more common to express a willingness to pay so long as 

costs were not extreme but at least three interviewees (I, VII and XXIII), although 

prepared to pay, did suggest that the charging of fees would be contrary to the ET 

ethos.  This point was also mentioned amongst those who objected to paying fees.   
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THE EXPERTS GROUP AND SUPPLEMENTARY INTERVIEWS 
 
BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT TO THE EXPERTS GROUP 
 

Another important aspect of this work was our consultation with people whom we 

deemed to be experts in the field of second level school management in Ireland.  In 

effect, we set out to ‘pick their brains’.  Tacit knowledge is an idea originally 

associated with the Hungarian scientist Michael Polanyi (1891-1976) and though we 

do not necessarily use the term here in quite the sense that he intended it, we find it 

an apt one to describe the kind of knowledge we sought from these experts.51  In 

essence what we were concerned to tap was the store of knowledge of day-to-day 

practicalities of school management they had accumulated in their working lives.  We 

wanted them to tell us about the perils, pitfalls and possibilities of school life, from 

how to get a leaking boiler fixed quickly, to how to comply with complicated legal 

requirements imposed by the Department of Education and Science (DES).  To this 

end, we employed both the focus group method and interviews and encouraged the 

selected experts (all principals) to speak freely about their experiences and to share 

their insights, but also their apprehensions, with us.52  We wanted them, and needed  

them, to be as honest as possible with us in saying whether or not they thought this 

venture could be made to work, in telling us what would be required if it was to be 

successful and warning us where the greatest dangers might lie.  We felt sure that if 

anyone could do so, it would be them.     

 

This part of the exercise we deemed vital because there can be little doubt that the 

second level principal’s job has changed markedly in Ireland in recent years and not, 

some would argue, for the better.53  Principals’ historic quite considerable powers 

and autonomy are now circumscribed by legislation and the burden of work 

associated with being a principal may now be greater than ever before.  State 

surveillance has increased, but so too has popular surveillance, with parents 

                                                
51 R Porter, ‘Tacit knowledge’, in: A Bullock and S Trombley, eds, The New Fontana Dictionary of 
Modern Thought (London: Harper Collins, 1999), p 856.  
 
52 For a discussion of the focus group method’s worth, see: V Wilson, ‘Focus groups: a useful 
qualitative method for educational research?’, British Educational Research Journal, 23/2 1997. 
53 See, for example: L Holden, ‘Is it all too much for school heads?’, Irish Times, 11 October 2005.  
For a more extensive international survey of changes in the role(s) of school heads, including heads of 
schools in Ireland, see: K Whitaker, ‘Principal role changes and influence on principal recruitment and 
selection: an international perspective’, Journal of Educational Administration, 43/1 2003. 
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increasingly anxious to examine ‘league tables’ for evidence of effectiveness.  

(Though whether or not such crude instruments provide a reliable indicator of 

schools’ relative achievements remains a moot point).54   It will be vital for the future 

of the project, indeed, vital if the project is to have a future, that as many of the 

challenges associated with establishing and running any school(s) of the kind 

proposed are understood well in advance of the decision to ‘launch’.  Learning by 

trial and error will not be an option and problems will have to be anticipated rather 

than tackled as and when they arise – too many people may want to see the project 

fail before it starts for there to be any margin for error.  It was for this reason that we 

needed to speak to the experts, foresight being preferable to hindsight. 

 

RESULTS OF THE EXPERTS GROUP MEETING AND INTERVIEWS 
 

The participants in the group gave generously of their time but did so on an 

understanding of strict anonymity.  Each did, however, agree to a brief, ‘thumbnail’, 

sketch being provided.  Thus, with their consent, we are able to say that:  Principal 1 

is head of a large VEC school in Dublin and has been so for 15 years; Principal 2 has 

been head of a single-sex catholic, fee-paying school in Dublin for a year and worked 

previously in community schools; Principal 3 heads a catholic, single-sex school in 

inner city Dublin and has done so since 2000 and Principal 4 heads a mixed 

community school of 900 pupils in Donegal. The focus group took place on 28 April 

2007 in a central Dublin hotel.  It was recorded and subsequently transcribed .55   The 

outcomes are reported below and under the following three sub-headings: ‘School 

type, governance, leadership and ethos’; ‘Plant, physicality, environment’ and 

‘Operational, curricular and staffing issues’ which emergered from the initial analysis 

of the data. It should be noted that the data reported on below has been 

supplemented by additional interviews with P3 and P2.  This was because during the 

analysis of the experts’ group data, some gaps emerged around the them of 

‘operational, curricula and staffing’  which we felt needed exploration in further depth 

and detail.  (This additional data is appended to the appropriate interview extracts 

below with the initials SI indicating a supplementary interview). 

                                                
54 Contrasting views on the merits of league tables based on public examinations and university 
admissions (pro and con respectively) are given in: K Denny, ‘Let parents make informed decisions’, 
Irish Independent, 9 June 2005 and C Feeney, ‘Schooling in statistical illiteracy’, The Village, 7 
December 2006.  
55 References in the text hereafter are to the session/interview transcripts and give page and line 
number(s) in addition to identifying which principal is then speaking. 
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Theme 1: School type, governance, leadership, ethos. 

 

The principals’ discussion was initiated by the invitation to imagine the circum-stance 

of being invited to establish a school from ‘scratch’.  No particular school type, form 

of leadership or governance were suggested to the group, other than the possibility 

of entering into a partnership with some other party or parties.   No indication was 

given concerning the nature of such possible partner or partners. As well as 

considering the possibilities and opportunities the establishment of a new type of 

school might present, participants were also asked to consider tensions, conflicts and 

difficulties that might arise. As a starting point they were invited to take the theme of 

school size and governance. 

 

At the suggestion of one participant, the theme of the nature of the catchment area 

was taken up as being an important consideration before any discussion of size or 

governance was considered.  The discussion introduced the significance of 

understanding the socio-economic and educational background of the community 

that the school would be serving.  In particular, talk centred on the characterisation of 

groups and areas as ‘disadvantaged’ or relatively affluent in economic terms, and the 

consequent differences in educational expectations and the size of school desirable 

or necessary to meet all demands: 

what catchment group? That will determine size, physical 

location, environmental aspect of school.  In terms of market 

area if you were to say to me, well, if it was in a 

disadvantaged school I’d say I’d want a perfect school with 

250-300 max  (P3 p 2, lines 60-4).56 

The discussion thereafter moved quickly to the consideration of the optimum size for 

a school that was to offer most to a wide community. The figure of 250 to 300 found 

agreement under the condition of disadvantage but considerations such as the range 

of staff, the breadth of subjects taught and the ability to offer the full spectrum of 

academic levels (foundation, ordinary and higher) led most to opt for an optimum 

figure of between 600 and 750, provided the focus of the school was to be on 

                                                
56 There is some literature on the effect of school size particularly on the achievement of students 
regarded as economically/educationally disadvantaged.  Thus, see, for example: J Barnes, et al, 
‘Neighbourhood deprivation, school disorder and academic achievement in primary schools in 
deprived communities in England’, International Journal of Behavioural Development, 30/2 2006.   
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mainstream schooling activity. The figure would change if consideration were to be 

given to night-school or adult education.57  

 

The quite large difference in proposed optimum number was seen as a reflection of a 

fundamental tension between two possible and legitimate aims for the proposed new 

school(s).  On the one hand, it was argued that a size of 600 was desirable if the 

focus of the education was learner/child-centredness, strength of shared ethos and 

cohesion.  On the other hand, if the focus shifts more to academic provision, choice 

and breadth of programme, the number shifts to 750 or even 800. 

I have to know what the concept of the school is… Now if we 

are looking at 700/750 we are basically aiming for academic 

excellence, we’re aiming to provide the students with the 

maximum choice of subjects that we can physically offer 

them. I think I’d like to have some idea in my mind, if I was 

going [to] I would be deliberately looking for a lower size 

because I want the students to be flexible, to be broad and to 

be able to know them and adapt etc. Whether that is right or 

wrong…in my thinking, I have a certain level of ethos where 

I’m going and this is the kind of shape or size. You see, there 

are two ways of looking at a school which is interesting 

because I’m looking at this right at the moment. You look at a 

school and you…(say) this is my concept, this is my 

ideal…and the interventions and everything else we do is 

secondary to that, or I build myself my school and I centre on 

a certain goal and everything else is secondary to that as well  

(P3, p 4, lines 167-83). 

Another principal remarked: ‘My own personal thinking would be, 600 is great from 

the ethos…(and) the child-friendly, child centred…(point of view), but if you’re looking 

from (sic) curriculum and programme I’d put it nearer 750-800’  (P4, p 2, lines 89-92).  

It is evident from the transcript that the discussion on the optimum size of the 

proposed new school(s) raised the question of the kind of school(s) being envisaged 

                                                
57 For literature on this topic from north America, see also: D Meier, ‘The big benefits of smallness’, 
Educational Leadership, 54/1 1996; K Irmsher, ‘School size’, ERIC Digest, July 1997; M Raywid, 
‘Current literature on small schools’, ERIC Digest, January 1999 and C Howley, et al, ‘Research about 
school size and student performance in impoverished communities’, ERIC Digest, December 2000. 
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and, indeed, the importance, from the very beginning of being able to achieve some 

clarity concerning the aims/educational philosophy the new school(s) would have.  

I don’t think a principal, if they were given the scenario that 

you were (providing),..would actually look at the optimum size 

first. I think that they would look at what educational 

philosophy is underpinning their whole operation and then 

see where you’re going from that, for example, like in terms of 

the number of subjects you’re going to offer (P4, p 4, lines 

186-92). 

At this point, one of the researchers intervened and gave the participants some 

indication of the principles and values of the interested potential patron for the 

school.  He indicated that the school philosophy would be underpinned by the 

educational ideas that the school should be multidenominational, inclusive, child or 

learner-centred and democratic.  This brought the conversation briefly to the patron’s 

status and the kind of relationship it would foster with the DES.   The different range 

of possibilities for the school depending on the patron holding seed capital was 

clearly indicated.  In the case of the patron58 holding land and with the ability to build, 

the conditions that the patron would have to satisfy in order to gain recognition from 

the DES would be reduced to the patron satisfying the requirements for trusteeship 

and sustainability under the various Education Acts.59 

 

The participants were asked, however, to consider the case that the patron was not 

in a position financially to acquire land and build facilities, nor was the patron 

considering the establishment of a private, fee-paying school.  This intervention 

brought the discussion to the theme of governance.  In this regard, distinctions were 

drawn between the possibilities of a) independence of patronage and management 

and b) a partnership of patrons with the further distinction that such a partnership 

could function either solely on a trustee level, or at an operational level.  

 

                                                
58 The definition of a patron and the nature of patrons’ duties are outlined in §8 and §9 of the Education 
Act 1998.  
 
59 For a summary of the 1998 Act’s provisions and an assessment of its implications for Irish 
education, see: D Glendenning, ‘Country report: Ireland, the Education Act, 1998’, European Journal 
of Education Law and Policy, 3 1999.  
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Taking the possibility of independent trusteeship and governance, it was pointed out 

that voluntary schools did enjoy a degree of freedom particularly with regard to two 

areas: sustaining shared ethos60 and, more practically, recruitment.  Both the criteria 

for selection of a candidate and the composition of an interview panel are subject to 

fewer constraints than is the case with VEC-run schools.  However, it was also 

pointed out that the freedom that has perhaps been enjoyed by voluntary schools in 

the past is now curtailed by the provisions of a number of pieces of educational 

legislation or legislation that impinges on educational activities. 

 

The Education Act 1998, the Equal Status Acts 2000 and 2004, the Education for 

Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act, 2004 and the Education 

(Welfare) Act, 1998 were mentioned as examples of legislation of which a patron or 

sponsor should have knowledge.61 

Legislation is really weighted against any kind of leeway or 

independence because the Education Act has set down 

strong parameters about the legalities…the Equal Status 

Act…on the legalities about making sure that you don’t 

exclude and no discrimination on such and such grounds with 

some exceptions…. But I think the most fundamental change, 

probably, long term, for teaching at the minute is in the 

EPSEN Act which is carried in hard and fast (sic)  to the 

Education Act. Anyone who hasn’t read it, it makes interesting 

reading , but the real guts of the EPSEN Act is the NCSE’s 

implementation report62 which runs to about 173 pages and is 

                                                
60 There is a extensive literature on ethos and schools as sociological constructs but the issue of the 
way(s) that ethos, governance and policy might connect has been usefully discussed in: C  Donnelly, 
‘School ethos and governor relationships’, School Leadership & Management, 19 /2 1999 and see also, 
idem, ‘In pursuit of school ethos’, British Journal of Educational Studies, 48/2 2000.  
 
61 The Teaching Council lists the following as relevant statutes for teachers and schools: Vocational 
Education Acts, 1930 to 2006; Employment Equality Acts, 1998 and 2004; The Equal Status Acts, 
2000 and 2004; Data Protection Acts, 1988 and 2003; Freedom of Information Acts, 1997 and 2003; 
Protection for Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act, 1998; Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act, 
2005; Ombudsman for Children Act, 2002; Children Act, 2001 (as amended by the Criminal Justice 
Act, 2006); EPSEN Act, 2004; Education (Welfare) Act, 1998 and Education Act, 1998.  For a recent 
and detailed discussion of many of the issues in school management in Irish schools, see: Improving 
School Leadership: Background Report, Ireland (Paris: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development Directorate for Education, 2007). 
 
62 The Implementation Report of the N(ational) C(ouncil for) S(pecial) E(ducation) was submitted to 
the Minister for Education and Science in October 2006.   Available at: http:// www.ncse.ie . 
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a fabulous document in terms of aspiration. But it opens the 

pandora’s box, because with a stroke of the pen now, in the 

EPSEN Act every teacher, regardless of their intrinsic training 

has been turned into a resource teacher  (P4, p. 17, lines 

812-27). 

This new legislative landscape, it was claimed, would have a tangible influence on 

how a school viewed both the notion of  inclusivity and, as a result, its enrolment 

policy.63   For instance, in this climate it might be difficult to implement an enrolment 

policy that favoured children and families from particular feeder schools. 

 

The alternative to ‘going it alone’ is to enter a partnership with one or more other 

parties as co-trustees and/or managers.  On this point, a clear distinction was drawn 

between two levels of partnership: the trustee level and at the operational level. 

The level of partnership with which you go into an organisation. . 

.it would depend on whether it’s very much at trustee level or at 

operational level. . .be-cause at operational level you would be 

putting in limitations by going into partnership that you wouldn’t 

have if you go in at trustee level and there is a huge, huge 

difference there (P1, p 5, lines 227-32). 

Both advantages and disadvantages of a possible partnership with a VEC were 

considered. Among the advantages cited were: access to funding, assistance with 

administration and personnel matters, payroll issues, caretakers, cleaners and 

pension arrangements.  On the other hand a number of disadvantages, or at least 

forced compromises were also identified. At the top of this list ranks the question of 

freedom of recruitment of staff deemed particularly important in the establishment of 

an ‘ethos’ school and/or a school intent on ‘doing things differently’.  Within this 

theme two minor plots can be identified in the transcript.  First, it is clear that 

recruitment in the VEC pertains to the whole VEC region so that, for instance, when 

a person is recruited for County Dublin VEC, he/she is being interviewed for 19 

schools and can be assigned to any one of them.  The second restriction with regard 

to recruitment concerns the way in which management teams are interviewed and 

recruited.  Under the VECs’ procedural rules, the local principal cannot sit on the 

board that appoints the school management team. In addition to the question of 

                                                
63 Participants also identified the expected effect of the EPSEN Act on the funding of students with 
special needs but this point is not pursued here (pp 17-18, lines 841-859). 
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recruitment, participants also pointed to the curriculum and ‘services’ challenges 

posed by partnership with a VEC.  

The governance, the partnership, the patron, the parameters 

of that have to be very carefully laid down. If you’re getting a 

package you will have to surrender or give up or give away 

things. . .(including)  the right to appointment, to choose your 

very (staff). . .(an) an enrolment policy (consistent) with an 

ethos of the school. All of that you have to be prepared to 

give away to come into a multi, all inclusive, every level, no 

refusals allowed, enrolment system. The same with staffing 

and the same with the programmes you’ll be able to offer in 

that you will have to run JCSP, TY, LCA (and)  LCVP.64  You’ll 

be now seen as a resource. This building is not going to be 

locked up between 4 and 8 o’clock. There’s going to be (use 

by). . .community groups. That comes with a package. (P1, p 

9, lines 424-37). 

Quite obviously this model of a school running a wide range of educational 

programmes for schoolgoers and also functioning as a community resource and 

asset would place very particular demands on the type of governance and 

management required than a traditional second level school.  

 

In summary, there was broad agreement that with financial backing a new school 

had the best chances of developing and defining a distinctive ethos and being 

educationally innovative if it were independent. Legislative and regulatory restrictions 

apply however, in this case, as alluded to above.  In the case of partnership, there is 

was little doubt that the local VEC is the obvious choice.  However, participants were 

very clear that this partnership had to be at trustee level only.  Were the partnership 

to extend to the operational level, the restrictions that would apply in this case are 

likely not to be acceptable to the new patrons: these might include some other 

partner(s) attempting to interfere in staff recruitment.  Additionally, painful, protracted 

                                                
64 Junior Certificate School Programme; Transition Year; Leaving Certificate Applied and Leaving 
Certificate Vocational Programme.  A related point mentioned by P4 was that the DES is currently 
actively pursuing a policy that would allow it to redeploy teachers from any sector (vocational, 
voluntary or community) to any other.  This is proving controversial and could have significant 
implications for any school(s) attempting to carve out a distinctive niche.  (P4, p 16, lines 760-765; see 
also: S Flynn, ‘Protestant schools take legal action on staff redeployment’, Irish Times, 9 November 
2007). 
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legal  battles over trustees’ rights are not unknown.  This might be likely to happen if 

ET found itself in an alliance with a VEC which contained religious in its governing 

board, as is possible.65 

 

The model of the community school or comprehensive school was held up to be one 

that could fit the demand of a certain independence in recruitment and innovation 

while retaining a recognised position in the Irish post-primary schooling landscape.  

In this case it might be possible to envisage a shared patronage with a VEC and one 

or more other parties, most obviously a local community group. This kind of three-

way or four-way shared patronage could avoid the concentration of power and 

influence with one or two groups.  This model could perhaps allow for a new type of 

local management of a school66.  As one principal put it: 

but there could be an interested group of local community 

people or there is a whole range of things. . .just because it 

hasn’t happened it doesn’t mean that you can’t think up 

something for it to happen   (P2, p12, lines 572-5). 

The ‘something’ that is necessary for it to happen was considered to be a strong 

groundswell of community support for a significantly different kind of education. 

There is already a large range of school types available to parents of post-primary 

students particularly if they reside in the greater Dublin area.  It would be necessary 

then, to be able to show that parents and families had a real desire for a form of 

education that was quite different to what was already available.  An example of this 

kind of parental initiative that was cited was the gaelscoil movement of the late 1980s 

and 1990s67. 

                                                
65 S Flynn, ‘Places on VEC boards could go to religious’, Irish Times, 12 May 2001. 
 
66 Models of local school governance have become a feature of the education systems of a number of 
countries in the last decade.  For instance the move to what is called school or site-based management 
has been supported by federal funding in the United States of America.   See, for example: P 
Wohlstetter,  R Smyer,  and S Mohrman, ‘New boundaries for school-based management’, Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 16/1 1994;  N Dempster, ‘Guilty or not?  the impact and effect of site-
based management on schools’, Journal of Educational Administration, 28/1 2000 and B Mulford, 
‘Balance and learning: crucial elements in leadership for democratic schools’, Leadership and Policy in 
Schools, 2/2 2003.  
 
67 Though these decades saw the greatest growth of the gaelscoil movement, it was founded earlier, in 
1973.   Gaelscoileanna Teo, the national umbrella organisation, assists parent groups in setting up 
schools where education is through the medium of Irish/Gaeilge.   At the time of writing there are 135 
primary schools and 35 post-primary schools in Ireland under its auspices.  
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One of the distinctive features of this difference was considered to be the extent to 

which it would possibly engage parents in an active democratic role in local 

schooling.  None of the current forms of post-primary schooling boast this as a strong 

feature: 

the only alternative to the structures we are talking about is 

an element. . .and parents like to feel that if they get involved 

in something. . .you can call it democracy. . .but democracy in 

action, that they would like to feel that they can somehow 

alter the course  (P3, p 14, lines 687-92). 

However, the dangers of national, local or pressure-group politics having an 

inordinate influence on the democratic process were also identified. There would 

seem to be some anecdotal evidence, for instance, that gaelscoileanna have been 

used as a social filtering system and there are dangers that that could happen also in 

the case of this newly proposed initiative. 68  The discussion of the constitution of a 

patron board and the identification of parental democratic action and involvement as 

one of the keys to a new kind of education moved then to a consideration of the 

visible presence of governance in the person of the new school’s principal. 

 

Perhaps not surprisingly, in a group of principals, the key role of the school principal 

(‘the school moves in the direction of the principal’ P2, p 22, lines 1057-8) was 

highlighted and analysed at some length.  The model underlying the comments and 

contributions made was clearly that of the charismatic, individual leader characteristic 

of much educational innovation in Ireland and the UK. This is the model of the 

dynamic, visionary leader who can, for example, take over a ‘failing’ school and turn 

it around in a matter of a couple of years.69  Within the obvious constraints of this 

model, however, a number of features and attributes of a prospective principal were 

identified.70 

                                                
68 The case that so-called non-state national pupils are significantly underrepresented in schools of this 
sort is made in: L Holden, ‘The rise of the gaelscoil, is this the new play-ground of the elite?’, Irish 
Times, 17 April 2007. 
 
69 See, for example: F Beckett, ‘Master head: how one man rescued a failing school’, Independent: 
Education & Careers, 13 September 2007.   However, even were it wise to attempt to recruit one, it 
might be prohibitively expensive given the inflated salaries such heads can now receive in the UK.  I 
Barker, ‘Rise of the six-figure head’, TES, 14 September 2007. 
 
70 However, it might be argued that placing so much emphasis on the recruitment of a principal does 
beg the question.  That is, it assumes something that has yet to be shown.  Is it necessary for a 
successful school to have a principal?  Must all school management, however democratic, have the 
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A first desirable ability of a principal, given the type of school envisaged and 

discussed above, would be an ability to work with parents.  This is an aspect of 

school management and life that has attracted considerable attention in the last two 

decades but remains difficult terrain.  Teachers and principals want parents to be 

involved in the education of their children on very particular terms.  The increasing 

social demands on teacher practice to be open and transparent has led to an 

increase in a sense of vulnerability.  Teachers tend to prefer the ‘professional-client’ 

model of the parent-school relationship rather than the partnership model.71  Against 

this background, participants pointed to the reluctance among principals to work with 

parents suggesting even that when searching for a principal, the patrons of any new 

school(s) might consider a candidate from outside Ireland who has experience of 

different school structures (P2, p 22, lines 1076-8). 

 

A second related characteristic to be sought in a principal is the openness to and 

ability to work with change.  Using the example of the health system, one of the 

participants made the comparison of parents in the past leaving their children at the 

gates of hospitals in the same way that many still do in the case of schools. Hospitals 

and those working in them have changed and now parents live in with their patient-

children (P1, p 23, lines 1094-1102).  A similar or comparable transformation in the 

way in which schools are run can be expected, if not in the system as a whole, then 

at least in the kind of school that is foreseen in this particular project. 

 

                                                                                                                                      
whiff of autocratic sulphur about it?   Alternative models of organistion exist.  A school run day-to-day 
by a committee of teachers, parents and pupils is conceivable (as in the self-styled ‘free schools’ of the 
1960s/1970s) and might be said to be truly democratic.   And if this seems too radical, other options 
exist.  See, for example: M Court, ‘Towards democratic leadership: co-principal initiatives’, 
International Journal of Leadership in Education, 6/2 2003 and P Begley and L Zaretsky, ‘Democratic 
school leadership in Canada’s public school systems: professional value and social ethic’, Journal of 
Educational Administration, 42/6 2004. 
 
71 See, for example:  V Morgan et al, ‘A new order of operation and involvement?  relationships 
between parents and teachers in the integrated schools’, Educational Review 45/1 1993; K Kelley-
Laine, ‘Parents as partners in schooling: the current state of affairs, a review of 9 OECD nations’, 
Childhood Education, 76 1998; P Bauch and E Goldring, ‘Parent-teacher participation in the context of 
school governance’, Peabody Journal of Education, 73/1 1999; I Calgren, ‘Professionalism and 
teachers as designers’, Journal of Curriculum Studies, 31/1 1999; G Crozier, Schools and Parents: 
Partners or Protagonists (Stoke on Trent: Trentham Books, 2000); D Brook and R Hancock, ‘What are 
parent-school organizations for?  some views from an inner-London LEA’, Educational Review, 52/3 
2000; P MacGiolla, ‘An explanation of the values and perceptions of parents and teachers in relation to 
parental involvement in school policy formation’, Irish Educational Studies, 22/2 2003; H Chen 
‘School-based management: the micropolitical interactions among the headteachers, directors, teachers 
and parents’, paper delivered to the British Educational Research Association conference, September 
2003 and see also: S Ranson, ‘The participation of volunteer citizens in school governance’, 
Educational Review, 57/3 2005.  
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Apart from operational considerations with regard to staffing, it was also pointed out 

that a key attribute of a first principal would be the ability to attract educators to the 

staff who shared the same vision, philosophy and dynamism.72 

And it would be easy enough to find enthusiastic people like 

that. . .to go into a scenario like that. . .most people would kind 

of think. . .God, I’d love to be there (P2, p 25, lines 1227-9). 

In addition to these abilities and attributes, the participants had a number of more 

detailed observations on the characteristics that might be sought in a first principal.  

These, in no particular order of importance, included thoughts on the optimum age 

which was considered to be between 40 and 55 and the requirement that the person 

be physically very fit to bear the demands that would be made on time and energy.73  

While experience was essential, it would not have to be at the level of principal or 

vice-principal. Of more importance was a knowledge of the ‘instrumental 

management’ (P1, p 28, line 1357) and more particularly, a certain wisdom.74 

 

In keeping with the demands that a prospective distributed model of leadership in the 

school would make, the principal could not be ‘an isolationist’ (P4, p 28, line 1372) 

and should be a person who can and does ‘reflect on their own practice’ (P1, p 28, 

line 1381).  Also noted was the ability to be able to plan beyond the natural five-year 

cycle of second level schooling, but while the view might span 10 to 15 years it was 

not being suggested that someone stay this length of time in the post.  Though not 

mentioned directly, there was an intimation that this post might not be for life. 

 

Finally, augmenting the practical abilities, professional dispositions and human and 

physical characteristics, the principal should also have a good academic background 

                                                
72 Work on the integrated schools in Northern Ireland has already stressed this.  See, for example: V 
Morgan et al, ‘A different sort of teaching, a different sort of teacher?  teachers in integrated schools in 
Northern Ireland’, Comparative Education, 30/2 1994; L Shepherd Jones, The Practice of Integrated 
Education in Northern Ireland: The Teachers’ Perspective (Belfast: National Council for Integrated 
Education, 2001) and C Donnelly, ‘Constructing the ethos of tolerance and respect in an integrated 
school: the role of teachers’, British Educational Research Journal, 30/2 2004. 
 
73 On the personal/emotional demands of role of the principal, see: E O’Connor, ‘Leadership and 
emotions: an exploratory study into the emotional dimensions of the role of post-primary school 
principal in Ireland’, Educate, 4/1 2004.  
 
74 Practical wisdom or phronesis (φρόνησις) has recently gained currency among educational theorists 
as a unifying, classical concept that can explain the practice of teaching. See, for example: R 
Halverson, ‘Accessing, documenting, and communicating practical wisdom: the phronesis of school 
leadership practice’, American Journal of Education, III/1 2004. 
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with a Masters degree in either management or education.  However, it was also 

noted that the academic interests and intellectual focus of the principal should not be 

restricted to any one group of disciplines.  Any sense of the importance of the 

sciences, mathematics and technology should be balanced by a concern for art and 

aesthetics.   

I would think you’d need someone who’s broad, that their 

mind isn’t just on single issues that they can handle a 

thought, a fairly developed. . .that they have a political 

perspective that’s not narrow, that they have a cultural 

perspective that’s not narrow, it should go without saying that 

if you get a principal, they should have some affinity with 

drama, music, art, something, and if they haven’t, there’. . . 

something lacking   (P4, p 31, lines 1491-9). 

Theme 2:  Plant, Physicality, Environment 

 

It is not perhaps widely appreciated, but many of the school buildings constructed in 

Ireland in the nineteenth century are now highly sought after for other purposes due 

to their fundamental elegance and economy of design, not to mention their robust 

construction and generous proportions.  In recent years Dublin has seen several 

former schools adapted for use as hotels, restaurants and apartment buildings.75  

School buildings, if designed properly, put up carefully and maintained consistently 

can have long lives and be sources of delight to those who see and use them.  This 

fact may sometimes be obscured by unpleasant memories of experiences in schools, 

but it remains the case.   Furthermore, a growing body of research from the UK and 

elsewhere clearly indicates that good design and architecture can be beneficial to 

learning in a myriad of ways.  This is true of both primary and secondary schools and 

the importance of design is not limited to buildings’ fabric but concerns also their 

fittings.  In addition, this approach to improvement through innovative design and 

architecture has been championed in the UK by governmental and non-governmental 

bodies such as SchoolWorks, the Commission for the Built Environment (CABE), the 

Design Council and the British Council for School Environment. A range of 

                                                
75 See: L Holden, ‘Taking a look at the way we once were in Irish schools’, Irish Times: Working in 
Education Supplement, 24 March 2006. 
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publications in recent years has drawn attention to this.76  CABE is also currently 

closely involved in the English Building Schools for the Future Programme.   

 

Of course, a stress on design alone could seem both superficial and glib, but all the 

principals agreed that any new school(s) of the type proposed would need to be well 

designed, built, equipped and maintained.  They were also agreed that, especially in 

the case of the building(s) being designed ‘from scratch’, it would be important to 

involve parents and pupils in the process.  This is a trend that is also increasingly 

being advocated in the UK; as in the case of the SchoolWorks project in Southwark, 

London, described in the Times Educational Supplement  (TES). 

Through engaging with pupils, staff and the local community, 

the (SchoolWorks) team discovered the real needs of those 

who use the building.  Links between school design and 

educational achievement were investigated.  Teachers were 

encouraged to consider the way that classroom could aid or 

impair teaching.  Pupils were asked how the school buildings 

influenced their behaviour. 77 

                                                
76 On school design/architecture, see, for example: Kit for Purpose (London: Design Council, 2002); M 
Champkins, Pay Attention! Investigating the Design of the Environment, Furniture and Equipment in 
Primary Schools (London: Concentrate/Helen Hamlyn Research Centre, 2003) Learning Environments 
Campaign Prospectus: From the Inside Looking Out (London: Design Council, 2005);  The Impact of 
School Learning Environments: A Literature Review (London: Design Council, 2005); Picturing 
School Design: A Visual Guide to Secondary School Buildings and Their Surroundings Using the 
Design Quality Indicator for Schools (London: Commission for the Built Environment, 2005); Do 
Buildings Matter?:  The Role of School Design in Educational Achievement (Epsom: Atkins Global, 
2005); Assessing Secondary School Design Quality (London: Commission for the Built Environment, 
2006) and Creating Excellent Secondary Schools: A Guide for Clients (London: Commission for the 
Built Environment, 2007).  And for further discussion of the possibilities of innovative school design/ 
architecture, drawing on the UK experience, see a selection of articles in a special edition of the journal 
Forum, in particular the following:  M Horne, ‘Breaking down the school walls’, Forum, 46/1 2004; J 
McGregor, ‘Space, power and the classroom’, Forum, 46/1 2004; J Bissell, ‘Teachers’ construction of 
space and place: the method in the madness’, Forum, 46/1 2004 and K Fisher, ‘Revoicing classrooms: 
a spatial manifesto’, Forum, 46/1 2004.  For north America, see: C Tanner, ‘The influence of school 
architecture on academic achievement’,  Journal of Educational Administration, 38/4 2000.   
 
77 See:  G Comely, ‘If pupils designed buildings’, TES, 21 November 2001; C Burke and I Grosvenor, 
The School I’d Like: Children and Young People’s Reflections on an Education for the 21st Century 
(London: RoutledgeFalmer, 2003);  S Wright, ‘User involvement in school building design’, Forum, 
46/1 2004; S Heppell, ‘Innovation right under your nose’, Guardian: Education, 20 June 2006; C 
Burke, ‘The  view of the child: releasing “visual voices” in the design of learning environments’, 
Discourses, 28/3 2007; E Heathcote, ‘Putting a value of class architecture’, Financial Times, 18 
October 2007 and S Hill, School Works National On-line Poll Report (London: SchoolWorks, nd).  In 
addition, it is certainly clear that, when allowed to do so, parents in ET schools can produce 
thoughtful/sophisticated recommendations on aspects of school design, such as the improvement of 
play facilities.  See, for example, the consultative document produced by parents of one south Dublin 
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In some respects the principles of good school design may be obvious.  CABE 

summarises these ten principles as follows: 

 

1. A high quality design that inspires users to learn. 

2. A sustainable approach to design, construction and environmental servicing. 

3. Good use of the site, balancing the need of pedestrians, cyclists and cars and 

enhancing the school’s presence in the community. 

4. Buildings and grounds that are welcoming to both the school and 

and the community while providing adequate security. 

5. Good organisation of spaces in plan and section, easily legible 

and fully accessible.   

6. Internal spaces that are well proportioned, fit for purpose and 

meet the needs of the curriculum. 

7. Flexible design to allow for short-term changes of layout and use 

and for long-term expansion or contraction. 

8. Good environmental conditions throughout including optimum levels of natural 

light and ventilation for different activities. 

9. Well-designed external spaces offering a variety of different settings for leisure 

and sport. 

10. A simple palette of attractive materials, detailed carefully to be durable and easily 

maintained and to age gracefully.78 

 

However, as with so much else, there may be hidden pitfalls not encompassed by 

such ostensibly commonsensical points. (For example, that poor lighting may affect 

learning.  Furthermore, an unexpected design problem can be compounded when 

another measure adopted as a supposedly productive innovation, such as the use of 

information and communications technology (ICT), has unanticipated side effects).79  

Then again, much will hinge on whether or any particular school is in purpose-built 

premises (as CABE’s ‘ten commandments’ assume) or has been converted from 

another use or was previously a school of a different type or use.  Nonetheless, even 

                                                                                                                                      
school: T Thornton et al, Play Smart: Play at Rathfarnham Educate Together National School, Our 
Proposal (unpublished, 2006). 
 
78 Guide for Clients, p 7. 
 
79 See, for example, the case made in: G Paton, ‘Pupils risk headaches “because of fluorescent lights”’, 
Daily Telegraph, 6 September 2007.   ‘Children are increasingly being put at risk of headaches because 
of the amount of fluorescent lighting in schools…the problem has been exacerbated by the use of 
computerised whiteboards’ (emphasis added). 
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the most dilapidated and poorly constructed schools or other buildings can be 

rendered useable and not necessarily simply by ‘throwing money at the problem’.80  

Let us suppose however, as the principals to whom we spoke, tended to do, that the 

school(s) in question would be built de novo.  (Although each spoke from the 

experience of working in established schools and thus they often referred to ways in 

which they had improved their schools to make them more like the ideal school).  

 

In addition to commenting on the desirability of involving parents and pupils in the 

design of the school(s), the principals alluded to a range of issues including: 

 

• The desirability of pupils’ congregation spaces. 

In my school we got 2 art rooms…and stripped them and 

made a coffee dock for the kids in it…They could have their 

coffee, a roll, a sandwich, a muffin.  We put in decent seating 

for them… good facilities, not mean facilities.   (P4, p 34, lines 

1644-52).81  

• The importance of colour and light in the design. 

• The durability of the building and its fixtures. 

• The need for laboratories/workshops and art rooms. 

• The need for a library (with integrated ICT facilities). 

We actually gutted our old metalwork room and put in a 

library. We use our school support to pay for a full time 

librarian – the best appointment I ever made. . .and the 

staff…would (also) say he was the best appointment, 

because he helps them with all their resources (P4, p 35, 

lines 1674-83).82 

                                                
80 See, for example, the stories of schools transformed in: D Sudjic, ‘How to make an old school cool’, 
Observer, 14 March 2004; L Tickle, ‘Space mission’, Guardian: Education, 20 July 2004 and M 
Fettes, ‘Room for improvement’, TES: Scotland, 27 July 2007.  
 
81 The value of such spaces is confirmed from experience in schools elsewhere, including in Scotland.  
See, for example: N Munro, ‘No room to sit and chat in “bland” school buildings’, TES: Scotland, 11 
October 2002. 
 
82 The value of school libraries is well documented and the DES has recently invested in better library 
provision through the Demonstration Library Project as part of its Junior Certificate School 
Programme.  See: Junior Certificate School Programme: Demonstration Library Project, Final Report 
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I agree entirely.  I appointed a librarian last year and we 

knocked the library and I(nformation) T(echnology) room into 

one and it’s worked wonderfully because it’s getting across 

the idea that  books are not something different.  You know 

the way kids would  if they wanted to research anything – 

they’d go to the internet, whereas now they’ll now move 

because the internet is here and the books are here, so if 

they find a reference instead of saying  ‘I’ll download it now’.  

I’m trying to get them to say ‘Well, the book  is actually there’, 

walk up, take it out   (P2, p 35, lines 1687-96). 

• The need for a building that was ‘low maintenance’.  

• The need for conditions that do not produce excess noise. 

• The importance of good sanitation. 

[It is important that] toilets [are] on outside walls, having come from 

schools where there were toilets on inside walls [I know that] it’s a 

disaster. Sometimes architects do that and it’s so annoying and then they 

have to be redone and you spend time getting extractor fans (P2, pp 35-

36, lines 1713-14 and 1719-25). 

• The need to provide workspace and facilities for teachers. 

There should be an exercise room. . .I’m trying to encourage 

them - my staff – not to jump into the car at 4 o’clock and 

zoom out of the building…[I want them to] stay in the 

school…[and] have a coffee  (P4, p 39, lines 1894-1901). 

To this list, drawing on UK experiences, we might also add: 

 

• The importance of disabled access; 

• The need for the school to adhere to ecological principles;83 

• The desirability of having suitable outside grounds84 and; 

                                                                                                                                      
(Dublin: Department of Education and Science/City of Dublin Vocational Education Committee, 
2005). 
 
83 Sustainability has attracted much attention in recent years and is widely considered a sine qua non of 
school design.  For details, drawing on UK examples, see: Energy-Efficient Refurbishment of Schools: 
The Achievements of Bolton Council (London: Department for Education and Employment, 1999) and 
Sustainable Schools: Getting it Right (London: British Council for School Environments, 2006). 
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• The desirability of the entire building’s being ‘wired’ for ICT.85 

 

To some extent, the issues outlined above are dealt with in the DES’s guidelines on 

the construction of schools,86 but the principals’ emphasis (and ours in the additional 

points that we have listed) was in going beyond the legal minimum to create 

something extraordinary.  In the 1930s, for example, as Chief Education Officer for 

Cambridge, Henry Morris (1889-1961) took daring steps in rethinking what a school 

might be and might look like, recasting both function and form with his innovative 

village colleges.  These combined novel curricular and organisational experiments 

with design by leading contemporary architects.87  Why should ET aim at anything 

less?  Now may not be the time for poverty of ambition. 

 

Perhaps the single most important lesson we learned from the principals in this 

respect was the absolute necessity of ensuring that control over the design of any 

new school(s) of the sort proposed would rest with the clients, the ultimate users of 

the site(s), including pupils.   

There are 10 architectural stages…from beginning to end.  By 

the time the client sees it at stage 4, it is almost impossible to 

make drawing changes. An architect (who is sympathetic to 

clients’ demands) and the clerk (of works) will be the two 

biggest investments that will pay off long term.  (P1, p 37, 

lines 1801-07). 

                                                                                                                                      
84 Lack of playing fields/facilities is notoriously a problem in Irish secondary schools.  See: A 
MacPhail et al, ‘The constraints on school pro-vision of post-primary physical education in Ireland: 
principals’ and teachers’ views and experiences’, Irish Educational Studies, 24/1 2005. 
 
85 That there is great stress on this in modern school design cannot be doubted and it is surely the case 
that there is value in the correct use of a range of ICTs.  However, it still seems that there is a tendency 
to apply the technologies as a ‘bolt on’ extra rather than integrating them fully into the fabric of new 
buildings.  See, for example: P Kelly, ‘Make room for ICT’, TES, 5 May 2006.  One Irish school has 
recently been singled out as an example of a ‘school of the future’ and this may show what can be 
achieved if ICT provision is dealt with properly.  Though it is also important to note that a great deal of 
‘hype’ and commercial pressure attaches to the use of ICT in education and the maxim ‘oversold and 
underused’ as a way of describing the place of advanced technology in the classroom may not be 
inappropriate.  On the Irish ‘school of the future’ (sponsored by the ubiquitous Microsoft Corporation), 
see: A Bracken, ‘Meath school may suit “late risers”’, Sunday Tribune, 9 September 2007.  See also: 
Sharing Innovative Practice: The NCTE’s Schools Integration Project (Dublin: National Centre for 
Technological Education, 2002).  
 
86 These are set out by the DES’s Planning and Building Unit:  General Design Guidelines for Post 
Primary Schools (Tullamore: Department of Education and Science, 2004). 
 
87 For further details of Morris and his collaboration with the architect Walter Gropius (1883-1969) in 
particular, see: D Limond, ‘Illuminating schools and communities’, Forum, 47/3&4, 2005.  
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I would agree with (P1). . .control over the architect, even on 

basic things such as refurbishments (is vital). . .the people 

who are setting up the school must control the architect – not 

the Department (of Education and Science). One thing I 

would. . .love to do (is set up) a small research survey 

amongst students in schools as to what kind of school they 

would like,  I’d love to hear their opinions, they don’t get a 

say. . .and maybe do the same exercise with parents (P3, p 

38, lines 1831-52). 

I think if I had the design brief I would certainly, as (P3). . .has 

said, get some ideas from the pupils about what they would 

like, not necessarily pupils that are coming to the school. . 

.any pupils (P1, p39, lines 1868-71).  

However this, of course, is already consistent with ET’s twin commitments to be 

learner-centred and democratic and thus ought to pose little or no problem in 

adhering to in the design and development of any ET second level school(s).   

Democracy lies at the heart of the ET ‘project’ and the principals all agreed that 

democratic design was better design.  Being child or learner-centred lies at the heart 

of the ET project and, again, the principals all agreed that learner-centred design was 

better design.  The way forward thus seems clear.   

 

Theme 3: Operational, curricular and staffing issues 

 

Beyond the grand and abstract expressions of ‘vision’ and ‘philosophy’ and the lofty 

platitudes of Michael Fullan and friends, there is a much more prosaic dimension to 

the world of the school.  Like most social institutions schools are much more than just 

physical spaces inhabited (with varying degrees of willingness), by teachers, pupils 

and support staff, they are formed and informed by a myriad of social structures 

(regularities such as rituals, routines, traditions, symbols and roles).  However, 

underpinning these structures is undoubtedly some value system (shared or 

otherwise, tacit or articulated), which provides the a prori rationale and a posteriori  

justification for what schools do, or attempt to do.  There is, to a certain degree, an 

iterative relationship between values and the day-to-day ‘domesticity’ of school life 

and ‘structuration’ occurs.88  However, there is unsurprisingly, no isomorphic 

                                                
88 Structuration is the idea that structures pattern behaviour, but in turn this has the effect of 
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relationship between value systems and material expressions of these in the form of 

what people ‘do’.  That is to say, there is no simple correlation between structures 

(and their values) and the trajectory of individual and collective behaviour and/or 

understanding.  What this implies, is that value systems may set the boundaries of 

social action in the school, it is not always possible to predict exactly what will occur. 

 

Staffing 

 

A fairly obvious, but nonetheless critical factor is the selection and mix of teaching 

staff.  P4 argued that in reflecting on personal experience, autonomy (for the 

principal) is essential when choosing staff and especially so if the school is to have a 

more flexible approach to distribution of skills and knowledge across the curriculum:  

I would think that the recruitment policy and the 

independence you have over recruitment is core. Our 

immediate experience would be that our recruitment policy 

historically was…that they would teach their single 

specialism. . .for the last 2/3 years I’m looking for multiple 

talents, multiple skills. . .that they are qualified in at least two 

subjects with experience of having taught other subjects (P4, 

p3, lines l25-33). 

In short, the argument from P4 is that it is necessary to move away from the model of 

‘one teacher-one subject’, to have a staff profile, which in post-fordist terminology, 

involve ‘flexible skill sets’, so that teachers are transferable within reason, across the 

curriculum.  For P3, the selection of staff, however, goes beyond merely technocratic 

concerns.  P3 argued for the need to link this process directly into the value system 

of the school:  

It’s not just a matter of saying I’ll get the best German or 

Italian (subject) teacher, you’re looking for someone who’ll 

buy into the philosophy you have. . .not necessarily 

(selecting) academically gifted teachers, but it’s how they see 

themselves fitting in (P4, p20,  line 956). 

                                                                                                                                      
reproducing and modifying structures.   See: A Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1991). 
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P2 then went on to argue that it is impetrative that for him/her at least, a teacher has 

a ‘holistic view of the child’.  Furthermore, P3 stressed the fact that the recuitment of 

teachers who have a similar value system may ‘impact upon the staff and staffroom’ 

(P3, p20, line 984).  This was echoed by P2, in saying that the perception of a 

teacher doing things (for example, directing a school play) with the pupils that goes 

beyond the normal expectations of a teacher’s workload was hugely beneficial when 

it came to generating positive relationships.  As well as recruiting teachers that have 

learner-centred views of their roles, P2 also made the point that they would need to 

be able to work very closely with parents, as this would be seen as being part of their 

job.  In drawing on personal experience, P2 added that:  

If I suggested in school YYY, if we were going on a science 

trip, and I said: look we are stuck for supervision can you 

bring two teachers but will you ring around for parents. We’ve 

a pool and the teachers say: that’s absolutely fine, the 

parents can go on the bus, whatever.  In school XXX, if you 

said that, that was the end of the science trip. There was no 

way the staff would get on a bus with the parents regardless 

of how nice they were. That can be problematic if parents are 

going to have an important role in this (new) school (P2, p27, 

lines 1293-1301). 

Although tied into a more general discussion around the role of the principal, one 

issue that arose was ‘management of the unknowns’ and in this case, staff 

absenteeism. The principals acknowledged that although this was a problem 

generated by a few teachers, it nonetheless could have significant ramifications.   P1 

stated that he had to contend with the notion that staff can have ‘seven uncertified 

days in the year. . .so I know in the next 3-4 weeks people will be making up and 

completing their seven days!’ (P46, p 46,  line 2152).  The discussion also brought up 

the subject of appointments (doctors, hospitals etc) and the potential disruption that 

could cause.  P2 took the view that a principal would try to provide cover for the time 

needed to attend the appointment on the understanding that the teacher concerned 

would not take the whole day off and neither would it be counted as a ‘personal day’.  
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Continuing professional development 

 

This was discussed in some detail with P3 in the SI and generated some interesting 

insights.   Firstly there was a sense that professional development was much more 

then accreditation, but a mode of working with other teachers.   In short, P3 made the 

case that good continuing professional development (CPD) was primarily about 

teachers coming together and sharing ideas/practices.  

So many people have been on in-service and they get this 

claptrap and theory and overheads and powerpoint 

presentations; and the real benefit they got was over coffee when 

I was talking to this guy who’s in a similar school and we had a 

great chat and I got great ideas from him. . .I’m not against 

(theory) but it’s just the positioning with third level (P3, SI). 

This did not preclude forms of CPD that would have a ‘theoretical’ or ‘critical’ 

orientation or be based within higher education institutions. The tenor of the 

argument however, was that a balance was needed between the two domains; 

between theory and practice.  In addition and more importantly, it should be 

contingent upon what individual teachers saw as their needs at any given point in 

time.   The scope and nature of CPD was a different matter and to a large extent was 

seen to reside outside of the school and with the DES as it was tied in with capacity 

to cover teacher absences if the course was run during the school day.  The next 

issue to resolve was that around accreditation as a mode of motivation for teaching 

staff which in turn should be linked to remuneration or a ‘marker’ when applying for 

posts of responsibility.  Accreditation in this form was seen mainly as being modular 

and cumulative (perhaps leading to diplomas or masters qualifications). Motivation to 

engage in CPD was also seen as being more important than what was being studied, 

as it was viewed as having a psychological (i.e.  individual) and cultural (i.e.  group) 

impact in terms of engendering self-esteem and self-worth. Furthermore, the notion 

of CPD should also become part of the professional doxa in much the same way it is 

in other professions, including medicine.   

 

Non-teaching staff 

 

A fundamental dimension of the day-to-day operation of a school is the work of those 

people who euphemistically come under the heading of ‘non-teaching staff’.  Both P2 
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and P3 argued that the management of this class of staff (cleaners and 

administrators) was their direct responsibility. Both saw it as being inappropriate to 

delegate this task to other teaching staff; although P2 did see a role for there being a 

professional administrator in the school to oversee and coordinate much of this non-

teaching activity.  In the main discussion, P3 raised the issue of needing to make 

sufficient financial provision for the employment of technicians to look after science 

laboratories, home economics facilities and ICT rooms and equipment.  In the SI with 

P3, the ‘broken boiler’ question was explored as it seemed to encapsulate quite a 

critical issue around the delegation (or not in this case) of what are essentially non-

professional tasks, but are nonetheless essential for the well-being of the school as a 

community.  P3 was of the view that whilst it could be delegated (and only to an A 

post-holder) it was desirable for the principal to manage these tasks him/herself.  The 

rationale for this was that it provided an essential connection with another aspect of 

school life.   For P2, this side of school life was inseparable from the role of the 

principal i.e., it ‘goes with the territory’.  (It is perhaps not possible to elaborate on the 

reasoning behind this assertion beyond saying that it is simply part of the inherited 

profess-ional culture of principals to think in such terms.) 

 

Senior management teams 

 

The size and composition of senior management teams was discussed in more detail 

with P2 and P3 in separate interviews.  P2 stated that the membership of such 

groups were usually made up of the school’s post-holders (A and B).  P2 pointed out 

that the number of such posts was determined by school size (number of pupils on 

roll) and the distribution of posts amongst the staff was for P3 based on need 

decided upon initially by the principal and the deputy principal and then brought to 

discussion with the rest of the teaching staff.  Therefore, the composition of such 

middle management groups varies not only from school to school, but even year by 

year in the same school.  In discussing the centrality of such groups, P3 observed:   

Fullan (is) right about sustainability89. . .I’ve seen too many 

charismatic people come and go in education … and everything 

collapses. The key is middle management, the keys are posts 

of responsibility. . . the middle management, I see it as, the 

engine behind the principal (P3, p2,  lines 29-62, SI). 

                                                
89 The reference here is to the prolific Canadian author Michael Fullan widely considered the ‘guru’ of 
‘change management’. 
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In contrast, the management team in P2’s school was comprised of year heads (also 

referred to as assistant principals) only who were not the usual A or B postholders. 

These latter roles were largely distributed around the school via the seniority 

‘principle’ and did not constitute a coherent management group as with P3’s 

institution.   Rather they functioned as a set of ‘tasks’ to be undertaken by individual 

postholders directly accountable to the principal.  P2 argued that ‘as well as seeing 

themselves as year heads but part of a management team that makes decisions 

about future development of the school about philosophy and curriculum’ and so on. 

However, when explaining the role of this group in more detail, P2 stated that it 

would function more as a forum for discussion which fed into the decision making 

process (by the principal or board of management) rather than a body which made 

decisions as such.  

 

On more prosaic issues such as the management of the senior management team a 

number of points were made.  Firstly in P3’s school the posts would be subject to 

review at least twice a year. This however may be different for other schools where 

the post-holder would retain the role for a longer duration, up to 3 or 4 years.  For P2 

the roles lasted for 3 years and then would be reviewed.   But P3 also added that 

although some of the roles may seem mundane, ‘people can get comfortable with 

them and not everyone would be looking at progression and move in a different way’.  

The frequency of meetings for P3 with the senior management team would be a 

minimum of at least once a term.  P2 would meet with the year heads once a week.   

In relation to the selection of post-holders P2 stated that it was a juggling act 

between what posts were needed for the good of the school and who was available 

to fill them.  For instance: 

posts of responsibility are the decision of management and 

we decide what the needs of the school are going to be but 

you can only decide in the light of the talent  born – in other 

words that’ll be available.  So you might need somebody for 

extra curricular activities but the post that has now become 

vacant and the candidate that is coming up is somebody who 

is really going to be good as examination secretary but that’s 

already taken. . .you now have to create a new post for this 

person because you know they’re not going to do extra 

curricular activities even though that’s your pressing need 

(P3, pp 4-5,  lines158-69, SI). 
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A problem alluded to by the principals was the issue of allocation of the posts by 

virtue of seniority rather than ability.  As explained by P3 this was highly problematic: 

For example, ICT co-ordinator, you need somebody for that.  

Okay, up comes Patricia X.  She doesn’t know one end of a 

computer from another, but that’s the one that’s free.  She’s 

the most senior teacher, so if you don’t give her the post, 

you’re immediately going to have an appeal and you’re going 

to have the union onto you. . .and it is crippling proper 

educational management in the schools. . .without a shadow 

of a doubt (P3, p5,  lines173-7, SI). 

However, P3 went on to add the caveat that even if selection was by merit, this could 

be open to abuse by principals who may use it as a device to ‘promote their mates 

and friends’.  P2 commented that although the seniority rule was in operation in 

his/her school, it was more by luck than design that the senior management team in 

her opinion worked effectively.  P2 also mentioned (during the SI) that the school and 

in fact the Irish system more generally, does not operate a departmental head 

system.  Instead it relied on subject coordinators, a role which would rotate around 

staff every 3 years.  In exploring the structure and function of departments in more 

detail they would hold formal meetings around 7 times a year and a number of ad 

hoc meetings.  At the beginning of the school year time is spent on planning (week-

by-week and term-by-term) and assessment. There would also be a good deal of 

flexibility within the curriculum as to who teaches what; P2 contrasted this with the 

more rigid English and Welsh system.90  When it came to monitoring departments’ 

work, P2 would attend departmental meetings at the beginning of the year, viewing 

this as being a critical time in the annual school cycle.  In addition, P2 remarked that 

in subject areas with which he/she was less familiar it would be necessary to spend 

more time.  Not as a monitoring activity, but as a way to get to know the syllabus 

better. The departments were seen as being relatively autonomous and the 

principal’s relationship with them needs to be based on trust rather than close micro-

                                                
90 The National Curriculum for England and Wales (introduced I988 and revised a number of times), 
specifies quite tightly not only the aims and objectives for each curriculum area, but also provides very 
detailed guidance in such areas as schemes of work and assessment techniques and criteria to which 
schools are required, by law, to adhere. 
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management.91  However, where problems do occur in a department the approach is 

to work with the individual who is seen as the source of the difficulty rather than the 

team.  On the other hand, where it was a situation whereby the whole team was 

affected, the approach would then be to work with the whole group over a period of 

time to resolve the conflict.  

 

As the senor management team was made up of assistant principals, the role of the 

post holders’ inputs into decision making structures was problematic, as the roles 

were single task focused (attendance, lockers, green bins etc) and somewhat 

isolated and fragmented as a ‘class’.  P2 added that care was needed as to what 

tasks are delegated to post-holders and what can be passed onto non-teaching staff.  

In short, P2 advocated that tasks should only be related to professional concerns 

(e.g. introducing a new curriculum subject or reorganisation of the library).  Although 

the post-holders met on a regular basis, P2 added that it was not altogether 

productive as the staff concerned saw their roles as being too disparate to have any 

meaningful discussions.  

The role of the deputy principal was discussed in the SIs.  

‘They’re the person (sic) who keeps the thing (school) going 

all the time’. The principal’s biggest practical task is 

substitution and supervision on a day-to-day basis. Also 

mentioned was the need for a principal to be engaged in 

monitoring normal school activity and meeting every morning 

to discuss and share anything that may be pertinent for the 

day.  ‘You want your deputy to be as willing to come in as you 

are. . . parents like to see a team of people running the 

school’. There would be at points an overlap between the role 

of the deputy and the principal, particularly around the 

pastoral side of school life. ‘Buildings and that sort of thing 

are the preserve of the principal and I would never burden 

(deputy) with that (P2)’.92 

                                                
91 A Harris, ‘A study of “effective” departments in secondary schools’, School Organisation, 15/3 1995 
and D Reay, ‘Micro-politics in the 1990s: staff relationships in secondary schools’, Journal of 
Education Policy, 13/2 1998. 
 
92 For further discussion of some of the more abstract issues involved in school management, see, for 
example: V Hall and M Wallace, ‘Let the team take the strain: lessons from research into senior 
management teams in secondary schools’, School Organisation, 16/3 1990.  But, for a critical 



49 

 
Communication 

 

Linked to the composition and scope of senior management teams is the issue 

of communication. This traditionally has two main axes: vertical (up and down 

the school hierarchy) and horizontal (across the various layers).  Even the most 

cursory of glances at most management literature will confirm that ‘quality’ 

communication is critical in providing a degree of organisational cohesion.93  P3 

said that in his/her school this was problematic as it was bound up with the 

perception of the principal by the teaching staff.  This, P3 argued, was not 

necessarily a function of personality but a consequence of the role.  P3 talked 

about the connection between communication and senior management and 

more specifically the perception of this group by the rest of the teaching staff.  

P3 argued that: 

it was difficult and it’s one of the very big challenges because 

an awful lot of trouble arises in a school from a lack of 

communication. . .it’s very important that things go back to 

staff at a consultation level… when that middle management 

meet it needs to report back to the next staff meeting it’s not 

‘we decided this’, but ‘this came up for discussion and we had 

the following ideas and we’re now coming back to you to 

know what can you feed into this process?’ (P3, p7, lines 263-

9 and 276-8, SI). 

P2 explained that in his/her school the staff used to meet as a group once a term, but 

changed this to meeting once every three weeks. This was predicated on the need to 

1) avoid the escalation of ‘little niggles’, 2) provide an ‘information sharing session’ 

and 3), function as an arena for such activities as staff development.  Conversely, 

formal staff meetings are held once every eight weeks. The agendas for these 

                                                                                                                                      
examination of some of the discourses of ‘managerialism’, see: S Gerwirtz and S Ball, ‘From 
“welfarism” to ‘new managerialism’: shifting discourses of school leadership in the education 
marketplace’, Discourses: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 21/3 2000. 
 
93 For example Hargie and Tourish argue that there are a number of aspects to communication which 
should be attended to: 1) quality and quantity, 2) freeflow of information to negate the ‘power of the 
grapevine’, 3) communication needs to move upwards (as well as downwards) in hierarchical 
organisations such as schools, 4) the use of channels of communication which maximise face to face 
forums and minimise written modes and 5) the visibility of senior management around the 
organisation.   See, for example: O Hargie and D Tourish, The Handbook of Communication Audits for 
Organizations (London: Routledge, 1998). 
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meetings are set by the principal, but staff is welcome to provide items for discussion 

as well.  The formal staff meetings are chaired by volunteer members of staff, which, 

P2 suggested, took away from the sessions a sense that they were being directly 

controlled by the principal.  As a byproduct of this process, she saw it as a way of 

developing people’s leadership skills.  Where mechanics of communication were 

concerned, P2 would use a white board in the staffroom to convey messages or 

information around the day-to-day running of the school (e.g.  if he/she was out of 

school, people visiting the school, class trips and so on).  P2 also mentioned the use 

of pigeon holes as well to communicate with people but further added that he/she did 

not interrupt lunch or break times with meetings, but would sometimes use the end of 

these periods to make short announcements.  

 

Curriculum 

 

The scale and scope of the curriculum in any new school(s) of the kind proposed 

would, to a great extent, be linked to the mode and form of governance – a topic we 

considered in the IFS.  However, P4 made the observation that the problem of 

curriculum overload and that great care was needed to be taken in the planning of 

this:  

It’s critical at the outset that you set out what you want to do 

with this new school, that if you have too much on offer you 

won’t satisfy everybody and you certainly won’t satisfy your 

staff; and if you’re trying to do something different, if you’re 

trying to do something holistic you - need more time per subject 

than you have and maybe build in some quality time that you 

can do something different in your school. . .other than what is 

prescribed academically (P4, p 52,  lines 2461-71). 

Linked to this was a view that it was important not to lose any freedom a school may 

have to do things differently around the curriculum. This was reflected on by P1 and 

P2:  

I think we had so much imposed in our curriculum, and so 

much structure down to the last 5 minutes, you’re losing little 

bits of leeway for different classes and teachers. You’re 

restricted by the restrictions (P1, p5 3, lines 2524-7). 
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I think you have to be brave sometimes, I mean we do things 

like…on ice cream afternoon, it’s a nice sunny day, we buy 

ice cream, we don’t make an apology for that.  I don’t think it 

does a bit of harm (P2, p 53, lines 2534-7). 

However, despite the issue of what to teach, there is also the obvious practical task 

of translating the curriculum into a workable framework which comes in the form of 

the timetable.  For post-primary schools this is a major undertaking as it involves a 

complex interplay between matching the capacity and distribution of physical space 

to the curricular needs of teachers and students.  The post-primary timetable, one 

might say, using an unashamedly ‘retro’ metaphor is a Rubik’s Cube – a 

mathematical problem in three dimensions.  The issue of timetabling was seen as 

(another) point of tension for the principals. As well as being the concrete link 

between the curriculum, the teaching staff and the students, it also represented the 

temporal boundaries of the school day, which in itself is significant. Principal 4 

reflected on his experience of taking over his current school and needing to change 

the timetable as an urgent task to provide, in his/ her view, a more effective use of 

the school day.  However,this required careful negotiation with the staff, especially 

around the issue of supervision. 

but we needed more time and we negotiated how to do it, the 

supervision and substitution was beginning to be a headache,  

not enough of the staff was enthused in getting into 

supervision, so it created lunchtime issues, so it was in their 

interests to bring down the lunchtime, although the sports 

people could see problems.  We married up and maintained 

the 9 o’ clock but to extend the curriculum, we kept to a 9 

period day on Monday, Tuesday, moved to 8 periods on 

Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, and finished at 3.30 on 

Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and finished at 4 o’ clock on 

Monday, Tuesday.  If I had to do any rejigging the day had to 

be made longer, but the science people want an extra class 

and they get it on a Wednesday and we move to 4 o’ clock  

(P4, p 44, lines 2053-67). 

The above extract illustrates the messiness around trying to find a balance between 

the demands of the curriculum and the expectation around the duration of the school 

day.  In addition P1, also made the connection between the expansion of the 



52 

 
curriculum (such as through the addition of subjects including Social, Personal and 

Health Education, (SPHE) and Civic, Social and Political Education (CSPE) and the 

need to find space within the existing school structures to accommodate them. This 

in turn led to a comment regarding the efficient and effective use of the time allocated 

to any given teaching session. The following extract from P1 highlights this tension. 

The actual operational time in a 40 minute period is 

disastrous, it’s not been looked at, you’re getting 40 minutes 

of teaching on a piece of paper, if you’re coming off a break; 

like the rest of the Irish public, the teachers don’t move on 

time and if you’ve to go to the top building at the end of the 

corridor, you’re possibly down to - in a 40 minutes on paper - 

to 25/35 minutes of teaching.  There is a move in a number of 

schools, and we’re going to examine this next year, to the 

one-hour period.  Reducing the moving around time during 

the day, which in turn reduces the discipline time, we went 

from everything time tabled in doubles, when I took over the 

school, didn’t matter what you were doing to, all in a double 

period of an hour and 30 minutes.  What has crucified us is 

what we have had to do with timetables, since the department 

has introduced all these additional subjects.  I run out of SEs 

what with CSPE, SPHE, there’s so many of those, you do 2 

hours of that, 20 hours of the other across 3 classes one of 

them is remedial, the other has Nigerians and the other Polish 

in it, the combinations are becoming a logistical nightmare 

(P1, p 44, lines 2088-101). 

Following on from this was a pertinent remark concerning the process by which the 

timetable is constructed, which, P4 insisted, is negotiated and not imposed on the 

teaching staff.  

The very nature of timetabling have (sic) to be agreed by 

staff…you’re going nowhere with timetabling unless everyone 

agrees with it. I think, what people need to know, we did 

make changes, but it took an awful lot of 

negotiations/discussions. They came with amazing things like 

having no lunch on Friday or taking 10 minutes for lunch!  But 

what they need to know is, that you, as principal, have no 
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agenda.  There is no agenda; it’s not going to really affect me.  

But they have to be taught, you have to do 28 hours and 

really, you’re looking for the best system. Very often, it’s really 

for staff, it’s to make the day work better. I think if you can sell 

that and if people believe you have no personal agenda (P4, 

p 2,  lines 2157-72). 

In the SI P2 added that the physical task of writing the timetable (e.g. as a spread-

sheet) was contracted out, but the negotiations about who would do what would fall 

to the principal and P2 commented that ‘your timetable is your key to a happy 

school’.  P3, in the SI, made reference to the relationship between school values and 

timetabling.  In this P3 made the observation that different subject groups in the 

school may well compete for where their subject is positioned in the timetable.  In 

turn, this has a symbolic significance in relation to what kind/degree of status a 

school accords each subject area.  For both P2 and P3, on a more pragmatic note, 

there was the need to be sensitive to individual teachers’ requirements for any family 

or childcare matters that may impact on their work schedule. An interesting 

observation made by P3, was that the allocation of teachers to specific classes was a 

device that can be used to ‘reward’ staff.  P3 cites the case of which teachers get the 

honours or non-honours Leaving Certificate groups as an example of the way in 

which principals can ‘reinforce positive or good work ethic’.  

 

Student councils94 

 

The establishment and operation of students/pupils councils provided for an 

interesting twist to the discussion, as the focus shifted onto the codification of 

relations with pupils.   Although schools have no choice in whether or not they should 

have a council, the Education Act , 1998 does allow them a good degree of latitude 

as to setting of the parameters of the council.  Ironically, for a measure introduced to 

develop in pupils a sense of democratic participation, Boards of Management do not 

have to consult with the student body on the rules of establishment.  However, apart 

from some issues around the scope of the council, there was no observable 

                                                
94 According to Section 27 of the Education Act 1998, Boards of Management shall provide for the 
setting up of student councils in post-primary schools. See also the site operated by the National 
Children’s Office, available at:  http://www.studentcouncil.ie. This provides ‘student friendly’ 
information. 
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unwillingness to having them in a school, rather the opposite seemed to be 

apparent.95  

 

P1 was concerned that it was not a ‘concession’ aimed at the pacification of 

students, but an entitlement and ‘part of the democratic process’.  P1 suggested this 

had implications for how the council is perceived by teaching staff.  However, P1 

raised concerns as to 1) what was the council’s legitimate range of activities and 

remit of discussion and 2) how to deal with the problem of students who have been 

suspended?  For P3, the issue of past disciplinary misdemeanours would be 

bracketed off once a student takes on the role of being elected to the council:  

I have the philosophy that once a young person comes into 

the student council any disciplinary matters are gone, once in 

that role.  They don’t pertain, when you come in, all that’s left 

out the door.  It can be a turning point for some students who 

may have previously been in trouble (P3, p 41,  lines 1954-9). 

Included within this was also the potential for some form of redemption for more 

challenging students in the school.  This view was affirmed by P2, who pointed out 

that they did not interfere in the election process for the council, but oddly saw this as 

appropriate in relation to the selection of class prefects.  A related point made by P3, 

was the importance of connectivity between parents, students and management as a 

way of dealing with issues in the school.  Moreover, it was seen as a way of 

generating a degree of consensus and resolution around issues that may occur if 

handled in a more authoritarian manner solely by the principal or Board of 

Management.  A further point that was raised was the need for induction and training 

for both student councils and parent councils to ensure that they worked effectively.  

P1 and P2 argued that it was important to have a liaison person (presumably a 

teacher) to work across the different councils.  

We’d have a liaison person between the student and parent 

councils and they meet three times a year and then the 

student council carries out a courtesy visit to the board of 

management once a year.  They would report back on what 

they’re doing (P2, p45,  lines 1988-1992). 

                                                
95 On the challenges involved in making such bodies meaningful, see: P Alderson, ‘School students’ 
views on school councils and daily life at school’, Children & Society, 14/2 2000. 
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In the SI, P3 took the model further and described the situation in his/her school 

where the three main groups (students, parents and post-holders) were brought 

together in a common forum once a year.  For P3 the relationship with the parents 

was critical and P3 argued this was so irrespective of parents’ socio-economic 

positions.  A further comment was made concerning the perception by parents and 

students of power in the school (its location and use) and the need to shift people’s 

attitudes away from a negative perception which focuses on the punitive dimension 

and towards one which is more positive.  One mechanism which P3 referred to, was 

having an ‘open door’ policy for both parents and students. P3 connected back to the 

need to have effective delegation so ‘you are not always hiding behind your 

desk….and all the minutiae and trivia you hand over to other(s)’.  

 

Budgets 

 

The issue of budgets was covered in the SIs.  In P2’s school each department is 

allocated a budget which gets reviewed every two years. Though a detailed budget is 

prepared by the department each year and any new spending which fits in that pre-

allocated amount tends to get approved.  If a department makes a case for some 

item(s) of expenditure that cannot be covered by its budget, it goes to the Board of 

Management finance subcommittee for approval.  P2 added that it would be rare for 

requests to get rejected at this stage as they have been through ‘so many filtering 

mechanisms’.  For P3, the decisions around how to distribute finances beyond the 

annual allocations is undertaken in a negotiated basis amongst the staff depending 

on what priorities are identified. P3 also included in these discussions any 

suggestions brought up by parents. 
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SOME NOTES ON THE METHODOLOGY OF THE EMPIRICAL STUDY 
 

The following section provides a brief description of the methodology used in the 

construction of the empirical data used in this part of the study. As was stated in the 

introduction the data was collected from five sites which were decided upon by the 

Educate Together board. This notwithstanding, the data construction was undertaken 

using two methods: 1) Parent/carer questionnaires and 2) Telephone interviews. 

 

The design of the questionnaire was undertaken over a three month period and went 

through a number of modifications before it was finally administered starting in May 

2007 and ending in November 2007.  The content of the questionnaire drew on two 

main sources, firstly as mentioned above the extensive literature around school 

choice and secondly, the data which formed part of the initial Educate Together 

feasibility study. It was decided that in order to try maximise return rates the 

questionnaire needed to be relatively short and so a limit of 8 pages was agreed 

upon.96 The final questionnaire contains 120 separate items and distributed over 

three sections: 

 

1. About you and your family – to collect basic contextual information; 

2. Choosing a Post-primary school – this was made up of three main questions, 

each of which contained a number of items with the largest being question 13; 

3. Educate Together and Schooling – a series of 28 statements which explored 

participants experience and perceptions of their ET primary school.  

 

The majority of the questions and subsequent statements were designed to use a 

Likert type item response set. These essentially function as ordinal scales which 

allow participants to exercise a degree of discrimination when asked to respond to 

any given item. Although they provide for a greater level of detail over dichotomous 

(e.g. yes/no) type of questions, it should be noted that the scales (i.e. the calibrations 

between each ‘number’) do not constitute an equal interval similar to that of a 

temperature gauge or metre rule. Despite this lack of precision, Likert scales can 

nonetheless operate as fairly robust indicators of attitudes. The questionnaire went 

through two piloting processes with parents/carers who have children attending an 

Educate Together primary school (but not the ones chosen for this study) as well as 

                                                
96 Although there is a mixed set of views over what constitutes a relationship between questionnaire 
length and return rates, the experience of one of the research team suggested this as a possible 
optimum. 
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members of the Educate Together board. A number of useful suggestions were 

made and were deemed appropriate to be incorporated into the final draft.  

 

The distribution of the questionnaires was somewhat unorthodox for the researchers, 

but nonetheless seemed to work well in practice. As the researchers did not have 

access to names and addresses of parents/carers in which to construct a sampling 

frame, an alternative approach was taken which involved utilising the ‘target’ schools 

assistance.  A letter outlining the nature of the project was sent to the schools and 

the type of assistance we required from them in order to carry it out.  This was 

followed up by a ‘phone call to set up a delivery date for the questionnaires. In short, 

we asked the schools to assist with the distribution of the questionnaires in two ways 

[they could opt for one of them], 1) label and post them out or 2) have them delivered 

by the children to their respective families. Four out of the five schools opted to post 

out the questionnaires using An Post. The completed questionnaires were then 

posted back to TCD by the participants. The data from the questionnaires were 

subsequently entered into the SPSS software for checking and analysis. 

 

The second mode of data construction was in the form of a series of telephone 

interviews. Those participants who had completed and returned a questionnaire were 

asked if they would like to take part in a telephone interview. Those who wished to 

were asked to provide us with their names and a contact number. The response to 

this was quite high (n=70) and so a random sample of n=35 potential interviewees 

was selected. All of the interviews were conducted via a standard schedule, was a 

modified version of the tool used in the initial feasibility study in 2006.  
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ANALYSIS OF THE ET SURVEY DATA 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The following is a detailed analysis of the questionnaire data which was collected 

between May and November 2007 from five ET primary schools which were selected 

by the Educate Together board to take part in this phase of the feasibility study.97 

Most of the data that is reported on will be an aggregation of the information 

gathered from parents/carers. As the study is intended to be an investigation into 

Educate Together parents’ attitudes and views on choosing a post-primary institution 

per se, it seemed at this stage unnecessary to report this data on a school-by-school 

basis as well. 

 

As mentioned above the questionnaire contains 120 separate data items distributed 

(unevenly) across three parts: 1) demographics, 2) factors and issues around 

choosing a second level school and 3), perceptions and experiences of Educate 

Together primary schooling. The following will begin by providing a largely 

statistically (and textually) descriptive overview of these three sections and then 

progress onto a more detailed discussion and analysis.98 Within Part 2 of the 

questionnaire it is analytically useful to loosely cluster most of the Likert item 

statements into five groupings: 

 

1) School environment and facilities; 

2) School ethos; 

3) Teaching staff characteristics & expectations; 

4) Student characteristics & expectations; 

5) Parental access and involvement. 

Within Part 3 of the questionnaire, the items cluster around two main themes as: 

 

                                                
97 Please refer to the relevant section above for further information on the design the overall study 
including the questionnaire. 
 
98 All of the statistical analysis was carried out using the software package SPSS which would be 
standard for this kind of data. 
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1) Convergence/divergence of parental/carers values with the ET charter; 

2) Reflections on the physical and systematic nature of the school. 

During the course of the following discussion we shall draw on these categories as a 

way to meaningfully explore the data. This we hope will provide a more focused 

narrative than simply presenting the data as per the questionnaire in the form of a 

‘shopping list’.  

 

We have calculated a return rate of 46% for the survey.  Whilst this may initially 

seem low, it is it nonetheless within acceptable tolerances. The tables and charts 

below will report both the absolute number and percentages. Please note that the 

percentages have been rounded up (or down) for presentation purposes, hence 

some of the totals will not always sum to 100%. 

 

Also, it is useful to remind readers that the data which is discussed below is of 

course from a self-selected sample and therefore is a reflection of participants’ 

motivation to complete and return the questionnaire. As there is no pre-existing data 

to provide a baseline, it is not possible to state how typical or atypical these 

participants are vis-à-vis other ET families.  
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PART 1  CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS 
 

This section will briefly set out the characteristics of the participants who returned the 

questionnaire. During this discussion we will also, at appropriate points, use other 

data sources (e.g. Central Statistics Office) in order to give a sense of the typicality 

or not of the participants as far as it possible to do so. The majority of those who 

completed and returned the questionnaire described themselves as ‘female’ 77% 

(315) and 23% (95) as ‘male’. The median age of respondents was 39 and ranged 

from the youngest, 25 to the oldest, 56 years old.  

 

The participants were asked to indicate their annual gross family income on a pre-

specified ‘band’ rather than supply a raw figure. The distribution of which can be 

seen in Table 1 below.  

 

Table 1:  Q3 ‘Your Approximate family gross income (thousand Euro)’ 

Euro Frequency Percent 

0-10 6 2 
11-12 29 8 
21-30 33 9 
31-40 33 9 
41-50 53 14 
51-60 40 11 
61-70 38 10 
71-80 39 10 
>80 110 30 

As can be seen in Table 1, there is an interesting distribution of incomes across the 

participants. Apart from the small proportion of participants falling into the ‘0-10’ band 

and the bulge in the ’>80’ band, family incomes are fairly evenly spread across the 

range of response categories. In relation to how these incomes ‘map’ onto that of 

Irish household more generally, the latest CSO’s Household Budget Survey 2004-

2005, provides a useful reference point. The average gross household weekly 

income was calculated by the CSO at €989.53 for their survey period. This gives an 

annual gross income of €51,455.56. Although we did not ask participants for their 

exact income, the CSO figure roughly equates to the mode response of 6 (‘51-60’) 

across the questionnaire’s nine bands.  
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However, despite this modal response, 48% of participants indicated that their family 

income is above this reference point.  However, there is also a sizable minority of 

families (27%), whose income is on or below €40,000. Making inferences from this 

data alone is a risky endeavourer, so it is not possible (as this data is not available) 

to state how typical or atypical this distribution is relative to other ET parents or even 

non-ET parents.  

 

In relation to highest education level completed (question 4), Table 2 shows that the 

respondents are relatively a well-educated group. This becomes more marked when 

compared with the 2006 census data. For example, 3.48% of the Irish population 

who had completed their education stated that they possessed a postgraduate 

degree (e.g. masters or PhD). As can be seen on Table 2, for the questionnaire 

participants this is 26%. Even when the CSO census data is reanalysed to take into 

account the age range of the ET survey sample, the data still shows a marked 

‘deviation’ from the population as a whole.99  

 

Table 2: Q4: Your level of highest educational study completed to date. 

Level n % % 2006 
census* 

Lower Secondary 22 6 21 
Upper Secondary 54 13 20 
Non-Degree 90 22 13 
BA 96 24 14 
PGDip 58 14 4 
PGDegree 86 21 4 

  * Age adjusted 

In relation to the children in the families, the average number between the ages of 4 

to 8 years old was 1.8 and came to 771. From out of this, 626 attended ET primary 

schools and 24 went elsewhere, with 117 children attending a post-primary school. 

Table 3 below shows the distribution of the ages of the children attending ET 

primaries. 

                                                
99 The raw data for this was taken from Table 2 from Volume 10 of the 2006 Census (CSO, 2007) 
which is displayed by highest education level attained by age. 
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Table 3  Distribution of ages of children attending ET primary school (n=606) 

Age (Years) % 

4 3 
5 10 
6 16 
7 16 
8 12 
9 13 

10 12 
11 10 
12 6 
13 2 

 

PART 2 CHOOSING A POST-PRIMARY SCHOOL 
 

Part 2 of the questionnaire presented participants with a series of statements 

designed to explore what kind of factors and features would or have (in the case of 

those with children already in post-primary), influence their decision making. As a 

caveat, one of the more problematic aspects of surveys of this nature is the tendency 

for the ‘mother/fatherhood’ and ‘apple-pie’ problem to emerge. Even when 

statements are written in the negative, there is the potential for participants to 

respond positively as the idea(s) contained within them are culturally, morally or 

politically anodyne. This is of course exacerbated by the self-selected group of 

respondents ie those whom we would classify as active ‘ET choosers’ (see Table 42, 

first statement).  

 

When the questionnaire was administered, it was only possible from the responses 

to know which parents had chosen a post-primary school. It transpires that 89 or 

22% of the respondents have children at a post-primary school. The responses of 

this sub-group vis-à-vis those who are in the process of choosing will be looked at 

later on in the report. 

 

Table 4 below sets out some of the statements from the questions which cluster 

around the theme of ‘school environment and facilities’.  
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Table 4 ‘%’ Responses to selected statements from question 13 which 

coalesce around ‘school environment and facilities’ 

Statement* 0 1 2 3 4 5 

The school has good provision for pupils 
with special educational needs. 1 2 5 12 21 60 

The school is visually welcoming. 1 3 8 22 34 32 

The school has been established for a 
long time. 18 15 18 30 11 9 

The transition between primary and post-
primary school is managed sensitively to 
ensure minimal disruption for pupils. 

0 1 2 10 27 60 

The school has a low turnover of teaching 
staff. 1 1 3 15 39 40 

The school provides clear and well-written 
information to parents or carers when first 
enquiring about the school. 

0 0 4 11 35 50 

The school provides clear and well-written 
information to parents or carers when first 
enquiring about the school. 

0 0 4 11 35 50 

The school is single sex. 75 9 7 6 2 1 

The school’s facilities (e.g. classrooms, 
toilets etc) are well maintained. 0 0 1 8 30 63 

* 0 = ‘no importance’ to 5 = ‘very important’ 
 

The questionnaire participants were presented with a series of statements which 

asked them to indicate their level of ‘importance’ in relation to choosing a post-

primary school around ‘school environment.’ As can be seen above, most of the 

responses cluster around the ‘4’ and ‘5’ categories, except for the statement which 

asks about the schools gender intake. There is a fairly emphatic negative response 

to this item, with 84% of participants opting for the ‘0’ to ‘1’ category implying that a 

single sex intake of the school was not important to them; this position is also 

supported by a similar statement in question 15 (see below).  

 

However, a much less equivocal response is given to the statement  ‘the school has 

been established for a long time’.  This generated a more messy spread of results. 

Under a quarter of the sample (20%) saw this as being important (‘4’ & ‘5’), and at 

the other end of the scale (‘0’ & ‘1’), 33% viewed it as being not important and the 
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remaining 48% opt for categories ‘2’ & ‘3’. Unsurprisingly, there was a high level of 

importance attached to the statement ‘the school’s facilities (eg classrooms, toilets 

etc) are well maintained: 93% opted for categories ‘4’ & ‘5’.  

 

The next Table contains some of the items from question 13 which can be grouped 

around the heading of ‘school ethos’. This is a notoriously elastic concept to define 

with any great precision; hence it contains a number of dimensions which are both 

symbolic of and representative of the value orientation of the school.  As you will 

note, some of these items refer to what can be described as concrete manifestations 

of this value system (e.g. policies), whereas others signify more relational aspects 

(e.g. the interaction between parents and teachers).  
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Table 5 ‘%’ Responses to selected statements from question 13 which 

coalesce around ‘school ethos’ 

Statement* 0 1 2 3 4 5 

There is a well-devised code of discipline in 
the school. 0 0 1 7 20 72 

The school has a distinctive, recognisable 
philosophy, which informs teaching and 
learning. 

0 1 1 7 29 62 

The school has well defined educational 
goals. 0 0 1 6 25 67 

The school explains its approaches to 
teaching and learning so parents are 
informed about what pupils experience. 

0 1 1 9 31 59 

The school listens to parents’ and carers’ 
concerns. 0 0 0 5 25 69 

The school belongs to a religious 
denomination (eg. Catholic, Muslim, CoI). 72 9 7 5 2 5 

The school has a diverse range of pupils 
from different social-class and ethnic 
backgrounds.  

0 0 0 2 17 81 

The school deals with incidences of bullying 
in an appropriate manner. 0 0 0 2 8 90 

The school deals with incidences of racism 
in an appropriate manner. 0 0 0 2 13 84 

The school operates a clear and consistent 
policy on assessment of pupils’ work. 0 0 1 7 33 59 

The school operates a consistent homework 
policy. 0 1 2 11 34 53 

The school provides a good balance 
between academic achievement and pupils’ 
social and emotional development. 

0 0 0 2 17 81 

A democratic and inclusive culture is evident 
in the day-to-day work of the school 0 1 8 12 39 47 

Achievement in sport is highly regarded in 
the school. 4 6 12 32 30 17 

The school caters for pupils of all abilities. 1 1 3 9 26 61 

The board of management is receptive to 
new and innovative ideas. 1 1 2. 15 36 46 

The school is co-educational. 2 2 4 14 26 54 

The school has a uniform. 51 10 9 14 7 10 

* 0 = no importance to 5 = very important 

In exploring Table 5, the first thing to note is again the fairly high level of agreement 

accorded to most of the statements. In taking the second, third and fourth statements 

as a set, it could be inferred that the parents/carers are attuned to the core activities 
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of a school (namely teaching and learning), but more specifically attach a relatively 

high degree of importance to knowing what and how this is undertaken. It is possible 

to surmise that this may be a function of parents more generally wanting to become 

better informed about their children’s schooling; it may also be a consequence of this 

sample being involved in Educate Together, but this is a question which can not be 

adequately answered with this data set. But nonetheless, this does imply that this 

group are not content to operate as ‘passive choosers’ i.e. merely accept what is 

provided for them, but (at least according to their responses), wish to acquire a 

knowledge about the work and culture of the school. For example, on the third 

statement ‘The school explains its approaches to teaching and learning so parents 

are informed about what pupils experience’, 90% of respondents ‘fell’ into the ‘4’ and 

‘5’ category, with 2% not attaching as much importance to this as a factor.   

 

Schools’ paying close attention to issues such as bullying (98%), racism (97%) and 

discipline (92%) in general were seen as being important for the respondents.100 

Again, these items (as can been seen above) were deemed to be as equally 

important as those which related directly to teaching and learning. The issue around 

the religious dimension of the school was considered in the statement ‘The school 

belongs to a religious denomination (eg Catholic, Muslim, CoI)’. This was seen by 

most respondents to be of either none or little importance (90% in categories ‘0-2’) 

with only 7% holding a contrary position. There might well be a slight ambiguity in the 

interpretation of this statement, in that parents are ambivalent about the school’s 

denominational status. However, a more contextually orientated reading, will suggest 

that the respondents may well not actively choose a denominational institution by 

virtue of their own personal value system; this is linked to one of the items in Part 3 

concerning Educate Together schools more specifically.  

 

Two statements which looked at participants attitudes towards inclusivity were ‘the 

school caters for pupils of all abilities’ and ‘the school has a diverse range of pupils 

from different social class and ethnic backgrounds.’  87% of participants placed the 

first statement in the ‘4-5’ response category, with only 4% viewing it as being of 

minimal or importance. What this seems to imply is that respondents' view of 

schooling is that it should not be organised around selection of pupils based on 

ability. On the second statement, 98% of participants rated the necessity for a 

heterogeneous social mix in the 4-5 categories. The issue of choice and gender also 

                                                
100 Based on an aggregation of responses categories ‘4’ and ‘5’. 
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drew from the participants a fairly strong preference for a mixed sex school 

environment with 80% giving the item ‘the school is co-educational’ a rating of ‘4–5’. 

The next set of statements, also derived from question 13, is clustered around the 

theme of ‘student characteristics and expectations’. Some of these are set out in 

Table 6 below. 

 

Table 6 ‘%’ Responses to selected statements from question 13 which 
coalesce around ‘student characteristics and expectations’ 

Statement* 0 1 2 3 4 5 

The school involves pupils in the 
decision making process (e.g. through a 
school council). 

2 3 10 26 30 30 

The pupils know what is expected of 
them in relation to their behaviour. 0 0 1 3 17 79 

The pupils know what is expected of 
them in relation to their academic work. 0 1 1 6 21 72 

Pupils with special educational needs 
are well supported.  0 1 3 7 21 68 

Pupils are encouraged to be responsible 
for aspects of their own learning. 1 1 2 13 39 45 

* 0 = ‘no importance ‘to 5 = ‘very important’ 

The above data presents an interesting response towards how parents/carers see 

the relationship between pupils and the school. Firstly, there is a strong view that 

pupils should know what is expected of them in terms of both their behaviour and 

their academic work: 96% and 93% respectively101. (As an aside, this in turn implies 

that schools need to provide sufficient information to pupils to adapt to this form of 

self-governance). As well as the school structuring pupils’ academic work vis-à-vis 

their expectations, there is also good support for the statement which asks about 

pupil responsibility. 84% of parents/carers rated the last statement on Table 6 

towards the top end of the scale (i.e. 4-5). A less enthusiastic response can be found 

on the statement ‘the school involves pupils in the decision making process (e.g.  

through a school council)’. Although the responses are relatively positive, the 

distribution is more even across the categories. This suggests that whilst pupil 

participation in the school is seen as worthy, it does not seem to generate an 

unequivocal sense of importance as with the other statements that are more 

concerned with external (i.e. school) expectations and self-discipline.  
                                                
101 This is an aggregation of response categories ‘4’ and ‘5’. 
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The next table shows some of the items from questionnaire, 13 which are concerned 

with teacher characteristics and expectations.  

 

Table 7 ‘%’ Responses to selected statements from question 13 which 
coalesce around ‘teacher characteristics and expectations’ 

Statement* 0 1 2 3 4 5 

The teaching staff work in an open and 
collaborative way with each other. 0 1 2 6 26 66 

The school principal is available to meet 
with parents. 1 1 1 9 27 62 

The teaching staff are experienced and 
well qualified. 0 0 0 3 10 87 

Teachers offer positive verbal feedback 
about academic progress to parents and 
carers on a regular basis. 

0 0 0 3 18 80 

The teachers exhibit a positive and 
supportive relationship with pupils. 0 0 1 6 27 66 

Pupils are treated with respect and 
courtesy by the teaching staff. 0 1 1 2 17 81 

The staff provides a range of extra-
curricular activities. 1 1 6 22 34 36 

All of the statements (with the exception of the last one) in the above table appear to 

show that the participants, unsurprisingly, place a high degree of importance on the 

role of the teacher. Most of the statements asked about parents/carers expectation of 

the relational dimensions of the teachers work. For example, 93% of participants 

rated as being important and very important the statement that ‘The teachers exhibit 

a positive and supportive relationship with pupils’. Not only are the relations with 

pupils viewed as being important, but also those between teachers as shown in the 

statement ‘The teaching staff work in an open and collaborative way with each other’. 

92% of participants rated this as ‘4’ and ‘5’ on the questionnaire. The same degree of 

importance was also attached to how teachers should interact with parents/carers 

regarding their children’s academic progress (or not as the case may be). However, 

the participants seemed to be less emphatic when it came to asking them about 

extra-curricular activities. Again, there was no discernable negativity around the 

statement, but it neither did it garner as much sense of ‘importance’ as the other 

statements in the table. Table 8, shows some of the items which asked participants 

about parental access and involvement. 
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Table 8 ‘%’ Responses to selected statements from question 13 which 

coalesce around ‘parental access and involvement’ 

Statement* 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Parents and carers are actively 
welcome in the school. 0 0 1 9 29 62 

Parents and carers are 
encouraged to be involved in 
decision-making. 

0 0 3 14 37 46 

It is relatively easy to meet with 
teachers to discuss issues 
relating to my child. 

2 1 2 10 36 52 

There is an active parents’ 
association in the school. 1 0 3 18 31 37 

The school had/has open days 
for prospective parents and 
children. 

1 0 4 15 35 46 

 
 
Further analysis of selected items from Question 13 

 

This next section will provide a more detailed examination of the some of the items 

from question 13. The next few tables show the crosstabulation of income by a 

selection of items. It should be noted that question 3, concerning gross family 

income, has been ‘collapsed’ from nine to four bands to simplify the analysis.102 This 

is then followed by a further set of tables which take into consideration highest 

education level. 

 

Table 9 is intended to show the relationship between income and response to the 

item in question 13 which asked participants to indicate their level of importance (or 

not) to the statement ‘The school has a distinctive, recognisable philosophy, which 

informs teaching and learning.’ The table contains two distinct pieces of information 

to help gain an understanding at the descriptive level the relationship between the 

two variables. Firstly, the row headed ‘count’ is simply the absolute number of 

responses. The second piece of information refers to the proportion of respondents 

(shown in italics) who fall into that particular income group and response category 

relative to all the respondents who answered the item.  

                                                
102 This is common practice where the original categories contain relatively few responses. 
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Table 9  Crosstabulation between Income and School Philosophy 

Income Band (K) Responses to Statement about School Philosophy 

  0 1 2 3 4 5 

Count 1 0 0 11 19 36 

% of Total 0 0 0 3 5 10 

Count 0 1 0 3 23 57 

% of Total 0 0 0 1 6 15 

Count 0 0 1 5 19 51 

% of Total 0 0 0 1 5 14 

Count 0 1 1 9 52 82 

 
0-30 
  
 
31-50  
 
 
51-70 
  
 
71-80+  
  % of Total 0 0 0 2 14 22 

Although the table can seem quite complex, it does nonetheless tell a simple story. 

Firstly, most of the responses irrespective of income band cluster towards the top of 

the response scale (‘4’ and ‘5’). Although there is a skew towards the upper income 

band, this is not statistically significant. Using a Kruskal-Wallis procedure, it was 

found that there is no difference across the bands in how they responded to the 

statement.103 The next table is a crosstabulation of ‘The school explains its 

approaches to teaching and learning so parents are informed about what pupils 

experience.’  Again, most of the responses are around the upper end of the scale, 

and using the Kruskal-Wallis test, there is no statistically significant difference 

between the groups.104 

                                                
103 The Kruskal-Wallis procedure tests the null hypothesis that there is no difference across three or 
more groups and is specifically used with non-parametric data. In this case the result was a Chi value 
of 6.587 and p = .086. 
 
104 Chi = 3.749 and p = .290. 
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Table 10 Crosstabulation between Income and Teaching & Learning 

Income Band (K) Responses to Statement about 
 Teaching & Learning 

  1 2 3 4 5 
Count 0 0 5 18 44 

% of Total 0 0 1 5 12 

Count 1 0 10 25 49 

% of Total 3 0 3 7 13 

Count 0 1 6 22 48 

% of Total 0 3 2 6 13 

Count 1 2 15 51 79 

 
0-30 
  
31-50  
 
 
51-70 
  
 
71-80+ 

% of Total 0 1 4 14 21 

The next crosstabulation considers income by the statement ‘The school has a 

diverse range of pupils from different social-class and ethnic backgrounds.’ 

 

Table 11  Crosstabulation between Income and Social Diversity 

Income Band (K) Responses to Statement about Social Diversity of School  

  0 1 2 3 4 5 

Count 1 0 2 9 11 45 

% of Total 1 0 1 2 3 12 

Count 0 0 1 9 28 46 

% of Total 0 0 0 2 7 12 

Count 1 0 3 10 26 37 

% of Total 0 0 1 3 7 10 

Count 1 3 6 23 57 58 

 
0-30 
 
 
31-50 
 
 
51-70 
 
 
71-80+ % of Total 0 1 2 6 15 15 

Unlike the data in the other two tables, the one directly above produces a statistically 

significant result.105 What this suggests is that the participants when grouped by 

income band, seem to respond differently to the statement. Unfortunately the test is 

not able to tell us where the differences lie, only that they differ in some respect.  

 

                                                
105 Chi = 12.547 and p = .006 
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The following three tables show the same items as in the previous section but 

crosstabulated against highest educational level.  

 

Table 12 Highest Educational Level by Statement about School Philosophy  

Highest  
Educational Level Responses to Statement about School Philosophy 

  0 1 2 3 4 5 
Count 0 0 0 2 2 18 

% of Total 0 0 0 1 1 5 

Count 0 0 1 3 10 38 

 of Total 0 0 0 1 3 11 

Count 0 1 0 8 26 52 

% of Total 0 0 0 2 7 13 

Count 0 0 0 8 33 52 

% of Total 0 0 0 2 8 13 

Count 1 1 0 2 20 33 

% of Total 0 0 0 1 5 8 

Count 0 0 1 6 26 52 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
 
 
Non-Deg 
 
BA 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree  

% of Total 0 0 0 2 7 13 
 

Table 13 Crosstabulation between Educational Level and Teaching and 
Learning 

Highest  
Educational Level 

Responses to Statement about Teaching & 
Learning 

  1 2 3 4 5 

Count 0 0 0 4 18 

% of Total 0 0 0 1 5 

Count 0 0 7 18 28 

 of Total 0 0 2 5 7 

Count 0 1 3 36 50 

% of Total 0 0 1 9 13 

Count 0 2 17 23 51 

% of Total 0 1 4 6 13 

Count 1 0 5 12 39 

% of Total 0 0 1 3 10 

Count 1 0 5 29 51 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
 
 
Non-Deg 
 
BA 
 
 
PGDip 
 
PGDegree 

% of Total 0 0 1 7 13 
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Table 14  Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Social 

Diversity 

Highest Educational 
Level Responses to Statement about Social Diversity of School 

  0 1 2 3 4 5 

Count 0 1 0 1 2 18 
% of Total 0 0 0 0 1 5 
Count 0 0 2 6 15 31 
% of Total 0 0 1 2 4 8 
Count 0 1 2 15 33 39 
% of Total 0 0 1 4 8 10 
Count 2 1 4 14 31 40 
% of Total 1 0 1 4 8 10 
Count 0 0 1 7 21 28 
% of Total 0 0 0 8 5 7 
Count 1 0 3 10 30 42 

 
LowSec  
 
 
UpSec 
 
 
Non-Deg 
 
 
BA 
 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree  

% of Total 0 0 1 3 8 11 

In taking Tables 12 to 14 as a group, the first thing to note is that like income, there is 

a tendency for most of the response to cluster up towards the higher end of the 

school. This seems to suggest that initially a participant’s educational level did not 

seem to influence how they responded to the statements which is an observation 

supported by the Kruskal-Wallis test, except for the last table.106  

 

Initial analysis of Question 14 

 

Part two of the survey questionnaire contains one ‘rank-order of importance’ exercise 

in question 14. The use of rank-order questions is common as an attempt to include 

some order or magnitude to categorical data classes by attributing numbers to them. 

There are a number of ways in which this can be achieved and, perhaps as a result 

of the non-uniqueness of the process, ambiguity and misunderstandings of the 

procedure are quite common. In the case of this attempt also, there was also ample 

                                                
106 Table 12: Chi = 7.431 p = .191; Table 13: Chi = 9.980 p = .191; Table 14 Chi = 11.737 p = .039. 
 
However, this difference on Table 14 may well be a methodological artefact rather than a ‘true’ 
statistical result. Although the Kruskal-Wallis test can manage groups of differing sizes (n), the 
significant result does ‘disappear’ when the categories of ‘lower secondary’ and ‘upper secondary’ are 
combined i.e. Chi = 8.943 p = .063.  
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evidence of misinterpretation of the instructions. In approximately 16% of all cases 

the table was not completed in the manner requested. The nonvalid counts are due 

also to a number of different kinds of misinterpretation. In some cases not all of the 

statements were considered so that a valid response is available only for some items 

of the question. In other cases, all of the items were marked with a ‘1’ and in some 

cases there seemed to be evidence of respondents giving “marks” or scores to items 

based on a scale of their own making.  So, as the table below indicates, there is quite 

a high number of missing data items for this question. 

 

Table 15 General Statistics question 14 

 q14a q14b q14c q14d q14e 

Valid 
Responses 348 345 339 333 331 

Missing Data  63 66 72 78 80 

The content of the question reflects five key areas in the literature on parental school 

choice: academic standards, home-school liaison, school environment, student 

development and school leadership. Taking each of the items individually, academic 

standards were regarded as important, taking second place in the rankings only to 

student development. This detail is shown in Table 16 which follows. 

 

Table 16  Q14a:  ‘The school has high academic standards’ 

Response 
Category Frequency Percent 

1 103 30 
2 78 22 
3 76 22 
4 36 10 
5 55 16 
Total 348  

Interestingly in the context of the Educate Together charter principle of democratic 

schooling is the relatively low ranking of home-school links. This item was ranked 

either fourth or fifth by 64% of all respondents. 
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Table 17 Q14b: ‘There are clearly established home-school links’ 

Response 
Category Frequency Percent 

1 20 6 
2 30 9 
3 76 22 
4 109 32 
5 110 32 
Total 345  

The most evenly distributed set of rankings was achieved by the item which asked 

about the importance of a safe and well-maintained environment for pupils. Here 

perhaps the linking of safety with maintenance might have clouded the question for 

some. 

 

Table 18 Q14c: ‘The school is a safe and well-maintained environment for 
pupils to be in’ 

Response 
Category Frequency Percent 

1 70 21 
2 85 25 
3 70 21 
4 74 22 
5 40 12 
Total 339  

Not surprising in itself, is the response to the item on pupils’ social and emotional 

behaviour. This item, though, is perhaps best regarded in the context of the 

responses to item 14a on academic standards. It would seem that the broader social, 

cultural and personal aims of education rank more highly than academic 

achievement with those parents who responded. 52% of respondents gave a ranking 

of ‘1’ or ‘2’ to academic standards whereas 68% of respondents ranked this item as 

either ‘1’ or ‘2’. Further analysis of this result is worthwhile and below we give a little 

more analysis by cross-referencing these items with the factors of family income and 

level of education of the parents. 
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Table 19 Q14d: ‘The school has a reputation for looking after the pupils’ 

social and emotional development’ 

Response 
Category Frequency Percent 

1 120 36 
2 105 32 
3 55 17 
4 28 8 
5 25 8 
Total 333  

Finally, the respondents could be indicating their support for the notion of a 

democratic education in their ranking of the importance of clear leadership in a 

school. 33% of respondents regarded this aspect of school life as the least important 

when it comes to influencing their decision on school choice. 

 

Table 20 Q14e: ‘The school principal provides clear leadership’. 

Response 
Category Frequency Percent 

1 35 11 
2 46 14 
3 56 17 
4 86 26 
5 108 33 
Total 331  

The following table gives a summary of these frequency results with the full 

statements of question 14. 
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Table 21 Summary of response to Q14 

Statement Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 Rank 5 

The school has high 
academic standards. 103 78 76 36 55 

There are clearly established 
home-school links. 20 30 75 109 110 

The school is a safe and 
well-maintained environment 
for pupils to be in. 

70 85 70 74 40 

The school has a reputation 
for looking after the pupils’ 
social and emotional 
development. 

120 105 55 28 25 

The school principal provides 
clear leadership. 35 46 56 86 108 

If the data from this question is analysed further by cross-referencing the responses 

with the factors of family income and educational level of the parents the following 

results apply. Cross-referencing the first item in question 14 with income bracket the 

following results are obtained. 

 

Table 22 Crosstabulation between Income and Response to Q14a 

Income Band (K) Responses to Q14a 

  0 1 2 3 4 5 
Count 17 5 14 5 8 49 

% of Total 5 1 4 2 3 15 

Count 18 14 16 10 13 71 

% of Total 5 4 5 3 4 29 

Count 15 19 13 4 16 67 

% of Total 5 6 4 1 5 21 

Count 47 34 29 14 14 138 

 
0-30 
 
 
31-50 
 
 
51-70 
 
 
71-80+ 
 % of Total 13 11 9 4 4 43 

Of note here is the indication that income level does not seem to be a factor in the 

perceived importance of academic standards with regard to school choice.  A Chi 
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square test confirms that there is no association between the groups.107 A 

crosstabulation of item question 14b with income can be seen  in Table 23. 

 

Table 23 Crosstabulation between Income and Response to Q14b 

Income Band (K) Responses to Q14b 

    1 2 3 4 5 

Count 6 4 14 14 11 
% of Total 2 1 4 4 3 
Count 2 7 20 20 21 
% of Total 1 2 6 6 7 
Count 3 11 11 23 18 
% of Total 1 3 3 7 6 
Count 9 6 23 48 52 

 
0-30 
  
 
31-50 
 
 
51-70 
 
 
71-80+ % of Total 3 2 7 15 16 

Here it would seem that there is an association between the income groups on the 

matter of the importance of home-school links. While further analysis would be 

required to discover the precise source of the differences, a tentative claim is that 

those in the lower income bracket view home-school links as being more important 

than respondents in the other income groups. The χ2 test shows significance at the 

5% level.108 Item 3 in question 14c concerns the safe and well maintained 

environment of the school. The cross-tabulation with income, which is shown  in 

Table 24 in this case reveals: 

 

                                                
107The Chi square procedure (X2) is used to test the null hypothesis that the rows and columns are 
independent of each other; the alternative hypothesis is the converse, that they are associated. In other 
words there is no statistical association between (in the case Table 23) a participant’s income band and 
how they respond to q14b. The test result is p = .143  
108 p = .040 
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Table 24  Crosstabulation between Income and Response to Q14c 

Responses to Q14c 
Income Band (K) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Count 10 17 7 10 5 

% of Total 3 5 2 3 2 

Count 18 19 14 15 2 
% of Total 6 6 4 5 1 

Count 15 12 16 12 9 

% of Total 5 4 5 4 3 

Count 20 35 30 31 20 

% of Total 6 11 10 10 6 

Count 63 83 67 68 36 

 
0-30 
 
31-50 
 
 
51-70 
  
71-80+  
 
Total 
  % of Total 20 26 21 22 11 

The χ2 test confirms that there is no association in the distribution of between 

responses and income.109 

 

The cross-tabulation of the fourth item in question 14d with income bands, again 

shows no statistically significant correlation between income bracket and the 

distribution of responses on this item.110 This can be seen  on Table 25. 

 

Table 25 Crosstabulation between Income and Response to Q14d 

Responses to Q14c 
Income Band (K) 

1 2 3 4 5 
Count 19 19 7 0 2 

% of Total 6 6 2 0 0 

Count 25 20 11 5 3 
% of Total 8 4 5 2 3 

Count 24 13 14 5 8 

% of Total 8 4 5 2 3 

Count 46 44 19 16 11 
% of Total 15 14 6 5 4 

Count 114 96 51 26 24 

 
0-30 
 
 
31-50 
 
51-70 
 
 
71-80+ 
 
 
Total 

% of Total 37 31 16 8 8 

                                                
109 p = .267 
 
110 p = .219 
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Finally, the cross-tabulation for the item on school leadership shows the following 

distribution. 

 

Table 26 Crosstabulation between Income and Response to Q14e 

Income Response to Q14e 

    1 2 3 4 5 
Count 4 3 4 16 18 
% of Total 1 1 1 5 6 

Count 6 8 6 17 28 

% of Total 2 3 2 6 9 

Count 9 11 9 18 17 
% of Total 3 4 3 6 6 

Count 13 20 34 29 40 

% of Total 4 7 11 9 13 

Count 32 42 53 80 103 

 
0-30 
  
31-50 
 
51-70 
  
 
71-80+ 
 
Total 
  % of Total 10 14 17 26 33 

There is some indication here that the matter of clear school leadership is regarded 

as more important by those respondents in the lower income brackets. The 

probability that there is an association between the groups is approximately 93% on 

a χ2 test and so lies just outside the 5% confidence interval. 

 

We have also calculated cross-tabulations for all of the question 14 items against the 

stated educational level of the respondents. Cross-referencing the importance of 

academic standards against highest level of education achieved, the results are as 

follows in Table 27. 
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Table 27 Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Response 

to Q14a 

Response to Q14a Highest  
Educational Level 1 2 3 4 5 

Count 2 3 6 1 5 

% of Total 1 1 2 0 1 

Count 15 5 11 6 3 
% of Total 4 1 3 2 1 

Count 31 13 13 13 14 

% of Total 9 4 4 4 4 

Count 28 20 14 8 10 

% of Total 8 6 4 2 3 

Count 6 12 14 4 10 
% of Total 2 4 4 1 3 

Count 21 24 18 3 12 

% of Total 6 7 5 1 4 

Count 103 77 76 35 54 

 
LowSec 
 
 
UpSec 
 
 
Non-Deg 
 
 
BA 
 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree 
  
Total 
  % of Total 30 22 22 10 16 

While there might seem to be an indication of association between the educational 

groups on the importance of academic standards, and even though a χ2 test might 

suggest it, the very small numbers in the cells of LowSec particularly lie below the 

expected values that would allow for us to draw a statistically legitimate conclusion. 

 

In the case of matching the importance of home-school links with educational level, 

we have the following. 
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Table 28 Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Response 

to Q14b 

Responses to q14b Highest Educational 
Level 

1 2 3 4 5 
Count 0 3 3 6 5 

% of Total 0 1 1 2 2 

Count 4 6 7 9 14 

% of Total 1 2 2 3 4 

Count 5 9 26 18 25 

% of Total 2 3 8 5 7 

Count 5 4 19 33 19 
% of Total 2 1 6 10 6 

Count 4 4 11 13 15 

% of Total 1 1 3 4 5 

Count 2 4 9 30 31 

% of Total 1 1 3 9 9 

Count 20 30 75 109 109 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
 
Non-Deg 
 
 
BA 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree 
 
Total 
  % of Total 6 9 22 32 32 

Once again an attempt to carry out a χ2 test to measure the probability of there being 

an association between groups in their responses is invalidated by the number of 

cells which have amounts below the expected value for the test. However, an 

examination by sight does not suggest any significant difference. 

 

The crosstabulation analysis for the item on school environment yields the following 

results which can be seen in Table 29. 
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Table 29 Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Response 

to Q14c 

Highest Educational 
Level Responses to q14c 

    1 2 3 4 5 
Count 7 3 5 1 1 

% of Total 2 1 2 0 0 

Count 11 12 5 8 2 

% of Total 3 4 2 2 1 

Count 13 20 11 26 10 

% of Total 4 6 3 8 3 

Count 17 18 24 11 10 
% of Total 5 5 7 3 3 

Count 9 15 5 13 4 

% of Total 3 5 2 4 1 

Count 12 16 20 15 13 

% of Total 4 5 6 5 4 

Count 69 84 70 74 40 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
 
Non-Degree 
 
 
BA 
 
 
PGDip 
 
PGDegree 
 
Total 

% of Total 21 25 21 22 12 

Although the figures for the lower secondary group appear to indicate a significant 

difference in the rankings of the groups, the expected cell count for this group does 

not allow a valid testing of the null hypothesis. 

 

The school’s reputation for looking after the pupils’ social and emotional development 

is a shared concern across all educational groupings as indicated by the cross-

tabulation of questions 4 and 14d. 
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Table 30 Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Response 

to Q14d 

Highest Educational 
Level Responses to q14d 

    1 2 3 4 5 

Count 7 4 0 2 1 

% of Total 2 1 0 1 0 

Count 11 13 8 2 4 

% of Total 3 4 2 0 1 

Count 27 29 13 7 3 
% of Total 8 9 4 2 1 

Count 25 29 13 7 6 

% of Total 7 9 4 2 1 

Count 17 7 8 4 8 

% of Total 5 2 2 1 2 

Count 32 22 13 6 3 

% of Total 42 29 17 8 4 

Count 119 104 55 28 25 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
 
Non-Deg 
 
 
BA 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree 
 
Totals 

% of Total 36 31 17 8 8 

Finally for question 14e, the cross tabulation for educational level achieved to date 

and the importance of clear leadership in a school shows no significant association in 

the ranking across groups. The χ2 test yields a statistic well outside a 95% 

confidence interval and is burdened also by the difficulty of a number of cells with 

entries less than the expected value for the distribution. 
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Table 31 Crosstabulation between Highest Educational Level and Response 

to Q14e 

Highest Educational 
Level Response to Q14e 

    1 2 3 4 5 

Count 0 3 2 5 4 

% of Total 0 1 1 2 1 

Count 2 2 7 12 15 
% of Total 1 1 2 4 5 

Count 8 12 17 15 26 

% of Total 2 4 5 5 8 

Count 10 11 7 19 33 

% of Total 3 3 2 6 10 

Count 8 6 6 12 13 
% of Total 2 2 2 4 4 

Count 7 12 16 22 17 

% within q4 10 16 22 30 23 

Count 35 46 55 85 108 

 
LowSec 
 
UpSec 
  
Non-Degree 
 
 
BA 
 
PGDip 
 
 
PGDegree 
 
Total 
  % of Total 11 14 17 26 33 

There is no association in ranking for this item across educational level groups. 

 

Initial analysis of Question 15 

 

Question 15 solicited views on a number of further aspects of post-primary schooling 

including the critical question (15a) of whether parents would actively choose an 

Educate Together school above another school type all other things being equal. The 

question also attempted to tackle the well documented debate on the merits or not of 

mixed and single-sex education. The final item is a variation on question 14a and 

was intended as a reliability check. This is tested using a correlation coefficient. 
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Response frequencies in individual items 

 

The significance of the following item is obvious as it should indicate the desire for 

second-level Educate Together education. The result that 71% of the valid responses 

indicated that they strongly agree with the statement is a strong endorsement for the 

project. Taken together, those who either ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ with the 

statement make up 90% of the sample. 

 

Table 32  Qq15a: ‘If the opportunity existed, and if it was not any more 
distance to travel than currently, I would send my child/ren to an ET 
post-primary school’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 3 1 
Disagree 6 2 
Neither Agree or Disagree 31 8 
Agree 76 19 
Strongly Agree 286 71 

The next item points possibly to one of the reasons for wishing for post-primary 

Educate Together education. 

 

Table 33  Q15b: ‘Mixed schools foster pupils’ social development.’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 1 0 
Disagree 6 2 
Neither Agree or Disagree 52 13 
Agree 137 34 
Strongly Agree 207 51 

Here, 85% of responses indicate either agreement or strong agreement regarding 

the advantage of mixed schooling for social development. 

 

On the idea that girls achieve more academically in single sex schools an interesting 

result was obtained. The distribution is almost symmetric either side of neither 
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agreeing nor disagreeing which polled the highest frequency. When this result is 

compared to that for item 15b, there is an indication that while the social 

development of girls is probably best served by mixed schooling, there is much more 

doubt about their academic achievement. This is perhaps an item to note with regard 

to the promotion of an Educate Together post-primary school to families with girls. 

 

Table 34  Q15c: ‘Girls achieve more academically in single sex schools’. 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 37 9 
Disagree 80 20 
Neither Agree or Disagree 171 42 
Agree 89 22 
Strongly Agree 28 7 

Item 15d was intended to ‘measure’ the degree of influence that a child’s primary 

school has on the decision about second-level education. Presumably this is of 

interest with regard to the transfer of children from an Educate Together primary 

school to an Educate Together second-level school. 

 

Table 35 Q15d ‘Relying on information provided by the primary school is the 
best way of choosing a post-primary school.’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 43 11 
Disagree 144 36 
Neither Agree or Disagree 149 37 
Agree 57 14 
Strongly Agree 11 3 

These results would indicate that the primary school is not a strong influence on the 

decision or at least perhaps only one of many influences on the decision. Informed 

by the literature indicating that children tend to gravitate to their social groups 

particularly in their post-primary schooling, the next item tries to gauge this influence. 
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Table 36 Q15e ‘It is better that children attend post-primary school in which the 

majority of pupils are from the same social background as they are.’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 74 18 
Disagree 175 43 
Neither Agree or Disagree 94 23 
Agree 51 13 
Strongly Agree 11 3 

These results are heartening for the prospects of a schooling based on inclusive, 

democratic education. The next item identifies another possible influence on the 

decision making process. 

 

Table 37 Q15f ‘Other parents/carers are the best source of information in 
choosing a school.’ 

Response Category Frequency  Percent 

Strongly Disagree 19 2 
Disagree 64 16 
Neither Agree or Disagree 149 37 
Agree 149 37 
Strongly Agree 22 6 

Results here would indicate that while not a very strong influence on the school-

choice decision, parents or carers probably have greater influence than the primary 

school attended (see results for 15d). The next item refers to the relative importance 

attached to children staying together as they move from one level of schooling to the 

next. 
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Table 38 Q15g ‘It is important that children stay together with friends when 

they progress to post-primary school.’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 4 1 
Disagree 86 21 
Neither Agree or Disagree 141 35 
Agree 139 34 
Strongly Agree 34 8 

The responses here are fairly evenly spread with a small indication that this factor is 

of some importance. The final item asks again about the importance of academic 

results. 

 

Table 39 Q15h ‘Academic results are the best indication of a “good” school.’ 

Response Category Frequency Percent 

Strongly Disagree 34 8 
Disagree 128 32 
Neither Agree or Disagree 101 25 
Agree 117 29 
Strongly Agree 26 6 

The results can be usefully compared with those from item 14a which asked about 

academic standards. In the case of 14a, 25% of respondents ranked this factor most 

highly and 43% of respondents ranked the factor either ‘1’ or ‘2’. In 15h, only 6% 

strongly agree that academic results are the best indicator of a ‘good’ school with a 

further 29% agreeing that this is the best factor. Thus, while academic standards 

remain very important for the survey respondents they perhaps do not identify 

academic standards completely with academic results. If we calculate a linear 

correlation coefficient on items 14a and 15h, the result is significant as might be 

expected. 
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Table 40   Correlations (Spearman’s Rho) 

    q14a q15h 

q14a Correlation 
Coefficient 1.000 -.554(**) 

  Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 

  N 348 346 

q15h Correlation 
Coefficient -.554(**) 1.000 

  Sig. (2-tailed) .000  

  N 346 406 

    **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

A non-parametric correlation coefficient is chosen in this case as none of the 

parameters of the population distribution is known in either item case. The next table 

gives a summary of the frequency results for all items on question 15.   

 

Table 41  Summary of Results for Q15 

Statement SD D NAD A SA 

If the opportunity existed, and if it was not any 
more distance to travel than currently, I would 
send my child/ren to an ET post-primary school. 

3 6 31 76 286 

Mixed schools foster pupils’ social development. 1 6 52 137 207 

Girls achieve more academically in single sex 
schools. 37 80 171 89 28 

Relying on information provided by the primary 
school is the best way of choosing a post-
primary school. 

43 144 149 57 11 

It is better that children attend post-primary 
schools in which the majority of pupils are from 
the same social background as they are. 

74 175 94 51 11 

Other parents/carers are the best source of 
information in choosing a school. 19 64 149 149 22 

It is important that children stay together with 
friends when they progress to post-primary 
school. 

4 86 141 139 34 

Academic results are the best indication of a 
‘good’ school. 34 128 101 117 26 
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It is worth noting that there are some statistically significant differences in the 

response to some of the items in questions 13 and 15 between those parents/carers 

who have gone through the process of choosing a post-primary school and those 

who have not. The following is a summary of those items where a difference arose. 

Please note that in the second left home column ‘NC’ refers to those who have not 

yet chosen a post-primary school and ‘C’ refers to those who have. 

 

Table 42 Items which produced a significant difference between this who 
have chosen a post-primary and school and those who have not 

Statement* Response 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 

NC 0 0 17 30 32 1 The school involves pupils in the decision 
making process (eg through a school 
council). C 0 3 10 23 25 38 

NC 0 0 1 1 37 58 The teaching staff work in an open and 
collaborative way with each other. C 0 1 2 6 18 73 

NC 0 0 2 8 35 55 The school listens to parents’ and carers’ 
concerns. C 0 0 0 12 30 58 

NC 0 0 1 8 42 48 
The range and scope of IT resources is good. 

C 0 0 1 21 40 37 
NC 0 1 1 15 43 40 The school has a diverse range of pupils from 

different social-class and ethnic backgrounds. C 0 0 2 10 28 60 
NC 0 0 1 1 26 71 The school appears to be a happy 

environment. C 0 0 0 3 10 86 
NC 1 0 0 12 49 38 It is relatively easy to meet with teachers to 

discuss issues relating to my child. C 0 0 1 7 35 57 
NC 0 0 2 16 47 35 A democratic and inclusive culture is evident 

in the day-to- day work of the school. C 0 0 1 10 39 50 
NC 1  2 21 32 42 

The school is co-educational. 
C 2 5 5 5 19 65 

*0 = ‘no importance to 5 = ‘very important’ 
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Analysis of question 16 

 

Question 16 sought to ascertain the people involved in the decision making about 

school choice. Though not designed to gather information on family structure, it does 

give some insight into these. 

 

Table 43  Family involvement in post-primary decision making 

 Frequency Percent 

Mother 16 4 
Both parents 110 27 
Mother & child 29 7 
Father & child 1 0 
Both parents & child 249 62 
Total 405  

The large percentage result for both parents and child making the decision 

emphasises the importance of promoting schools both to parents and to children (a 

point not lost on the marketing industry in its targeting of children as key influencers 

of family decisions!). However, the inclusion of children in the decision making 

process is a strong feature in the literature and would not, in relation to this study, be 

at odds with these findings. However, what the above data can not tell anything 

about is the parameters in which these discussions will or have taken place. But, if 

we draw on the data generated by question 13 and 14, we can begin to get a sense 

of what kind of ‘shape’ they may take.  
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PART 3 EDUCATE TOGETHER AND SCHOOLING 

 
Analysis of question 17 

 

The final part of the questionnaire consisted of a series of statements which asked 

participants about their experiences and perceptions of Educate Together as a mode 

of schooling. There is good evidence in this survey that many respondents are strong 

supporters of Educate Together education and subscribe to the principles and values 

of the Charter. This final question on the questionnaire was designed to interrogate 

the level of convergence or divergence of parental/carer attitudes with the values and 

principles of Educate Together. It also seeks to gain some insight into the relevance 

of more practical aspects of schooling that one might expect to encounter in any form 

of public (not in the English sense!) schooling.  

 

The two themes of convergence/divergence with Educate Together ethos and values 

on the one hand and the more practical aspects of everyday ordinary schooling on 

the other form a simple framework for the sorting of the data items. 
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Table 44  ‘%’ Responses to the convergence/divergence clustered items 

Statement* SD D NAD A SA 

I/we chose the school because it was local rather than an 
Educate Together school. 43 34 7 12 5 

Educate Together provides a good alternative to the 
largely denominational system. 1 1 4 37 57 

I/we chose an Educate Together school because the 
charter reflects my/our values. 0 4 14 37 45 

I/we chose an Educate Together school because it has a 
good academic reputation. 5 13 44 29 10 

The multi-denominational ethos of Educate Together was 
an important reason for choosing this type of school. 2 6 14 39 45 

The co-educational nature of the Educate Together school 
had no influence on my/our choice of this type of school. 29 35 14 16 6 

The Educate Together ethos is noticeable in the day-to-
day running of the school. 1 4 8 47 41 

I/we regularly participate in the decision making processes 
in the school. 4 21 32 30 13 

The democratic ethos of Educate Together had no 
influence on my/our choice of this type of school. 24 35 19 17 5 

Educate Together ethos is well meaning but it does not 
work in practice. 33 47 13 4 3 

The school provides a good balance between academic 
development and social and emotional well being. 1 2 6 55 36 

The teaching staff treats the children with courtesy and 
respect.  1 2 6 42 48 

The Educate Together ethos does not provide for 
academic excellence. 27 44 19 8 3 

In my/our opinion the teachers in the school are committed 
to the Educate Together ethos. 1 4 11 47 37 

For an Educate Together school to thrive, it is important 
that parents actively involve themselves in the running of 
the school. 

1 3 15 49 33 

It does not matter if the teachers in the school do not share 
the Educate Together ethos. 46 39 10 4 2 

I/we have little interest in participating in the decision 
making processes in the school. 25 47 19 7 2 

The Educate Together ethos can be seen working in 
practice. 1 3 9 56 36 

* SD (strongly disagree), D (disagree), NAD (neither argree nor disagree), A (agree), SA (strongly agree) 
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The almost linear trends of the distributions, both ascending and descending in 

remarkable regularity bear witness to a consistently high degree of convergence of 

values with those of the Educate Together charter. In exploring the table in more 

detail the first thing which is noticeable is that the majority of parents/carers can be 

defined as ‘active choosers’. That is they made the decision to send their child(ren) 

to an Educate Together school due to a degree of convergence with the Educate 

Together value system. This is evident in the first item, which was designed to find 

out if the parents/carers use of an Educate Together school was simply a pragmatic 

one, with ‘locality’ being used as a proxy. As can be seen this was not the case for 

77% of participants; however, for 17% it was based on locality. In looking at this latter 

group in slightly more detail, it transpires that 34 of the participants also share the 

Educate Together values and that the school was local to them. This only leaves a 

small number of about 10 participants who can be defined as having chosen the 

school in spite of the Educate Together value system. The (empirical) significance of 

this finding should not be underestimated, as the UK literature in particular shows 

that choice of primary school is based more on proximity than it is on any given value 

system.111 The next two items around ‘providing alternatives’ and meshing with 

personal ‘value systems’ also reinforce this perception of the majority of the 

participants being active Educate Together choosers. The fourth item in the table is 

also of interest as it directly links Educate Together with notions of academic 

‘reputations’. 44% opted for the ‘neither agree nor disagree’ response, with 39% 

‘agreeing’ or ‘strongly agreeing’ and the remaining 17% ‘disagreeing’ or ‘strongly 

disagreeing’. This is a similar kind of distribution as with question 15h (‘academic 

results are the best indicator of a good school’). The following table shows the 

crosstabulation between these two items. 

 

                                                
111 However the various systems (Republic of Ireland against the English and Welsh and Scottish 
systems) are quite different, particularly so around the religious dimension. It is more of a case in 
England and Wales that parents opt into a denominational school, whereas in Ireland they opt out. 



96 

 
Table 45 Crosstabulation between Chose Educate Together ‘because of 

academic reputation’ (q17d) and ‘academic results are the best 
indication of a good school’ (q15h) 

Question 17d* Question 15h* 

  SD D NAD A SA 

Count 7 4 0 5 2 
SD 

% of Total 2 1 0 1 1 
Count 8 22 10 11 0 

D 
% of Total 2 6 3 3 0 
Count 12 65 51 43 5 

NAD 
% of Total 3 16 13 11 1 
Count 7 29 32 41 7 

A 
% of Total 2 7 8 10 2 
Count 0 5 8 16 12 

SA 
% of Total 0 1 2 4 3 

* SD (strongly disagree), D (disagree), NAD (neither argree nor disagree), A (agree), SA (strongly agree) 

What the above table tells us is that 17% of participants are in agreement (A+SA) 

with both q17d and q15h and that 11% take the opposite view (SD+D).  An 

interesting group are those 12% who opted for the ‘neither agree nor disagree’ option 

on q17d, but place themselves on the ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’ wing of q15h. 

However, taken overall, there is a fairly weak correlation between the two items and 

some of the elements as shown above do make interesting discussion points.112 In 

comparison with the item which relates to the multidenominational character of the 

school this appears to generate a higher level of agreement (84%) as well as the 

item concerning Educate Together providing an alternative to the largely Catholic 

system of primary schooling.  

 

Other items of interest on table 44 is the participants own engagement in the School 

and reflections on the Educate Together culture. The statement ‘The Educate 

Together ethos is noticeable in the day-to-day running of the school’ generates a 

high degree of agreement (88%) with only a small level of disagreement (5%). This is 

also reflected in the  high level of disagreement (80%) with the next statement ‘The 

Educate Together ethos is well meaning but it does not work in practice’ which can 

be seen as a perception by parents/carers in the translation of abstract principles (i.e. 

the Educate Together charter) into the life of the school. In relation to parental 
                                                
112 Spearman’s rho: .303 p = 0.01 
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involvement, this is less marked. For example, 43% of participants agree (SA+A) with 

the item ‘I/we regularly participate in the decision making processes in the school’. 

25% disagreed with the statement and 32% opted for the ‘neither agree nor disagree’ 

choice. However, only 9% agreed with the statement ‘I/we have little interest in 

participating in the decision making processes in the school’. But it is recognised by 

82% that parental/carer involvement in the school is important. The statements which 

relate to the teaching staff generate good levels of agreement for example 90% 

agree (SA+A) with the statement ‘The teaching staff treat the children with courtesy 

and respect’ and 84% agree that the teachers in their school are committed to the 

Educate Together ethos. The next table shows the responses to the items which 

cluster around the more practical aspects of schooling.  

 

Table 46  Responses to the items clustered around the ‘practical’ 

Statement* SD D NAD A SA 

I/we are regularly kept informed of my/our child’s 
academic progress by the school 2 8 12 48 30 

On average the number of children in each class 
is too many. 2 10 10 39 40 

The overall number of pupils in the school is 
about right. 8 19 28 39 6 

In general I/we are satisfied with the quality of 
education our child(ren) receive(s). 2 2 4 42 50 

In general I/we are satisfied with the physical 
environment of the school. 3 6 5 36 50 

The school makes too many demands on 
parents. 23 57 14 5 1 

My child is happy and content in his/her school. 1 1 1 30 67 

The school is not well resourced (e.g. books, 
computers, PE equipment). 22 43 15 12 9 

I/we generally find the teaching staff 
approachable when needing to discuss the 
academic progress of my/our child(ren). 

1 2 5 38 54 

There is evidence of good leadership in the 
school. 4 4 13 32 49 

The involvement of parents in the running of the 
school creates unnecessary conflict and tension. 29 40 20 9 4 

* SD (strongly disagree), D (disagree), NAD (neither argree nor disagree), A (agree), SA (strongly agree) 

As can be seen in the above table, these results would seem to be good news, on 

the whole, for Educate Together primary schools. In summarising the results there is 

a large degree of satisfaction with regard to the flow of information on children’s 



98 

 
progress (78%), the quality of education for children (92%), the physical environment 

(86%), the resources available in the school (63%), the approachability of the staff 

(92%) and the quality of school leadership (81%), and importantly, parents/carers 

feel their children are happy at school (97%). 

 

One glaring exception to this very positive picture is an obviously deep concern 

about the size of classes. This is obviously not a feature of Educate Together 

schools alone and the debate surrounding class-sizes has been active for many 

years in Ireland and is regularly highlighted by the Irish National Teachers’ 

Organisation. 
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A BRIEF CONCLUSION 

‘You never change anything by fighting existing reality.  To 

change something, build a new model that makes existing 

models obsolete’.  (Richard Buckminster Fuller, 1895-1983). 

Except in the VEC/community schools, Ireland has little tradition of coeducational 

and multidenominational second-level schooling, though non-VEC schools of that 

sort are not entirely unknown. Hence, where they do exist they are private.113  

Whatever might be the arguments in favour of fee-paying schools,114 it is clear that 

this option is inconsistent with the ET ethos and state support will thus be essential 

for the establishment of any school(s) of the kind proposed.  But Ireland has almost 

no tradition of direct parent democracy and active involvement in its second level 

sector and the state may be reluctant to surrender control to a parents’ group.  

Nonetheless, under certain circumstances, parents in the UK have, for short periods 

anyway, been successful in running community and free schools, often in defiance of 

local and national government.115  More importantly, in 2007, however, ‘the first 

parent-promoted (officially sanctioned) comprehensive in the country’ opened in 

London.116   Ireland could follow suit.  In 2007 ET insisted that: 

(Ireland’s) children (should be given) the opportunity to learn in 

an environment that encourages them to develop and grow into 

confident individuals who can really make an impact… (hence, 

the) Educate Together ethos and approach should be available 

at second-level, giving children the opportunity to further 

develop themselves not only academically but socially. 117    

It is our considered view that ET can, should and must make this happen. 

 
                                                
113 Sutton Park School, Dublin, founded in 1957 is credited with being the first such school.  It is also, 
however, amongst the most expensive schools in the country.  See: ‘€95 per day puts Sutton Park in a 
class of its own’, Irish Independent, 8 October 2007. 
 
114 A. Seldon, ‘We should treasure independent schools’, Daily Telegraph, 24 October 2007. 
 
115 The story of the Burston Strike School (1914-1939) is well known, as are those of the various ‘free 
schools’ of the 1960s and 1970s. See also  P Carspecken, Community Schooling and the Nature of 
Power: The Battle for Croxteth Comprehensive (London: Routledge, 1990). 
 
116 J Crace, ‘The beginning of a story’, Guardian: Education, 2 October 2007. 
 
117 The Future Starts Here Every Day: Essential Planning for Education in 21st Century Ireland 
(Dublin: Educate Together, 2007), p 34.  
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APPENDIX I: IRELAND’S CHANGING POLITICAL CONTEXT 
 

It would surely be no exaggeration to say that the coalition of Fianna Fáil  (FF) and 

the Green Party (GP) that emerged from the general election of May 2007 was 

thoroughly unexpected.  Time alone will tell whether it was wise for the GP to ally 

itself with FF in this way, but the deal was done and the coalition government 

assumed power with two ministries awarded to the GP.  Neither of these was the 

education brief, but the possibility of the GP having an influence on the future of Irish 

schools is a reality as never before.  This may mean that at least some of the steps 

called for in its 2006 50 Steps to a Better Education System document will be steps 

taken in future.  At least two of these (steps 33 and 34) may be especially relevant: 

‘Review of Education Structures’ (step 33) and ‘State Planning and Delivery of 

Educational Facilities’ (step 34).  Neither of these steps actively provides for the 

creation of a new type of school along the lines envisaged here, but the emphasis on 

increasing the role of VECs, ‘to create new decentralised decision making bodies for 

primary and second level’ and having ‘School planning…primarily driven by the DES 

might be taken to imply moves to-wards the development of a UK-style state 

education system, at the expense of religious volunteerism. Which, although 

increasing bureaucracy, may yet work in ET’s favour.   
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APPENDIX II: QUESTIONNAIRE FOR PARENTS/CARERS AND ASSOCIATED 

ITEMS 
 

1. Letter sent to schools asking for their help in the study. 

 

 
Dear [named principle], 
 
 
As researchers in Trinity College Dublin’s School of Education we have been 
contracted by the Educate Together (ET) organisation to conduct a survey of parents 
in a number of schools with which it is involved. This survey concerns possible 
directions ET might take in the provision of second-level schooling in the future and 
is an important part in ET’s development. 
 
Your name and contact details have been supplied to us by ET. Both researchers 
and the Board of Educate Together would be grateful if you would agree to facilitate 
the distribution of the questionnaire to the families in your school. This could be done 
in one of three ways.  
 

A. The researchers bring the questionnaire to the school and the 
school uses “school-bag mail” to get the questionnaires to 
parents/guardians (There is a stamped return envelope with each 
questionnaire so the school is not involved in getting 
questionnaires back). 

B. You agree to supply us with a mailing list of all families and we mail 
from the School of Education (any mailing list we receive will be 
destroyed as soon as labels are printed. The list will be seen by 
one designated researcher only). 

C. We bring the questionnaires in stamped envelopes to you and we 
pay one of your administrative staff to put address labels on the 
envelopes and post. 

 
From the point of view of research methodology, option B is the most reliable but we 
are acutely aware that privacy issues may preclude you taking this choice. On the 
other hand, as experienced researchers, you can be assured that this research is 
based on best international ethical practice. 
 
Your co-operation in this matter would be greatly appreciated. We will follow up this 
letter with a telephone call at the end of this week to discuss with you how we might 
engage your support on this matter and particularly to discuss best procedure that 
minimises any possible disruption or undesired work. 
 
Looking forward to making personal contact in the next days and hoping that you can 
facilitate the research.   
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Dr. Aidan Seery, Dr. David Limond; Dr. Andrew Loxley, Mr. Mat Garrison. 
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2. Covering letter sent out with the questionaire 

 

Dear Parent or Carer, 
 
We have been commissioned by Educate Together to undertake a study into 
parental responses to the possibility of establishing an Educate Together post-
primary school. As you know Educate Together holds the views and opinions of 
parents and carers in high esteem and they are seen as a vital component in its 
decision-making process.  
 
As part of the study we would like to invite you to complete the enclosed short 
questionnaire which asks you, first, about choosing a post-primary school and 
secondly, your experiences of Educate Together. Additionally there are a small 
number of questions which ask you about your family which is to help us with the 
analysis of the responses.  
 
The questionnaire should take no more than 15 minutes to complete and your 
responses will be treated with complete confidentiality. As we are not asking you to 
write your name on the questionnaire (unless you would like to participate in a short 
interview), no individual family will be identified. To further secure your confidentiality 
and anonymity, the questionnaires will not be passed on to Educate Together but will 
remain in Trinity College Dublin and destroyed on completion of the study. 
If you have any questions concerning the questionnaire please feel free to contact us 
(see above). 
 
As part of the study we will also be conducting short telephone interviews with 
parents/ carers. If you would like to participate in this please could you complete the 
slip at the end of the questionnaire? 
 
On behalf of the School of Education TCD and Educate Together we would like to 
thank you for taking the time to participate in this study. 
 
 
Dr Aidan Seery; Dr David Limond and Dr Andrew Loxley (School of Education, Trinity 
College, University of Dublin, Dublin, D2). 


