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Abstract:

This paper considers the construction and experience of racism among a sample of primary school children in Ireland during a period of intensive immigration.  Placing children’s voices at the centre of the analysis, it explores how children’s constructions draw upon discourses of ‘norm’ and ‘other’ in relation to national identity and cultural belonging.  Constructions of minority ethnic groups are located within a context which defines what it is to be Irish, such constructions carrying with them assumptions related not only to skin colour but also life-style, language, and religious belief. Drawing on key concepts related to power, social identities and child cultures, the findings highlight the significance of ethnic identity to children’s negotiations around inclusion and exclusion in their peer groups. Name calling in general, and racist name calling in particular was shown to be an important tool used by some children in the assertion of their status with one another. The sensitivity displayed by the majority ethnic children to skin colour only in their discussions around racism, highlights the salience of colour to many of these children’s typification of themselves as white Irish and of many black migrant children especially as ‘other’. It also indicates however the limited understanding these majority ethnic children had of racism in contrast to their minority ethnic peers (including Irish Traveller children), all of whom were able to recount their own experiences of being racially abused for colour and/or culturally based differences.  The need for teachers to be sensitive to the dynamics of children’s social world is stressed as is the importance of developing clear procedures for the monitoring and tackling of racist incidents in schools.

Naming the ‘other’ – the construction and experience of racism in Irish primary Schools

Introduction

Given the unprecedented patterns of immigration into the Republic of Ireland in recent years (CSO 2006), traditional conceptions of Irish identity, as white, sedentary and Catholic are being increasingly challenged.  Schools as institutions, are at the forefront of such change, grappling with the rapid influx of migrant children in a period of intense curricular and systemic wide change.  While there has been some research documenting the incidence of racism among the ‘adult’ general public (MacGreil 1996, Immigrant Council of Ireland 2004, Lentin and McVeigh 2006, NCCRI 2006), the construction and experience of racism in Irish children’s lives has received little attention to date. This paper presents findings related to both the construction and experience of racism among a sample of children in Irish primary schools.  Situating the analysis in the context of power, social identities and peer cultures, it explores how children’s experiences and constructions of racism are shaped not only by their understanding of sameness and difference, but also by their positioning within the network of power relations in the peer group. The paper is divided into three sections. Section one considers previous research in relation to children, schooling and racism and considers the significance of power to children’s social relations. Section two outlines the methodology of the study while section three presents findings with respect to three interrelated areas: Children’s awareness and construction of racism, racist name calling in school and normality, otherness and racism in school.  Finally conclusions are drawn with respect to the implications for policy and practice in Irish schools.
Children, racism and schooling:  

While there may be some dispute as to the extent and nature of prejudice toward differing ethnic groups among younger children (Aboud 1988, Troyna and Hatcher 1992, Holmes 1995, Van Ausdale and Feagin 2001), research is clear on the experience of racism among older children and youth throughout their school lives (Woods 1990, Connolly 2000/1998, Archer 2003, Raby 2004, Archer and Francis 2005).  Previous research in Ireland has highlighted the prevalence of racist attitudes toward Travellers among children aged nine to eleven years (O’Keefe and O’Connor 2001), along with relatively essentialist constructs of Irishness (Waldron and Sikes 2006). However the consistently hidden aspect of racial conflict in schools is also noted which in its most visible form is evident in name calling and fighting (Connolly 1998, Pilkington 1999, Henze et al 2000, Codjoe 2001, Varma-Joshi et al 2004).  Latent racism is more prevalent and what teachers may see taking place in the yard or school classroom is often the ‘tip of the iceberg’ of the incidence of racism in children’s lives.  Furthermore, with respect to newly arrived immigrant and refugee children, research indicates a general acceptance by children of their refugee/immigrant peers on the surface, but evidence of hostility and racism underneath (ICIS 1996, Myers 2003, Rutter 2003, Tomlinson 2005).  

The experience of racism (and anti-racism) among and between children is testament to the (re)productive tendencies within children’s peer relations as they construct and negotiate their social identities in line with dominant values and norms. Wider discourses related to integration, assimilation, national identity and ethnic diversity become reflected in how children both position themselves and others in the ongoing flux of their school lives – in Giddens (1984) terms structures become instantiated in practice, shaping and being shaped by the processes of interaction on the ground (Devine 2003, Poveda and Marcos 2005).   How this process occurs with respect to children’s school lives can only be fully understood within the context of child culture(s), where dynamics of inclusion/exclusion in children’s friendship patterns intertwine with and cut across the concepts of sameness and difference, norm and ‘other’ children hold in relation to their peers.  The complexity of children’s friendship patterns and the extent to which they are influenced by factors such as ethnicity, gender, ability and social class is consistently borne out by other research in the area (Troyna and Hatcher 1992, Thorne 1993, Adler and Adler 1998, Moore 2001, Connolly 2004, Morrow 2006, George 2007).   Drawing on Foucault (1980), it is clear that the exercise of power is embedded in these processes, both in terms of the discourses which define what is norm and ‘other’ and in the enactment of inclusionary/exclusionary processes on the basis of such discourse.

In thinking of the mechanisms of power…I am thinking of its capillary form of existence, the point where power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives (Foucault 1980:39)

An in-depth understanding of racist practices on the ground requires a sensitivity to the complexity of children’s social world and a consideration of the multiple factors which come into play in children’s interactions with one another. The negotiation of power and status, belonging and togetherness both shapes and is shaped by children’s identities, which, as in the case of adults, are themselves open to fluctuation and change (Davies and Harre 1990, Rizvi 1993, Goodwin 2003, Bash and Zezina-Phillips 2006). Within child cultures, rituals and rules governing inclusion and exclusion abound (Pollard 1985, Davies 1991, Corsaro 2005), often with negative consequences for those who are labelled as ‘different’ (Troyna and Hatcher 1992, Connolly 1998, Spyrou 2002, Vicars 2006). While there may be differences in the literature on the nature and extent of racism in children’s interaction with one another, ethnicity  is one of the categories of difference to which they appear highly sensitive.  Given the significant time spent by children in schools and the role of schooling in the (re)production of social identities and inequalities (Bourdieu 1993, Bernstein 1990) it is pertinent to examine the construction and experience of racism in children’s experience of school.  Prioritising the perspectives of children highlights not only their competence and reflective capacities as social actors (Mayall 2002, Brembeck et al 2004, James and James 2004) but also provides important insights into the complex processes that contribute to and detract from children’s welfare (Zeiher et al 2007).   Understanding how children both construct and experience racism in their everyday lives at school can provide important insights into the development of appropriate policies to combat racism at national policy and local school level. 

Methodology:

Qualitative fieldwork spanning two school years was conducted into the experience of ethnic diversity in a selected sample of primary and post-primary schools.  This paper draws on data gathered from group interviews involving 132 children (of diverse ethnic identity) in three primary schools
, as well as observations of classroom practice and schoolyard behaviour. 

Table 1: Participating primary schools in the study

	School
	Location
	Social Class
	Gender
	Total enrolment
	Minority ethnic enrolment
	Minority ethnic as % of enrolment

	Oakleaf


	Suburban
	Designated disadvantaged
	Co-Ed
	300
	73
	24%

	Newdale


	Rural
	Mixed social class
	Girls*
	415
	47
	11%

	Riverside


	Suburban


	Mixed social class
	Co-Ed
	268


	25
	9%


*Newdale primary was co-educational up to first class and single sex girls from second to sixth.  The classes presenting for interview were all girl classes.
The data in this paper is drawn from interviews with children at junior and senior levels across the three primary schools as follows:

Table 2: Ethnic profile of interviewees

	Name of school
	Junior class (2nd )

Minority ethnic   Majority ethnic
	Senior class (4th/5th)

Minority ethnic  Majority ethnic

	Oakleaf primary
	         5                 15
	       8*                  33

	Riverside primary
	         3                 17
	       4                    22

	Newdale primary
	         2                 13
	       3                    17


*This group includes a selected sample of five Traveller children taken from a number of classes, as there were no Traveller children in the classes presenting for interview.

Children were organised for interviews on a friendship group basis, with no interview group larger than five children. Children in second and fourth/fifth class were selected (aged 7 years and 9/10 years respectively), with the total cohort of children in each of the classes interviewed.  Observation of the children both in the classroom and in the schoolyard was also conducted.  In conducting the research, clear ethical guidelines (e.g. Alderson and Morrow 2004, Fraser 2004) were followed given the sensitive nature of many of the topics being dealt with. The remainder of this paper documents the findings in relation to one aspect of the research  - the children’s awareness and construction of racism, as well as their experience of racism in school. 
Children’s awareness and construction of racism

The interviews were conducted in a very informal manner with a gradual lead in to issues that concerned ethnicity and schooling.  While direct discussion on racism was only dealt with when it emerged as part of ongoing conversation, it was clear that the majority ethnic children had a limited understanding of what racism meant.  Explanations of the term, where offered, were limited to colour racism - the children consistently drawing links between racism and negative/abusive behaviour toward black people:

Interviewer:  Did you ever hear of racism?

Child 1:  Yeah you really hate black people and you’re sexist.   (majority ethnic females, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

Interviewer:  What is a racist?

Child 3:  You’re white and there’s coloured people and you don’t like any colouredy people or your black and you don’t like any white people.

Child 1:  Michael Jackson is a racist

Child 2:  Because he changed his colour.  He got all the surgery done because he doesn’t like black people.   (majority ethnic, seniors, Riverside Primary)
These children’s interpretation of racism were also firmly rooted in their day to day interaction and as Troyna and Hatcher (1992) noted, in the dynamics of power, control and status between peers.  These dynamics are evident in the following excerpt from an interview with a mixed gender group of children in Riverside primary.  Their focus of discussion was upon Ava
 a Nigerian girl, who was identified by both the teacher and pupils in the class as an excellent worker in school.     

Aine:  There’s a girl I sit beside called Ava

Mark:  And she’s coloured….

Aine:  And she tells me to shut up a lot of the time

Mark:  She’s racist, Ava’s a racist

Aine:  If I say I need a loan of your rubber she says no

Interviewer:  I heard you saying there that Ava was a racist, what did you mean by that?

Mark:  She doesn’t like white people

June:  She does get along with white people but sometimes she doesn’t really like to be their friend

Mark:  She thinks she’s all smart and all and great because she’s from a different country.  She knows her Irish the most.  She thinks she’s all popular.

June:  It’s not fair at all to say she’s a racist, because she’s not, she does like white people.  She doesn’t get along with some of them, that doesn’t mean she’s a racist.
In this discussion there are a number of overlapping strands that give some sense of how these children interpret racism as well as some disagreement as to when the term should be applied.  What some of the children describe is a form of inverse racism, where as ‘white’ children they feel themselves to have been the victims of racial abuse by a ‘black’ child.  This abuse is not in the form of name-calling (as we will see later) but rather in a black child not sharing with them and subjecting them to a form of one-up-man-ship in her interactions with them.  These latter are important markers of friendship in children’s social world – where being the same as others, not over stepping others in terms of ability etc. signify a willingness to be included/excluded in the peer group. That this interpretation of Ava’s behaviour is not shared by all the children in the group highlights the children’s own differing interpretations of what racism entails, as well as their differing loyalties to Ava as a friend in class. 

The children’s conception of racism in colour terms only was also apparent in their talk about Traveller children. While the name-calling of black children was considered inappropriate and labelled by some as racism, name-calling of Traveller children, on the basis of cultural difference, was never spoken of in critical terms. We see this below in the interview with Mathew and Peter, two senior majority ethnic boys in Oakleaf  Primary : 

Interviewer:  One of you used the words earlier about being racist.  What does that mean?

Mathew:  It means you don’t like black people

Peter:  People in this school are racist – most people

Mathew:  I’d just stick up for them 

Peter:  My nephew is black so how could I be racist?

Mathew:  What’s the difference with black people and white people, black people just their skin colour, there’s no difference

Interviewer:  What about Travellers, are there any here?

Peter:  Yeah and I slag Andy (a Traveller child)

Interviewer:  Why do you slag him?

Peter:  Because he’s a little knacker

Interviewer:  What does that mean?

Mathew:  It means your scum, scumbags.   
In this excerpt Peter asserts his non-racist credentials by referencing a family member who is ‘black’ while simultaneously legitimating his verbal abuse of a Traveller child due to the latter’s perceived inferior cultural and social status.  An interview with a group of majority ethnic girls in Newdale primary confirms this tendency, their cultural racism implied in their assertion that ‘Travellers are bad news’ and called ‘knackers’ because they are ‘scruffy’ and live in ‘caravans’:

Interviewer: Why is  knacker such a bad word?

Helen: Because they mean you go around scruffy and all. And they live in caravans.

Interviewer: If there was a Traveller girl coming into this school, what would you say to her?

Helen: Keep away from her

Interviewer: Would you? Why?

Margaret: Because Travellers are bad news

The children’s constructions of both colour and culture based racisms (Barker 1981, Gillborn 2004) were clearly not located in a broader understanding of race relations and differences in power and status between ethnic groups in society.  In relation to Travellers, their views signalled an absence of identifying Travellers as a minority ethnic group, with the right to be respected on their own terms. This absence of understanding is not surprising in light of teachers’ own stated reluctance to name issues directly related to racism (focusing instead on the more general issue of bullying) in their classrooms, a finding noted across all schools in the study (Devine 2005).  An exception appeared to be in Oakleaf primary where a group of muslim girls recounted a teacher talking to them about racism:

Interviewer:  Did you ever hear of racism?  Do you know what it means?

Maya:  In my school a teacher came to talk about it.  Can’t remember what they said.

Leanne:  Oh yeah.  Everyone from a different country in this school, the racism of people calling you names and everything.  She tells us not to do that.  Like a girl in my street won’t play with me cos I’m different.   
In terms of the actual experience of racial abuse within the broader community, this was an issue that emerged predominantly in interviews with minority ethnic children.  In each of these interviews, reference was made to experiences of being shouted at, called derogatory names and other forms of abuse as minority ethnic children went about their business in their out of school lives.  This appeared to be as common for primary school children as much as for their older second-level peers and did not appear to apply to one minority group over and above another (including Traveller children).  The experiences mentioned are typified in the follow excerpts from interview transcripts:

Leanne:  When I go to Spar I wear my scarf.  One day me and my baby sister were going to Spar together, and they started making fun of our language

Interviewer:  How did that feel?

Leanne:  Bad, my sister really felt bad because she was the one who was wearing the scarf

Interviewer:  Would that happen to you often?

Safia:  It always happens when we go to shopping centres.   (Muslim, girls, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

We live down on the site and when we’d walk to the shop, people used to call us: Go away knackers and all.   (Matt, Traveller, Oakleaf Primary)
While it was clear that majority ethnic children had not themselves been victims of such forms of abuse, some had witnessed scenes of racial abuse, reinforcing the views expressed by the minority ethnic children. It is notable however that in such discussions the children only mentioned or appeared sensitive to incidences of colour racism, rather than for example incidences of cultural racism as noted in the excerpts above:

I was in Londis and this boy came in and he was from Nigeria and his face was all bashed in because he was the colour.   (majority ethnic, female, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

While majority ethnic children in the study were aware of racism and had some understanding of what racism entailed, their understanding was limited, and very much located in their day to day experience.  This often yielded contradictory and confusing responses that the children were uncomfortable expressing.  For their part, minority ethnic children had all experienced some form of racial abuse (either verbal or physical, colour and culturally based) in their out of school lives and many viewed such abuse as an unavoidable fact of life.  More in-depth analysis of the children’s perspectives however indicated the salience of name-calling to the experience of racism in school.

Racism and name-calling in school

Initial accounts of all children in the study seemed to suggest that racial abuse was experienced infrequently in school.  However, a more detailed examination of issues related to child cultures, especially the general struggles for status and recognition among peers, indicated that the children had available to them a wide repertoire of racially abusive terms which they clearly had both used and experienced in their school lives. In order to tease through these experiences, the children were encouraged to talk about the conflicts which took place in the course of their everyday lives and the incidence of teasing and name-calling in the course of such conflict.  Their talk revealed the prevalence of name-calling in their interaction with one another and how it was firmly located in the context of difference and/or perceived weakness in a child.   Martha, a ten year old majority ethnic girl in Oakleaf primary put this aptly when she said: 

If you are tall, short, fat, thin you get called names

In this sense children who are ethnically different are clear targets for name-calling.  Names that related to ethnicity revolved primarily around skin colour and the extent of such forms of name-calling can be gauged from the fact that examples were quoted in every interview in the primary level sample as follows:

Interviewer:  What sorts of names are used calling someone who is a different colour?

Siobhain:  Chocolate face.  Mongolian.  Chalkies.  If someone has really dark skin they call them Charcoal.   (majority ethnic, female, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

There’s a girl in my class and she keeps saying I’m a black monkey.   (Minority ethnic, female, junior class, Newdale Primary)

Some name calling also related to country of origin, the latter more prevalent for muslim children in the wake of the September 11th attacks in New York in 2002:

Peter: If you were a Palestinian and you came over here you’d get slagged.  Nobody here likes them.  People here are starting to hate Muslims.  Like the Americans.  It was on the news it was.  I wouldn’t like to be a Muslim.  They say they’re bastards.  (Majority ethnic, male, senior, Riverside)
For Traveller children, name-calling derived from cultural differences related to their lifestyles, as well as modes of speech and dress.  The following excerpt is taken from an interview where the children recounted the high degree of slagging that involved Traveller children:

Interviewer:  Why are Traveller children picked on so much?

Mary:  Because they don’t change their uniform.  And they usually have scruffy nails and face and ears.

Joan:  And they go around in track suit bottoms with hooker boots on and everything

Interviewer:  So it’s because of the way they dress?

Mary:  Yeah

  (majority ethnic, females, junior class, Oakleaf Primary) 

Most of the name-calling that the children recounted took place in the backstage (Goffman 1971) regions of school life, especially in the yard during playtime.  As documented elsewhere (e.g. Devine 2003) here backstage behaviour abounds, as teachers find it impossible to keep an eye on all that the children ‘get up to’.  However, children also recounted the incidence of name-calling and verbal abuse on the way to and from school, again locations where adult supervision was minimized and children generally enjoyed greater freedom in their interactions with one another.  In relation to racially motivated forms of abuse, some minority ethnic children spoke of not walking to and from school for ‘safety reasons’ as illustrated in the following interview extracts:

Interviewer:  What about coming and going to school?

Saira:  My mum drives me for safety

Interviewer:  Why for safety?

Saira:  Just so as not to get bullied and called names and that…I  used to be called names on the way home from school… because I wear a scarf on my head and when I wear it they call me names.    (Muslim, female, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

When asked to explain why children engaged in name-calling, references were typically made to being annoyed by a child or disliking them.     In such instances the name-calling engaged in with minority ethnic children is typical of what Troyna and Hatcher (1992) refer to as ‘hot name-calling’: names called out in the heat of the moment, but which draw on racist terminology in their effort to bestow a put down:

Sean:  When they are being slagged  (children from other countries) I might stick up for them.  But usually they can be annoying and real rough like. That’s why they get called black bastards and niggers and all that.

David:  I’m nice to them, it’s not fair.  We’d never call them names.  If they did something mean we might let it slip out, but we wouldn’t really mean it that much.   (majority ethnic, males, senior class, Riverside Primary)

Joseph:  If you lose your temper you might call Matt (Traveller child) a knacker

Interviewer:  Would you really mean it?

Joseph:  It depends …Matt - I mean every curse I’ve ever called him.   (majority ethnic, male, senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

In each of the classes interviewed it was also clear that some children engaged in name-calling more than others, suggesting that their abusive behaviour was rooted in the desire to dominate and control others.  Thus Margaret was spoken of in 5th  class in Newdale Primary as being mean to everyone, but especially new girls who came into the class
. This rendered migrant and Traveller children especially vulnerable to her abuse. Joseph in 5th class in Oakleaf Primary, and David and Peter in Riverside Primary were identified as general bullies who constantly demeaned and slagged children, minority and majority ethnic included:

Sarah:  Margaret is the only one in class that’s a bully

Lavinia:  That’s what happened to me

Sarah:  She says names to you and stuff….you know the ‘b’ word and the ‘f’ word and the ‘n’ word

Interviewer:  Oh would she?  The ‘n’ word, I see

Lavinia:  What’s the ‘n’ word… knacker is it?

Sarah:  No, no it’s Nig-ger.. she calls the little small lads that are like her (pointing) Niggers.   (mixed group, females, senior class, Newdale Primary)

Jacinta:  They used to call Mathew nigger.  It wasn’t really fair on him he was really nice. He left this school because of David and Peter for always calling him a nigger.  He’s gone to a different school

Paula:  They always said to him go to the shop and wrap yourself up in a mars bar, we are going to eat you because you are a very dark chocolate and I want to eat you. He was very tanned black.     (majority ethnic, females, senior class, Riverside Primary)
While children drew on a considerable repertoire of names in the course of their more negative interaction with one another, and many of these were racialised, it was also clear the children perceived some names to be worse than others. A hierarchy of ‘meanness’ existed in the use of names, with children especially sensitive to being called a name which referred to their physical appearance and over which they had little control.  While it is not surprising then that minority ethnic children, specifically those who were black, would be affronted by names relating to their colour, children generally (i.e. both majority and minority ethnic children) expressed the view that derogatory names relating to skin colour were the most serious of all the affronts that could be made to a child:

Interviewer:  Are there some names that people are called that hurt the most?

Shakil:  Yeah, they calls us the black people, chocolate boys

Yusuf:  Yeah, chocolate boys

Interviewer:  Is that 6th class boys?

Shakil:  Yeah. And fifth class and second class too.   (Nigerian, juniors, male. Oakleaf Primary)

Interviewer:  Is there a difference between names like Nigger or Chocolate Head and say Fatty or Four eyes?  Which would be the meanest?

Joseph:  Something about the colour black.   (majority ethnic, male, senior class, Riverside Primary)

The data suggests that children not only draw distinctions between the types of names they call one another but also their particular sensitivity to colour based racism.  Children’s reactions to name-calling were not uniform, however.  Younger children in the study were generally more reluctant to talk about the issue of name-calling and many stated that it was not a problem for them in their class.  This may be due to a fear of admitting that such ‘naughty’ behaviour was engaged in, or it may actually signal a lesser focus on this type of interaction between children of this age.  The prevalence of ‘telling’ among younger children would also ensure that teachers were enabled to curtail and correct such behaviour, when it occurred.  For older children, name-calling appears to be a normal part of their interaction with one another and reactions to being called names varied from physical responses to gaining the support of peers in standing up to the name caller:

Hilary:  They were calling Mary names like Chocolate and poo and all

Sorcha:  Yeah, but we stand up for each other

Interviewer:  What did you say?

Sorcha:  We told them to leave her alone and stop bossing her around.  And it’s not fair cos if you were that colour you wouldn’t like it if they were saying that to you

Interviewer:  And was it some of the time they did that or all of the time or just once?

Hilary:  All of the time

Sorcha:  They’d come up sometimes and go ‘hey poo woman’

John:  If I could get near them I’d try to beat them up if I could

Interviewer:  Could you not beat them up in school?

John:  No you’d get a red card straight away.   (majority ethnic, seniors, Riverside Primary)

In general, minority ethnic children in the school felt that teachers reacted swiftly to incidences of name-calling and that they would be supported by them in the event of such abuse. Children were aware of the seriousness with which verbal abuse, especially racially motivated verbal abuse was taken by school staff, and of the punishments which ensued if they persisted with this form of behaviour.  
Normality, otherness and racism in school

Racist name calling is then a feature of children’s interaction with one another at school.   However, it was not something experienced in the same way by all minority ethnic children, nor applied consistently in all instances where there was conflict between children of differing ethnic origin.  There was evidence in the study for example of majority ethnic children ‘sticking’ up for their minority peers in the face of racial abuse, or of conflict between differing minority ethnic children themselves that also drew on racial and cultural stereotypes.  One way of analysing these dynamics is to consider them along a continuum of two inter-linking and contrasting dimensions, the first relating to the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in friendship patterns, while the second focuses on the experience of difference (‘otherness’ versus ‘sameness’) in children’s relations with one another in school.  These contrasting dimensions are indicated in Figure 1 below as they apply specifically to the experience of ethnicity in the Irish context.   As we shall see, children can be positioned in any one of the quadrants. Minority ethnic children may be different to others but nonetheless be included in friendship groups (as in the case of Nicola, a Somali girl in Oakleaf primary) or they may be different and be excluded (as in the case of a number of Traveller children).  Similarly they may be the same and be included (as in the case for example of friendships within an ethnic grouping) or they may be the same and excluded. In this sense the children’s social positioning is predicated on the signifiers of status/intimacy that are dominant within the peer group (e.g. sport, ability) and the degree of difference that they present or suppress in their relations with one another. Identity work is central to these processes of inclusion /exclusion as children’s ethnic identities intersect with their positioning as gendered, classed and abled beings.

Figure 1: Dimensions of pupil social interaction and ethnicity in school
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If we take the dimension of inclusion/exclusion firstly, interview data confirmed the importance of the children’s social relationships to their sense of ‘belonging’ in school. Such belonging overlapped with home lives in the invitations to birthday parties, sleepovers and general playing/interacting together after-school hours.  Being good at sport, sharing similar humour, not being favoured by teachers (teacher’s pet) and sharing common interests were all identified in the course of interviews as facets of the dynamic interplay between inclusion and exclusion in the children’s friendship formations.  

Cutting across such patterns however are also those relating to difference/sameness, with children who are perceived as being different, often struggling to include themselves and be included in friendship groups.  Perceptions of difference (‘otherness’) are intertwined with those of sameness (‘the norm’), such perceptions governed in turn by discourses encountered in society through for example media, family and community influences (Foucault 1979).    Racism has its roots in discourse which defines those from differing ethnic groups as ‘other’, stereotyped according to a set of negative dispositions (lazy, dirty, aggressive etc.) which appears to justify their exclusion from full participation in the society.   Embedded within discourses of difference are also those of normality – to define someone else as ‘other’ is to have a clear sense of oneself as ‘normal’.  Where the dominant discourse classifies ‘Irish’ as being white, sedentary and Catholic, this positions those outside this norm (Traveller, black Irish, Jews) as ‘other’ with all the consequences this implies for full participation and equal status within the peer group. Discourses related to gender, sexuality, dis/ability, and social class intersect with those of ethnicity, creating alliances between children based on their emerging social identities. 
The children’s sensitivity to this otherness, their perceptions of ethnic difference, emerged in the course of interviews and centred not only on physical appearance, but also language, culture and religion:

Patricia:  Muslims are different

Shona:  they go on fast

Patricia:  That means you are not allowed eat

Sarah:  the Muslims they do fasts

Patricia:  That’s all that’s wrong with them.   (majority ethnic, females, junior class, Oakleaf Primary)

Implied in the distinctions noted earlier in children’s perception of the ‘meanness’ of names are perceptions of degrees of ‘otherness’ in relation to different minority ethnic groups.  Black children are especially vulnerable in this respect, their perceived otherness reflected in the interview excerpts below:  

Interviewer:  Why, when Mathew was called a nigger, is it more serious than say four eyes

Josh:  More serious calling him a nigger, that’s a more bad name

Adam:  Because we are normal and they are black
 (majority ethnic, senior class, Riverside Primary)

In a number of instances, majority ethnic children also suggested that being called a knacker was the worst possible name a child could be called, highlighting again the ‘otherness’ and accompanying lower status of Travellers in these children’s minds:

Interviewer:  Is it different calling someone a knacker than Pig Face? Which is worse?

Child:  Knacker

Interviewer:  Why?

Child: Cos they start slagging you about nits and all when they call you a knacker.   (majority ethnic, females, junior class, Oakleaf Primary)

While the children’s sensitivity to ethnic difference can be considered in terms of their desire to ‘fit’ in with their peers, racist name calling and teasing is intertwined with dominant conceptions of what it means to be Irish and therefore ‘the same’. In the excerpt below references to national identity include associations with both religious identity and colour of skin:

Interviewer: Why do people call names because of colour?

Nicola: Maybe because they are Irish…I’m not talking about you now Rachel (Majority ethnic friend).  Maybe because they are white and we are brown, we lived in another religion (Junior class, Newdale primary)

Ethnic difference cut across the children’s experience of both inclusion and exclusion among their peers, and was used by children to gain the upper hand with one another in their games and disputes.  Underpinning such dynamics were also those related to gender.  There was evidence for example of racist name calling among boys in the playing of football games and matches in both Oakleaf and Riverside primary.  While participating in such games brought with it enhanced status for minority ethnic boys – thereby facilitating their inclusion in male peer groups, it also provided a context within which their peers in the course of conflicts on the pitch racially abused them:

Please people who are listening to this, pick up some sport or you get slagged. You have to be good at sport (Marcus, minority ethnic male, Oakleaf primary)

Racism mainly takes place in sport…sometimes white people are picked first or if a coloured person hacked you or side tackled you then you could give them a punch (Tony, majority ethnic boy, Oakleaf primary)

Put downs among girls frequently made reference to degrees of skin colour and the extent to which it deviated from the accepted norm.  Clear categorisations existed in the girls’ talk over degrees of blackness for example, with preferences expressed for skin which was tanned, but not black:

Interviewer: Why would they call her names?

Susan:  Because she’s different skin

Interviewer: Would you like to be a different colour?

Susan:  No, I’d sort of like to be tanned.  Kind of brown. But people call you names just because of it.

Eithne:  I’d like to be brown or just tanned from the sun.   (majority ethnic girls,  junior class, Newdale Primary)

 A Muslim girl, born in Ireland, recounted how she experienced teasing following a return trip from Libya, because her skin colour had darkened:

Naomi:  I was really white, I was born here, but then I went on my summer holidays to Libya and I got a tan so when I came back I was a different colour and I was teased because of that.   (senior class, Oakleaf Primary)

Naomi questioned the very basis for name calling arising from colour and the contradiction of only labelling those with black skin ‘coloured’: 

Everybody has a right… it’s just a colour.  I don’t know why they call black people coloured.  White people when they get sick they get blue and pink.  When they die they get pale and when they feel sick they get purple.  Black people don’t do that.  I don’t know why they are calling us coloured, they are the ones who turn all different colours

However just as ‘otherness’ by virtue of skin colour or cultural difference carried with it the threat of exclusion from certain peer groups, some children also interpreted it as the basis for inclusion in peer groups with a shared ethnic/cultural identity.  This highlights one aspect of sameness focused on by the children in their constructions of friendship, but appeared to particularly apply when a child was new to the school or classroom.  Thus in one interview, children spoke of the ease of a new child settling in if there were other ‘coloured’ children present:

Joanne:  Say one coloured person was in your class it would be really hard because it’s just one coloured person.  Say there’s three coloured people in their class, cause they’ve got coloured people to play with them 

Interviewer:  But Anthony plays with all people

Katherine:  Yeah but John and Luke only play with one person.  They like playing with their own colour

Joanne:  Sometimes we discuss this in our class during circle time

Interviewer:  And what do you say?

Joanne:  It’s real hard if a new coloured person coming in as there’s so many white

 (majority ethnic, females, junior class, Oakleaf Primary) 

Likewise for a Nigerian boy in Riverside Primary the sense of security in having another Nigerian boy present was spoken of in the context of sameness of colour, a marker of ethnic similarity:

I felt so shy, everybody was different to me.  There was a boy who was there, his name was… And he was a black boy as well, but now he left and I was the only one and I felt so shy.   (Samuel,  senior class, Riverside Primary)

Given the level of inter-ethnic mixing that was evident across all three primary schools, it is clear that differences on the basis of ethnic identity, were not the sole precursor to children’s friendships. What is at issue however is how at times of conflict, ethnic stereotypes and prejudices were often drawn upon in the children’s strategies to gain the upper hand with one another and of how this posed particular challenges to minority ethnic children, many of whom were relatively recently arrived to Ireland.   

Returning to our model, children may be located in any one of the four quadrants as the dynamics of difference/sameness and inclusion/exclusion are played out in their interaction with one another.  Subsequent intensive case study analysis of one of the schools, Oakleaf primary, (Devine and Kelly 2006) highlights in more detail how constructs related to, for example, sportiness were highly significant to the inclusion of boys, both minority and majority ethnic in the peer group, while for girls, being ‘new’ was itself a marker of status and therefore inclusion, which could alter over the course of a school year, as newer girls (newly arrived migrant children) arrived into the classroom. Racist name-calling is drawn upon in the negotiation of these friendship dynamics – as children are drawn together or move apart on the basis of shared/disparate interests that also incorporate factors related to the children’s social class, gender, dis/ability and personality. While Figure 1 prioritizes the ethnic dimension in children’s interaction, this is but one of a number of status identifiers which influence children’s interpretations of their friendship patterns and interaction. This was reflected for example in the interview excerpt related to ‘Ava’ where constructs of both ability and ethnicity were drawn upon in the assertion of her ‘racism’, and in the constructs of both masculinity and femininity that underpinned racist name calling by boys on the sports pitch and name calling by girls of their female peers who were a darker skin colour.

Conclusions: 

This paper has drawn attention to the dynamics within children’s social world and how they construct and experience racism in their interactions with one another.  Underpinning the analysis has been the concept of child cultures and how children’s social world comprises a complex process of adaptation to and affiliation with norms related to their diverse social identities.  Power is central to this process of negotiation and adaptation, dynamics of inclusion and exclusion within peer groups filtered through perceptions and constructions of sameness and difference based on these norms. Name-calling in general, and racist name-calling in particular, is an important tool drawn upon by (some) children in the assertion of status with one another, consolidating alliances between those who are different and those who are the same. Other status signifiers such as being good at sport, being a new child in the class, being ‘bright’ at school provide important resources for minority ethnic children to draw upon in the negotiation of their status with peers, some doing so more successfully than others. A clear exception was evident in relation to children from the Travelling community, who were without exception the subjects of persistent racist stereotypying.  Perceptions of minority ethnic groups are located within a context which defines what it is to be Irish, such definitions carrying with them assumptions related not only to skin colour but also accent, language, dress and religious belief.  The sensitivity displayed by the majority ethnic children to skin colour in their discussions around racism, highlights the salience of colour to many of these children’s typification of themselves as white Irish and of many migrant children especially as ‘other’. It also indicates however the limited understanding these majority ethnic children had of racism in contrast to their minority ethnic peers, all of whom were able to recount their own experiences of being racially abused for colour and/or culturally based differences. 

The findings have implications for policy at both national and local school level.  In a period of increasing immigration and ethnic diversification in Irish society, it is vitally important that a more in-depth analysis of racisms becomes part of national discourse – challenging stereotypical views regarding national identity to incorporate the fluid and complex nature of contemporary cultural identities (Gillborn 2006a).  While the discourse of anti-racism is increasingly prevalent in national policy documents (e.g. Dept of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (2005) absent is a clear commitment to the implementation of policy in practice. As this applies to the education system, recently published intercultural guidelines for primary schools (NCCA 2005) have not been underpinned by the allocation of resources toward the training of teachers in this area, nor in monitoring their implementation in practice.  This is especially important given teachers own concerns regarding their capacity to respond appropriately to racist incidents and the challenges posed by increasing ethnic diversity in schools (Devine 2005).  As Gillborn (2006b) notes the assertion of anti-racist intentions is not sufficient in the absence of clear procedures for both the monitoring of practice in schools and a commitment to challenge inequalities where they occur.  

At the school and classroom level, the findings challenge any benign interpretations adults may have of children’s own constructions and experience of racisms in the primary school and signal the need for teachers to be sensitive to issues related to racism in their classroom practice. What clearly emerges from the data is the need to challenge majority ethnic children’s limited constructions of racism, moving beyond simplistic assertions regarding colour based racism to amore in-depth appreciation of the role of cultural differences in shaping experiences of inclusion/exclusion in school. This should involve enabling children to name and explore their behaviour with one another and to consider the consequences of such behaviour for children who are racially abused.   Children also need to recognise that racism does not stem merely from the abuse of children who are a different skin colour, but must be linked to respect for and tolerance of those who are also culturally different.   Naming abusive behaviour for what it is – as racist, and locating it in the context of our experience of and attitudes towards difference challenges children to think of how they construct their own identities as well as their perceptions of others. It also challenges teachers to explore their own perceptions of difference and sameness, normality and otherness, so that they can bring to their interactions with children an openness to confronting and discussing racism issues when they arise.  This can only be empowering for children, both minority and majority ethnic in their interactions with one another.
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� In terms of the social classifications of the schools, two were mixed social class (Newdale and Riverside) located in communities that had a blend of social and private housing and employment patterns ranging from professional/service based to semi-skilled and skilled manual.  Oakleaf was a designated disadvantaged school based on predefined indicators of economic and social disadvantage in the school community including receipt of unemployment benefit and access to free medical care.





� The minority ethnic profile of those interviewed included five Traveller children and children from the following countries : Nigeria (5), Somalia (1), Pakistan (2), Bangladesh (1), India (1),  Nepal (1), Libya (3), Romania (1) , Lithuania (1) , Latvia (1), Croatia (1), Kosovo (1), Armenia (1).   





� Pseudonyms are used throughout the text


� Devine and Kelly (2006) note the tendency for new girls (regardless of ethnic origin) to be accorded high status in female peer groups on their arrival into a class.   This may explain Margaret’s tendency to feel threatened by any new girls’ arrival, hence her efforts to displace the popularity of such girls as quickly as possible.


� These comments indicate the formation of friendships that cut across ethnic boundaries with these majority ethnic children asserting their loyalty to Mary, a minority ethnic child.


� There are other status issues (related for example to gender, age, social class and dis/ability) which as we will see cut across these dynamics.
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