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Abstract: Since the formation of the Irish State, the participation and attainment in education
of members of the Irish Traveller community have been low. In terms of school-related factors,
research points to Travellers perceiving the curriculum as irrelevant, experiencing problematic
relationships with peers and teachers, a strong sense of not belonging, and low teacher expectations.
This paper draws on the findings of a wider study which explored how an intercultural approach to
education was conceptualised and enacted, with particular reference to Travellers, in one urban DEIS
(disadvantaged) post-primary school in the West of Ireland (St. Greg’s) with a highly diverse student
population. Located in the interpretivist/constructivist paradigm, and informed by critical race
theory, an in-depth qualitative case study research design was employed. Data collection involved
twenty-eight semi-structured interviews with teacher and student participants, including Traveller
and “other” minority ethnic students, as well as White settled Irish students. Data analysis involved
several coding stages, and the development of categories. In this paper, we examine one of the
categories, the participants’ perceptions of the school as being a school “for the Travellers and the
Blacks” and its “reputation” in this regard, as well as the factors impacting the “choice” of the
school by different groups of students. Both teacher and student participants were aware of the
school’s negative reputation and how this was associated with the socio-demographic composition
of its student population. Regarded as the school “for the Travellers and the Blacks”, it was seen
as a “tough” school and one in which academic expectations were low. Choosing St. Greg’s was
perceived as being related to having a family history of attending the school, not being able to access
other schools, and the school providing supports and “freebies”. The findings are discussed in the
context of previous research, focusing in particular on critical issues of school socio-demographics,
reputation, and choice. The paper concludes with observations about the problematic nature of
Ireland’s increasingly segregated schooling system and recommendations about how the education
system might better work to include and support Traveller and other minority ethnic students in
post-primary education.

Keywords: Travellers in education; school choice; intercultural education; disadvantaged schools;
segregated schools

1. Introduction

Irish Travellers are an indigenous ethnic minority who fare poorly on every indicator
used to measure poverty. They make up less than 1 percent of the Irish population. The
Equal Status Act 2000 (Section 2.1) defines the Traveller community as “a community of
people who are commonly called Travellers and who are identified (both by themselves and
by others) as people with a shared history, culture, and traditions including, historically,
a nomadic way of life on the island of Ireland” [1]. Research has consistently shown that
anti-Traveller racism is rife in Irish society and is regarded as an almost “acceptable” form
of racism [2,3]. This reality also pertains to schools, where Traveller students report high
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levels of racial bullying and discrimination, as well as a lack of a sense of belonging and
connection to non-Traveller peers [2,4,5].

Research examining the experiences of Travellers in education has found that Trav-
ellers report finding the current curriculum irrelevant [6] and that they perceive that they
are treated unfairly by their teachers [7]. In spite of this context, and despite their own
reported negative experiences of school, Boyle, Flynn, and Hanafin [5] found that Traveller
parents in their study were considerably optimistic about their children’s education. How-
ever, since the formation of the Irish State, educational participation and attainment for
members of the Irish Traveller community have been low [8]. In Ireland, despite very little
data on achievement by ethnicity, research shows that Traveller students attendingDeliver-
ing Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) [9] schools have very low scores in English,
Reading, and Maths standardised tests in comparison with the general population and
“other” minority ethnic groups [10]. (DEIS forms part of the Department of Education
and Skills’ social inclusion strategy to support children and young people experiencing
educational disadvantage in Ireland. Schools included in the DEIS programme receive
additional supports in recognition of the proportion of their students from marginalised
backgrounds.) While there is almost full participation by Traveller children in primary
schools, and a high transfer rate of Travellers to post-primary education, attendance and
retention rates remain poor [11]. Data from the Central Statistics Office (CSO) show that
Travellers cease their education on average 4.7 years earlier than the general population [12].
Watson et al. [11] reported that only eight percent of Travellers in Ireland had completed
their education to Leaving Certificate level in comparison to 73 percent of the general
population. Very low numbers completed higher education (115 Travellers by 2011 [13]
and 167 by 2016 [12]). In the latest review of the National Access Plan (2015–2019) to widen
participation in higher education (HE), it was noted that the target set for Travellers (of
80 Travellers in HE by 2019) had been unmet [14] resulting in Travellers being a central
focus of the extended National Access Plan (into 2021) [15].

While diversity has always existed within Ireland, the past three decades have brought
rapid social change because of unprecedented inward migration [16]. Consequently, the
student population in Irish schools has diversified significantly in this time [17]. However,
while the Irish school population has diversified, not all schools have experienced signifi-
cant changes in their socio-demographic composition. There is a disproportionate number
of students from minority and disadvantaged populations in some schools, particularly in
DEIS schools [10].

This paper draws on some of the findings of a doctoral study [18] which explored how
an intercultural approach to education was conceptualised and enacted, with particular
reference to Travellers, in an urban DEIS post-primary school (St. Greg’s) in the West of
Ireland with a highly diverse student population. There are five sections in this paper.
Following this introduction, the literature review examines the nature of marginalisation
experienced by Traveller and other minority ethnic students, with a specific focus on
schooling. In Section 3, the methodological approach adopted in the study is outlined
and information on the research participants is provided. Section 4 presents key findings
relating to how the school was perceived by staff and students, and the factors influencing
the students in their choice of this school. Finally, in Section 5, the findings are discussed
in the context of previous research and the paper concludes with observations about the
problematic nature of Ireland’s increasingly segregated schooling system.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Minority Ethnic Students’ Experiences of Schooling

Research internationally points to several key themes in the experiences of minority
ethnic students in schooling. These include teachers’ deficit views and low expectations about
certain student groups, and minority ethnic students’ experiences of racism in schools.

Deficit racialized constructions of minority ethnic students are commonly reported
in Ireland [19–21] and internationally [22,23]. Research from the international context has
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shown teachers frequently view students from marginalised and minority groups through
a “cultural deficit lens” [24] often perceiving minority students to be weaker students [23],
and holding low expectations based upon assumptions of Black inferiority [22]. Further,
minority students are viewed by teachers as “undesirable” learners [25], including in
relation to their behaviour [26–28]. In Ireland, Devine’s [29] study demonstrated teachers’
particularly negative view of Roma and African students with respect to their academic
ability and behaviour in school (see also [30]). Frequently, such negative constructions of
minority ethnic students’ ability are related to perceptions of English language proficiency
and (perceived) related language support needs [31,32], as for many students of immigrant
“origin” in schools, English is an additional language. For example, Ní Dhuinn and
Keane [19] reported that their (migrant) minority ethnic participants’ academic ability was
constructed by their teachers in deficit terms, connected to (usually incorrect) assumptions
about their proficiency in English. Further, many of the participants reported not being
encouraged to progress to higher education.

In the socio-relational realm, research is clear that minority ethnic students experience
problematic peer relationships. This is evidenced in a lack of mixing between groups [33,34],
and in majority group students’ deficit views of their minority peers’ academic ability [22].
Racism, discrimination, and harassment in schools is also evident in peer interactions [35],
although it is frequently downplayed or denied [36]. Similarly, research in Ireland has
found evidence of a lack of meaningful mixing between student groups, as well as forms
of inter-ethnic conflict [4]. Further, it has been found that minority students are viewed
as undesirable learners by their peers [21], resulting from their construction as “other”
with respect to their skin colour, cultural background, and/or first language and related
perceived language “deficits” [3,17,21]. Additionally, students of migrant origin frequently
have their “Irishness” questioned and experience challenges in their understanding and
presentation of self in terms of their identity [19,21,37]. Ní Dhuinn and Keane [19] found
that despite explicitly self-identifying as Irish (and in some cases having Irish citizenship),
their migrant minority ethnic participants were positioned by their White Irish peers as
not Irish, particularly where their skin colour was other than White. In this regard, they
emphasised (White) Irish students’ exclusionary constructions of Irish identity.

In terms of Travellers specifically, in the UK, “Gypsy and Traveller” (GRT) students
have been identified as “the group most deprived of formal education in the country” [38]
p. 265. Similar to Ireland, where only 13 percent of Traveller children complete their post-
primary school education in comparison with 92 percent of the general population [11],
early school leaving among Travellers remains high. Explanations for early school leaving
are usually framed within the context of “push” and “pull” factors [39]. Push factors identi-
fied in the literature include being subjected to racism and racially motivated bullying from
both students and teachers; the irrelevance of the curriculum; low teacher expectations;
and exclusion [40,41]. The pull factors usually identified reference “cultural norms”, such
as the tendency to marry young and the lure of the Traveller economy (i.e., the economic
activities in which Travellers have traditionally engaged, which are “‘outside’ dominant or
‘mainstream’ economic activity that is based on sedentary modes of production” [27,42]
p. 13. Additionally, nomadism has been identified as one of the key reasons for Travellers’
poor attendance at school and low achievement levels [43]. While some of the reasons why
Travellers leave school early may be linked to pull factors, research has found that it is
more likely due to push factors, “such as exposure to racist bullying, social disengagement,
educational policy and low teacher expectations” [39] p. 360 as well as isolation, poor
relationships with their teachers and peers, low teacher expectations, and an overall lack of
support [39,44]. Kavanagh [45] found that while teachers were empathetic towards Trav-
ellers, they tended to adopt a cultural deficit lens and blamed Travellers for the inequalities
that they experienced. Research also points to the “White racism” [41] experienced by GRT
groups, including racist bullying [44,46]. It has also been found that teachers do not always
believe GRT students when they report racist bullying [47], and Traveller parents’ concerns
in this regard often underpin their reasons for not sending their children to school [39].
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Research also has found that teachers frequently view Traveller students as unruly and dis-
ruptive and frame Traveller culture as abnormal [41]. According to Derrington [39] p. 357,
Traveller students rely “on maladaptive coping strategies to deal with psychosocial stress
associated with cultural dissonance and social exclusion”, including fight (physical and
verbal retaliation), flight (leaving school), and “playing white” (hiding identity). Playing
white or wearing “white masks” [48] (i.e., hiding their ethnic identity) is a common tactic
employed by children from minority groups to deal with the impact of racism.

Research in Ireland has demonstrated that negative attitudes toward minority ethnic
groups are prevalent among the Irish public, most especially towards Travellers [3,29,49].
For example, Tormey and Gleeson [3] found that 42 percent of the 4970 post-primary school
students that took part in their study reported high or very high levels of “social distance”
from Travellers. Lynch and Lodge [49] reported that three-quarters of the post-primary
school students participating in their study believed that Travellers would not fit in to their
school. Kavanagh [45] points out that teachers often fail to recognise the inherent racism in
non-Traveller parents asking teachers to move their children away from Traveller children.
This is perhaps unsurprising when one considers that Travellers were not recognised as an
ethnic group in the Republic of Ireland until 2017, instead, being viewed as a “sub-culture”
within Irish society. In this regard, Kitching [50] p. 177, uses the lens of critical race theory
(CRT) to explain the educational inequalities experienced by Travellers, and criticises liberal
anti-racist discourse for “failing to meaningfully interrogate race and racism in globalised
Ireland beyond a white/non-white binary”.

The absence of Traveller history and culture in the school curriculum is also a factor
in Traveller students’ perceptions of curriculum irrelevance and in feelings of not belong-
ing [46,51]. Following the recognition of the Traveller community as a distinct ethnic group
in March 2017 by the Irish State, the “Traveller Culture and History in Education Bill 2018”
aims to provide for the inclusion of Traveller culture and history in the curriculum in State
schools within the framework of the 1998 Education Act. While this is an important devel-
opment, Kavanagh and Dupont [52] rightly note the difficulties associated with “additive”
curricular amendments, including, for example, issues of tokenism, and the danger of not
critically attending to the role of teachers (including in terms of their positionalities) in
perpetuating inequities. Further, it is clear that careful and critical continuous professional
development for teachers will be required to ensure that Traveller culture and history are
taught in an appropriate and sensitive manner [18].

2.2. School “Choice” and Access to Schools

There are three types of post-primary schools in Ireland: voluntary secondary schools
(mainly founded by religious orders), vocational schools, and community/comprehensive
schools. Additionally, there are a small number of private fee-paying schools [53]. Voca-
tional schools were established to cater for the perceived needs of students from lower
socio-economic backgrounds, and in that context, they have provided a broad curriculum
with a more practical than academic focus [53]. The different school types vary greatly in
terms of the socio-economic composition of their student populations. While there tends
to be a higher concentration of working class and “lower ability” students in vocational
schools, middle class and “higher ability” students are over-represented in voluntary sec-
ondary schools [16]. Indeed, there is evidence of segregated schooling in Ireland, with Black
and other ethnic minority students, including Travellers, over-represented in larger, urban
DEIS schools [16]. Typically, these schools are under-subscribed and have a significant
concentration of students from disadvantaged backgrounds [10]. As noted by Ní Dhuinn
and Keane [19], in part this is a result of school enrolment policies which disadvantage
newly arrived and Traveller families with respect to access to schools.

The right to choose a school is enshrined in the Irish constitution; however, the extent
to which families can “choose” a school to attend is mediated by their socio-demographic
positionality. Not everyone can engage in the same way with choice processes [16,49].
Indeed, for Skeggs [54] p. 139, “choice is a particularly middle-class way of operating in
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the world”, and middle-class parents are found to possess “greater insider knowledge
of the education system” [55] p. 59 which inevitably impacts their ability to navigate the
education system and decision-making therein. For many—especially for some minority
and lower socio-economic groups—educational and schooling pathway choices are highly
constrained [49,55,56]. Travellers frequently encounter difficulties when attempting to
enrol their children in certain mainstream schools. In the UK, admissions criteria for entry
to post-primary level can be based on primary school attendance [57], which results in
some Traveller children being denied access. Bhopal [41] found that some schools are
reluctant to admit students that they perceive to be disruptive and aggressive because they
may affect the schools’ position in league tables, or in the case of Traveller students, the
school’s “reputation”. Levinson [58] has reported that some parents boycott schools that
admit Traveller students.

In Ireland, admission policies often serve to exclude Travellers [2] and other minority
and disadvantaged students. Under the Education Act, 1998, and the Equality Acts
2000–2004, schools are required to have a school admissions policy that respects the
principle of equality and provides for maximum accessibility to the school; schools may
not discriminate in relation to admission, access, participation, or expulsion. Despite these
policies, schools have been found to employ discriminatory practices in terms of their
enrolment policies, including the requirement to be from a particular religious background
or catchment area, the length of time on the waiting list, or the “sibling clause”, which
allows for the prioritisation on waiting lists of children who have a brother or sister already
enrolled in the school [2]. In the recent past, the “Catholic first” clause meant that schools
could prioritise students from Catholic backgrounds [59]. In July 2018, the Equal Status
Act (2000) was amended, and schools were prohibited from using religion as a barrier in
over-subscribed schools. While the Education (Admission Policy) Act (2018) prohibited
schools from charging fees (except in the case of fee-paying schools), related legislation
has done nothing to address the “hidden” monetary barriers such as the requirement for
expensive equipment, uniforms, or financial contributions from parents [60]. Because of the
segregated model of education for Travellers that existed in the past in Ireland, Traveller
children are often automatically excluded because they cannot meet the family history
criterion [61]. Children from working class and immigrant backgrounds are also excluded
from certain schools because their families would not have had a “tradition” of attending
the more prestigious schools. Challenging such exclusionary policies is exceptionally
difficult as was discovered by the Irish Traveller family who took a case against a school
that would not enrol their son in 2010 [61]. In 2020, new school admission policies were
announced by the Minister of Education, which require that schools accept all applicants,
where schools are not over-subscribed, and that schools no longer employ waiting lists
past a certain amount of time.

Research suggests that there are “good” schools and “bad” schools, at least in the
public’s perception [62]. As “places also mean people” [63] p. 160, students attending
bad schools become labelled accordingly. In Ireland, the media fuels public perceptions of
schools by publishing detailed accounts of which schools (and therefore, which students)
are “succeeding” and “failing” via the “league tables” which provide information on the
“best” and “worst” performing schools in terms of their students’ Leaving Certificate
results and progression rates to higher education. Many DEIS schools feature towards the
bottom of such tables, and in spite of some improvements over time on certain markers of
achievement, research has consistently pointed to the significant achievement gap between
DEIS and non-DEIS schools [64,65]. This paper examines issues pertinent to the above
discussion of the literature, examining teacher and student perceptions of a highly diverse
urban DEIS school as being a school “for the Travellers and the Blacks”, along with issues
concerning the school’s reputation and the role of Traveller students therein, and factors
impacting the “choice” of St. Greg’s by different categories of students.
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3. Methodology

There has been relatively little research in Ireland examining Travellers’ experiences of
education. While two qualitative studies are notable [5,7], the former focused on Traveller
parents’ involvement in Traveller pre-schools and the latter explored adult Travellers’
reflections on their past experiences of education. This paper draws on data collected
as part of a wider in-depth qualitative research project [18], which adopted a case study
approach in one urban, DEIS post-primary school in the west of Ireland (St. Greg’s), with a
high concentration of disadvantage in terms of its highly diverse student population. The
objective of the study was to examine how an intercultural approach to education was
conceptualised and enacted in an urban, DEIS post-primary school context, with particular
reference to Traveller students and their experiences.

Methodologically, the study was located in the constructivist/interpretivist paradigm,
which emphasises participants’ understandings and meanings, and the socially constructed
nature of “reality”. From this paradigmatic standpoint, there is a concern with the individ-
ual and subjective experience; therefore, understanding the social world from participants’
perspective is emphasised [66]. Additionally, the role of the researcher in the research,
their interaction with participants and data, and the need for significant reflexivity in this
regard is highlighted [67]. However, the interpretivist/constructivist paradigm has been
criticised for not adequately addressing issues of social justice [68], with critics empha-
sising the need for research to transform “the lives of the participants, the institutions
in which people work or live, and the researcher’s life” (ibid. p. 9). In this context, the
study also drew significantly on critical race theory (CRT) [69–71], which offers new and
radical ways to conceptualise the role of racism in education and provides a framework
for challenging the embeddedness of racial inequity [72]. Key tenets of CRT include the
centring of racism as a unit of analysis, and the belief that racism is “normal” and not
aberrational in society [73]. CRT stresses the need to understand racism within its social,
economic, and historical context [41]. Bell’s [69] theory of “interest convergence” is another
hallmark of CRT; it is argued that Whites will only advance the cause of racial justice
when doing so coincides with their own self-interest and is of benefit to them [74]. White
privilege and supremacy are core foci in relation to how structural and institutional systems
of superiority and subordination are created and maintained [72,75]. CRT emphasises
storytelling and counter storytelling, which is regarded as having the potential to disrupt
hegemonic “taken-for-granted” myths and assumptions, by presenting analyses from the
perspective of minority group members [73].

CRT informed this study from the outset in terms of the focus of the research and
various aspects of the methodological approach employed. CRT understands that there
are many ways of interpreting the world [76] and calls for the inclusion of minority
perspectives to challenge hegemonic taken-for-granted myths and assumptions about
what is considered normal [73]. Presenting stories about discrimination from minority
perspectives is a primary objective of CRT [77]. In this regard, minority students from
diverse backgrounds, as well as teachers, were included and prioritised in the study.
Additionally, by using critical autobiography and reflexive journaling as a form of counter-
storytelling, researcher identity and positionality, and their impact on the research process
and data, were key foci throughout the research [18].

The study was conducted in an urban DEIS post-primary school in the West of Ireland
with a highly diverse student population and a significant concentration of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. While initially a comparative study was planned to examine
the ways in which an intercultural approach was being implemented in different school
contexts, for example in DEIS vs. non-DEIS school contexts, access to schools proved highly
problematic—particularly as a Traveller researcher [18]—and ultimately the research was
conducted as part of a case study design in one school. Following several meetings between
the Traveller researcher and the school Principal and teaching staff, gatekeeper (Principal)
consent to conduct the study in the school was obtained.
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All staff were invited to participate and provided with information sheets and consent
forms. In terms of student participant recruitment, the Traveller researcher visited classes in
the school to explain the study, and relevant groups were invited to participate, with letters
of invitation, information sheets, and consent forms sent to their parents. As anticipated,
due to low literacy rates among the Traveller community, additional measures were needed
to recruit students, including relaying information about the study to Traveller parents
through researcher contacts in the Traveller Movement and Primary Health Care in the
community. In such contexts, where literacy is an issue and potential participants may
not have the skills to engage with documentation, researchers must find other ways of
ensuring that potential participants understand what they are being asked to consent
to [78]. Additionally, the presence of a Traveller researcher in the school generated a lot of
attention from Traveller students, who approached the researcher and expressed interest
in participating. The researcher also visited classes in the school to explain the study
and invite participation. The children whose parents returned signed consent forms were
included in the study.

Data collection involved 28 semi-structured interviews, 9 with staff participants (SPs),
including the principal, deputy principal, and 7 teachers; and 19 with student participants,
including 9 Traveller student participants (TSPs), 6 non-Traveller minority student partici-
pants (MSPs), and 4 white Irish student participants (WISPs). Full ethical approval was
provided by the Research Ethics Committee at NUI Galway. Table 1 provides details of the
study’s participants.

Table 1. The study’s participants.

Pseudonym Sex Participant Group

1 Barry Male Principal

2 Caroline Female Teacher

3 Clodagh Female Teacher

4 Padraic Male Vice-Principal

5 John Male Teacher

6 Kathy Female Teacher

7 Ruth Female Teacher

8 Sarah Female Teacher

9 Sean Male Teacher

10 Jennifer Female Traveller Student (5th Year)

11 Connie Male Traveller Student (5th Year)

12 Mickey Male Traveller Student (2nd Year)

13 Richard Male Traveller Student (2nd Year)

14 Celine Female Traveller Student (3rd Year)

15 Rosa Female Traveller Student (2nd Year)

16 Serena Female Traveller Student (3rd Year)

17 Paddy Male Traveller Student (1st Year)

18 Theresa Female Traveller Student (5th Year)

19 Johnathan Male White Irish Settled Student (6th Year)

20 Hayden Male White Irish Settled Student (5th Year)

21 Jason Male White Irish Settled Student (2nd Year)

22 Connor Male White Irish Settled Student (3rd year)

23 Victoria Female (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (5th Year)

24 Josef Male (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (5th Year)

25 Christiano Male (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (6th Year)

26 Marian Female (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (3rd Year)

27 Natalia Female (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (2nd Year)

28 Holly Female (Non-Traveller) Minority Student (5th Year)
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The student interviews were approximately 30–45 min in duration. Interviews with
staff participants were approximately one hour in duration. All interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim. Soft copies were emailed to the teacher participants
for their review. Given the sensitive nature of the data generated, and the low literacy
levels of some of the student participants, those who wished to review their transcripts
were offered an opportunity to meet with the researcher to read the document together at a
time and in a venue that suited them. Five of the nineteen student participants (three of
the nine TSPs and two of the six MSPs) took up this offer to meet and all meetings took
place in the school. All the staff and student participants who reviewed their transcripts
subsequently agreed that the transcripts accurately reflected their interviews and only very
minor changes were requested.

Data were analysed through a series of stages, which commenced with immersion in
the data by reading and re-reading transcripts, and re-listening to the audio-recordings.
Next, the transcripts were coded line by line, using Charmaz’s [79] “open coding” approach,
before progressing to more focussed coding which involved reviewing all the initial codes
and bringing forward the most significant and/or frequent ones (ibid.). Following the
lengthy initial coding process, provisional categories were developed by grouping together
similar codes, and subsequently refined through mapping exercises and elements of the-
matic analysis [80]. From the perspective of CRT, attention was paid to the intersectionality
of class and gender with race, whilst maintaining the central focus on race and ethnicity,
and on how racism shaped the experiences of Traveller students.

Four major categories were developed [18], and this paper focuses on one, the partici-
pants’ perceptions of the school as being a school “for the Travellers and the Blacks” and
its reputation in this regard, as well as the factors impacting the choice of St. Greg’s by
different categories of students.

4. Findings: The School for the Travellers and the Blacks: Reputation, Lived Realities,
and “Choosing” St. Greg’s

In this section, we discuss the reasons influencing school choice from the perspectives
of the student participants, examining how they viewed their school, and their beliefs
about how their school was perceived by the wider community. Students’ perspectives on
“choosing” to attend St. Greg’s are compared to teacher participants’ views on the school’s
socio-demographic context.

4.1. Reputation’ and Lived Realities

The staff participants (SPs) and the student participants from the different groups
all mentioned that St. Greg’s had a bad reputation. However, there was some variation
between the participants from different groups regarding the reasons for the school’s
negative reputation. Many of the SPs believed that there was “a stigma attached to the
school” (Barry, SP) because of its diverse student population. John (SP) believed that St.
Greg’s was seen locally as “the school for the Travellers and the Blacks”.

Like if you talk to any [locals] . . . they say this school is for Travellers and Blacks
and that is the stigma we have. It is very hard to change it. (John, SP)

The MSPs and TSPs believed that having a large Traveller population was the main
reason for the school’s bad reputation. The MSPs recalled being told negative stories about
the school and hearing that it was “really rough” (Marian, MSP). As a result, they expected
to “get beat up” (Joseph, MSP) and were nervous about attending the school:

Yeah, a lot of Travellers come here, so they would kind of be thinking, this school
must be bad. That is what I heard anyway. But I never thought it was that bad to
be honest. I really like the school. (Christiano, MSP)

I think because a lot of Traveller people come here. And they [Travellers] have a
bad reputation for lots of fighting and stuff, but I think within every culture there
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is going to be people like that, in every school there is people like that. (Holly,
MSP)

Anyways, people were saying, ‘oh that that school, like ehm, that school is full of
Travellers, you get beat up, First Year is that bad’. (Joseph, MSP)

Some of the MSPs talked about being warned about the school being “rough”, and
some felt “fearful” (Natalia, MSP) of encountering Travellers. However, after joining the
school, they described it as being a “really nice place” (Marian, MSP) and “not as bad as
everybody says” (Josef, MSP), and they were glad to discover that Travellers were “not
that scary” (Marian, MSP).

While the WISPs did not mention being fearful about attending St. Greg’s, they did
hint at it having a reputation for being a bit of “a hard school” (Johnathan, WISP) and some
indicated that they also blamed Travellers for the school’s negative reputation. Hayden
(WISP), for example, was clear that he had “learned to avoid them [Travellers]”.

I don’t know, you have some kids that you stick away from because trouble
starts and stuff like that. That is about it really . . . Mostly Travellers, who start
everything. Anything they can start on they will just start on. I have learned to
avoid them. (Hayden, WISP)

Two of TSPs also highlighted issues to do with the school’s reputation. Both Rosa
and Richard mentioned that their parents were worried about them attending St. Greg’s
because of its reputation in relation to students smoking or having boyfriends or girlfriends.
While Rosa did not link Travellers to St. Greg’s poor reputation to Travellers, she was
conscious of the negative ways in which Travellers were perceived in society:

. . . they view Travellers . . . how would I say, me, always in trouble, always
drinking, robbing, stealing, dressed naked, wearing a lot less clothes like, and
mean to people . . . You don’t learn that you just know that, like. The way people
look at you, like. (Rosa, TSP)

Some of the MSPs opined that St. Greg’s had a bad reputation because it was “full of
dummies” (Josef, MSP) and did not score high on the league tables.

And some people were like, that is a school full of dummies, they don’t really go
to school, they just go dossing, and it is really not all of us who go dossing. (Josef,
MSP)

. . . if you went there, you would never do well, that you would never go to
university. Ehm, you wouldn’t progress in life. You would just stay at the
same level, and you would become the same as everybody else who went there,
supposedly. (Holly, MSP)

The SPs believed that the students at St. Greg’s were “a lot tougher” (Sarah, SP)
to teach because they “came from very difficult backgrounds” (Ruth, SP), had “genuine
problems” (Sarah, SP), and “much more challenges” (John, SP) than students in “most other
schools” (Sarah, SP). The SPs identified poverty, addiction, homelessness, and domestic
violence as issues affecting the students at St. Greg’s.

. . . a lot of our students come from very difficult backgrounds . . . a lot of them
might not even have had breakfast in the morning . . . there are a lot of underlying
factors there. (Ruth, SP)

. . . it depends on the home. It can be problems with alcohol, problems with
drugs, can be members of families in prison, parents can be in the shelter, because
of domestic violence, quite regularly, and sometimes for long periods of time . . .
we would have several parents that would have experienced homelessness . . .
there may be even queries about neglect. (Kathy, SP)

The SPs described the young people at St. Greg’s as “just living day to day” (John,
SP) compared to students in other schools who came from homes where “they are fed and
watered” (John, SP), were “motivated” (Barry, SP), and had “aspirations” (John, SP):
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. . . But they [students in other schools] are motivated. They have aspirations.
They know where they want to go to. Some of our kids are just living day to day
and going from week to week. They don’t think about the future . . . (John, SP)

For the SPs, St. Greg’s was an enjoyable though often quite challenging school in
which to work. As John (SP) remarked, “some days it is a really great place to work
and other days you are going home saying ‘Jesus, I need to get some place else’”. They
explained how they had learnt “to readjust” their “expectations” and to stop “driving
beyond what the kids were willing to put up with” (Barry, SP). John explained further,
noting that he “had to adapt to the school and environment” and suggested that you could
not be too “heavily academic” if you wanted to “survive” as a teacher in a school like
St. Greg’s.

I found it harder to readjust my expectations . . . I kept driving beyond what the
kids were willing to put up with . . . I went straight into a classroom expecting,
look at, these are all going to be Engineers and Doctors . . . That didn’t go down
well at all . . . I suppose my expectation came down a small bit, I became more
realistic . . . You are not dealing with the same thing at all here. You have to be
more open minded about the difficulties with these kids. They are great to be
coming in at all, some of them. That is a reality. (Barry, SP)

In here, we have the laugh with them all of the time you know. There is give and
take. There is a lot of joking and banter all of the time, but you have to otherwise
you are not going to survive in here. Not a notion . . . If it is too heavily academic
and you take yourself too seriously you will struggle . . . You know you adapt to
the school and the environment that you are in. (John, SP)

4.2. Choosing St. Greg’s

Given St. Greg’s ‘rough’ and challenging reputation, what were the student partici-
pants’ reasons for choosing this school? Three main reasons were offered by the student
and staff participants: (1) family history of attending St. Greg’s, (2) not being accepted by
other schools, and (3) the availability of supports and “freebies”.

4.2.1. Family History of Attending St. Greg’s

Both the SPs and the TSPs highlighted a family history of attending the school as
being a key factor for Travellers deciding on St Greg’s. Clodagh (SP) pointed out that
Traveller students felt “very safe” and “comfortable” in the school as they were surrounded
by members of their own community:

They come, they come, they come, they are surrounded by their friends, their
neighbours, or whatever cousins they have, it is very safe for them, it is very
comfortable. (Clodagh, SP)

Mickey (TSP) pointed out that having a family history of attending St. Greg’s meant
that he “didn’t really choose” the school in any active sense:

This school? I didn’t really choose because all my cousins were coming here and
everything and my uncles came here. (Mickey, TSP)

Family history was also a factor for some of the non-Traveller student participants.
Johnathan (WISP) said that the “only reason” he attended St. Greg’s was “because [his] my
brother was in there”. Jason (WISP) indicated that having a history of family attending St.
Greg’s also influenced his choice because it made him believe he “had a better chance of
getting in”. Jason’s cousin attended one of the more affluent non-DEIS schools for a time
but had been expelled.

4.2.2. Not Being Able to Access, or Not Being Accepted by, Other Schools

Several of the student participants reported that they had not been accepted by other
schools, or else had felt that they could not apply. Christiano (MSP) had applied to two
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other schools that he would have preferred to attend and did not know why he had been
rejected: “I don’t know what the problem was, I just got rejected, I don’t know what the
reason was”. He went on to say that his Irish-born stepfather knew why he was rejected
but he did not elaborate when probed and observed that “it doesn’t really matter, because I
didn’t get in there” (Christiano, MSP).

Having to be “smarter” to get into other schools was something that several of the
student participants believed to be an issue. For example, Marian (MSP) believed that
other schools did not accept the “people that are stupid”:

Oh yeah, because maybe they don’t accept all of the other children, but like St.
Greg’s do because there is a lot of people in [other school] and they don’t accept
most of the people that are stupid. (Marian, MSP)

Similarly, Jason (WISP) cited not being “that smart” as the reason why he had not
applied elsewhere. He also remarked that “there is not that many coloured people” in
other schools and believed that for a “coloured” person to be accepted into other schools
they would have to be “really smart”.

Three of the WISP student participants expressed a preference to attend another school
and felt they would leave St. Greg’s given the opportunity. While Jason (WISP) believed
that he did not stand a chance of being accepted into a specific other school, he emphasised
that he would “love to go to that school now” because he believed it was a better school
where “they actually have to try to educate you”.

When I was younger, I thought it was all gay and all that but now I just want to
go to it because most people I know had to get a better education to get in, to get
a job and all that . . . because it is like, they are stricter and everyone says, ‘oh it
is better, they have to actually try to educate you’. (Jason, WISP)

Both the MSPs and TSPs seemed satisfied, indeed happy, with being at St. Greg’s and
none of them expressed a desire to leave. Indeed, some of the TSPs had left what would be
considered “better” schools to attend St. Greg’s. For example, Theresa (TSP) decided to
leave the better school because she preferred to be amongst more Travellers:

[re. old school] It is a good school, but just I would prefer to be around more
people, more Travellers. There was only the one Traveller in the school, like, that
I really talked to. There was more Travellers in St. Greg’s. (Theresa, TSP)

The students were also conscious of the role of waiting lists in being able to access
certain over-subscribed schools. For example, Johnathan (WISP) believed he would not
have been accepted in the school that he wanted to attend because “a load of people try
and get into that school, so like . . . you would have to sign up like in 5th class”. In the same
way, the student participants were conscious of schools’ admissions policies. On this issue,
Jason (WISP) praised St. Greg’s approach to enrolment, noting that they “let everyone into
the school . . . no matter where they are from, their race or anything”, because he did not
feel other schools took the same approach.

The SPs felt that “academic performance” was considered something that was
“not top of the list” (Roisin, SP) for Traveller parents, or the “number one priority”
for parents of students in St. Greg’s in general, when it came to school choice.
The SPs were also very aware of schools’ differing approaches to enrolment.
For Padraic, school admission policies were being used “to protect the standard
of education” . . . the other side is they are really protecting is the standard of
education and the standard of the system . . . I don’t like it, the elitism that goes
on in some schools . . . they just pick the best 150, so why wouldn’t they be at
the . . . top of the league. If they said, right pick the first 150 that comes in, that
would be a different story. (Padraic, SP)

Some of the SPs felt that it was unfair and elitist that other schools were not being
made to “take their fair share” (John, SP) of students from diverse backgrounds. Similarly,
Clodagh (SP) felt that “the ground needs to be levelled there completely to be fair to



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 777 12 of 19

everybody’s needs”. For the staff, St. Greg’s abided by its mission statement of inclusivity
and did not “cherry pick” (Padraic, SP) like other schools which they felt often paid “lip
service to open door policies” (Clodagh, SP).

But I do think what tends to happen is our school is the school in . . . that takes the
vast majority of them [students from diverse backgrounds]. We don’t cherry pick.
We abide by our mission statement. We are probably the most inclusive school
within the area so we can never be accused of being discriminatory. (John, SP)

People pay lip service to open door policies, we don’t. We have an admissions
policy and it is crystal clear and it always has been. You know, we don’t refuse
anybody . . . But there are others who say they have open door policies, in
Christian schools as I call them, and the opposite is true. (Clodagh, SP)

Some of the SPs mentioned that “other schools use money as a barrier” (Clodagh, SP)
to access, requiring parents to pay large amounts for resources and/or extra-curricular
activities: “if you enrol here, we want 300 pounds for photo-copying and we need it for
sport”. John (SP) suggested that a “new school” that had recently opened in the area was
“redirecting students” to St. Greg’s and “telling any Traveller that rings up ‘no, we are not
a DEIS school, and we don’t offer free books and we don’t do free lunches’”.

4.2.3. Extra Supports, Subject Choice, and Freebies

While not mentioned by any of the student participants, some of the SPs suggested
that students from minority groups attended St. Greg’s because of the wide subject choice
and extra supports available to them. Sean (SP), for example, argued that the “international
students” preferred attending St. Greg’s because of all the support that was available in
the school.

International students come here because we have a lot of support for interna-
tional students . . . In terms of extra English, languages, there is a tradition of
being able to sit the Leaving Cert in your own traditional language through
Polish or whatever. (Sean, SP)

Not all the SPs, however, were convinced that the extra supports or subject availability
were motivating factors for school choice. Barry (SP), for example, pointed out that many
schools offered the same range of subjects as St. Greg’s:

I mean some people will say, look it, we want to come to the school because of the
subject choice. Well, look it, at the end of the day, we are traditionally a vocational
school, and we do have a heavy practical background, but all the schools offer
Woodwork and Technical Drawing. And Art, and any of these anymore. So that
is not going to . . . We are not going to stand out just for doing those subjects.
(Barry, SP)

Some of the SPs cited “getting freebies” as a motivating factor for parents in deciding
on St. Greg’s. It was evident that some of them believed this to be the case particularly for
the parents of Traveller children. Caroline (SP), for example, specifically mentioned that
Travellers attended the school because “they get everything for free”.

Because we are a DEIS school, everything is free. We have the book scheme and
the lunches, and all the resources are free. We don’t have to pay for anything.
They [Travellers] get all of these trips and everything. (Caroline, SP)

Well, I would say that the biggest issue is the whole financial side of it. I know
the new school that has opened above is . . . they are telling any Traveller that
rings up ‘No, we are not a DEIS school, and we don’t offer free books and we
don’t do free lunches’. (John, SP)

While all the student participants mentioned that they got a lot of things for free, such
as trips and lunches, only one of them, Josef (MSP), mentioned hearing about getting “free
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lunches” in St. Greg’s before he had joined the school. However, he was more concerned
about the school being a “rough” place than getting stuff for free.

. . . But [friend], he actually went to this school. Like and other people who
weren’t in the school were like, ‘Oh yeah, this is going to happen, this is going
to happen’ but [friend] he just, he made loads of friends here and I was, like, ‘I
thought this school was meant to be rough?’ and he was like, ‘no, it is not that
bad, if you do your own good, like, you will be fine. The teachers’ pay attention
to you, you get free lunches, it is a really nice place, like’. (Josef, MSP)

The other student participants did not mention being motivated to attend the school
because of its DEIS status and the expectation of ‘freebies’. Indeed, many of them com-
plained about the quality of the food on offer and tended to bring in their own food or buy
lunch from the local shops.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

Both staff and student participant groups from St. Greg’s were aware of the school’s
bad reputation and how this was associated with the socio-demographic composition of its
student population. Regarded as the school “for the Travellers and the Blacks”, it was seen
as a tough school and one in which academic expectations were low. Choosing St. Greg’s
was perceived as being related to having family history of attending the school, not being
able to access other schools, and St. Greg’s providing supports and freebies.

5.1. School Socio-Demographics, Reputation, and Academic Expectations

In the UK, urban schools are often assigned inferior status because of their high
concentration of minorities [81]. Similarly, now in Ireland it seems that some DEIS schools
are perceived as “inferior” because of a high concentration of “Travellers and the Blacks”
(John, SP) and other minorities and marginalised groups. While one-third of St. Greg’s
student population was made up of White settled Irish students from disadvantaged
backgrounds, one third comprised (non-Traveller) minority ethnic students, and one third
Traveller students, an unusually high number. While high levels of diversity are not
unusual in DEIS schools [82,83], some DEIS schools are more diverse than others.

Research has suggested that a school with a diverse student population may be
viewed in a negative light by teachers, parents, and students, if the diverse students
are also from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds [84,85]. While none of the
student participants from the different participant groups attributed the school’s negative
reputation to their own socio-economic or ethnic group, they were acutely aware that
their school was positioned within a “demonised school” discourse ([86]; see also [82]).
Hollingworth and Archer [81] found that demonised school discourses are often resisted
and contested by young people, and in this study, some of the student participants resisted
the stigmatised view of their school. Students from certain backgrounds are seen as a
“risk” to the reputation of a school [87] and this study found that Traveller students posed
a risk from the perspective of all participant groups, except the Traveller participants
themselves, although they were aware of how, as a group, they were perceived in society.
As Bryan [87] argues, macro processes and discourses impact negatively at the school level
and upon ethnic minority students, and this was seen in the current study with some
of the non-Traveller minority ethnic student participants being “fearful” (Natalia, MSP)
of encountering Travellers, although they subsequently found that they were “not that
scary” (Marian, MSP). In a sense, what is described here is a process of “demystification”
of this negatively stereotyped group through “the figured world” of the school ([86] p.
386). Research suggests that when groups encounter each other, relationships improve [11]
because myths are dispelled and the “other” becomes more familiar. While the WISPs
referenced the school’s reputation as a “hard school” (Johnathan, WISP) being linked to its
large Traveller population, they did not report feeling fearful. This is likely because they
had grown up in areas where there was a high concentration of Travellers, so they had
“real world” experiences with the community.
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Both staff and student participants viewed their school as one in which academic
expectations were low, with the student participants very conscious of what was thought
about students who attended this school, and that it was “full of dummies” (Josef, MSP).
Many of the student participants seemed to have internalised these negative and deficit
perceptions of their academic ability; for example, Marian (MSP) and Jason (WISP) dis-
played a concerning lack of confidence in their own ability and believed that they were
“not smart”. Similarly, Holly (MSP) and Josef (MSP) had been forced to confront issues
of being considered inferior, and while they challenged the negative stereotypes ascribed
to them, their level of critical insight was limited as they both indicated that they saw
themselves as “exceptions”. For example, Josef (MSP) remarked that while some of the
students in St. Greg’s fit the stereotypes ascribed to them, he stated that it was “not all
of them”. When certain groups are pathologized, they may internalise the dominant nar-
rative as the “truth” and these internalised negative beliefs often result in self-fulfilling
prophecies of failure [88]. Hollingworth and Archer [81] found that minority students
must negotiate their identities when they are associated with a school labelled negatively.
They remind us that the pathologisation of urban schools can have damaging effects on the
students that attend them, including on the ways in which students see themselves (ibid.).
Reay [89] explains that there is a painful struggle involved in trying to separate out from
the “demonised other” because it is so tied up with the self.

Research has found that teachers generally tend to underestimate the academic ability
of certain minority student groups [90]. The literature highlights how some teachers
understand educational disadvantage through a cultural deficit lens, tending to blame
them and/or their parents for their low levels of educational attainment [91]. Such deficit
views lead to lowered teacher expectations and the pathologisation of students from
disadvantaged backgrounds [92]. This was evident in the current study with the SPs
explaining that as a teacher in St. Greg’s, one had to lower one’s expectations. The SPs
were aware that in urban DEIS schools like St. Greg’s, many of the students come from
communities experiencing significant socio-economic disadvantage [10]. Indeed, the staff
highlighted that many of the students at St. Greg’s had experienced adverse childhood
experiences, such as witnessing domestic violence, addiction, and substance abuse, having
family members incarcerated, homelessness, and experiencing neglect. Although the SPs
understood that many of St. Greg’s students had had such experiences, they still attributed
their poor engagement to a lack of motivation or “aspirations” (John, SP). Yet, research
has found that having to deal with such significant and ongoing life challenges inevitably
results in education being less prioritised. As Doyle and Keane ([93], p. 83) found, for
those from marginalised backgrounds, “having to cope with frequent and significant life
traumas and fighting to survive everyday life in their lived realities, seriously constrained
educational engagement”.

The SPs negatively compared Travellers to “most parents” (Sarah, SP), positioning
them as “different” in terms of the value that they attached to education. While the belief
that Travellers do not value education or promote it in the home is generally accepted in
Irish society, research has found that Traveller parents are very receptive to their children’s
education [5]. Myers, McGhee, and Bhopal [94] found that changing social circumstances
had led to Traveller parents increasingly seeing the importance of formal education for
their children in terms of them being able to make a living in the modern world. While
some Traveller parents may have low expectations for their children [39], this needs to be
understood in the context of the structural inequalities pervasive in society in relation to
poverty and racism, and the major barriers within the education system and labour market,
which understandably frame Traveller parents’ perspectives [39].

5.2. Issues of School “Choice”

From the participants’ perspectives, choosing St. Greg’s was related to having a family
history of attending the school, not being able to access other schools, and the school
providing supports and ‘freebies’. There were differences between the student participant



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 777 15 of 19

groups regarding their “choice” of St. Greg’s. School choice was influenced and constrained
by students’ (and their families’) perceptions of where they would “have a better chance
of getting in” (Jason, WISP). In their discussion about “choosing” St. Greg’s, many of the
(non-Traveller) minority ethnic and White Irish student participants noted that they had
not been able to access other schools. Indeed, most of the latter group expressed a desire to
attend different schools, somewhere that “they actually have to try to educate you” (Jason,
WISP), demonstrating a belief that the standard of education at St. Greg’s was inferior to
that in other schools.

Not being able to access other schools needs to be considered in the context of schools’
admissions policies in Ireland, and staff and student participants were clear that schools had
different approaches. St. Greg’s was reported by staff and student participants as having
an inclusive policy and practice compared to other schools who “cherry- picked” (Padraic,
SP), did not “take their fair share” (John, SP) of students from diverse backgrounds, and
paid “lip service to open door policies” (Clodagh, SP). However, the school was in no
position to be choosy: student enrolment had been declining for some years. Student
enrolment in DEIS schools is often lower than enrolment in non-DEIS schools, which are
often over-subscribed [83]. Some of the SPs felt some (particularly over-subscribed) schools
employed certain “elitist” (Padraic, SP) practices (including the requirement of payment
for certain extra-curricular activities) as an exclusive mechanism resulting in students
from disadvantaged backgrounds being unable to access those schools. In this way, some
schools are a “closed shop” and may covertly discriminate against certain groups [2]. As
the current system is seen to be functional (for some), and serves the needs of the majority,
such practices, which directly or indirectly result in the exclusion of minorities, are often
unquestioned [95]. In such a climate, institutional racism is normalised and selection
procedures which disadvantage ethnic minority students are considered acceptable [73].

In contrast to the other student participants, the Traveller student participants were
clear that they preferred St. Greg’s to other schools because of the high number of Travellers.
Wanting to be around people like oneself is unsurprising; drawing on theories of social
homophily [96], Keane [97] argued that homophilous groups facilitate an important self-
protective function in the provision of a sense of comfort, security, and safety. Bhopal
and Myers [27] also found that Travellers felt more comfortable in spaces where they
were surrounded by their own. Similarly, Boyle et al. [5] found that the Traveller parents
who participated in their study felt at ease in all-Traveller preschools because they felt a
sense of belonging. This apparent self-segregation suggests that they would not have felt
comfortable in spaces where they constituted a minority. However rational this inclination
and behaviour may be on the part of Traveller families and students, what seems like
choice here is an inevitability of living in a society where being different is viewed as
an aberration and is met with hostility. It also clearly calls into question the inaction of
the education system in making all schools comfortable and safe spaces for all students,
including Traveller students.

The issue of access to additional supports and ‘freebies’ was also of note in the
participants’ discussions about students’ reasons for choosing St. Greg’s. Due to their
designated disadvantaged status, DEIS schools are allocated additional resources and can
offer additional supports for students and their families, including learning supports, free
school meals, and free books [11]. In this study, the SPs assumed that these “advantages”
were what motivated Traveller parents to choose St. Greg’s, demonstrating the prevalent
societal stereotype of Travellers as a group who prefer to live on state “hand-outs [98]
and do not wish to work [99] among the teacher participants. Further, as over half of
Traveller children attend non-DEIS schools [20], this assumption is clearly questionable.
Teachers are rarely given the opportunity to interrogate their deeply ingrained beliefs about
the Travelling community (or other marginalised communities), and therefore it is not
surprising that negative stereotypes may be deeply ingrained within their psyche.

While previous research has highlighted the complexities of choice and decision-
making for (non-Traveller) minority ethnic and lower socio-economic groups, this study
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contributes to our understanding of the complex factors impacting Traveller families
and young people in this domain, as well as in comparison to those from other ethnic
groups. As was shown, in this DEIS school, the student population was highly diverse,
with very high concentrations of students from non-Traveller minority ethnic, Traveller,
and lower socio-economic groups. High concentrations of disadvantage within school
populations exacerbate patterns of inequality in education [83,100,101]. The segregation
evident between DEIS and non-DEIS schools, and even amongst DEIS schools in relation
to more concentrated levels of disadvantage, raises important questions about the extent
to which the DEIS system is reproducing the existing social order rather than addressing
educational disadvantage, which is purportedly the aim. While the system needs to
seriously examine how less segregated schools may be facilitated, there is also a need to
better support teachers to effectively teach in DEIS schools, so that they may better support
students from minority and disadvantaged backgrounds. Additionally, DEIS schools need
to be adequately resourced if they are to tackle, and indeed avoid perpetuating, educational
disadvantage [82].
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