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In divided societies education for diversity, often introduced via the combined
approaches of civic education, citizenship education and community-relations
activity, is advocated as a core element of the school curriculum. Its delivery,
through formal and non-formal educational approaches, has been routinely
recognised as an opportunity for interactive learning, offering intellectual, social
and emotional advantages to all involved. From its roots in the non-formal
youth sector, the work of the Spirit of Enniskillen (SOE) Trust now encom-
passes formal partnerships with schools through a ‘dealing with difference
together’ programme involving groups of sixth-form students (17–18 years) in a
programme for citizenship education as a complementary and/or supplementary
option to the subject area of Local and Global Citizenship.

Based on a developmental evaluation of the Schools Together programme,
this paper presents a case study of a collaborative schools-based programme for
diversity in Northern Ireland. In particular, it outlines the unique characteristics
of collaboration between the formal and non-formal education sectors; highlights
the intrinsic value of such programmes for capacity-building and sustainability
in schools; and identifies the contribution of such initiatives to educational
reform and wider social change.

Keywords: Citizenship; formal and informal education; peer mediation; conflict
resolution

Introduction

In the cultural and political landscape of Northern Ireland, the language of a divided
society has, in recent years, been replaced by that of a shared society and social
cohesion (OFMDFM 2005a; 2010). Linguistically, it is a shift that has been enacted
through a series of educational and community initiatives (OFMDFM 2005a; CCEA
2007). For some, the lexicon of change is perceived to insufficiently address the
legacy of the conflict; for example, where the terminology of ‘a ‘shared society’ is
shaded by ambiguity, referring equally to agreement on living apart as well as liv-
ing together but differently (Graham and Nash 2006). For others, the prevalence of
such vocabulary does not presume a ubiquitous commitment to peace, and it is
acknowledged that vestiges of the conflict continue to filter through to the day-
to-day life of Northern Ireland (NILT 2007, 2008; NIYLT 2007, 2008; PSNI 2007;
CRC 2010).
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Within the educational environment, curricular policy makers have continued to
explore and address the causal and repercussive factors of more than 30 years of
conflict. Developmentally, this has included strategic changes which build on the
legacy of previous (for example, Education for Mutual Understanding and Cultural
Heritage) and enduring (for example, the Schools Community Relations Programme)
initiatives and that contribute to a wider socially inclusive agenda. Latterly, the most
significant of these is the 2007 introduction to the curriculum of a new subject, Local
and Global Citizenship (O’Connor et al. 2009), which is intended to reinforce the
inherent responsibility of education to prepare teachers and lecturers to educate
children and young people for a shared society (DE 2010: 26).

Complementary work of this nature in the non-formal sector is largely accessed
via core funding, released from the Department of Education (DE) on application.
This has been a valuable and necessary support mechanism for NGOs wishing to
extend the statutory citizenship remit beyond traditional classroom pedagogy, but
has been subject to stringent financial cutbacks of late: in 2010, the Minister for
Education announced a 70% reduction in funding for community relations pro-
grammes in education, lowering funding from £3.6 to £1.1 million per annum (DE
2010), and a delay in the release of funding criteria impacted on organisational and
institutional capacity for forward planning. Collectively, these constraints will have
both immediate and long-term implications for education for diversity work within
schools, and for the organisations that support such work.

The functional role of NGOs and other voluntary organisations in terms of their
potential strategic contribution to school and classroom practice has been noted pre-
viously (O’Connor et al. 2009; DE 2010). It is within this educational infrastructure
that the Spirit of Enniskillen sought to develop a capacity-building, schools-based
initiative that would complement the Local and Global Citizenship curriculum
through a programme based on the principles of peer mediation and collaborative
learning.

The developing profile of citizenship

The contours of the global landscape, re-drawn in recent years by shifting social,
economic, political and cultural demographics, have prompted a corresponding
interest in education for democratic citizenship (Lockyer et al. 2003). Undoubtedly,
the effects of globalisation have been enduring and far-reaching. The pace of popu-
lation mobility, changes in familial, societal, ethnic and community infrastructures,
and a trend towards individualised consumerism are perceived to routinely under-
mine core values such as rights, solidarity, active participation and inclusion (Kyml-
icka and Norman 2000; Modood 2000; Banks 2001; Bottery 2003; Jeffers and
O’Connor 2008; Crabtree and Field 2009). The decline of democratically accepted
activity such as individual, public and social participation, particularly among young
people (Pattie et al. 2004; Andrews and Mycock 2007) has led to a crisis of legiti-
macy (Brodie et al. 2009: 8), to the extent that enhancing active citizenship has
become a national priority in many countries (Kerr et al. 2002; Council of Europe
2002).

The challenge of engaging young people in civic or citizenship education has
been addressed primarily through the introduction of such education to the school
curricula of many democratic societies. It is essentially characterised by a core aim
to equip young people with the knowledge, values and skills that will enable them
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to take their place in, and contribute to, an increasingly diverse society (Patrick
1999; Tourney-Purta et al. 2001; Council of Europe 2002; CCEA 2007; DfES
2002). Notwithstanding these functional and philosophical aspirations, the develop-
ment of a conceptually acceptable model of citizenship education has proven some-
what problematic, particularly where definitions of ‘common citizenship’ are
juxtaposed with recognition of the different identities and backgrounds that make
up many pluralist societies (Schell-Faucon 2000; Smith 2003). Equally, personal
and group identities – whether these are religious, cultural or political – can inhibit
common citizenship as much as they promote it, since they impact on the way in
which people see themselves as individuals and as members of a community
(Kymlicka and Norman 2000; Waldron 2000; McAuley 2004; Banks 2008). This
suggests, then, the need for a model of citizenship education (Smith 2003) that has
sufficient relevance and meaning, and that does not engender in young people what
Crabtree and Field (2009: 34) describe as ‘a thin conception of citizenship, sceptical
about whether there is such a thing as society and, even if there is, what it’s got to
do with them’. It also highlights the particular challenge of creating a curricular
model of citizenship that transcends utilitarian functionality to represent something
altogether more dynamic, ‘moving from a passive and minimal citizenry to a proac-
tive, ethical, responsible citizenship with actual involvement and commitment in
society’ (Salema 2006: 9, citing Council of Europe 2005).

Citizenship in the curriculum

On the historical continuum of educational change in Northern Ireland, successive
educational initiatives have sought to promote the contributory role of community
relations, integrated education and citizenship education towards social capital and
societal cohesion (DE 1998, 1999, 2004, 2006a; OFMDFM 2005a; ETI, 2006). It is
a commitment that extends beyond traditional utilitarian interpretations of education
so that community relations and citizenship education are presented as tools for
change that give ‘due emphasis to whole school relationships … relationships
beyond the school … promoting an ethos in the school which contributes to under-
standing and mutual respect for diversity in all its forms’ (DE 1999: x) and promote
a philosophy and practice of collaboration, co-operation and shared expertise within
and between schools (DE 2006a).

In September 2007, Local and Global Citizenship was introduced as a core stat-
utory element of the revised Northern Ireland curriculum. In the post-primary sector,
Local and Global Citizenship is addressed through four key concepts: Diversity and
Inclusion, Equality and Social Justice, Democracy and Active Participation, and
Human Rights and Social Responsibility. In the light of disputed cultural and politi-
cal allegiances, the premise of a conceptual framework for citizenship education
defined in terms of rights and responsibilities has emerged as a non-partisan alterna-
tive (Arlow 2001). Notwithstanding the intended participatory and inclusive status
of citizenship education in Northern Ireland, it has remained a problematic concept
for some (Smith 2003; McEvoy 2007), particularly given its potential to engage
equitably with the historical legacy of a divided community while also addressing
the social and cultural issues of an increasingly diverse society (Arlow 2001).

From this, it is possible to surmise that within the educational infrastructure,
schools perform a singular function in the delivery of citizenship – both directly, in
terms of what is taught, how it is taught and when it is taught, and indirectly,
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through the permeable effect of the hidden curriculum, including institutional cul-
ture, teacher values and pupil voice. It is a potentially contradictory relationship that
alternately acknowledges the responsibility of schools to acquire and use intellectual
capital for civic and political purposes (Patrick 1999: 45) and propounds the rela-
tive merits of teaching citizenship as a historically informed factual subject or as a
more issues-led, inquiry-based approach (Vontz and Nixon 1999, citing Shaver
1995).

The connection, then, between social cohesion and the overall aim of the curric-
ulum lies in the extent to which young people are empowered with the knowledge,
skills and aptitudes to navigate their future educational, employment, social and
political prospects, and take their place as informed and participatory citizens
(CCEA, 2007). Undoubtedly, the introduction to the curriculum of Local and Global
Citizenship has underlined the importance of developing young people’s under-
standing of how their lives are governed and how they can improve the quality of
their own and others’ lives through democratic processes (CCEA 2007). Equally,
there is a concurrent responsibility to recognise the functional role of education in
preparing young people to manage their own lives, relationships and lifestyles
through offering pupils sustained opportunities for personal development, including
autonomy, independence, decision-making, participation and self-efficacy.

The philosophy of togetherness

The combined forces of formal and non-formal education work are described in
many international declarations as a key element in the promotion of peace (UNE-
SCO 1998; COE 2002; Mualem 2010). Within the realm of education for diversity,
the added contribution of inter-group contact – not least its nature and impact – has
assumed a particular position. Based on the contact hypothesis (Allport 1954), it
purports that engagement between opposing groups can endorse positive inter-group
attitudes, generate more favourable relationships and promote increased tolerance
and social cohesion (Paollini et al. 2004). Contact itself cannot be presumed to pro-
mote improved relationships; the pre-requisites for effective contact emphasise the
importance of co-operation, institutional support and equal status (Allport 1954).
However, it is acknowledged that these conditions are not always achieved in edu-
cational settings, the most recurrent obstacles being an institutional hierarchy that
constrains communication between pupils and teachers, teacher attitudes that under-
mine the remit of programmes, teachers who perceive such approaches as an oppor-
tunity to offload their educational responsibilities, and insufficient support from
senior management (Orfield 2001; Schell Faucon 2000; DfES 2007).

As an alternative, the practice of peer mediation to facilitate inter-group contact
is viewed as a cornerstone in the philosophy of conflict resolution education pro-
grammes (Cohen 2003). It is commonly applied in post-primary and, increasingly,
primary schools, as well as in community and youth work settings. Typically, peer
mediation conforms to the reciprocal acts of creating a safe learning environment,
creating a constructive learning environment, enhancing students’ social and emo-
tional development and creating a constructive conflict community (Jones 2004). Its
fundamental purpose is ‘to enhance young people’s sense of responsibility and
empower them to resolve both their problems among themselves as well as with
teachers and adults’ (Schell Faucon 2000: 13). The defining feature of peer group
education is that the ‘educators’ are similar to the students in age and background.
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The demographic compatibility is significant, not least for promoting positive values
and challenging prejudices without losing credibility or status (Schell Faucon
2000). The benefits of peer mediation have been well documented: in particular,
peer mediation can increase pupils’ conflict knowledge and skills, negotiation,
social and emotional competencies, and cognitive and affective perspective-taking
(Jones 2004). It is within the parameters of mediation, through peer-led dialogue,
that the SOE Schools Together programme evolved.

The Schools Together programme

The Spirit of Enniskillen Trust was established following the ‘Poppy Day’ bombing
in the town in 1989, in which 11 people died and many more were injured. Within
the divided society of Northern Ireland, the premise of SOE is that ‘while we are
not responsible for Northern Ireland, we are responsible for our own contribution’
(www.soetrust.org). Its philosophy is founded on the transformative potential of
‘dealing with difference together’, through pupil-centred programmes that encourage
a process of ‘dialogue, learning and good relations’ in participative learning envi-
ronments that ‘enable young people from all backgrounds to reach across barriers,
build relationships and make their own contribution towards a peaceful and shared
future’ (ibid). This is a position that has evolved from consensus that mutual aware-
ness and understanding of the self and others can be most successfully achieved in
a mutual learning environment that promotes a ‘win-win’ scenario (www.soetrust.
org).

Historically, SOE’s work has been undertaken in the non-formal education sec-
tor. As the constitution, profile and purpose of education continues to evolve and
change, SOE has redefined its remit to reflect two core characteristics: the establish-
ment of partnerships between formal and non-formal education and a commitment
to creating capacity-building programmes within schools. The former underlines the
mutual reciprocity of shared knowledge and expertise, while the latter reinforces the
fundamental objectives of institutional ownership and teacher autonomy. The
Schools Together programme (hereafter referred to as Together) was officially
launched in 2004. It is a strategic partnership between SOE and schools from across
Northern Ireland that is defined by a philosophy of working together through a
developmental process of non-formal learning and active citizenship. The aim of
the programme is to offer young people, on an inter-school basis, an opportunity to
engage in dialogue that ‘explores the commonalities and differences of life in
Northern Ireland … working together for a shared future in a fair and pluralist soci-
ety’ (www.soetrust.org). This is facilitated through ‘discussions exploring common-
alities and differences … to develop the blend of skills, understanding and attitudes
needed to lead others through a similar process of learning’ (SOE, 2006). The ratio-
nale for the programme is based around two key principles: that the positive legacy
of work undertaken within non-formal education can be usefully applied within the
formal education sector, and that peer-led dialogue can make a significant contribu-
tion to the learning process. The programme is characterised by a sequence of par-
ticipative and transferable learning situations that engender ownership within and
across the school environment. The number of schools involved has grown expo-
nentially, from an initial cohort of 12 schools (comprising controlled, maintained
and integrated schools) to 21 in 2007/08 (the time of the evaluation), involving
approximately 700 students from across Northern Ireland.
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The delivery of the Together programme comprises four phases, from a skills
and dialogue preparation day for individual schools to a joint residential and
schools review day involving young people drawn from the clusters of participating
schools and a joint day for teachers. The key objectives of the programme are iden-
tified in terms of building personal leadership capacity, developing dialogue and
negotiation skills to deal with difference and celebrate diversity, developing per-
sonal understanding, and supporting schools’ capacity to engage in the dynamics of
non-formal approaches to education.

The evaluation context

The independent developmental evaluation of the Together programme was con-
ducted in fulfilment of funding criteria set down by the International Fund for Ire-
land. The researcher had no previous involvement with the programme and
completed the evaluation in response to three key events. Firstly, the programme’s
preparatory phase had concluded, so it was timely to reflect on its implementation
and impact and to consider its future direction. Secondly, the joint implications of
educational rationalisation and the introduction of a new curriculum would have
implications for how, where and with whom the programme continued to operate
(at the time of the evaluation, the impending implications of financial cutbacks had
yet to be fully realised). Thirdly, the transitory status of Northern Ireland from a
divided to a shared society has led to some revision in the language of community
relations and a growth in the lexicon of rights, democracy and citizenship.

The small-scale evaluation was undertaken in six schools, comprising three con-
trolled (nominally Protestant) and three maintained (nominally Catholic) institutions.
Data was collected via a series of semi-structured interviews with principals (n=6),
teachers (n=6) and focus groups with students (n=19 female and 16 male) from Year
13 (all 17 years old). While the sample limits the extent to which the findings can be
applied to other participative education initiatives, the data can certainly be used to
inform the development of the Together programme. The collated findings of particu-
lar relevance to the focus of this paper are: the remit of the programme; the delivery
of the programme; and the position of the programme within formal education.

The remit of the programme

The evaluation concluded that the Together programme has been unique and inno-
vative in both design and intention. While its experimental nature is representative
of a strategically different approach to diversity and good relations and compatible
with the key objectives of the new curriculum, its alignment with wider educational
(DE 2010) and social policy (OFMDFM 2005) was considered particularly relevant
for pupils, as one teacher noted:

I think, as schools, we tended to approach it from [an] educational point of view, but
SoE tapped the issues that were really important to young people. So we quickly rea-
lised that two different types of induction were needed – a house-keeping induction
and a more personal/emotional one that addressed the issues that mattered to the
pupils. (Teacher 4)

The structure of the programme was generally devised in advance by SOE staff,
although initial information sessions with teaching staff also ensured the contextual
relevance of the content. This approach did not preclude flexibility; the partnership
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sought to remain collaborative throughout so that the individual needs of pupils and
schools were identified and addressed.

I would say that a big strength of the programme was its function to deliver an inter-
school programme as well as being school-specific. In other words, it was able to
generalise and then widen the focus. SOE really helped us to see that. There were dis-
cussions between SOE and senior staff so it was a collaborative experience but they
did gently nudge us in the direction ... so that we could see it from a wider commu-
nity point of view rather than pupils just doing something else while studying for ‘A’
Levels, and we needed that nudge. (Principal 2)

Senior management and teaching staff strongly endorsed the principles of the
Together programme, framing it within wider education policy as well as recognis-
ing its prospective sustainability. However, there was some concern that their
limited engagement in the initial developmental process might reinforce the external
character of the programme and minimise any sense of institutional ownership or
capacity building. As noted by one teacher:

There’s been no resistance but at same time there’s been no desire to get on board
either. What you are faced with is the risk that teacher enthusiasm will wane if teacher
involvement is minimal, peripheral and bound by administration; there is no sense of
ownership if information is limited. (Teacher 6)

Schools reported enduring links with an assortment of community relations initia-
tives and, while acknowledging the value of these, considered that the curricular
and participative structure of Together facilitated the exploration of concepts of
diversity in greater depth. Some teaching staff acknowledged that while initial
engagement had been ‘a shot in the dark’, the direct and indirect benefits were evi-
dent: the former enabled exploratory approaches to diversity within a safe environ-
ment while the latter encouraged contact among schools and communities in both
local and geographically remote areas.

The delivery of the programme

The delivery of Together has thus far been largely undertaken by peer facilitators
from SOE, although responsibility for the co-ordination of activities within schools
has tended to be assigned to one or two members of staff. While there is a genuine
commitment that the programme should continue to operate, the need for more
robust teacher engagement was stressed to reinforce its position within schools and
to facilitate strategic planning for capacity-building. As noted by one principal:

Of course it is important to have a team rather than individuals, not least because this area
will grow and citizenship is statutory obligation, so school must meet this demand and
one teacher cannot deliver this alone. So we have built in some succession planning –
two key teachers are due to retire soon so we need to nurture others. We’re already think-
ing that replacement of staff will be shaped by the stipulation that they will be expected
to be involved in things like this and that will be reiterated at interview. (Principal 5)

Interestingly, teachers of citizenship have thus far had limited involvement with the
programme; while time constraints were acknowledged as a routine deterrent, there
was general agreement that a dedicated staff team would play an integral role,
particularly if the work of the programme was to extend beyond the existing pupil
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cohort to include those pupils who may not progress to sixth form. One teacher
commented:

It’s very important that it is taken beyond 6th year; everyone should have that
experience and should be made to think of what the real issues are – but in a secure
environment. In this school, getting pupils younger could add a different dimension to
their personal development, particularly their early teenage years where there are quite
a few die-hard individuals. Citizenship has a role here for the development of strong
personal skills. (Teacher 1)

Participating pupils were universally commended by senior management, teachers
and SOE facilitators. It was generally agreed that their willingness to engage in
open, honest dialogue – often around sensitive or controversial issues – promoted
personal development that would endure after they had left school.

It’s something that can’t be easily quantified; the intangible effects on pupils are so
evident and there are consistent benefits as well ... I see pupils with more self-
confidence, more at ease with themselves, better able to cope with diversity and differ-
ence, more sure of their own identity and that’s been a great outcome. (Principal 1)

However, one pupil stressed that, to be effective, the location and timing of this
work should not be overlooked.

We get the chance to do bits of work like this ... but it’s in form class and a lot of
[pupils] are too tired or not motivated enough to get into a discussion so they go for a
free class instead ... take the discussion out of the classroom – even to the assembly
hall – you would get more energy, enthusiasm and motivation. (Pupil 12)

It was acknowledged that the peer educators occupied a pivotal role in the delivery
of the programme that could not, in the first instance, be assumed by teachers. The
reasons given for this were two-fold. Firstly, pupil engagement with these peers
offered a learning opportunity that was validated by the facilitators’ own back-
ground as past participants and by their familiarity with contemporary issues affect-
ing young people today:

Yeah, it was good to have a facilitator close to our own age. We knew that they had
started out just like us and so they have been through the same process. They know
what it’s like to be in our position. (Pupil 7)

Secondly, it was perceived that the nature and level of discussion was conducted
with greater honesty than would be possible with teachers.

We get the chance to talk about things that wouldn’t normally come up in ordinary
conversations and it’s good that the facilitators ask questions you want to ask or were
not confident enough to ask. It allowed you to figure out who you are as a person and
... made me realise I held opinions on things I previously hadn’t really spoken about.
So, yeah, it’s good to have the freedom to talk about things directly. (Pupil 3)

The position of the programme within formal education

Senior management and participating teachers’ commitment to and encouragement
of the Together programme was repeatedly highlighted, notably by the pupils them-
selves.
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They really encouraged us to take part, not in a pushy way, but the way they talked
about it made me want to find out more. You knew just by talking to them and listen-
ing to them that they were up for it and they really wanted it to work and they were
with us all the way. (Pupil 5)

Undoubtedly, the endurance of the programme in individual schools is dependent
on staff’s willingness to embrace an alternative critical educational approach. How-
ever, the subject matter requires teachers with particular aptitudes and skills that
may not always be readily available.

Citizenship is a whole-school initiative but there is not necessarily the staff to deliver
it properly. It needs a different type of teacher and there aren’t that many teachers yet
who come out with training in this area. (Principal 4)

The centrality of teachers’ learning emerged as a key issue and, encouragingly, this
group strongly endorsed the implicit professional development opportunities that
involvement in the programme offered:

We’re still teachers of subjects rather than teachers of children but this is a skills ele-
ment that is not about teaching subject matter but about enabling young people to talk
and discuss in various situations. It’s also about teachers getting the chance to discuss
these issues so that they know where they stand on them; traditional teaching doesn’t
operate like that. (Teacher 3)

Although limited staff capacity within SOE has delayed the implementation of
dedicated training for teachers, this is recognised as a strategic developmental
priority, not least because of the contribution it will make to the programme’s
sustainability.

At present, Together is offered to Year 13 (otherwise known as sixth-form)
pupils (aged 17–18 years). Undoubtedly, the involvement of these students has
offered a degree of longevity, as participants are in school for another two years
and are potential representative ambassadors for the programme both inside and
outside the school. For some, this profile requires greater visibility, particularly at
community level, not least due to the message on shared education that it conveys.

Our biggest gap is that there is little recognition at community level. The council, the
mayor or the press should be contacted whenever there are school events. The visibil-
ity of different uniforms mixed together and the message that this sends to the com-
munity is so powerful. So, yes, we need to develop better publicity. (Principal 6)

The characteristics of non-formal education were perceived to be a particular
strength, and teachers recognised the value of the flexibility and creativity that was
sometimes absent from their own practice.

The strength of a voluntary organisation is that they are more willing to take risks
than statutory bodies. SoE always looked at what was happening in the widest com-
munity and were prepared to take risks. Their stance is that there aren’t any bound-
aries; it’s not formulaic, so flexibility is the norm and schools need to take on board
some of that. Formal educators in schools have gone through a strict regime of what,
when and how to teach with little opportunity to think on your feet or be creative. It’s
been trained out of them so there is a need to re-educate teachers to develop their
natural ability to communicate. (Teacher 2)
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The argument for sustainable links between the formal curriculum and non-formal
education was shaped by three inter-related factors: firstly, the core position of
Local and Global Citizenship within the curriculum; secondly, the suggestion that
dissemination of an age-appropriate programme to younger pupils could address
potentially prejudiced behaviours at an earlier age; and thirdly, raised awareness of
the impact of peer mediation among the whole-school population.

Discussion

The nature of this developmental evaluation, although small-scale, should not
detract from some core findings that may usefully inform the future prospects not
just of the Together programme, but of other voluntary agencies wishing to initiate
or maintain partnerships within the formal education sector. The shifting demogra-
phy of the social, political, economic and cultural landscape of Northern Ireland
cannot be viewed complacently. As the review of community relations has demon-
strated, the significant reduction in funding has done little to assuage concerns that
this work is no longer considered a priority area.

The Together programme has offered schools a unique opportunity to engage in
innovative approaches to diversity that may not otherwise have been possible. The
evaluation highlights two over-arching findings: firstly, the complementary combina-
tion of informal approaches to learning in a formal setting has been a relatively
unexplored area of school culture and practice; secondly, peer-led learning can be a
valid and necessary component of dialogue on diversity.

Undoubtedly, changes in the education system (and in associated approaches to
teaching and learning) have presented teachers and school leaders with rationalised
and revised institutional infrastructures that can be viewed as either challenges or
opportunities. The potential for organisations such as SOE to assume a strategic role
in, and contribution to, the process of change reflects the evolving nature of formal
education. It is clear that the Together programme has a number of informative
strengths that could usefully establish the value of education for diversity work in
schools. However, the findings also merit some consideration in relation to the
direction of such programmes. These can be addressed in relation to the strategic
development of the programme, the sustainability of the programme within schools
and the contribution of the programme to educational reform and social change.

The strategic development of school-based programmes

Many NGOs in Northern Ireland have a legacy of working predominantly within
either the formal or the non-formal education sector. Sustained interaction between
these two paradigms has been variable, with a tendency to remain in sectoral silos
and some reservation about what the other could offer in terms of a community
relations experience. The Together programme offers tangible evidence that
approaches to diversity in the nominal youth sector have the potential to be
effectively merged within the structured environment and curriculum of a school.
Crucially, the statutory introduction of Local and Global Citizenship to post-primary
schools has provided a solid foundation for enhanced collaboration via the curricu-
lum (DE 2011: 1). This evaluation reinforces the precept of shared, participative
education. Such partnership between the formal and non-formal sectors is not an
incidental by-product; rather, the collective commitment of staff, students and peer
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facilitators to forge a reciprocal learning experience is an ongoing and progressive
interaction. Those factors that have undermined similar initiatives, namely poor
senior management support, lack of teacher engagement and the constraints of
structured timetables, still have the potential to militate against productive partner-
ships (Hughes et al. 2003; Donnelly 2004; Elwood et al. 2004). Critical awareness
of such developmental factors is imperative, therefore, if meaningful engagement is
to flourish.

It is difficult to address the strategic development of collaborative programmes
such as Together without factoring in current community relations policy and the
impact that a review of the system may have on partnerships with schools. The
review of community relations is notable in its proposed re-definition of practice
and its position within schools and the wider equality and good relations agendas
(DE 2010). It is an exercise that could undermine the status of voluntary organisa-
tions, weakening their position within the educational infrastructure, particularly in
light of suggestions that schools become less reliant on external organisations in
helping to deliver community relations (DE, 2011). This sits somewhat at odds with
the recommendation that greater cohesion between the formal and non-formal sec-
tors engenders a joined-up approach, with agreed outcomes and targets usefully
demonstrating the impact of such work (Haydon and McAlister 2011; YCNI 2011).

Although there are policy claims to increase the skills of teachers in this area, it
is not clear how this will be undertaken, nor do we know the time and resources
that may be allocated. This is clearly uncertain ground and is a position that those
involved in daily exposure to the repercussions of social and political unrest are
keen to keep on educational, social, political and community agendas.

It is also apparent that teachers’ professional development is a key factor in the
strategic alignment of similar programmes. The current consultation on the review
of teacher education in Northern Ireland acknowledges the need for change within a
new educational landscape (DE 2010). Of particular consideration is the nature of
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for teachers, which has been beset by
suggestions that its reactive and sporadic composition has had an adverse effect on
the credibility of professional learning (DE 2010). While certain core subjects may
have priority over other curricular areas, including citizenship education, the imper-
ative remains to support teachers to confidently deal with issues of diversity through
joined-up and complementary approaches (DE 2011; ETI 2009).

Partnerships between the formal and non-formal sectors have sound educational
credentials in two key areas. Firstly, the pilot phase of the introduction of Local
and Global Citizenship represented a strategic commitment by the DE, not least
given the priority status conferred by substantial financial support for a phased
training programme for all post-primary schools and corresponding teaching
resources. Such investment carried an implicit expectation that similar work would
be sustained in ongoing, meaningful curriculum programmes reflective of the soci-
ety in which young people lived. Given the variable delivery of citizenship in
Northern Irish schools and a reported lack of confidence on the part of teachers to
address controversial issues (O’Connor et al. 2009), there is a strong case for organ-
isations whose particular skills and expertise can scaffold schools in developing
their citizenship curriculum.

Secondly, the economic reality of reduced core funding for formal and non-
formal community relations programmes, and the extent to which voluntary
agencies rely on individual or combined sources of financial leverage, may dictate
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organisational capacity to maintain or re-direct programmes of work. For some
NGOs it will be an opportunity to re-evaluate their remit and identify a prescribed
focus within the wider educational domain, which, in some cases, includes a natural
affiliation with the formal education sector. The Together programme demonstrates
a strategic shift within one NGO, where the constituent credentials of the organisa-
tion have been successfully adapted and applied to a statutory curriculum area. In
this case, the combined variables of youth work, peer mediation and education for
diversity have been re-formulated to accommodate the curricular content of Local
and Global Citizenship within a structured, progressive programme. It is an option
that other NGOs may pursue, particularly if official funding criteria demands greater
transparency and accountability from applicants. This scenario does not overlook
the robust work currently provided by many voluntary groups; rather, it represents
an opportunity to re-assess organisational charters, agree areas of expertise and
identify a developmental framework from which to evolve over the next few years.

The sustainability of non-formal programmes within schools

The process of reform is as much an infrastructural responsibility as it is an institu-
tional and individual commitment. Education is a key ingredient in the democratisa-
tion process and the protected setting of the school often provides a mutually safe
and supportive space for pupils to begin to explore and articulate opinions through
innovative teaching and learning approaches that extend beyond the parameters of a
traditionally prescriptive classroom environment (Schell Faucon 2000). Equally sig-
nificant, as evidenced in the aspirations of the Northern Ireland curriculum, is edu-
cation’s contribution to social capital through the pupil demographic, particularly
the age at which young people engage in what Rogers (2005) describes as either
more flexible schooling or the participatory education of non-formal learning.
Young people can be naturally resistant to adult-designed, led and run provision, so
the opportunity that SOE provides young people, as leaders and peer educators
involved in the designing, planning and running of a programme, is crucial
(Haydon and McAlister (2011). It is a dual reminder of the early adolescent years’
position as a formatively critical time for the development of civic roles and respon-
sibilities and the construction of identities, and of the associated potential for educa-
tion to encourage social, cultural and political socialisation (Vontz and Nixon 1999;
Davies 2005; Rogers 2005; Parekh 2006).

The provision of alternative education opportunities can undoubtedly help to
foster democratic attitudes, and the relationship between programmes such as
Together and the content of the Local and Global Citizenship curriculum provides
natural access to, and a justifiable extension of, pupil participation in the subject
matter. Although compatible with the remit of the citizenship curriculum, the con-
tent of the Together programme also offers a qualitatively different, socially oriented
educational perspective that could be perceived as contrasting with the conven-
tional, utilitarian profile of education. For some schools, the introduction of an
experimental pedagogy can be a difficult cultural, institutional and pedagogical
shift, particularly where non-formal teaching approaches are perceived to challenge
prevailing definitions of what constitutes a genuine learning experience (ETI 2005).
Additional challenges, notably the necessity for whole-school commitment and tea-
cher capacity to engage with controversial issues, are already well documented both
locally and nationally (Harwood 2000; Hughes et al. 2003; Donnelly 2004; Elwood

42 U. O’Connor

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
U

ls
te

r 
at

 C
ol

er
ai

ne
] 

at
 0

2:
56

 1
6 

A
pr

il 
20

12
 



et al. 2004; Gallagher 2004; Ofsted 2005; CRC 2010), and continue to represent a
significant training need (DE 2011).

Undoubtedly the substantial funding and dedicated training directed toward citi-
zenship education has had some impact in redressing institutional and individual
ambivalence, but it is acknowledged that recurrent gaps in school policy and prac-
tice continue to impact on sustainability (DfES 2007; Kerr et al. 2007; O’Connor
et al. 2009). For example, proposed community relations objectives indicate the
expectation that teachers should be able to assume greater responsibility for work
of this nature with little recourse to NGOs and other agencies (DE 2010). However,
this is a measure that requires forward thinking to ensure a balance is preserved:
while the Department of Education views the shift as an opportunity to encourage
schools to move away from a dependency culture through increased training, it can-
not do so at the expense of concurrent policy that advocates ‘strategic planning and
connections across formal and non-formal education settings, including funding
schemes that are focused on supporting formal and non-formal education settings to
address the needs of the young people within communities’ (DE 2011: 21). There
are several integral considerations here. Firstly, it should be recognised that not all
teachers are pre-disposed to undertake work of this kind, and evidence from previ-
ous research (O’Connor et al. 2009) has highlighted the importance of identifying
the ‘right’ teachers to form a cohesive team. Secondly, an effective training pro-
gramme by necessity requires an element of personal as well as professional devel-
opment. Again, not all teachers may feel ready or willing to engage in training of
this nature. Thirdly, there is some evidence that the degree to which young people
engage with sensitive issues can be enhanced when conversations are facilitated by
someone their own age (or someone who is not a teacher) (O’Connor 2009). If the
policy environment is committed to developing a coherent and meaningful agenda
around citizenship education, these variables should be absorbed within any devel-
opmental framework. This in itself may also be problematic. Collectively, they pro-
vide an argument for the strategic engagement of voluntary agencies to underpin
certain aspects of the training process and school-based work. This is not to dismiss
the need for schools to assume ownership of such work; rather it recognises the par-
ticular expertise of the non-formal sector to provide a template for capacity building
that may not be present in other pre- or post-qualification training. In addition, if
one factors in alternative approaches to teaching and learning, the non-formal option
can readily become a valuable process that has perceived ‘implications for teachers
in terms of the values they hold, the freedom and autonomy they give their pupils
and the choices they make within the curriculum’ (Holden and Clough 2007: 17).

Institutional sustainability also implies recognition of the importance of partner-
ship with other schools and a willingness to maintain such an arrangement. Initially,
the Together programme sought to develop and strengthen existing school links. If
such programmes are to have longevity, the strategic potential to forge further part-
nerships requires close consideration. Such an approach is highly compatible with
current departmental policy agendas for capacity-building institutionally, with other
schools and with relevant statutory and voluntary agencies (DE 2006a, 2008, 2009).
The added value of these co-operative endeavours could be sufficiently flexible to
accommodate collaboration on a number of levels: for example, a partnership
between a new school and an existing one, the establishment of geographic clusters,
shared teacher experience, cascaded training and greater institutional commitment.
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The contribution to educational reform and social change

The contribution of the voluntary and community sector in building community
cohesion is integral to wider government policy (OFMDFM 2005b). The alignment
of the Together programme and the over-arching political agenda demonstrates the
programme’s relevance within the social infrastructure of Northern Ireland in terms
of equality, integration and participation (OFMDFM 2011).

The inherent potential within the remit of voluntary and community organisa-
tions to nurture ‘connections among individuals – social networks and the norms of
reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’ (Putnam 2000: 19) underlines
their contribution to improved social capital. How it manifests in active participa-
tion can be developed through the organic processes that often have their founda-
tions in schools.

In the process of educational reform, the complementary relationship between
the formal and non-formal sectors ‘to educate and socially develop children and
young people as active contributors to an improved society’ (DE 2011: 10) reflects
the continuing pivotal role of education in its various forms in promoting positive
community relations in a society emerging from conflict. While the value of mean-
ingful contact between young people from the two traditions is recognised, limited
developmental coherence has tended to undermine the overall status of such pro-
grammes and the contribution they can make to the wider policy agenda (ETI
2009; DE 2010). Clearly, changes in the curriculum have created greater opportuni-
ties for schools to help young people explore and develop the skills they will need
to live in a diverse society. Crucially, this includes ‘age-specific support to help
them recognise prejudice, to overcome it and to respond in a positive way to nega-
tive influences’ (DE 2010: 14). It could be argued that the nature of support could
easily include the singular contribution of peer-led learning, which binds partici-
pants as much by their personal and social experiences as by their age.

The connection between social cohesion and education is an underpinning feature
of the children and young people’s strategy in Northern Ireland (OFMDFM 2006),
with an emphasis on empowering young people to navigate their future educational,
employment, social and political prospects and take their place as informed and par-
ticipatory citizens. In doing so, the strategy has reinforced the universal principles of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) regarding giv-
ing young people a say in how their lives are governed and how they can participate
to improve the quality of their own lives and that of others through democratic pro-
cesses (CCEA 2007). It can be argued, therefore, that the complementary nature of
programmes such as Together demonstrates the importance of relationships –
between individual life experiences, between people, between people and the state –
and the participatory potential for each to express active citizenship, thereby redress-
ing the perceived democratic deficit within society (Brodie et al. 2009). Collectively,
they generate opportunities for shared dialogue to facilitate what Rogers (2005: 27)
calls a ‘difference approach’, which embraces the ‘multiple nature of society’. It can
be argued, then, that non-formal engagement ‘emphasises the capacity of organiza-
tions within civil society to encompass networks and norms that can generate trust
and underpin social cohesion’ (Acheson and Williamson 2006: 18).

Undoubtedly, the continued relevance and contribution of this work has been
susceptible to the manifest ambivalence of a post-conflict society. In the history of
Northern Ireland, while the young people who currently experience some provision
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of citizenship education are, arguably, the first generation not to experience the
worst excesses of the conflict, there is recurrent evidence to suggest that vestiges of
the ‘Troubles’ still linger. Many young people continue to live in a largely divided
and segregated environment. Although described as a society in transition towards
more peaceful, inclusive and democratic structures, the pace of progress is still fun-
damentally dictated by atavistic social, cultural and political allegiances amongst
young people and adults (NILT 2005, 2006; NIYLT 2006). Additionally, the end of
the Troubles has not led to a complete end of violence in Northern Ireland; rather,
what has emerged is a violence that is enacted not just in paramilitary and low-level
sectarian attacks, but also in racist and homophobic incidents (Connolly and Keenan
2000; Connolly 2002; Jarman and Monaghan 2003; Jarman and Tennant 2003;
PSNI 2007). It could be argued that the ongoing and less overt nature of such vio-
lence has imbued a degree of ambivalence and a loss of urgency in addressing the
issues they represent.

Conclusion

It is clear from this case study that there is great potential for interaction between
the formal and non-formal education sectors, and the curriculum platform of citizen-
ship education has provided a core foundation from which the Schools Together
programme can naturally evolve. While an explicit connection has been shown
between formal and non-formal education, these have tended to remain distinct con-
cepts and for the most part are viewed as such in the policy and practice arena in
Northern Ireland. The work of the Together programme has actively illustrated the
link between these two concepts among principals, teachers, pupils and parents.
Such practical initiatives require similar policy support to enable organizations to
respond to social, cultural and educational change in both the short and the long
term. It is unfortunate that current fiscal frugality would seem to dictate the future
of this and similar programmes, with little cognisance that impact is not a time-
bound exercise. There is genuine scope for the Together programme to grow. The
commitment from schools is clear; whether the policy environment can provide
similar reassurances remains to be seen.
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