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Anton Trant’s assertion that ‘curriculum development is really
a way of empowering teachers ... and part of the teacher’s own
professional development’ may well come as news to many
teachers of my generation. Curriculum change has often been
perceived as burdensome, disempowering and alienating.
Citizenship education in the Northern Ireland curriculum has
the potential to alienate not only teachers but pupils as well as
the wider community.

For much of the early part of the current phase of the
‘Troubles’, schools were seen as a safe haven where the
violence and communal conflict were excluded. Teachers
often saw their role as one of limiting discussion of
controversial issues and preventing the outbreak of dissension
in their oasis of peace. For many young people this provided
the only stability in an otherwise turbulent landscape.

It began to be appreciated that the education system had a
responsibility to face the challenges presented by the conflict
in a more proactive way. Various initiatives were attempted
and in 1992 these were rationalised and made a compulsory
part of the curriculum through the introduction of Education
for Mutual Understanding (EMU) and Cultural Heritage (CH)
as cross-curricular themes. They aimed to encourage:

• respect for self and others and the building of
relationships

• an understanding of conflict
• an appreciation of interdependence
• cultural understanding

EMU attempted to promote these themes within the school
curriculum through relevant visitors or visits, communication,
joint work between schools and potentially through the
exploration of controversial issues. It did not enjoy universal
support and there were those, on both sides of the divide, who
saw it as social engineering driven by a desire to dilute
cultural identity.

EMU was in many ways a bold initiative which helped to
change the nature of discourse in Northern Ireland by
introducing a language which ‘allows people to express their
support for cultural pluralism and political dialogue rather
than sectarianism and political violence.’ (Smith and Robinson
1996) However, an evaluation carried out by the University of
Ulster identified a lack of focus on human rights and political
education. It showed that teachers found EMU to be elusive
and rarely progressed towards the more controversial aspects
of EMU. This was perhaps because of an insufficiently
developed conceptual framework, but also because teachers
often felt ill equipped to deal with controversial issues and
were afraid of doing more harm than good. 

The challenge now is whether such initiatives can help
young people move beyond the ‘polite exchange’ so that
they can engage with each other in meaningful discussion
of controversial social, cultural, religious and political
issues. (Smith and Robinson 1996)

In recent years, society in Northern Ireland has begun to shift
away from violence towards sustainable democratic politics.
Northern Ireland had endured a lengthy period of democratic
deficit but the Belfast Agreement seemed to many to mark a
turning point, a hope that has yet to be fulfilled. However, the
prospect of new institutions and more local control provided
both a challenge and an opportunity for the education system
to reassess its contribution to the maintenance of peace and to
a better understanding of local politics.

The Social, Civic and Political Education project (SCPE) at
the University of Ulster’s School of Education is one response
to this challenge. The project will produce advice for the
Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum, Examinations
and Assessment to inform the current curriculum review on
how best to deliver education for democratic citizenship in
Northern Ireland. This is consistent with developments in the
Republic of Ireland, England and many parts of Europe. 

If SCPE is to work, it must work in all schools of whatever
religious or political persuasion. The project works with the
assumptions that the teachers must have the flexibility to deal
with issues within the comfort zone of their community but
also begin the exploration of controversial issues; that they
must have a sense of ownership of the curriculum, seeing it as
a natural development of existing work, rather than something
imposed by a Government whose motives may be perceived as
manipulative; that it must enable young people to participate
creatively in a plural, just and democratic society and to
transform that society to make it more pluralist, more just and
more democratic.

SCPE has adopted a bottom-up curriculum development
model. Over the last year we have been working with teachers
from 28 post-primary schools drawn from each of the four
educational sectors in Northern Ireland: Voluntary, Controlled
(both nominally non-denominational but mainly Protestant),
Maintained (Roman Catholic) and Integrated, and from a
range of social and political communities. While drawing up a
framework for SCPE for Key Stages 1-4, our main focus has
been on Key Stage 3.

There are dangers inherent in the shift in language from
‘Education for Mutual Understanding’ towards ‘Citizenship’.
There is no one accepted understanding of citizenship in
Northern Ireland. The term itself is in danger of contributing

Citizenship education in a contested society

The very idea of citizenship in Northern Ireland has long been problematic. Michael Arlow describes a number
of initiatives within the school system which aim to educate pupils for a future of peace and sustainable democratic
politics.



to the conflict rather than promoting the development of civil
society. For example, to encourage respect for law and order
may be seen as support for the Royal Ulster Constabulary
(RUC), a largely Protestant and Unionist Police Force, and
thereby to follow a Unionist agenda. ‘Social, Civic and
Political Education’, while it is a lengthy subject title to inflict
on teachers and pupils, is, in Northern Ireland, a more
accurate and acceptable description than ‘citizenship’.

It quickly became apparent that in such a context, our
curriculum would necessarily be an exploratory one. The core
concepts were identified as Pluralism, Social Justice and
Democracy. The curriculum itself would offer various routes
by which teachers and pupils could explore these concepts. A
coherent and widely accepted values base is necessary to
underpin such an exploration. As the most widely accepted
statement of values, the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child have a
validity which could not be matched by any statement we
might construct and agree in Northern Ireland.

The curriculum must also be exploratory in the sense that it
allows young people to explore their own identity. This is
more problematic than it may sound. Some years ago, as a co-
ordinator of EMU in a large grammar school in Belfast, I
often felt frustrated at the reluctance of pupils to say what they
really thought about ‘the other side’ or about current issues.
They knew what the politically correct answers were and did
not feel able to voice more extreme or sectarian views. Such
superficial exchanges yield superficial results. Through a
process of relationship and trust building, young people need
to be given permission to express who they are, in the
classroom. If their opinions are sectarian, that at least reflects
the reality of their lives and opens the way for discussion.

In this kind of setting, teachers will meet strong emotional
reactions. Rational, critical thinking must of course be
encouraged but ‘unless the emotional dimension is taken
account of, and given expression, then there is a danger that it
will dominate any attempt at engagement.’ (McCully 1998)
This is no less true for the teachers than for the pupils. It is
difficult, and arguably undesirable for teachers to take on the
role of a neutral facilitator. If they are asking pupils to express
their views, can they do less? Regardless of the answer, it is of
central importance for the project that teachers reflect on their
own personal biography, and become aware of their own bias.
In an open discussion it may be important that they also make
the class aware of that bias. This may mean that teacher
training might ‘once more, have to include courses and
experiences which enable teachers to identify indoctrination
and suppress it in themselves and deny it in others, that is, a
shift from teacher training to teacher education.’ (Allen 1997)

In SCPE the exploration of diversity begins by
encouraging young people to see the breadth of diversity in
their own community: gender, sexuality, ethnicity, religion,
religious denomination, appearance, interests, abilities and
so on. For us in Northern Ireland, sectarianism must be a key
element in studying the nature of pluralism and diversity.
Sectarianism can constitute a whole worldview, dictating

which country to visit on holiday or which team to support
in the World Cup. Yet it must also be recognised that much
cross-community practice here has been insular and has
failed to pay sufficient attention  to other aspects of
diversity. This is betrayed by the use of the term ‘single
identity work’ to describe activities carried out with a
Protestant group in the absence of Catholics or vice versa.
SCPE aims to develop the ability of young people to explore
their identity as Protestant or Catholic but also to discover
their multiple identities, initially in the local context but also
in national/European and global contexts. For example, we
hope to give students an opportunity to explore their identity
as young people, to contrast their lifestyle with that of young
people in other parts of the world. In the discovery of
commonality and difference between young people in
different cultures, we hope that students will begin to
understand the reality of interdependence and to see
themselves as Global Citizens as well as Citizens of the UK
or Ireland. 

The next step is to explore the challenges that difference
presents. What feelings are aroused by the site of an Orange
Hall, an Asian on the street, a Roman Catholic Church or two
men holding hands in public? How do we deal with difference
and the feelings it inspires in us? 

Pupils are asked to negotiate a class Bill of Rights in the
understanding that the classroom, and the school, constitute a
learning community. The purpose of using the language of
‘rights’ is to help the community recognise each other’s needs
and to build an effective and enjoyable learning community. It
is hoped that young people, and perhaps older people too, will
develop an understanding of the implications of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights for the way we live with those
who are different, especially if we are discovering that we are
each different, yet we hold much in common.

For pupils of SCPE, an understanding of pluralism is the
beginning of a process which requires them to investigate how
we can ensure that our plural society is also a just society.
This investigation alerts us to the fact that rights and values
will clash in any society, pupils will consider how to handle
these conflicts through democratic processes. 

The pilot begins this September. We eagerly await the
verdict of the pilot teachers and students. 

� Michael Arlow is the Research and Development
Officer for the Social, Civic and Political Education
Project at the University of Ulster. mj.arlow@ulst.ac.uk
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