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___________________________________________________________________________ 

Background 
Founded in 1990, the Irish Traveller Movement is the national advocacy and membership platform which brings together Travellers and representative organisations to develop 

collective solutions on issues faced by the community to achieve greater equality for Travellers. We represent Traveller interests in national governmental, international and 

human rights settings.  We challenge racism- individual, cultural and structural which Travellers face and promote integration and equality. We are led by our grass roots 

community membership, deliver expertise in shaping organisations locally and promote community leadership ensuring Traveller’s voices are to the forefront of all discussions. 

The Irish Traveller Movement is mandated by our membership of over 40 local Traveller groups to bring forward policy and related matters to national structures and 

represented on the national NTRIS Education Sub-committee coordinated under the Department of Education (DE). We are also the innovator of the Yellow Flag Programme -

the school based intercultural programme.  

We welcome the opportunity to input towards a policy statement which will set out DE’s vision for the Initial Teacher education (ITE) sector, with focus on:  

• the barriers to entry to ITE for under-represented groups, in this case Travellers 

• how ITE can encourage students from a range of backgrounds to gain access to a programme of ITE, and 

• how ITE can prepare teachers and improve their capacity to teach in today’s diverse classrooms 

Context 
Travellers are among the most marginalised communities in Ireland. Long term exclusion, and experience of discrimination has had a detrimental effect on Traveller’s life 

chances and outcomes across the various social indicators such as health, education, employment, and socio-economic status.    
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Population:  According to latest Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage, (DHLGH)data compiled via the local authority annual count, it enumerated 11,118 
Traveller families, approx. 46,695 to 58,925 people (family or household size -depending on council’s count methodology) throughout the 31 areas. 
 
Gaps in participation, progression and achievement between Travellers and their settled counterparts in education are significantly low and show;   

❑ In 2016 only 13% of Travellers versus 92% non-Travellers completed senior cycle at second level1 

❑ Enrolment: According to Department of Education data for 2020/2021 - 8,148 Travellers are in primary schools - ca. 1.5% of overall, and 3,292 in post-primary 
0.9% of overall cohort.2 

❑ DEIS: In 2020–21: 4,234 Traveller pupils were in DEIS primary schools and 3,914 in non-DEIS schools, and 48.6% in DEIS post-primary schools. So approximately 
half of all Traveller students are not in a DEIS school. (2) 

❑ 2019/20 Traveller student entering third level showed; 110 enrolments of which 48 are new entrants. (2) 

❑ 57% of Traveller boys had only primary-education compared to 13% nationally3 

❑ 13% of femaleTraveller females were educated to upper secondary or above compared with 69.1% of the general population4 

❑ Of those who left second level education early, 55% left by the age of 15.5 

❑ 4 out of 10 Travellers said they or their children had been bullied in school because of their identity as Travellers6 

Q. Barriers to entry to ITE for Travellers 
There are a multitude of factors which present barriers and challenges to many Travellers embarking on an ITE programme and pursuing a career in teaching, and or any other 
third level option. Dominant obstacles are 

❖ Educational disadvantage, and inadequate policy and investment to redress Traveller retention  
❖ Structural impediments and the absence of a coherent plan to eliminate obstacles across all education levels 

Challenges to progression in Post Primary Education - the gateway to third level 
Early school leaving at post primary level is a pervading challenge and contributing causes are a 

                                                           
1  CSO, Available: https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/presspages/2017/census2016profile8-irishtravellersethnicityandreligion/ 
2 Department of Education data on request. 
3 CSO, Available: https://www.cso.ie/en/csolatestnews/presspages/2017/census2016profile8-irishtravellersethnicityandreligion/ 
4 Ibid 
5 Behaviours & Attitudes (2017), Traveller Community National Survey. Available at: https://exchangehouse.ie/publications_nationaltravellersurvey2017.php 
6 Ibid 
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o lack of adequate supports and resources,  
o an apathetic and or, undervaluing of Traveller pupils in the system by some teachers and schools consolidating an inferior mindset, 
o widespread and long-term misuse of a reduce timetable and lack of centralised safeguarding via monitoring and intervention, which confirms undervaluing at national 

level 
o identity based bullying 
o parental educational disadvantage, which creates norms, and is perpetuated by little evidence of outcomes for Travellers who have remained in education to progress 

into employment, where their identity is evident.  

As a result, only 1% of Travellers have progressed to third level1.  

a) The long called for Traveller Education Strategy 2006 for primary, post primary and higher/further education is critical to defeating early school leaving, but has not 
been advanced.  Some actions related to the 2006 Strategy were incorporated into the National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy NTRIS, but progress has been 
slower than anticipated  

b) Traveller-specific education supports cut by 86-100% in 2011, have not been restored despite recommendations by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child to 
address Ireland’s obligations under the Convention (UNCRC)7. Impacts from these cuts have taken more than a decade to erase, and little evidence of improvements 
in completion rates since then, or equivalent supports in the system towards retention.  

c) There are no targeted supports or a national oversight plan in second level with the capacity to ensure the Traveller student is supported across the lifetime of their 
education to enhance the possibility of improving retention and attainment, for example  

 
❑ There is no centralised monitoring, and synergy between the DE and DFHER.   

 
❑ 50% of Traveller pupils are not in a DEIS school and supports based on Traveller identity and then determined by need, would enable most structural barriers to be 

eradicated. 
 

❑ Data: The POD has not been available since 2017, and information not collected at PP level, and no progression statistics integrated with each territory, primary, post 
primary and third level. This is essential to track potential to leverage supports in particular areas, and thematic gaps. For example, to redress Irish language exemptions 
with alternatives, resources for special / additional needs learners’ and after school supports. For digitally disadvantaged, exposed during Covid-19, and which resulted 
in Travellers falling further behind and prompting early school leaving. 
 

❑ No ring-fenced education funding, notwithstanding necessary and welcome increases in third level. Without distinct Traveller investment in primary and post primary, 
advancing targeted supports are piecemeal, and falling short of the national requirement. There is uncertainty that the enhanced capitation grant for Travellers is 
applied universally by schools to support Traveller learners, as schools have autonomy over its use with monitoring not evident, and dinting confidence. 
 

                                                           
7 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child (2016), Concluding observations on the combined third and fourth periodic reports of Ireland. Available: 
http://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=6QkG1d%2FPPRiCAqhKb7yhsvOufvUWRUJlLHiLHKqpXZxUGOtzQF0l%2B37QzAKosbh7yc40d4J3IynFaWf0Egu6J
99RK6Y%2FTHjpged5r1H3f3KQIiFieFkoeAPALAwKpbZz  
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❑ Community supports: There is little investment to support education officers with community led organisations with a specific education remit, and no national funding 
for Traveller Education Policy Officers to work with Government agencies and departments towards, monitoring , bringing expertise to bear on working collaboratively 
with Depts to tackle Traveller education disadvantage and critically, to progress implementation of any future Strategy or action plans in the area.  
 

d) Structural barriers operating at school level: Application of reduced school days for Travellers is widespread based on substantial anecdotal evidence. New DE guidelines 
are welcome but is without a close monitoring system of schools who misuse this practice, and where timely outcome reports are critical, but not evident.   The lack 
of a review of Irish exemptions, and a comprehensive national study of Traveller education need via a “taken in time study” across schools, long overdue. 
 

e) Parental experience of education: Low literacy and education outcomes, lack of confidence in the system to be an inclusive environment for Traveller children, no 
reflection of Traveller identity in the curriculum and a lack of real evidence of progression to employment are brought to bear in retention issues.  

f) Can’t see, can’t be: There is a lack of visibility of Traveller culture in the curriculum and in teaching practice, meaning Travellers or Traveller culture is not recognised, 
celebrated, or reflected. 

g) Identity based bullying, and low-level expectation of teachers/schools of Traveller pupils prevents Travellers from realising their potential. 
 

Barriers at the point of access to Third level and ITE  
The number of Travellers at third level stands is around 1%, and according to HEA data in 2019/20 there were only 110 Traveller enrolments of which 48 are new entrants 

and in 2020/2021, just 33 Traveller students started undergraduate degrees.  The current number of Traveller new entrants: is 33 

❑ Traveller progression to third level should encompass an inspection of the wider impacting ramifications and demographics which impose additional challenges 

for students, including mature ones and the requirement for pre-entry work underway to support Traveller participation. These should take account of 

o gender 

o intersectional consequences in terms of socio and cultural expectations 

o the expectations of women and men 

o the position of women traditionally as home makers, and care givers 

o identity consciousnesses and potential for discriminatory experience 

o lack of equivalent early education with college peers 

o costs associated with attending third level to the whole family and the obstacles for mature students 

❑ Certain entry requirements, such as the Irish language requirement, present barriers for Travellers in accessing ITE programmes, with honours Irish a significant 

challenge given exemptions are considerable and are without national oversight at school level, a necessary and safeguarding intervention in the context of parental 

education disadvantage. 
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❑ The accessibility of the administrative process required to access higher and further education can present a substantial barrier for some Travellers. Completing multiple 

forms, and provision of documentation can be a daunting and it is important that these processes are made as user-friendly, uncomplicated, and flexible as possible.  

 

❑ There are many Travellers who wish to return to higher education as mature students and are more likely to attend on a part-time basis due to life circumstances. A 

study of those in higher education 2021 showed almost two thirds cited financial cost as a major barrier, with job commitments and family responsibilities seen as a 

major barrier by half of respondents8.  Therefore, reviewing the adequacy and eligibility of the SUSI grants scheme, PATH funding initiatives and other mechanisms to 

omit those obstacles for prospective students and consider indirect costs such as childcare. 

 

❑ While efforts to improve access to third level undergraduate study has improved, there are far less grant options to encourage graduates to complete post-graduate 

or masters level courses. These avenues should also be explored in terms of removing cost barriers. 

 

❑ An intersectional approach to initiatives is missing including access, participation, retention, personal development and achieving education credentials, as a 

standardising basis. 

Q. How ITE can encourage Travellers to gain access to a programme of ITE 
Key recommendations  

➢ Address financial barriers for mature and part-time students by reviewing the adequacy and eligibility of the SUSI grants scheme, PATH funding initiatives and other 

mechanisms to omit those obstacles for prospective students and consider indirect costs such as childcare. 

➢ Increase grant options to encourage graduates to complete post-graduate or masters level courses. These avenues should also be explored in terms of removing cost 

barriers. 

➢ Quotas for Traveller enrolments in ITE programmes and accompanying bursaries for Traveller students in recognition of disproportionate educational and socio-

economic disadvantage. 

➢ Targeted communications campaign targeting Travellers to embark on career in ITE, produced in partnership with Traveller organisations and HEI’s, and importantly 

through careers guidance at post primary level.  

➢ Ensuring the 15 Institutions in Ireland as providers of post primary ITE programmes, are Traveller culturally competent, anti-racism trained have designated access 

programmes, take prior learning into account and have lateral pathways available, and have redressed obstacles in their own programmes and processes. It should 

be a requirement of the institutions to develop their own Traveller community engagement programmes and be incentivized towards Traveller targeting. 

➢ Adapt processes to cater for varying literacy levels, and the availability of access officers, digital supports and study environments. Other aspects such as childcare 

support and part-time options should be considered to improve accessibility of the programmes. 

                                                           
8 Higher Education Authority (2021), Study of Mature Student Participation in Higher Education. Available at: https://hea.ie/resources/publications/ 
 

https://hea.ie/resources/publications/
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➢ Include Travellers as role models in ITE via mentoring programmes for students in second-level and further education. 

➢ Ensure Traveller identity is positively visible and incorporated into teacher education modules. Travellers may not be visible in the physical space of the learning 

institutions also. Over 99% of entrants to primary teacher education identified as ‘White Irish Settled’ in 2019, (9) and only 2% of secondary school teachers come from 

minority ethnic backgrounds, so Traveller students are in a minority within their year group, as well as within the institution at large. In line with new National Access 

Plan ambitions, success rates must track wellbeing while in university, and progression to graduation, and not simply admission.  

➢ Place Travellers at the centre of delivering training modules (especially future Traveller Culture and History elements ) and who therefore may be more encouraged 

to pursue a career where subjects have incorporated a Traveller learning element also.  

Q. How ITE can prepare teachers and improve their capacity to teach in today’s diverse classrooms 

Key recommendations 
➢ Embed foundational programme on anti-racism and cultural competency within ITE, which is then topped up by CPD on anti-racism 

 

➢ Empower teachers to constructively challenge racism and equip them with the language to do this 

 

➢ Introduction to trauma, and the application of a trauma-informed approach in the classroom, which recognises the trauma experienced by ethnic minorities, 

marginalised groups, refugees and asylum seekers, etc.  

 

➢ For ITE’s to ready teachers in anticipation of the implementation of actions arising from the Traveller Culture in Education NCCA related programme, pending 

Government sign off, with enough cultural competency to deliver these components, as advised by the NCCA advisory group. 

 

➢ ITE should contribute to the government’s commitments in the National Action Plan Against Racism which is a whole-government approach to tackle racism, including 

in education. 

(9) Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE) National Study, 2018, The Irish Research Council 

For further information please contact Eve O’Brien Eve@itmtrav.ie The Irish Traveller Movement or Bernard Joyce Director director@itmtrav.ie  

 

 

mailto:Eve@itmtrav.ie
mailto:director@itmtrav.ie

