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Abstract

This article examines attitudes to inclusion among a final year cohort of Initial Teacher Education (ITE) students. The study was undertaken in response to anecdotal reporting of potentially racist remarks from undergraduate students. Similar studies, in Ireland and elsewhere, (Leavy, 2005; Devine, 2003; Waldron, 2007; Zeichner and Gore, 1990) have indicated that attitudes which students bring to their initial teacher education are difficult to shift.  In Ireland which is rapidly becoming multi-cultural this gives cause for concern. Leavy (2005) indicates that:

The homogeneity that once represented Irish society will soon be represented only in the annals of history. The influx of people of diverse nationalities, together with the increasing presence of children with physical and intellectual disabilities, and children coming from a range of non-traditional backgrounds will make our classrooms increasingly diverse over time.

We decided to investigate beliefs and perceptions among final year ITE students. These students’ values with regard to teaching were assessed using a Value Orientation Inventory (VOI) (Ennis and Chen, 1993). Focus groups which explored students’ attitudes towards inclusion in the classroom identified a clear sense of ‘self’ and ‘other’ among the students. Students’ positive views of teaching were apparently compromised by attitudes towards difference which were not always consistent with values identified by the VOI. Significantly, feelings of inclusion were most positive when the students had direct contact with people who represented ‘the other’. These findings have implications for Initial Teacher Education, as the ability to accommodate different cultures within a classroom is evidently facilitated by personal experience of interaction between people from different backgrounds.

Introduction

In contemporary (2007) Ireland increasing numbers of pupils born outside Ireland are attending Irish schools (see for example Census reports from the Central Statistics Office, 2007, and Leavy, 2005). The contemporary Irish classroom is increasingly a place where cultures mix. Irish teachers are having to examine their practices with regard to inclusion of minorities. Teachers are having to consider which attitudes and values underpin their pedagogical approaches to a multi-cultural classroom. Framing such approaches are issues of ‘otherness’ demonstrated in discourses of sameness (to Irish) and/or difference (non-Irish) and the frames are informed by attitudes and values which are often ingrained. 

Power is exercised through [these] discourses in the capacity to define what is ‘normal’ and in the subordinate status typically accorded to those who are outside the ‘norm’ (Devine, 2005: 51).

With racism rooted in discourses which define those from minority ethnic groups as ‘other’ (Devine, 2005), we must be concerned that immigrants to Ireland are not viewed as operating outside of the ‘norm’. Currently, ‘normal’ in Ireland is being redefined for a generation of schoolchildren whose school experience is different from that of their older brothers and sisters and from their teachers. 

Teachers, like everyone else, acquire attitudes and values through the processes of socialisation. Swindler (1986: 277) describes how people develop a sense of culture noting:

… all real cultures contain diverse, often conflicting symbols, rituals stories and guides to action ... A culture is not a unified system that pushes action in a consistent direction. Rather, it is more like a “tool-kit” or repertoire (Hannerz, 1969: 186-88) from which actors select different pieces of constructing lines of action. Both individuals and groups know how to do different kinds of things in different circumstances … People may have in readiness cultural capacities they rarely employ; and all people know more culture than they use. 

Undergraduate Teacher Education students are socialised into contemporary Irish culture with all the attendant complexity of any group of people. The so-called ‘new curriculum’ in Irish primary schools was introduced in 1971, so these students would all have been taught with reference to this set of guidelines which are regarded as being more child friendly than what went before. The role of teacher experienced by these students is probably a less severe persona than that described by McMahan, quoted by Sugrue (1997: 46). 

As teacher educators we are concerned with I T E students’ attitudes to people who they perceive as being ‘other’. Our inquiries converge in a concern for whether these students will begin their teaching careers with a commitment to inclusionary practice.

This inquiry was in part a response to students’ comments about differences in race and ethnicity. Ireland has only recently attracted significant numbers of immigrants and it is unlikely that these student teachers would have had much contact with non-Irish people during their own schooling. Their university year-group is homogeneously white Irish. Various writers have identified how the traditional nature of Irish education ensures that those students who come to university are schooled in certain behaviours and controlled by shared sets of values (e.g. Lynch & Lodge, 1996; Sugrue, 1998; Tovey & Share, 2000). The centrality of the Roman Catholic church and to a lesser extent the protestant churches in Irish education has ensured that children share rites de passage. Denominational churches have traditionally provided guidelines and security for Irish children growing up positioning them securely within their communities. The strength of community in Irish society reflects a strong sense of belonging, engendered by shared rituals and traditions. However, the changing culture in Irish schools has been described by Devine (2005) who indicates the rapid introduction to Irish classrooms of first generation immigrants for whom English is not their first language. This change is relevant to our investigation of attitudes and values of the final year Initial Teacher Education students. 

What are their values?

All final year  I T E students (n=76) (male=31, female=45) were invited to participate in the study. The students were between the ages of 21-23 with the exception of five who were more than 24 years old. All were Caucasian Irish nationals who had attended post-primary schools in Ireland. 

Students were invited to complete the Value Orientation Inventory (VOI), developed by Ennis & Chen (1988). The purpose of the questionnaire was to establish a reliable method of assessing teachers’ values in order to “better understand and facilitate curriculum decision making.” (Ennis & Hooper, 1988: 279). For the purpose of this study we used a shortened version of the survey (Jewett, Bain & Ennis, 1995: 38) as a way of providing a snapshot of the values and beliefs of the student teacher cohort. Fifty-six students, male (n=18) and female (n=38) students completed the inventory. As the purpose of the study was to uncover deeper meanings behind these values, students were asked to participate in focus groups (meeting twice) which would pursue issues relevant to teaching. 19 students volunteered and two focus groups were randomly selected (group 1, n= 12 and group 2, n=7). The focus groups were conducted by an experienced researcher who was familiar with these students. The focus groups were digitally recorded and field notes were taken. The focus groups the results were transcribed and amended so that names would not be revealed. 

Analysis 

We examined our data in a way consistent with a critical interpretive analysis. ‘A central purpose of critical approaches is bringing to consciousness the ability to criticize what is taken for granted about everyday life’ (Zeichner & Gore, 1997: 5). The diverse data which we acquired allowed us to position responses from the focus groups alongside students’ attitudes identified from the VOI.
The data sets were examined to ascertain if there were relationships between students’ values – as identified on the VOI - and their attitudes to inclusion of ‘others’ in their class-rooms. By interweaving data from several sources we felt that we were acknowledging the complexity of the questions we were asking by interrogating different perspectives in different contexts. Here we are interested in deconstructing attitudes and values to establish whether these students are concerned with ‘individuality, rationality and self-interest’ which Walker and Nixon (2004: 72) claim ‘has captured the political agendas of Western countries.’
The VOI
The VOI identifies six value orientations which indicate students preferred value position with regard to teaching. These positions are defined as Discipline Mastery; Learning Process; Self Actualisation; Ecological Integration; Social Responsibility. The most subscribed category among these students is self actualisation which reflects a belief in a child centred curriculum and in fostering personal growth, independence and individuality (Ennis & Chen, 1993: 440).  
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Figure 1 Self actualization scored highest among the cohort with a mean of 11.75. Self actualization was closely followed by the learning process orientation at 9.71. The third highest score was ecological integration (8.50). Student teachers indicated the least affiliation with the disciplinary mastery orientation, scoring at 6.77.
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Figure 2 compares male and female mean scores across the cohort. Results for males and females were similar.

The Focus Groups
Analysis of the transcripts required systematic and rigorous organization, from which prominent themes were mined in line with the study’s aims (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). In this respect, the data were firstly examined using a variation of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as developed by Rubin and Rubin (1995). This involved three progressive levels of analysis, namely preliminary, fine-grained and final. In the preliminary analysis, data were examined for concepts, themes and areas of further exploration (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). Consequently, following each focus group the transcripts and/or related notes and journal entries were carefully read to determine common features as well as identifying meaningful pieces of information. This procedure involved dividing the text into ‘meaning units’ or small portions of data containing a single idea relating to the topic in question (Tesch, 1990) including attitudes towards travellers, and towards non-Irish people. The content of the meaning units were then subject to a fine-grained search for commonalities and uniqueness, and organized into categories (Tesch, 1990). ‘Core’ categories which described the key concepts were identified and related to the research question. Such categories included: appreciation of culture, inclusion in the classroom, positive statements regarding non-Irish, and negative statements regarding non-Irish. Finally, aided by the earlier made tentative analytical notes, the transcripts were re-read to acquire a detailed interpretation of the data (Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 


Discussion


This work is premised on the notion that I T E students enter the classroom with previously constructed ideas, knowledge and beliefs. We are interested in understanding what these ideas, knowledge and beliefs are with relation to diversity. Apparent from the focus group data was that these students were aware of the rapidly changing Irish society.

… our idea of what’s normal is becoming ever more broad … in primary school they’re not just all … white Irish and it’s perfectly normal for them to have people from loads of different countries… now it’s just natural kind of things coming into it. We aren’t bothered by it as much.

Recognition among these students that their generation and current Irish school children are growing up within a more diverse society than their parents and grandparents experienced at the same stage, did not mean that the diversity in society was being treated positively. Before discussing the I T E students’ attitudes towards non-Irish members of the community, we would like to examine the development of these attitudes. 

Individuals make distinctions among cultures, and this brings us to the dichotomy of sameness and difference (Sax, 1998). This is in keeping with Said (1978), who stated that people everywhere create distinctions between self and other. According to Said (1978), any division into ‘us’ and ‘them’ leads to hostility. This hostility may be unavoidable so that the division of humanity into different cultures is (perhaps inevitably) a dehumanizing activity (Said, 1978). The term ‘other’ is used in social science to understand the processes by which societies and groups exclude 'others' who they want to subordinate or who do not fit into their society.

… it’s up to them as well to integrate … it isn’t all one way traffic … why don’t they try? That’s the big debate… they’re not making any effort to integrate into our society …

In keeping with the literature (e.g. Zeichner & Hoeft, 1996), some of the participants viewed diversity as a problem rather than a resource, providing negative comments about children from cultural groups different from their own. These expectations for non-Irish children are based on the students’ own beliefs, assumptions and knowledge or lack of knowledge of society. Student teachers’ attitudes are inevitably brought with them into the classroom.

One way of understanding why  tudents carry such attitudes is by examining the amount of exposure the participants had to cultures other than their own. For example, the less knowledge or exposure the participants had of the ‘other’, the more distant they became. Consequently, comments were made that demonstrated the students’ lack of understanding of ‘other’ cultures.
Facilitator: Say you’re in the classroom environment or the school environment and a pupil 
refused to partake in a sporting activity because of religious beliefs perhaps. 

Student A: Well they're excluding themselves do you know what I mean, 

it's not like they're being excluded by the rest of the kids or the teachers or…

Student B: Give them an essay to do!! They won't be long taking off the 

shawl!! (Laughs)
Certainly comments by Student A and Student B could be interpreted as racist. Racism has its roots in discourse which “defines those from minority ethnic groups as ‘other’, stereotyped according to a set of negative dispositions” (Devine, 2005: 51). It is important to acknowledge that racist attitudes should not be ascribed to individual ignorance, but should be firmly located within a broader structural context (Devine, 2005). In this case, we must question how the stereotype was developed and why it is being reinforced. One suggestion is that the students had no exposure to religious practices other than Christianity which had consequences on their ideas, knowledge and beliefs about non-Christian practices. Conversely, those who had direct contact were more comfortable with the ‘other’. For example,

I’ve worked with a lot of people … mainly Polish, Eastern European, and … no problem, happy days, they’re just here working hard 

I’ve played a lot of ball with [Polish people], I’ve worked with them and I’ve nothing but praise for them… couldn’t really have a negative word.

I have seen a couple of African doctors in A & E and had no problems whatsoever. I mean a lot of people will come over highly qualified, a lot of political refugees basically as the educated class they would have been persecuted and they’re coming over here with qualifications and we need doctors, why shouldn’t they come over? 

Despite being more comfortable with ‘difference’ as a result of increased exposure, at the source of some of the students’ discomfort with the non-Irish children in the classroom was the use of languages other than English. One participant in the focus group described his experience as a student teacher. 

There were 13 foreigners in the class of 24 but 3 of them were Polish and one of them was fluent in English and the other two were poor. I was instructed by the teacher and the principal that the fluent lad was allowed to translate what I was saying to the other two boys which was… he wasn’t going to be translating every single word… so while I was talking he was allowed talk to the other two lads and … you’d get the odd laugh and giggle out of them every now and again, they’d be cracking jokes probably in their own language.

One way of understanding why the student teacher was uncomfortable with students speaking Polish in the class is by examining his insecurity with his position as a teacher. This is in keeping with the notion that people are continually constituting and reconstituting their identities (Giddens, 1991). Giddens (ibid.) suggests that although people tend to identify with many social groups, based on factors such as gender, national origin, and so on, these factors are salient at different times and in different ways, thus contributing to the fluid nature of identity construction. When an identity becomes significant at a particular time, the sentiments, emotions and behaviours of the person will tend to be affected and guided by the norms and aspirations of that group (Chaitin, 2004). According to Chaitin (ibid.), the degree to which an individual identifies with a given social category is associated with the internalization of the social category’s goals, values, norms, and traits; with the degree of commitment the person feels toward the group; and with the degrees of cohesion, cooperation, and altruism toward other group members.

Another way of interpreting the student teachers’ concern about students conversing in languages other than Irish and English is by examining the fear of being the subject of the laughter. Consistent with the previous student’s story, one of his colleagues commented “if there were people talking in another language I didn’t understand… I’d be kind of suspicious of what they were saying”. According to Nyberg (1981: 53), the ultimate act of withdrawing power is through laughter as “authority fears no threat more than the laughter that comes from scorn, for that which is scorned is not respected and authority cannot survive without respect” 

Despite some students’ positioning of non-Irish as ‘distant’, data emerged from the focus groups which suggested that there was some recognition of self in other (Sax, 1998). For example,

… I think it was like us in the 80’s when … our parents went to England, went to America we were the same, we'd no money and they're in the same situation it's all numerical and basically we built the bridges, we did whatever …

This quotation suggests that the students were aware of the hardship (i.e. financial, social) experienced by relatives as a result of emigration. They were also aware of the hardship (i.e. financial, social) experienced by immigrants to Ireland. Here, the student teachers saw their roles in the classroom as significant in creating an environment of inclusion. 

… as a teacher you might get close to them and you might stop painting the picture because you’re getting to see more of them and integrate more.

It is clear, from the data, that these students are uncertain of how ‘best’ to proceed in a rapidly changing society. Although the students were aware of the significance of their role in the socialisation of children, they appear to be unaware of their own preconceptions and biases towards the changing face of their classrooms. Furthermore, for students to learn about the ‘other’ and transform the ‘other’ which is distant and/or exotic to one more familiar, would be helped by a supportive intervention. 
Conclusion

The purpose of this paper was to explore final year Initial Teacher Education students’ attitudes to people who they perceive as being ‘other’. Through the exploration of the students’ perceptions we could better understand their attitudes towards inclusionary practice. 


The data suggests that although the students considered themselves to be altruistic, contradictions existed below the surface. Here, it appeared that the less knowledge or exposure participants had of the ‘other’, the more they drew upon stereotypes to interpret the ‘unknown’. Conversely, students with direct exposure to the ‘other’ were empathetic. Students were able to parallel experiences of immigrants with relatives who, in the past, had emigrated from Ireland in search of a better life. Interestingly, the students were aware of how to overcome their uncertainty of the ‘other’. Suggestions such as spending time with children of non-Irish cultures and learning a few phrases in ‘other’ languages would assist in creating an environment in which differences were appreciated. Socialising with people from other cultures is a way of making the unfamiliar more familiar.
Concerned about the students’ negative reactions to the ‘other’, we propose an intervention which will draw upon the tenets of Productive Pedagogy (Lingard et al., 2003). Productive Pedagogy (Lingard et al., 2003) provides a useful and well structured approach to identifying good teaching. We knew at various levels that a policy of inclusion was necessary to teach in contemporary Ireland and we were aware of how difficult it is for students to empathise with ‘others’ whose cultures, traditions and life-styles may be quite different from their own. We wanted to place students’ experiences in a theoretical frame within which we could analyse their attitudes to inclusion. Obviously, as teacher educators we have a desire to encourage students to teach in ways which we believe to embody quality teaching. Attitudes identified within the VOI provided a snapshot of how students perceive their teaching as having value. Significantly values associated with pupils rather than with content were preferred. This allows us to assume that these students were concerned with who they were teaching to a greater extent than with what they were teaching.

We think the Productive Pedagogy frame has enabled us to define our goals for students’ teaching. A caring philosophy espoused by Noddings (2005) anchors our thinking about education in a defensible set of values. We believe that theoretical positions described by Noddings (2005) and Lingard et al (2003) allow us to make claims about our findings. The strongest of these claims is that this cohort of students is positively disposed to teaching children. The other significant finding is that these students demonstrate much more positive attitudes to inclusion when they have personal experience of ‘the other’. This experience may be through a trusted friend – in this study a fellow student facilitated a group of colleagues in advancing their thinking. These two findings offer hope for inclusive practice in the future from these beginning teachers. 

Further research will help to identify ways in which inclusive practice can be made more easily accessed by teachers. Leaving such an important social factor to chance is clearly a risky strategy.
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