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Combat Poverty Agency supported programme concludes that school children should understand that their actions could have a bearing on social inequalities

Combat Poverty Agency today advised that poverty awareness should become an integral part of the country’s second level education curriculum as a vital way of helping to ensure greater social justice and equality in the future.

Joan O’Flynn, Head of Information at CPA, said that including poverty awareness education in our schools was essential as a statement of the "unacceptability of the fact that poverty is actually increasing amidst economic prosperity." According to latest available data (1998) one fifth of the population lives on weekly incomes below half average and our child poverty rates are among the highest in Europe.

"The Agency believes that there is validity for every student in the inclusion of poverty awareness in the mainstream curriculum," she continued. "For those affected by poverty and social exclusion it provides opportunities for their realities to be reflected and addressed in an otherwise very often middle class agenda. For students not directly affected by poverty, its inclusion provides an alternative analysis of society and equips them to understand better the complexity of Irish society."

The Agency’s recommendation was based on the conclusions of a radical project called Poverty, the Curriculum and the Classroom, which has been in operation since 1998. The project has involved working with teachers of Civic, Social and Political Education and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme in addition to people working in community development. It was developed by the CDVEC Curriculum Development Unit in partnership with CPA. Reports from the two phases of the project contained in a document called Poverty Awareness in the Classroom: A Call to Action formed the basis for discussion at a seminar today. The seminar, entitled Poverty Awareness: Teaching Controversial Issues, took place at the Red Cow Hotel.

"Poverty, the Curriculum and the Classroom advocates a rejection of the acceptability of poverty as an essential condition of society," Ms. O’Flynn explained. "The power to transform and affect social change for a more equal society is possible through education."

Aidan Clifford of the CDVEC Curriculum Development Unit, stressed that support for the professional development of the teacher was crucial to the further developments of social and political education. He said that the project had shown that poverty awareness was regarded as a controversial issue and one, which, from a teacher’s perspective, could be fraught with difficulties.

"The project showed that there is a fear of opening a Pandora’s Box that would be impossible to contain," he said. "However, the key role of teacher awareness in the development of education for poverty awareness has emerged as one of the projects most consistent findings."

Mr Clifford also said that the findings of the project showed that treatment of poverty as a curriculum issue should not be confined to teachers of specific subjects; "all teachers should become acquainted with the potential of their subject to raise awareness on poverty issues."
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Note to editors:

Gary Granville, Professor of Education in the National College of Art and Design evaluated phase one of Poverty, the Curriculum and the Classroom. Rose Malone, lecturer in the Department of Education, NUI Maynooth, was project co-ordinator. They both authored the document Poverty Awareness in the Classroom: A Call to Action. 
