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The experience of intergroup contact in primary-school ‘Shared 

Education’ classrooms: evidence from Northern Ireland  

The purpose of this paper is to explore the experiences of pupils and teachers within 

two primary school Shared Education partnerships in Northern Ireland; in particular, 

how intergroup contact is experienced within such contexts. A comparative, 

instrumental case study design was employed, which included document review, 

observation of Shared Education activities, interviews with school principals and 

teachers, and arts-based group interviews with children. While the paper supports 

existing research from secondary schools which suggests the potential of Shared 

Education to create spaces for building positive relations between pupils, the findings 

also highlighted several key issues which further extend understanding of Shared 

Education. Firstly, it emphasised the importance of planning, time and structure in 

Shared Education activity in order to dispel negativity and social awkwardness; 

secondly, it suggested the need for teachers to ‘model’ positive cross-group relations in 

their relationships between each other; and thirdly, it revealed a lack of clarity around 

how to deal with controversial issues as part of Shared Education activity. The paper 

concludes by suggesting that there is a need for additional guidance for schools around 

the intended aims and outcomes of Shared Education in relation to its potential to 

promote positive intergroup contact.  

Keywords: shared education; contact theory; qualitative; case study; Northern Ireland 

 

Introduction 

In Northern Ireland (NI), Protestant and Catholic children are generally educated in separate schools 

which reflect their parents’ cultural and religious beliefs. Whilst a small number of integrated schools 

educate Catholic and Protestant children together (Department of Education (DE) 2019), the separate 

education system is testament to the depth of division that persists between the communities.  As a 

consequence of the division, inter school, voluntary cross–community contact work has been a feature 

of the NI school system since the outbreak of violence in 1968-9, but an initiative to incentivise 

separate schools to build collaborative networks and to systematically extend contact was proposed in 

the mid-2000s as a potential solution to the ongoing separation of pupils and teachers. ‘Shared 

Education’, as it became known, is therefore not an entirely innovative concept, but it affords 
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Protestant and Catholic schools' opportunities to build collaborative relationships and has since 

become a key policy and legal imperative. Whilst evidence suggests that Shared Education allows 

pupils from different schools to develop positive relationships, it is notable that much of the research 

has drawn on quantitative evidence from pupils in the post-primary school sector; qualitative data 

relating to the concept and practice of Shared Education with younger children and their teachers is 

limited. Yet recent evidence shows that a greater proportion of primary than post-primary school 

pupils are involved in Shared Education activity (DE 2018a and DE 2018b).  Hence the purpose of 

this paper is to explore the experiences of pupils and teachers within primary school Shared Education 

partnerships.  It is separated into three main sections, the first of which presents a brief outline of the 

development of Shared Education. This is followed by a discussion of the contact hypothesis - the 

theoretical motivation for Shared Education. The final sections present the data analysis and the 

conclusion.  

 The evolution of Shared Education 

A concern on the part of a key philanthropic investor in integrated education (Atlantic Philanthropies) 

that the school system in Northern Ireland could and should do more to promote social cohesion led to 

the development of a new educational initiative in 2007. Underpinned by notions of organisational 

collaboration and the contact hypothesis, Shared Education affords new opportunities for contact 

through curricular collaboration between Protestant, Catholic, and integrated schools. It presents a 

pragmatic educational solution to the problem of societal division through financially incentivising 

schools from different management types to work together to co-deliver aspects of curriculum. Shared 

Education is therefore based on an acceptance of the separation of schooling; a separation which, 

those who favour a more integrated approach argue, embeds rather than challenges divisions (Agnew, 

2014). The intention is to create more porous boundaries between separate schools, and in so doing, it 

is expected that new dialogic spaces for pupils and teachers will emerge, paving the way for schools 

to potentially challenge intergroup divisions (Gallagher 2016). Atlantic Philanthropies and the 

International Fund for Ireland invested heavily in the concept, and together with the School of 

Education at Queen’s University, Fermanagh Trust and the North Eastern Education and Library 

Board, identified a small number of pilot schools to take part (Gallagher 2016). Early research 

evidence showed that Shared Education was embraced by pupils and teachers, and quantitative 

research revealed that attitudes to the ‘other’ were more positive if children had opportunities to take 

part in Shared Education activities (Donnelly and Gallagher 2008; Hughes et al. 2010). Consequently, 

the Minister for Education commissioned a consultation on the efficacy of Shared Education. The 

resultant Ministerial Advisory Group (MAG) Report showed that participation in Shared Education 

had the potential to improve attitudes and educational outcomes but that there needed to be more 
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investment from the Department of Education (Connolly, Purvis, and O’Grady 2013).  The Minister 

accepted the recommendations of the Report and Shared Education became law in 2016 (DE 2016). 

To ensure its wider development a Shared Education Signature Project (SESP) was established within 

a new Delivering Social Change (DSC) initiative located within the DE. The DE and Atlantic 

Philanthropies co-invested £25 million in SESP, which sought to embed the concept and practice of 

Shared Education in schools that already had some experience of sharing classes. Since 2016 all 

schools in NI have therefore been encouraged to co-develop with their partner school(s)) curricular 

activities that would lead to pupils having opportunities for sustained and meaningful contact with 

those from another background. As such, the goals of Shared Education are to both promote good 

relations and respect for diversity, and to deliver educational benefits and ensure effective use of 

resources. The most recent statistical evidence suggests Shared Education is growing rapidly: from 

May 2016 to March 2018 the number of pupils involved in shared activities under SESP increased 

from 16,969 to 49,153 (approximately 14.3% of all pupils in March 2018). The number of teachers 

involved as of June 2017 was 3,679, which represented approximately 19.9% of the workforce (DE 

2018a and DE 2017). 

Both quantitative and qualitative evidence has attested to the potential of Shared Education 

for changing attitudes and promoting better intergroup relations in post primary schools (Hughes and 

Loader 2015; Hughes and Blaylock 2017; Hughes et al. 2010). Nevertheless, despite its prevalence in 

primary schools - as of March 2018, 246 primary schools (30.6%) and 29,673 primary school pupils 

(17.1% of the total enrolment) had participated in Shared Education, compared to 99 post-primary 

schools (49.7%) and 17,376 post-primary pupils (12.4% of the total enrolment) (DE 2018a and DE 

2018b) - there is limited evidence around the process of building relations therein. Existing evaluative 

work on the Primary Integration/Enriching Education (PIEE) Project, which focused on partnerships 

between rural primary schools working towards a shared education goal, found evidence of increased 

positive social relations between pupils and a positive ripple effect in the wider community (Hunter et 

al. 2013). The primary school partnership offers a particularly useful site for exploring how Shared 

Education works, as this phase of schooling is characterised by curricular flexibility and ‘down time’ 

(McGuinness 2018), the twin approaches recommended by Loader and Hughes (2016) to realise the 

reconciliation potential of Shared Education. Moreover, an exploration of the primary school will also 

shed light on how intergroup relationships evolve amongst younger children, something that Rutland, 

Killen and Abrams (2010) suggest requires further analysis. In addition, as primary school teachers’ 

prior experience of education and teacher training1 is highly likely to take place in single identity 

 

1 In NI there are two primary education teacher training colleges. One of these (St Mary’s University 

College) is a Catholic higher education institution, and until September 2019, was the only 
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contexts, how they, as facilitators of intergroup contact, promote and embed the values of Shared 

Education process merits investigation. 

The contact hypothesis and school collaboration: The reconciliation potential of Shared 

Education  

As noted above, Shared Education is an initiative that is primarily driven by the assumption that 

facilitating contact between divided groups will lead to prejudice reduction and more positive 

attitudes (Allport 1954). Early iterations of the contact hypothesis, proposed by Allport (1954), 

emphasised the need for institutional support; equality between the groups; acquaintance potential and 

co-operation to pursue superordinate goals. Thus, it was posited that where groups were brought 

together in equal numbers with equal status, had support from those in authority, and were jointly 

working towards an agreed goal, more positive intergroup relations would evolve. It is friendships 

however which are often viewed as the ‘gold-standard’ of intergroup contact. The trusting, deep and 

collaborative nature of friendship affords groups an opportunity to challenge negative attitudes and 

reach a deeper understanding and appreciation of the ‘other’s’ traditions and culture, and this new 

knowledge, it is argued, will allow for more positive assessments of different communities (Aboud 

2009). As research on the contact hypothesis progressed, particularly after the 1970s and 1980s, the 

conditions believed to optimise contact have been extended to include a wider range of factors. There 

is now a recognition of the importance of sustainability (that contact is regular and long-term) and the 

salience of group identity for ensuring the positive effects of contact (Pettigrew 1998; Voci and 

Hewstone 2003). Moreover, the importance of structuring and planning contact in school settings has 

been recognised by Turner and Cameron (2016) as key factors in reducing prejudicial attitudes 

between divided groups. 

The common-sense appeal of contact theory accounts at least in part for its enduring influence 

on policy frameworks within divided contexts.  Other reasons for its predominance are normally 

explained by the evidence which overwhelmingly shows that ‘contact works’. Indeed, a proliferation 

of research articles published since at least the 1980s have attested to its efficacy (Hewstone et al. 

 

teacher training college that offered the Certificate in Religious Education needed to work in a 

Catholic school in NI. As such, most Catholic teacher trainees have historically attended St 

Mary’s, and most Protestant teacher trainees have historically attended Stranmillis University 

College. According to Milliken (2019), 2% of teachers employed in Catholic primary schools 

are Protestant, while 7% of teachers in Controlled (de facto Protestant) primary schools are 

Catholic. 
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2005; Hewstone and Swart 2011; Mironova and Whitt 2014; Berger et al. 2016). The growing 

evidence base led Pettigrew and Tropp to undertake a meta-analysis in 2006 which in turn led them to 

argue that contact is an effective way to break down prejudice and improve relations amongst divided 

groups.  Yet this conclusive assertion belies the extent of research that is required to fully understand 

the way that contact is experienced by groups in conflicted contexts. Pettigrew and Tropp’s analysis 

of 515 studies for example was mainly focused on adults and on groups not necessarily divided 

according to race or religious belief, and these gaps prompted Lemmer and Wagner (2015) to 

undertake a meta-analysis of contact within real life societies embroiled in or recently emerging from 

conflict.  This again highlighted the value of contact for diluting prejudice, but it was acknowledged 

that the research reviewed was largely focused on attitudes rather than behaviour. As such, earlier 

calls for more qualitative research that seeks to ‘uncover the complex set of relationships and personal 

experiences that contribute to the construction and maintenance of racial and ethnic divisions’ 

(Connolly 2000, 189) remain pertinent. Indeed, it is argued that the focus on prejudice and a concern 

with adding to the ‘laundry list of conditions’ has distracted researchers from fully appreciating the 

dynamics of intergroup relations (Dixon, Durrheim, and Tredoux 2005, 1).   Undertaking qualitative 

research in primary partnerships is therefore apposite because it has the potential to cast new light on 

how young children and their teachers experience and lend meaning to the type of recurrent and 

collaborative contact facilitated in Shared schools - something that is not yet completely understood. 

This research is therefore guided by several central questions:  How do pupils, whose uniform and 

school makes their identity salient, experience the transition between the shared and separate school 

settings?  How is sustainability in Shared Education maintained, particularly in terms of ‘regularity’ 

and ‘duration’ of contact? In addition, whilst it is argued that contact situations require structure and 

facilitation, how is this interpreted by teachers in shared settings and how do teachers facilitate and 

manage the contact process? (Bornman 2016; Turner and Cameron 2016; McKeown-Jones and Psaltis 

2017).  

Methodology 

As alluded to above, the qualitative approach adopted in the research is justified on the basis that there 

are gaps in the evidence in regard to how contact is constructed and interpreted in real life contexts.  

 A comparative, instrumental case study design was employed (see Hamilton and Corbett-

Whittier 2013). This allowed for a detailed, in-depth examination of the nature of the relationships in 

two Shared Education partnerships. Since case studies retain the ‘noise’ of real life by their ability to 

capture the complexity of contexts and conditions, , they were deemed particularly useful for the 

current research, which was interested in how contact processes work in the complex context of 

primary schools (Hodkinson and Hodkinson 2001, 3). In addition, comparative case studies can help 



   

 

2 
 

show how different contexts can influence the experience of, and outcomes from, a particular 

intervention (Goodrick 2014). Cases were chosen based on several key characteristics. The following 

table details the two case studies (pseudonyms have been used): 

Table 1: Case Study Partnerships 

 Fleetwood Partnership Mountain Partnership 

Number of schools in partnership 2 More than 2 2 

Shared Education Activity:                

Pupils 

 

1 hour per week, per term 

(~40 hours per year) 

 

1 full day per term 

(~21 hours per year) 

Staff 1 hour per term 3 days per term; designated 

Shared Education Coordinator 

in place 

 

The research procedure began by contacting all of the principals in the identified case study 

partnerships to inform them about the nature of the research, how the data would be used, and to offer 

them an opportunity to ask questions about what participation would involve in order to obtain their 

informed consent. Principals were asked to distribute research information and consent forms to their 

staff and pupils’ parents. Data collection commenced once all principals, shared education 

coordinators, teachers, parents of pupils and pupils themselves consented. In an effort to become 

acquainted with the schools and their official commitment to Shared Education, the first phase of data 

collection was focused on reading internal school policies and documentation. This was followed by 

observation of Shared Education classes and activities (one in each partnership); one-to-one 

interviews with the principals, Shared Education coordinators and teachers in each school of the two 

partnerships (ten in total); and group interviews with Year Four (age 7-8) and Year Seven (age 10-11) 

pupils (six group interviews in total, each in their own school, with approximately eight in each 

group).  

The design of the group interviews with children was rooted in the recommendation from the 

UNA Qualitative Methods Learning Group that best practice for researching sensitive issues of 

intergroup relations with children include creative, ‘projective’ techniques within semi-structured 

 

2 Partnership characteristics pertaining to school and pupil numbers and location of schools have been 

excluded to maintain confidentiality.  
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interviews (UNA 2010, 16). This includes the creation of videos, drawings, photographs, and the use 

of toys, dolls, stories and scenarios. These techniques may encourage children to share information 

about their experiences that they may not have thought about or revealed if questioned directly. We 

also drew upon insights from other studies in conflict/post-conflict areas that have used participatory 

arts-based approaches to data collection; Mayaba and Wood (2015) and Cena, Heim and Trandafoiu 

(2018) have similarly used the draw-and-write/talk technique as a means of data generation. The first 

part of the group interview focused on exploring young people’s experiences of Shared Education. In 

the second part, children were asked to draw a picture of themselves in their regular school classes 

and in their shared classes (two pictures, side-by-side). We anticipated that such an approach to data 

collection would not only accurately capture how the children experienced Shared Education, but that 

its participatory nature would also help counteract any negative power dynamics between the children 

and the adult researchers, especially as the research took place in a context of traditional authority and 

hierarchical structures – the children’s schools (see Christensen and James 2000). To further reduce 

any ethical concerns about power differentials and to maintain the confidentiality of children’s 

responses, in all but one group the children’s teacher left the room. This created a notably more 

relaxed atmosphere amongst the children than when the teacher was present. Children had at their 

disposal different coloured pens and paper, and four pages of popular emoji stickers, which 

represented different facial expressions and activities. This was followed by a series of questions 

which offered the children an opportunity to explain their drawings, which thus prioritised the 

children’s interpretation of their drawings, rather than the researcher’s (Kolb 2008). The study was 

granted ethical approval by the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work Research 

Ethics Committee at Queen’s University Belfast.  

The transcriptions of the group interviews and one-to-one interviews with adults were 

analysed using the thematic analysis guidelines of Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is 

compatible with the interpretivist-constructionist paradigm that frames this research study, since the 

latent themes and features that underlie the children’s experiences of Shared Education were also 

being considered – not just what they explicitly said.  

Following Braun and Clarke’s advice (2006), the analysis entailed six stages. We first read 

the transcriptions a number of times in order to become immersed in the data, then generated initial 

codes and made comments on the data. Notes from the fieldwork regarding the setting and 

peculiarities and flow of the group interviews were also incorporated into the transcripts at this stage. 

Initial notes were then transformed into emerging themes or concepts, ‘taking care not to lose the 

connection between the participant’s own words and the researcher’s interpretations’ (Westland and 

Shinebourne 2009, 391). After reviewing the emerging themes and checking them against quotes from 

the data set, final themes were named and the overall story of the data was studied. The sixth and final 
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stage is encompassed in the next section of this paper – the presentation of the most vivid extracts to 

portray the final analysis and to answer the research questions (Braun and Clarke 2006). 

As qualitative researchers we were constantly aware of how our views and experiences have 

influenced this research. As a result of working with qualified teachers as lecturers and researchers, 

we were cognisant of the challenges that teachers experienced when teaching about group differences 

in single identity and mixed classrooms. This prior understanding sharpened our awareness of such 

issues as they arose during data collection.  

It is important to note that the effect of Shared Education on primary school practice is not 

examined in-depth here. Furthermore, while the data included children’s understandings and reported 

experiences of Shared Education, it is difficult to know the extent to which these ‘one-off’ 

descriptions correlate with action in their daily lives. Although the data were triangulated with 

observational data about children’s interactions with peers in two Shared Education interactions, more 

protracted observation would have helped. The case study design does however offer insights into 

how Shared Education (as a practice) and contact (as an intervention) have been constructed at the 

primary school level by school staff and children. 

Findings  

The findings from the two partnerships clustered around three key themes which, when taken 

together, offer greater clarity around how contact is constructed and experienced by pupils and 

teachers within Shared Education settings.  

Dispelling negativity and social awkwardness in Shared Education: the importance of 

planning, time and structure 

Research around the sustainability of contact refer to regularity and duration as key elements of 

effective contact. Yet as noted above, what regularity and duration mean is not always clear.   Whilst 

some evidence highlights the benefits of very frequent contact as a basis for building intergroup 

relations, other research tends towards emphasising the duration and content of intergroup encounters 

as more influential. Thus, it is argued that the way that contact processes are managed, facilitated and 

structured has a deeper and long-lasting effect on relationships than frequency alone (Bornman 2016; 

Turner and Cameron 2016; McKeown-Jones and Psaltis 2017). The data here attest to the benefits of 

regular contact, but, reflecting arguments by Hughes and Loader (2015), the importance of 

'downtime’ during contact to allow relationships to develop was also imperative, although it was clear 

that this ‘down time’ required structure and planning. This was particularly the case during the early 

phase of Shared Education when pupils reported feeling especially awkward (see Figure 1): 
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Well we are nervous at the start and we usually keep our mouth shut, and we wouldn’t 

talk for about an hour, but then we would start talking with each other. (Year 7 Pupil, 

Mountain) 

 

Figure 1: Drawing by pupil from Mountain Partnership (Year 7, age 11) 

 

Teachers from each school recognised the potential for social unease amongst pupils, and as 

well as allocating one full day per week for the partnership activities, they had carefully co-planned 

and thoroughly discussed the partnership activities with each other prior to bringing the children 

together.  The collaborative (mainly outdoor) learning spaces were thus designed to create a positive 

social dynamic amongst the different pupils: 

 Most of the learning…we try to take them out[side]. It’s not always possible, but we try 

to build the tasks so as to getting them out… we went to [name of forest] so you were 

able to be looking at the environment, you were able to do a bit of science, the basis of it 

was the maths, we were looking at leaves and area and things like that, so it was a whole 

mix. (Principal3,  Mountain) 

 

They [staff] plan what they’re going to do and that would be from, you know, the first 

ten minutes, getting them into groups, working out which children work together, which 

children don’t work together, which children maybe have a classroom assistant. So, all 

the dynamics that goes into a classroom have to be taken into account and, in, in, you 

know, thinking about the children who have, to make sure there’s differentiation in the 

classes as well, ‘cause some children would be able to maybe fly through some of the 

things, other children would struggle… so yes the planning is paramount, it is so 

important, it, it basically wouldn’t happen if we didn’t come together. (Principal, 

Mountain) 

Further acknowledging the importance of time and planning to strengthen cross-group 

relations, teachers had organised an end-of-year residential for Year 7 pupils to deepen relationships. 

 

3 Principals from Mountain partnership have not been given identification labels in order to protect 

confidentiality, as there are few Shared Education partnerships that have more than two schools 

involved. 
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Teachers again had deliberately planned activities during the residential to introduce discussions 

around sensitive and controversial issues:  

This end of the year thing [residential] was just like a celebration of the partnership and 

all the things they had done really - fun with your friends. The children from all schools 

they were in [name of place] there on residential which was brilliant; we tackled conflict 

and that when we were away, based on that Dr. Seuss Butter Battle (Principal, Mountain) 

 

I think we’ve only just gotten to know them properly after being at [name of residential], 

because we were staying with them, and you didn’t really have a choice not to go with 

them because, and then you got to make friends with the ones who were in your group 

(Year 7 Pupil, Mountain) 

The emphasis on structuring contact and the efforts made in setting aside longer periods of 

time for the Shared Education activity seemed to have combined to create a sense of positivity 

amongst pupils. They spoke at length about the ‘fun’ they had on the ‘Shared Education days’ and 

their enjoyment was evident in the drawings that they produced as part of the research (see Figure 2). 

More importantly they readily reported during interview that they had made friends with children 

from the other schools and there was evidence that they had sought to further cement these new 

relationships by meeting outside of the school setting.  Pupils frequently referred to the children in the 

other school in positive terms and explained that they had confided in them about their plans for post-

primary education: 

R1: I talk to some of his friends like [name], and [name] and all, and also he comes 

around to my house sometimes, so that helps me get to know him a bit better. 

R2: It’s easier to talk to people in your own school, but it’s a lot easier to make friends in 

shared classes because you have time to mingle with other people. (Year 7 Pupils, 

Mountain) 

 

Figure 2: Drawing by pupil from Mountain Partnership (Year 7, age 11) 

 

The focus on time, structure and planning that was deemed fundamental to embedding the 

contact process in the Mountain Partnership contrasted sharply with the preparations for contact 

described by teachers in Fleetwood. Here pupils met for one hour per week to partake in one shared 

lesson.  Teacher interviews suggested that the contact experience was left largely unstructured and 
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that planning consisted of meetings ‘… in the corridor before [it’s] on, and we’re meeting on the way 

back out again’ (Teacher, Fleetwood). In addition, and unlike in Mountain, a specific Shared 

Education coordinator had not been appointed because of perceived time constraints. While the shared 

activity was linked to key curricular areas, the activity comprised a series of stand-alone tasks, rather 

than progression on a theme over a series of days.  The extent of pupil enjoyment evident in Mountain 

was not as apparent in Fleetwood. Indeed, pupils lamented the undue emphasis which they believed 

was placed on the completion of the curricular activity rather than relationship building during Shared 

Education and suggested that this had a negative effect on their perception of the programme: 

 I: And what things have you not enjoyed about your shared classes? 

R6: Em…the amount of time we do it.  

I: The amount of time. So would you like more time or less time? 

R6: More time.  

R7: More time 

I: what kind of things would you like to do? 

R2: Just drawing pictures and finishing them off, rather than finishing them the next time 

we’re there  (Year 4 Pupils, Fleetwood) 

 

R: That’s me in the [name of other school], with my friend  

I: So if you have a [name of other school] friend, you talk with them? 

R: Not all the time 

I: What kind of things do you talk about? 

R: We don’t really talk 

I: Do you just play? Or what do you do? 

R: We sit beside each other in art (Year 4 Pupil, Fleetwood) 

Moreover, and again perhaps reflecting the overall lack of planning and structure, whilst the 

children referred to each other as ‘friends’, further probing suggested that their interactions were of a 

more transitory and cursory nature than those described in Mountain. Many pupils were unsure of the 

names of the children from the other school and none reported meeting up outside of school. Their 

data suggested a somewhat uninterested and at times adverse perception of the Shared Education 

experience: 

 R: Em, at the art part I didn’t really like the partner I had beside me. She was a wee bit 

annoying (Year 4 Pupil, Fleetwood) 
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In many ways, the challenges involved in bringing divided groups together without setting 

aside sufficient time and offering direction and structure for that interaction are epitomised in the data 

above; although the children are in contact, this is largely confined to sitting alongside one another 

(see Figure 3): 

 

Figure 3: Drawing by pupil from Fleetwood Partnership (Year 4, age 8) 

 

As a consequence, there was a sense of discontent emerging around the Shared Education 

experience.  The lack of teacher engagement with the reconciliatory objectives of Shared Education 

accounts at least in part for this. Teachers across both schools shared a common view that they only 

needed to create a space for contact and that good relations would naturally follow: 

They will go and when we do the art it’s free time then so the children can choose who 

they want to sit beside for the art. And they will mix it up, you know. I don’t tell the 

child to sit beside a [name of school] or [name of school], they will do it themselves now. 

And art work isn’t - it’s focused, but they’re allowed to talk to one another and you 

know, you can see them messing and joking and sharing. (Teacher, Fleetwood) 

Yet the data from pupils cast doubt on their argument and reflect the analysis put forward by 

Turner and Cameron (2016, 234) who advise that a lack of structure can lead ‘to negative and 

unsatisfactory interactions or avoidance of interaction all together’. In contrast, the data from 

Mountain suggest that the co-planning and co-design of a ‘fun’ shared activity ensured that Catholic 

and Protestant pupils were getting to know each other in a setting conducive to building meaningful 

intergroup interactions. Interestingly these more meaningful relations were not only confined to 

pupils. Teachers also reported that co-designing and teaching in shared contexts had a defining effect 

on their own inter-group relations which in turn further strengthened those of the children, as will be 

shown below.   

 

Shared Education and-cross group relations between teachers: the ripple effect  

Donnelly and Gallagher (2008) argue that the teacher in Shared Education settings occupies a pivotal 

role in shared partnerships as they determine how the contact process evolves between pupils. The 

data in this study support this, but show that the relationship between the teachers was also important 

both for allowing teachers themselves to understand the ‘other’ and enhancing children’s intergroup 
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experience.  As noted earlier, most primary teachers in NI are educated in mainly separate educational 

institutions, hence their own opportunities for intergroup contact may be limited (indeed, the teachers 

we spoke to from the two case studies were all educated within NI until at least university level). 

Moreover, the type of contact within Shared Education has particular features that set it apart from the 

immersive contact situation. Unlike the integrated school where the identity and background of 

teachers is not immediately apparent to pupils or other teachers, the identity of the teacher in the 

Shared Education context will be salient as they are likely to be categorised as ‘Protestant’ or 

‘Catholic’ (by colleagues and pupils). This assessment of their identity, either rightly or wrongly, will 

be determined by the school in which they are employed. Hence, if a teacher teaches in a Catholic 

school they will be perceived as Catholic and vice-versa.   

All pupils mentioned that they had observed intergroup teacher relationships during 

interview.  The pupils from Fleetwood, which met once per week, however showed less familiarity 

with the partner school’s teachers, and, despite interview and observational data which showed that 

teachers were friendly both inside and outside of school, the children’s comments suggested that they 

had not observed a relationship evolving between teachers. This seemed to be due to the well-

established practice of delegating Shared Education classes to external providers.  

R1: I know [name of teacher], I think that’s her name 

R2: That’s the other teacher 

I: The other P4 teacher? Is it? 

R2: Yeah, [name first mentioned] is the primary 5 teacher (Year 4 Pupil, Fleetwood) 

 

There’s two groups, there’s the music and the art. Music would go with the girl [external 

provider] over there, and we do [name of musical programme], and the art would go and 

do art. And then we’d swop around. [Name of our teacher] would be with the art. (Year 4 

Pupil, Fleetwood) 

Delegating teaching is a strategy that is sometimes employed by schools as a means of 

addressing thorny or controversial issues (Council of Europe 2015).  Inviting skilled practitioners to 

teach controversial aspects of curricula ensures that young people have access to an expert in the field 

and it can remove teachers from the challenging and potentially discomforting task of addressing 

issues that might heighten emotion or highlight a disparity in opinion. There are clear benefits in that 

it cements the perception of the teacher as the ‘neutral’ adult and thus disentangles them from any 

emotive interactions with a mixed class. It also allows those with the relevant experience and skill to 

manage and contain classroom debate around controversial issues. Yet in Shared Education contexts 

such practices can be problematic not least because pupils will not have an opportunity to observe 
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first-hand a cross-group relationship amongst those in authority. This increases the likelihood that 

inter-group relations may not acquire the degree of legitimacy or be perceived to have the 

‘institutional support’ that Allport (1954) deems important for effective contact.  The need to overtly 

demonstrate the support of the institution and of those in authority combined with the need for 

teachers to ‘model’ cross-group relations was explicitly recognised in Mountain, where a commitment 

to co-teaching the mixed groups was deemed to signal the importance of inter-group relations 

between teachers to pupils. There appeared to be a necessary level of trust between teachers from the 

Mountain partnership that would allow them to engage in the ‘affective disruption’ which Zembylas 

(2017) considers crucial for practitioners before they try to engage in sensitive issues with pupils. 

Through these pedagogical practices, teachers also found that their own relationships began to 

strengthen as opportunities emerged to challenge the ignorance and misconception that is a common 

feature of intergroup relations generally in NI: 

Adults have a lot to learn too. Just coming together and, and I think you do find very 

much that people will feel they’re Irish, and people will feel they’re British, and there 

can be a bit of, you know. But it’s, it’s good to be talking about that and again I felt, I felt 

at the residential, that was much more openly, even amongst the adults, talked about, 

because when you’re sitting around with your coffee, somebody would quite openly talk 

about maybe things about, you know going up to the priest, or going whatever and, and 

again that was probably a good thing. (Principal, Mountain) 

As a programme that is explicitly framed and motivated by the opportunities which it offers 

pupils to strengthen intergroup relations, that teachers are also able to establish and develop their own 

intergroup relations demonstrates the broader value of sharing educational spaces. Yet harnessing and 

fostering this potential is not straightforward and much is likely to depend on the extent of division 

and conflict which the locality has experienced or continues to encounter, as is evident in Fleetwood.   

 

 Shared Education and dealing with controversial issues: a case of cautious sidestepping? 

 Whilst partnerships are at liberty to decide what to include in their Shared Education curriculum, the 

option to concentrate on curricular themes such as ‘Personal Development and Mutual 

Understanding’ which address the division in NI is encouraged (Education and Training Inspectorate 

2018). Such teaching can create a space for intercultural/group dialogue and so afford new 

opportunities for participants to build knowledge about divisive issues through the curriculum and 

their interactions. In Mountain partnership, serious consideration had been given to dealing with 
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PDMU in the partnership on the basis that it extended knowledge of division, thus ensuring that pupils 

were equipped to deal with the tensions that can emerge in mixed contexts: 

… I think one of the things that we’ve [partnership schools] felt is that you know at some 

stage you will come across those differences and, it’s better to explore them and know 

rather than be thrown at you and think “well, nobody told me that, I don’t”, you know. 

And then you sort of feel there’s all these emotions coming and you think “oh yes we 

have explored that, I know they’re different to us but also I know that I am, that’s not a 

threat to me. Or I am secure in myself you know and I can, I can live with that. I can live 

with the difference”.  And I think it is just living with that difference. Living and 

accepting that people want to be different as well…We have done that now through 

PDMU we’ve sort of said ‘how we are the same’ and certainly with the [partnership 

schools] when they were, when they were here. These are how we’re the same and this is 

how we do this and that you know, how we are different, what kind of sport do you like 

and that’s when the GAA4 and things came up. But that was a good thing, you know, that 

they sort of realised, yes there are differences, rather than maybe “don’t talk about the 

differences” [whispering] whatever you do. I think you need to ‘cause they will be 

addressed at some stage, I think that’s been a good thing. (Principal, Mountain) 

Other principals suggested that the process of exploring controversial issues was more 

challenging than is perhaps suggested above, particularly when a new school joins an already well-

established partnership. One principal from the Mountain partnership was concerned that ‘some 

parents and governors were finding it quite tough’ that the school might openly explore the divisions.  

So although a set of shared lessons had been planned on flags and symbols in Northern Ireland, this 

was set aside and teachers instead explored the conflict by referring to a Dr Seuss book5 during the 

Shared Education activity. As one principal stated, this book set the scene, and ‘it’s left open that we 

can now go into our own rooms [in our own schools] and take the flags thing a bit further’: 

At the residential we have looked at things like Dr Seuss and there’s more, probably 

from the residential, coming back we might look more at flags and where people identify 

themselves more, and maybe things that are contentious issues…one of my teachers sort 

of feels are you not better doing that as a partnership group…So yes, so while we, we 

 

4 Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) is Ireland’s largest sporting organisation. 

5 The Mountain partnership schools had used the Dr Seuss ‘The Butter Battle Book’ (1984) during a 

residential trip together to introduce and explore issues of conflict. 
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will address things like the flags and various things when we address it ourselves, it can, 

it’s good and it’s good to address it and talk about it, it’s kind of slightly different though 

when someone is sitting beside you and goes to GAA, or someone sitting beside [you] 

and you know they’d go to Rangers match, or someone sitting beside you says well I 

support Celtic, it’s slightly more confrontational…you wonder if sometimes - is it better? 

(Principal, Mountain) 

 

We wouldn’t have dealt with that [flags] in the partnership because as I said, that 

school’s not at that stage yet… We had to be very, very careful. I felt we were ready to 

move into the flags and all that symbols…but whenever that [new school] came… Which 

is why we went back to the Butter Book. And that was a good way of dealing with the 

conflict and getting the discussions going without actually moving into symbols and 

making it to close to home. (Principal, Mountain) 

The challenges of addressing divisive issues were equally pronounced in Fleetwood. Yet here 

the principal interviews were beset with cautionary statements as they conveyed how they had 

struggled to address controversial issues during Shared Education, especially as the schools were 

located near an interface area where sectarian tensions were sometimes heightened. Instead of 

exploring difference, there was a general emphasis on promoting an awareness of what groups have in 

common and/or studiously avoiding issues that might prompt tension: 

R1: Children are curious, children want to know, ask all those questions and probably 

would be more direct than adults would be…We, there’s no overall, I mean we just sort 

of rely on the professionalism of the teacher [to answer difficult questions]. But maybe 

that is an area where, that is discussed at, you know, at a meeting, or… 

R2: But it’s a general acceptance. It’s been there, we’ve addressed it like that forever, so 

we have. 

R1: Yeah. 

I2: But the Shared Education project has made you think differently about it, or, you 

know…? 

R2: It hasn’t heightened it in any way. No… (Principals R1 and R2, Fleetwood) 

 

R2: I always felt that was a fault with the old EMU [Education for Mutual 

Understanding contact initiative] because it focused, all activities focused on division 

and sectarianism and making the children realise, and it never really let them be friends. 
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R1: Yeah, instead of exploring what, how much we have in common. (Principals R1 and 

R2, Fleetwood) 

 

R2: [Parents] have a lack of knowledge of the other community. And there’s fear of the 

unknown… I’ve never hesitated about anything that we have planned to do, and we 

never thought of doing [Irish or British cultural exploration]… Apart from that Irish 

song and I remember [other school principal] at the time saying about that, I am not sure 

they [parents] will all go with it. (Principal R2, Fleetwood) 

 

R1: … the [football] shirts, I mean, you know, if our pupils are going places, we’ll say, 

no, [to], football shirts…It’s, because, it’s usually the older ones that are wearing them, 

the P7s [Year 7, age 10-11 pupils] and we wouldn’t be happy that they would wear them 

out, in case it would… 

R2: offends anyone. (Principals R1 and R2, Fleetwood) 

The innate response to community difference in NI is to avoid any reference to it (Morrow 

2019; Harris 1986), and this cultural prescription seems to have become embedded as normal in the 

practices of teachers in Fleetwood. This is particularly evident in the comments relating to teacher 

professionalism, where the notion of ‘being professional’ is deemed to be at odds with any overt 

exploration of group difference. However, the extent of avoidance in the partnership raises two issues 

for shared school settings that require further analysis. Firstly, it raises questions about the aims of the 

Shared Education programme. Given the twin aim of Shared Education to provide a quality education 

as well as to promote good relations, the data here are perhaps evidence of how some schools may 

choose to take a ‘light’ approach to building relationships (focusing on commonalities), instead 

concentrating their Shared Education activity on the core curriculum and the sharing of educational 

resources. Officially the programme is framed in terms of contact; however, where children from 

different backgrounds are in contact situations, issues that divide will inevitably come to the surface. 

The data suggest that there is little apparent understanding on the part of some teachers around how to 

engage with these differences. This finding has long been identified as a feature of community 

relations work with young people in schools (O’Connor, Hartop and McCully 2002).  Although 

training in the handling of controversial issues has been available to education staff in Northern 

Ireland for decades, but it is voluntary, and schools need to be committed to it in order for teachers to 

engage. Further, it cannot be assumed that after receiving training, teachers will feel properly 

equipped and confident to facilitate these difficult discussions. Avoidance is thus a default position 

and is deemed by teachers to be both natural and safe; that avoidance can allow sectarianism and 

dominant community narratives to flourish without challenge in classroom discourse seems not to be 
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a consideration (Donnelly, 2004).  Secondly, and relatedly, critical questions are raised about when 

controversial issues are introduced in shared classrooms. Contact is a process that is primarily aimed 

at dealing with interpersonal and group interaction, yet contact rarely takes place in a vacuum; in this 

case it is happening in a society where sectarianism is rife and in schools which are required to teach 

about diversity, history and citizenship. The connection between these subject areas and Shared 

Education might be made more explicit for schools, and teachers offered specific guidance with 

respect to introducing them in shared settings.  The response in Mountain whereby constant 

assessments are made by teachers and leaders to determine pupil ‘readiness’ to engage seems to 

ensure that pupils and their parents understand the rationale for dealing with divisive issues and 

ensures their ongoing commitment to the aims of Shared Education - something that is particularly 

important for schools which have recently joined the partnership. Sidestepping divisive issues or 

rushing to discuss them without adequate preparation is likely to have the effect of repelling students 

and teachers and may ultimately undermine the reconciliatory aims of the Shared Education 

programme. Finally, the role of the separate school in shared contexts deserves further analysis, as the 

data from Mountain suggest that they potentially play a vital role both in offering a (safe) space for 

preparing for contact and in creating a space to retreat from contact to debrief. Whilst the value of 

single identity spaces has already been recognised in contact programmes in NI (see Church, Visser, 

and Johnson 2004), the claim that they also have a role in unlocking the potential of Shared Education 

has not been fully interrogated. 

Conclusion  

The purpose of this paper was to explore how intergroup contact is experienced within primary school 

Shared Education partnerships in NI. Given the extent of (quantitative) evidence on the contact 

hypothesis in post-primary schools in NI, this ‘real-life’ study of contact broadly sought to examine 

the way that contact is experienced and interpreted by pupils and teachers within shared primary 

school settings. The paper supports existing research from post-primary partnerships which suggests 

the potential of Shared Education to create spaces for building relations between pupils. Whilst pupils 

generally perceived Shared Education in positive terms, the qualitative approach suggested the 

complexity of building relations in divided contexts; as such, the paper cautions against assuming that 

simple contact initiatives in schools are a panacea for divided relations, arguing instead that they 

require careful structuring, planning and time. Without this, such initiatives may hinder rather than 

support attempts at building better relations. As school-based contact interventions are common in 

many multicultural societies and as Shared Education has begun to make an impact in other divided 

societies (Loader et al. 2018), the paper has relevance beyond Northern Ireland. Whilst the findings 

are not necessarily generalisable, they have shed new light on  contact theory as they reveal how 
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contact processes are experienced by younger children and managed by their teachers; Hence several 

emergent issues are particularly important and worth rehearsing. 

Firstly, the paper reveals that the concept of Shared Education is imbued with multiple 

definitions and meanings and that this can cause uncertainty for teachers and may compromise the 

contact process for pupils. The policy guidance is clear that contact is the key objective of Shared 

Education, yet the training that has been offered to primary schools suggests that teachers will address 

issues of diversity (see Education Authority 2019). Teachers thus variously referred to Shared 

Education as either a curricular initiative whereby they were obligated to teach about the causes of 

conflict and group difference, or as a simple contact endeavour whereby the focus was on building pupil 

relationships on the basis of what they had in common.  Whilst divergence in the practice of Shared 

Education may not in itself prove problematic, the data raise questions about the need for additional 

clarity at a policy level so that schools can be guided around its aims and intended outcomes and their 

operationalisation.  If, for example, intergroup contact is the overall goal, schools need practical 

guidance around how to address sectarian behaviours and how to explore identity differences when 

such issues inevitably arise. Similarly, if schools are to explore potentially controversial issues as part 

of the curriculum during Shared Education, efforts need to be made to assess their readiness and 

expertise to do so within mixed contexts. The risk is that teachers will either avoid discussion of 

differences, delegate their facilitation to outside providers, or teach controversial issues without 

sufficient preparation. Both have the potential to heighten negative contact between pupils through 

processes of feeding, or not mitigating, sectarian behaviours and intergroup anxieties (Page-Gould, 

Mendoza-Denton, and Mendes 2014) or increasing anger (Hayward et al. 2017).  

Secondly and relatedly, the data has shown that primary teachers and leaders are key 

mediators of the contact process and are thus in a pivotal position to enhance or taint the contact 

experience for younger children. It shows that teachers and leaders have several key roles to play to 

optimise the contact process for primary school pupils. Firstly, teachers should be fully involved in 

directing, teaching and managing the content of the Shared Education activities, lending structure to 

the contact process and planning it carefully with a priority placed on easing social awkwardness and 

creating fun activities.  It has also shown that teachers/leaders need to constantly assess the progress 

of intergroup relations to maintain pupil commitment to and enjoyment of the programme. Secondly, 

the paper reveals the value of conveying positive teacher intergroup relationships to pupils. Whilst 

teachers can personally benefit from building strong inter-group relationships, children are also more 

likely to perceive intergroup relations as ‘normal’ and legitimate when they are modelled by those in 

authority.  The findings also point to the role of teachers when pupils return to the separate school 

during Shared Education projects. Finally, whilst further research is required, the data suggest that 

shared education should be considered as a process rather than a weekly or monthly standalone 
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activity and hence the teachers in the separate school play a key role both in preparing young people 

for contact and offering a safe space for reflective retreat – both of which are central to building 

positive relations (Church et al. 2004).  

Finally, and in relation to contact theory, the paper has highlighted the importance of regular 

and longer contact (as opposed to high frequency, shorter periods) as likely to be more conducive for 

fostering relationship building in schools.  It has also however revealed the complexity of contact 

processes and the importance of understanding the broader community contexts within which schools 

are located as pivotal to the ways that intergroup relationships unfold.  Unsurprisingly the partnership 

located in a conflict hotspot (Fleetwood) was notably more challenged in creating a space for 

relationship building, suggesting the need for caution to be exercised around the potential value of 

school-based contact initiatives such as Shared Education. Further, the tendency towards avoidance and 

the lack of teacher engagement with the complex dynamics of intergroup contact in Fleetwood reveals 

the limits of contact as a strategy for conflict resolution in divided societies.  Teachers can feel burdened 

by the demands that initiatives such as Shared Education place upon them and adopting a minimalist 

approach is often an intuitive and common response by teachers to a challenging set of educational and 

social circumstances (Hughes et al. 2016)  Yet, it is important that minimal responses to contact in 

schools are not dismissed as minor infractions by those charged with supporting and educating teachers 

on Shared Education. As was alluded to in the data and as is evident across the contact literature, the 

superficial contact that will inevitably arise in such contexts is more likely to reinforce and bolster 

negative intergroup relationships than ameliorate them; thus seriously undermining the aims that the 

programme set out to realise (Dixon et al. 2005; Graf and Paolini 2017; Barlow,  Paolini and Pedersen, 

2012).  Lastly, Turner and Cameron (2016) have stated that more evidence is needed regarding the 

process of intergroup friendship formation and maintenance in children, and the data here speak to some 

of the situational factors that may help promote this process. The residential programme for example 

offered young people an extended period of time to get to know each other and seemed critical for 

building and sustaining intergroup relationships. In addition the outdoor learning approach that 

characterised Mountain’s Shared Education activity contrasted with the more traditional, classroom-

based approach of Fleetwood, and the depth of the friendships that formed within the Mountain 

partnership attest to the social benefits of this approach for children. While the option of partaking in 

overnight residentials may be limited due to expense, schools should consider the potential of full-day 

Shared Education outside of the classroom setting. 
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