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Best things about 
FÉILTE 2021

Attendee profile % 
Teaching Sector

Attended FÉILTE 
before?

Teachers attending 
came from a broad 
career span

Post-primary Teacher - 51%
Primary Teacher - 24%
Further Education Teacher - 6 %
School Principals - 6%
Student Teachers / HEIs - 6%
Other Areas (including International) - 7%

Yes - 45%
No - 55% 0-5 Years - 42%

5-10 Years - 11%
10-15 Years - 21%
15+ Years - 26%

Attendee profile
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Transforming 
Teaching in a 
Sustainable World
FÉILTE, the largest keynote educational event in Ireland, took place online on 
Saturday, 2 October 2021, organised by the Teaching Council, welcoming over 1,500 
teachers and members of the public.

Celebrating its ninth year, FÉILTE provides a unique 
platform for teachers to share innovative teaching 
techniques and insights and to network with each other 
and the public.

FÉILTE 2021’s theme Transforming Teaching in a 
Sustainable World reflected all of the fantastic innovation 
that teachers have been leading on an ongoing basis and 
particularly during the pandemic. 

Year on year, FÉILTE continues to embrace innovation 
and creativity, having successfully moved online in 2020 
and evolving this medium even more effectively for the 
2021 event, much to the enjoyment and inclusion of all 
participants.

FÉILTE 2021 had a packed programme full of live and 
interactive content as well as live connectivity with 
speakers, participants, and fellow attendees.

Author Roddy Doyle attended in person as keynote 
speaker and was an inspiration for all our participants. 
Roddy took to the main stage with Tomás Ó Ruairc to 
chat about his former teaching life and the success he 
found outside of the classroom.

Phil Fox, Deputy Director of the Teaching Council, hosted 
a live panel discussion on the overarching event theme 
Transforming Teaching in a Sustainable World.

A second afternoon panel facilitated by Tomás Ó Ruairc, 
Director of the Teaching Council discussed creativity 
and collaboration under the title Reimagining Creative 
Spaces in Schools.

Attendees visited online Showcases and Workshops 
led by teachers and expert panelists covering a variety 
of themes including STEM, digital, collaborative 
practice, inclusion, cross curricular, languages, teaching 
methodologies, wellbeing and more. 

Attendees were able to connect and interact throughout 
the entire event through a live FÉILTE chat portal and 
live video one-on-ones.

A Student Meet panel hosted by Jean Harrington a 
Teacher Associate with the Teaching Council, made up 
of primary, post-primary and further education newly 
qualified teachers and principals discussed Student 
Placement, online and in the classroom.

A series of TeachMeet discussions covered a wide range 
of subjects from career guidance and collaborative 
practice to STEM, sustainability and teaching 
methodologies. What follows is just a flavour of 
FÉILTE 2021, you can check out all of the content, 
videos, discussions and talks on our main website and 
anywhere you’re online.
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What was said

Comhrá Taighde
A Comhrá Taighde conversation with teachers 
discussed their experience of engaging in and with 
research on a range of topics relevant to teachers’ 
practice and learning in projects funded under the 
Teaching Council’s John Coolahan Research Support 
Framework.

Creating Magic
Exemplifying young people who are at the centre of 
all teaching and learning, FÉILTE had a truly special 
performance by Cappabue National School from 
west Cork with their Schoolovision winning song We 
Create Magic. This immensely creative school won 
the Schools Eurovision in 2021 and also celebrates 
its 160th birthday in 2021. FÉILTE paid a special visit 
to meet the teachers and pupils of the school.

Minister for Education Norma Foley TD
FÉILTE is a wonderful 
opportunity to celebrate 
the teaching profession, 
and a particular 
opportunity to reflect 
on and acknowledge the 
enormous contribution 
of teachers during a time 

of unprecedented challenge. The excellent 
work of school communities has shown their 
determination to deliver effective teaching and 
learning for students against a backdrop of 
significant turmoil. 

Teachers have demonstrated innovation 
and resilience in equal measure, including 
new ways of working that emerged in a 
range of areas, providing opportunities 
for strengthened professional dialogue 
and communities of practice that can be 
maintained well into the future. 

The theme of FÉILTE 2021, Transforming 
Teaching in a Sustainable World highlights 
the importance of, and the need for, the 
responsiveness and adaptability of our school 
communities to meet future challenges and 
opportunities. 

I’m enormously proud of how, in its dynamic 
response, the education sector has overcome 
the challenges of delivering education, in a 
time of a global pandemic, and how teachers 
stepped up to support learners, reopen schools 
and provide normality for our young people, 
while also developing new skills.

FÉILTE provides the opportunity to celebrate 
these achievements while learning from each 
other about more new and innovative ways to 
transform teaching to address the changing 
landscape of the future.
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Seán McMahon, Chairperson of The Teaching Council
FÉILTE is always a special 
occasion and a forum where 
the teaching profession can 
be celebrated. It promotes 
creativity and gives teachers 
the opportunity to collaborate 
and share their work with 

each other and the wider public. 

It demonstrates the best of what teachers 
have to offer and the pride they have in their 
profession. This is ultimately for the benefit 
of all of those involved in education: teachers, 
school communities, pupils, students, families 
and wider society. 

We’re all passionate about teaching and learning 
and FÉILTE is a flagship of this dedication and 
commitment.

Teachers sincerely value the learning and 
wellbeing of their students and have done a 
remarkable job in protecting the safety of those 
in their care. It has been a challenging time 
for many, and it has shown the absolute best 
qualities of teaching in Ireland. The resilience 
and bravery that has been shown by our frontline 
workers and by teachers has been incredible - 
they are a credit to our country. 

Tomás Ó Ruairc, Director of The Teaching Council
The response of teachers to 
the challenges of the Covid 
pandemic has been nothing 
short of phenomenal. 
The Teaching Council is 
delighted to acknowledge 
the enormous contribution 
of teachers during these 

challenges and commends them for their 
resilience, professionalism and innovation. 

FÉILTE has grown to become the single largest 
gathering of teachers in the country, where 
teachers from primary, post-primary and 
further education share best practice to benefit 
all learners. 

It’s an invaluable opportunity to showcase 
the excellence and fortitude of the teaching 
profession. 

Through our online platform, FÉILTE has further 
evolved to reach a larger and more widespread 
audience, encouraging collaboration and the 
sharing of knowledge through virtual means. The 
invaluable work and innovation of teachers must 
be celebrated - and FÉILTE allows us to do this.
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Keynote 
speaker
Roddy Doyle

Roddy Doyle has written twelve novels, including 
The Commitments, Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha, for 
which he won the Booker Prize in 1993, The 
Woman Who Walked Into Doors, Smile, and most 
recently, Love. He has written three collections 
of short stories and eight books for children. He 
co-wrote The Second Half, with Roy Keane. He has 
also written for stage and screen. 

His latest book, published this year, is Life 
Without Children, a collection of stories, most 
of which are set during the Covid pandemic. He 
is the co-founder and chair of Fighting Words. 
He was a teacher of English and Geography at 
Greendale Community School, in Kilbarrack, on 
Dublin’s northside, between 1979 and 1993, and 
lives in Dublin.

Teaching was the 
making of me and 
I still think that.

“ “

Roddy Doyle’s comments are summarised, you can see 
the full interview video below.

Describing teaching as ‘a very intensive and exhausting 
job’, author and former teacher Roddy Doyle said, “a 
good teacher goes into class thinking not just what 
they’ll impart but what they also can learn”. 

“Teaching was the making of me and I still think that,” 
Roddy said. 

“For a long time, I’ve felt that becoming a teacher 
was the best decision I ever made. It’s twenty-eight 
years since I stopped teaching but those years in the 
classroom are still with me, always - in my writing, my 
priorities, in almost every aspect of my life.  

“The children I taught were lovely, kind, curious and very 
funny.  They made me laugh and I made it clear I liked 
them and I was rooting for them.  Children are the real 
pioneers and when I think of them the word ‘brilliance’ 
always comes to my mind. 

“The foundation of what teaching should be about is the 
relationship between learner and teacher, and building 
on that.  Children know and understand when they’re 
valued and respected and this empowers them even 
further. 

“You can be as free spirited a teacher as you like but, of 
course, there comes a time when you also realise you are 
producing ‘results’. 

“To some extents, the gap between life inside and 
outside of school seems to me to be bizarre, because of 
‘measurement’.  The pandemic actually challenged that 
as it altered the concept of final exams and assessments 
as we’ve known them to date. 

“The creativity of students can be hindered in a final 
exam setting and it would be good to have a better 
balance where we know that many people aren’t 
properly appreciated, that everyone is intelligent and 
yet we currently only measure a small part of that. 

Speaking of his own experience as a pupil, Roddy said 
he liked primary school but “not so much” secondary 
school, while also observing with a smile that “nothing 
cements a friendship like forbidden laughter at the back 
of a classroom”. 
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“I think if teachers can stay open to creativity, then 
creativity will flourish and students will flourish 
personally and academically as their confidence builds.” 

Commenting on the charity Fighting Words that he co-
founded and chairs, Roddy said, “Never tell a child the 
supposed end of a story in advance,  or the supposed 
person they should become in the future. It’s their own 
personal journey of discovery that we need to nurture. 

“The power of the written word must never be forgotten. 
It’s immense. We encourage children to write freely what 
they want, including also re-reading and re-writing their 
work and it’s truly extraordinary and enlightening what 
they produce when they have the freedom to do that in 
their own space and time. Starting and restarting are all 
parts of creative life and understanding that concept is 
also a part of everyday life itself.” 

“In my own writing, I try not to think about 
‘consequences’ to begin with.  In the moment, it’s just 
‘me and me’, writer and editor.  Later on, it becomes 
more about clarity and making sure the end makes 
sense for people. However, I never really think about 
changing the plot to appeal to more people.  I simply 
think of the here and now, as well as past experiences 
of course. When it’s near finished, that’s when I think 
about how it’s going to go down and who’d actually be 
interested in it. You’d have thought it gets easier over 
time, but it doesn’t. People do seem to like it though and 
I’m grateful for that.” 

On the pandemic, Roddy said, “As a community of 
people, we’ve managed well through the pandemic in 
spite of the wretched circumstances it created.  As well 
as recounting our overall experience in the future, we 
also mustn’t forget that little stories make a life and a 
society.  Everyone’s individual story is important so I’d 
definitely encourage people, of all ages, to write about 
their personal experience.” 

“Normal things seemed so dangerous.  I remember that 
as the pandemic started, I returned from a meeting, 
walked in the door, hung up my coat and almost didn’t 
go near it for months. We all watched together, afraid for 
each other, while afraid of each other. As a community, 
we were being repulsed from each other, craving 
company while also craving isolation.  It has been a 
strangeness – an incredible paradox for all of us. We 
were worried about inhaling and exhaling. Now at least 
we can breathe again.”

Roddy also revealed that he had started a novel that 
reflected this time “but now won’t finish this as things 
changed, they changed again, and they changed forever. 
It’ll be interesting to see in time what has actually 
changed for good or forever and what goes back to the 
way it was.” 

“It’s the drift back to ourselves as social beings, even 
though it feels slightly strange, that’s so important. 

“Being there and being anywhere in person is so 
important.” 

Never tell a child the supposed end of 
a story in advance, or the supposed 
person they should become in the 
future. It’s their own personal journey 
of discovery that we need to nurture.

“

“
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Roddy has such a 
wonderful perspective 

on the brilliance 
of people in such 

immeasurable ways.
So important that students know 
that you like them and that we, as 

educators, are listening to their 
needs – that’s the foundation of 

what teaching should be about, the 
relationships and building on them.

Is iontach go bhfuil 
Fighting Words agus 

próiseas luachmhar na 
cruthaitheachta se ar 

fáil trí Ghaeilge.

When students write a 
short story it should not be 

reduced to an exam product 
– if it’s to be meaningful, it 
should become an artefact, 
an expression of a student’s 
feelings, of an experience, 

vicarious or otherwise, that 
distils some impulse within a 
student, that demands to be 

expressed and shared.
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This is the compelling question asked 
of the experienced, knowledgeable 
and expert international panel in this 
insightful discussion with Phil Fox, 
Deputy Director of the Teaching Council.

The Panel included:

 Dr. Pauline Stephen, Chief Executive and Registrar, 
GTC Scotland

 Dr. Derek Haime, OCT, Registrar and Chief Executive 
Officer, Ontario College of Teachers, Canada

 Brian O’Doherty, President, Irish Primary Principals’ 
Network (IPPN)

 Paula Mangan, Assistant Principal, School 
Improvement and Teacher of Mathematics and IT, 
St. Brendan’s Community School, Birr, Co. Offaly

 Angela Jardine, Chairperson of Education Workforce 
Council Wales

The panel explored ways in which education can 
continue the key role it has in social and economic 
progress, while at the same time collaborating 
across other areas and disciplines, in a world where 
sustainability has become an imperative across every 
aspect of life and living in our society today.

Transforming 
Teaching in a 
Sustainable World
Where to now?

Panel 
Discussions

It’s essential to take care to maintain the essence and 
insights of our teaching in the past and bring it with 
us into the future as we develop new ways of teaching 
and learning. In line with modern day developments, 
there’s a growing appetite among young people to 
address issues of social justice, including climate action. 
Therefore, we need to integrate the concept and practice 
of sustainable development into education policy and 
the curriculum while enabling the student voice to 
support that.

Important areas including school self-evaluation, the 
empowerment of students with leadership skills and the 
encouragement of values-based school communities 
were discussed - where dialogue and collaboration 
further underpin the quality of teaching and learning. 
These are all factors in defining a school culture that 
ultimately enables active and responsible citizenship 
among our young people.

Today’s students need to be able to grapple with societal 
issues and to become the change makers we need them 
to be. To do that, they need to understand the body 
of knowledge that has already been developed and 
our global sustainability goals. It’s also down to policy 
makers to support a sustainable development agenda 
for the education system – so as to strategically involve 
young people in becoming the future solution and 
in turn, enabling them to influence future policy and 
strategy. 
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Teachers, in their critically important role, must not 
be seen simply as ‘implementers of policy’; they too 
must be empowered to create, shape and influence 
the future. And policy, itself, must have coherence in 
an operational climate where teachers can sometimes 
feel overwhelmed.

In a world where accountability and measurement 
have become increasing drivers of policy, this can be 
at the cost of creativity and teaching skills. For this 
reason, drivers of policy should be directed more 
into the professional responsibility space which 
also supports creativity and can help to support the 
sustainability agenda.

The panel concluded that teaching and learning will 
be central to the creation of a sustainable world - 
preparing people for the lives they will live now and in 
30-50 years from now. 

A balanced focus is required on children’s intellectual 
development, and also on their emotional, social, 
physical and moral development, in addition to the 
knowledge and competencies we seek them to attain.

Supporting teachers and sustaining them in this 
responsibility requires an environmental lens in 
their initial teacher education and onwards in their 
continuous professional development, equipping them 
with strategies, toolkits, technologies and opportunities 
to facilitate and enable learning and to transform 
teaching as a continuum in our progress towards a 
sustainable world.

This is just a summary of the Panel Discussion and you 
can check out the full session below:

Fantastic that students 
are participating 

in evidence based 
projects and ensuring 

engagement.

Where practitioners 
work with and AS policy 
makers, there’s a greater 

degree of ownership of the 
outcomes. Equally, where 
pupils share the decision 

making and change 
agenda in school, they feel 

empowered and valued.
Students can be better supported 

if their teachers are more confident 
to teach climate literacy.
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Reimagining Creative 
Spaces in Schools
Is necessity the 
Mother of Invention?

Necessity is the mother of invention, 
or so it’s said. Teachers and schools 
certainly showed this in their 
exceptional response and in the great 
creativity they adopted throughout the 
worst stages of the pandemic - ensuring 
the continuity of teaching and learning 
and the subsequent reopening of 
schools.

Of course, teachers have always been creative. However, 
unfortunately in many cases, this creativity was recently 
stifled to a considerable extent by the pandemic. As 
this pent-up creative energy begins to re-emerge, how 
can we harness it once again and give it room to grow 
and flourish for the benefit of our learners, school 
communities and society. 

This diverse panel of experts addressed these and many 
other themes in a thought-provoking discussion with 
Tomás Ó Rúairc, Director of the Teaching Council.

The panel included:

 Dr Shane Bergin, Physicist & Assistant Professor in 
Science Education, School of Education, University 
College Dublin

 Jennifer Buggie, Primary Teacher, Holy Family 
Junior School & Teacher Artist Partnership (TAP),  
Co. Laois

 Ciarán Collins, Teacher of English and Irish, 
Hamilton High School, Bandon, Co. Cork

 Niamh Barry, Post-Primary Inspector, Department of 
Education

 James Connolly, Student, Hamilton High School

Creativity is part and parcel of being in education and of 
being human. Regrettably, it’s perhaps not necessarily 
as valued as it should be in what can tend to be quite 
a policy and metrics-driven system. Creativity also has 
many meanings, ranging from areas like making the 
most of scarce budgetary resources to creating a full-on 
‘disruptive’ art experience for students outside of their 
standard curriculum. 

Dedicated creativity events and activities help to create 
interaction, collaboration and confidence - often built 
within a climate of trust and acceptance around differing 
interpretations and viewpoints that students need to 
explore. It also takes significant time, commitment and 
resources. 

Creativity is a process of nourishing the mind to create 
an almost ‘other-worldliness’ - placing things into 
context and fostering a mindfulness and resilience to 
withstand the various challenges that life can throw at 
any individual. 

To enable this, there needs to be an appreciation of 
creativity within the school environment, as a vehicle 
for wellbeing, while also engaging with it at a curricular 
level.

At a practical level, the use of physical space was 
discussed where examples were brought forward of 
schools using external areas for classes and activities, 
while indoors, using walls for whiteboards, flip charts, 
different desk layouts and collaborative groupings in 
classrooms, meeting rooms and offices are also used as 
project-based learning rooms, and even furniture is mixed 
between rooms to create novelty and change routines. 

Creativity is a process of 
nourishing the mind to 
create an almost ‘other-
worldliness’ - placing 
things into context and 
fostering a mindfulness 
and resilience to 
withstand the various 
challenges that life can 
throw at any individual. 

“

“
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School self-evaluation is also seen as a deeply useful 
exercise in fostering creativity. There is also the case 
for a greater focus on creativity solutions in the initial 
education of teachers and continuing professional 
development throughout their careers to encourage 
their personal and professional enactment of creativity 
within their schools.

For students with exams looming, and the pressure of 
studying, and homework on top of that, trying to find 
space to be creative can be hard for some and could 
be impossible for others. This requires work to ensure 
‘access points to creativity’ for students - including 
the potential for staff creativity committees and 
creativity clubs in schools, maybe involving creative 
writing, storytelling, drawing, music or even simply 
talking experientially about issues of the day, such as 
sustainability, around which we all need to be creative 
for the future.

The panel identified that there can also be a reticence 
around the more formal instillation of creativity 
within school communities and within the curriculum. 
Everyone favours it as a concept or an ‘add-on’, but 
many still defer towards ‘getting through the current 
system’ while advocating the future of creativity for 
everyone else. A systemic appreciation of the benefits of 
creativity therefore requires to be promoted and more 
vigorously pursued.

Ultimately, the ‘creativity solution’ requires a leap of 
faith by everyone throughout the education system to 
establish fulfilling creative experiences for our young 
citizens of the future, including children with special 
education needs. 

In this regard, the conversation needs to centre around 
the broader purposes of education and ‘why do we go 
to school’, where there is a balance to be found between 
‘summative’ events such as exams and the more holistic 
experience of the self as a key element of community 
and society. 

Personal identity, human relationships and empathy 
are also to the fore in this requirement. Ultimately, 
the creative agenda is one of individual and societal 
wellbeing – in a world that is changing at a faster pace 
than anyone has ever seen before.

This is just a summary of the Panel Discussion and you 
can check out the full session below. 

Very refreshing 
to hear creativity 
talked about as a 

disruptor.

Thank you so much for 
such an interesting and 
stimulating discussion.

I’m very pleased to hear reference 
to children with special needs 
within the field of creativity.
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Workshops

Creative Clusters, Magical Gardens, STEAM and Kindfulness -  
A Journey Beyond Covid - Dr Daithí Ó Murchú. 
Disruption to the school year due to Covid-19 
has increased pressure on teachers to 
make up for lost time by focusing heavily 
on academia, however Daithí Ó Murchú 
believes that the priority should be one of 
reconnecting with each other and ourselves. 

Nature can allow children of all ages to do 
that and, by applying the Lundy Model of 
Participation, children not only engage with each 
other, but also the subject matter in a creative 
way. The Lundy Model of Participation has four 
key areas: Voice, Space, Influence and Audience, 
all of which ensure that the child’s perspective is 
taken into account. 

This is a constructionism method of education 
where children construct their own learning 
and create their own magical terrains where 
they can learn about science, technology, 
reading (& XR / AI), engineering, arts, 
mathematical procedures and sustainability 
(STREAMS) among other subjects. 

For example this learning takes place in nature 
(and can include lessons using rocks painted 
with number for sums), it can also utilise 
technology - such as barcodes in a garden - 
which provides more information when scanned 
on a phone. 

There are lots of exciting design ideas you can 
adopt when you’re creating spaces in nature 
in which this learning can take place - such 
as interactive ogham stones, bird boxes and 
bug hotels, weather stations using native 
plants, creating mindfulness meadows, willow 
tunnels, vegetable patches or polytunnels, and 
ponds. Daithí believes that the most important 
consideration to make a magical space is the 
human interaction with the space and that, by 
involving the students in the creation of the 
garden, they have a sense of ownership and 
respect for the space. 

Wellbeing

Here’s a brief summary of just some of the Workshops at FÉILTE 2021.
All workshops can be accessed on the Teaching Council’s Website.
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Diversity and Inclusion in Teaching: The Perspective of an Autistic 
Teacher – Claire O’Neill.
Claire O’Neill, a primary and post-primary 
teacher from Cork, with autism, has brought 
awareness to the work of autistic teachers 
in Ireland and how pupils can benefit from 
having an autistic teacher. 

Claire speaks of the strengths that autistic 
teachers bring to the teaching profession and 
provides a toolkit and self-care strategies that 
can help autistic teachers in the classroom.

Claire says that autistic teachers empathise with 
autistic pupils as they share a lived experience 
and know what it’s like to exist in a busy school 
environment. Autistic individuals also have great 
attention to detail and have strong interests 
in particular areas. For example, Claire has a 
passion for English literature and has been able 
to transfer her love of English to the classroom. 

Challenges can also arise for autistic teachers 
in education. Sensory issues can be a common 
challenge for individuals with autism, and this can 
be more pronounced in a noisy classroom or even 
by the food aromas of lunch in the staff room. 

Dealing with multiple tasks can also pose 
difficulties, and Claire says that she uses a 
notebook to remember requests and tasks. 
Autistic individuals can also suffer from fatigue 
and there can be a risk of autistic burnout.

As part of her toolkit for autistic teachers, Claire 
says it’s important for teachers to outline their 
preferred method of communication. Claire also 
recommends ‘energy accounting’ as essential for 
autistic teachers. This is where teachers manage 
their week to maintain their energy levels 
throughout. Self-care is also an important part 
of life for all teachers and this involves rest, good 
nutrition and regular exercise.

Autistic teachers are a major asset to a 
classroom, school and education, and although 
challenges may arise, they have many strengths 
and qualities that benefit the profession and 
pupils. Adopting Claire’s toolkit can enable 
autistic teachers to thrive in the classroom and 
can serve as a motivation to adopt their own 
self-care strategies for teaching.

Inclusion
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Addressing the Barriers for Female Leaders in Education –  
Ciara McGuane, Dr. Kathryn Corbett, Rachel O’Connor. 
Recent research revealed that 50% of female 
teachers in Ireland would consider leadership 
roles in education (Rahoo Survey, 2021). 
Yet, according to Department of Education 
statistics, only one in fifteen female teachers 
are principals. This workshop outlined why it’s 
essential that women progress to leadership 
roles, the barriers that exist for women and 
strategies to overcome these barriers.

Ciara McGuane, former school leader and 
post-primary school teacher, is CPD Director 
of Rahoo which offers courses for primary and 
post-primary teachers. She highlighted instances 
where women can fear failure and others’ 
perceptions when taking on leadership roles in 
education, and there can also be an expectation 
for women to prioritise their family over their 
career. Although men face barriers also, research 
shows that women are more likely to face these 
barriers when becoming leaders.

Dr. Kathryn Corbett, Principal of Bishop Galvin NS, 
a primary school in Templeogue, Dublin, believes 
that women do not put themselves forward for 
leadership roles as there is a focus on how they 
can balance their family life with work. 

Rachel O’Connor, Principal of Ramsgrange 
Community School, Wexford, echoed Kathryn’s 
sentiments and reiterated that self-perception is 
a major barrier that women need to overcome to 
attain leadership positions in education. 

Being a role model for other women was a 
significant theme throughout this workshop, 
and Kathryn spoke of how she wants to be a 
role model for her daughters by demonstrating 
how hard work and perseverance led to her 
becoming a leader in education. 

Although Covid-19 has disrupted our ways of 
working, Rachel mentioned that the shift to 
online platforms has also provided women with 
more professional development opportunities 
that eliminate barriers such as childcare.

Having women in leadership roles in education 
is more important than ever. Kathryn and 
Rachel also highlight the importance of work-
life balance. Overall, it’s essential for both men 
and women to be aware of the barriers women 
face and to work collaboratively together to 
minimise these.

Women in Leadership

FÉILTE 2021 Innovation Report16

https://vimeo.com/586768516?embedded=true&source=video_title&owner=10318838


Showcase 
Samples
Video Vignettes – here’s a brief summary of just 
some of the video showcases at FÉILTE 2021.

All videos, discussions and content can be viewed at:

https://www.teachingcouncil.ie/website/en/feilte/feilte-2021/ 
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Creating a community of belonging through 
embracing interculturalism in Laois

The growth of a multicultural community in Laois 
over the past 25 years has brought great diversity 
to the county where over 52 languages are spoken. 
This demographic change inspired Laois Education 
Support Centre to examine how they could support 
schools in exploring interculturalism and diversity 
through the BEACONS project (Bringing Education 
Alive for Communities On a National Scale), with the 
support of Teaching Council.

Laois Education Centre invited schools and 
key stakeholders to come together through the 
BEACONS project to initiate a conversation around 
interculturalism. This conversation would be the 
first step in a longer engagement involving teachers, 
principals, local community organisations and pupils. 
On the day of the BEACONS event nine different schools 
joined online and participants guided the discussion.

The willingness of attendees to share their perspective 
and personal experiences allowed for significant insights 
to emerge during the event. This led to an independent 
report being commissioned, ‘BEACONS Portlaoise: 
Building a Community of Belonging’. 

This report highlights several themes that emerged 
during the event: transitions, home school 
communication, languages, identity, and linguistic 
heritage, sharing best practice and continuous 
professional development and mental health and 
wellbeing.

Several recommendations also emerged from these 
themes in the report. These include exploring best 
practice in intercultural education and providing 
guidance on home school communication. The 
recommendations form the bedrock of Laois Education 
Support Centre’s long-term plan to work with school 
communities to build programmes around ‘belonging’.

Since the event, Laois Education Support Centre 
has launched a report on Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) for teachers around the areas 
of communication and transitions based on the 
recommendations of the report. Laois Education Centre 
is keen to build on the great work carried out as part of 
the BEACONS project and plans to continue to explore the 
lived experiences of the education community in Laois.
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The Potential for a Problem-based Learning 
Approach in Physical Education in Ireland 

The emergence of Problem-Based Learning (PBL) in 
education has provided teachers with a new way of 
approaching the learning process. While studying at 
the University of Limerick (UL) Pat Gleeson explored 
the potential for PBL to foster meaningfulness 
in post-primary Physical Education in Ireland. 
His research found that PBL can afford more 
opportunities for meaningful learning experiences 
among physical education students, if adopted as a 
pedagogical approach.

PBL is learning in a real life context and is almost the 
reverse of traditional teaching - as the problem arises at 
the beginning of the learning process. The solution given 
by students to the problem provides the evidence of 
their understanding.

Pat designed a PBL intervention programme based on 
the contents of the Senior Cycle Physical Education 
Framework (SCPE) which is structured around six 
curricular models, each with its own set of learning 
outcomes. The aim of Pat’s programme was to meet 
these learning outcomes through PBL.

A fifth year PE class made up of 19 girls and seven boys 
aged between 16 and 17 years was selected for this 
study. Pat documented their learning experiences over 
the course of one term and collected data through focus 
groups, teacher interviews, questionnaires and a teacher 
researcher journal. Students dealt with four problem 
cases, one of which for example, tasked students 
with designing a training and nutritional plan for an 
individual preparing for a marathon. 

The study showed that PBL enabled opportunities for 
students to transfer their learning to their daily lives. 
Opportunities to work collaboratively with their peers 
were valued by students and PBL encouraged students 
to value perspectives other than their own.

This demonstrated that children are more likely 
to ascribe meaningfulness to physical education 
experiences, where either social interaction, challenge 
learning or fun - as pedagogical principles of teaching 
and learning - are present. Pat hopes that teachers 
will be encouraged to implement PBL as an effective 
approach for developing learners.
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Integrating Education in Human Values (EHV) 
into Teaching and Learning

St. Brigid’s Primary School GNS, Glasnevin, has been 
integrating Education in Human Values (EHV) into the 
teaching practice of the school since 2016. Bringing 
values-based education to the school has brought 
great benefits both for students and teachers and has 
helped students in their personal development of a 
moral compass that will guide them throughout life.

EHV has a simple but powerful programme of five 
human values: love, truth, peace, right action, and non-
violence. Ann Moran, a teacher at St Brigid’s, says these 
values are already inherent in children and the school is 
nurturing them further. 

The five teaching methodologies that EHV is based 
on are quotes, storytelling, meditation, activity, and 
group singing. Ann Moran says that these teaching 
methodologies “have the power to resonate with all 
aspects of ourselves as humans”.

Pupils in St. Brigid’s have a values copy book where they 
reflect on the chosen value for that week and how they 
have incorporated it into home or school life. 

The ‘values assembly’ in St. Brigid’s also forms an 
important part of EHV. Darina Burke, Principal, says that 
each assembly focuses on a certain value and includes 
songs, videos, and stories.

Darina says that EHV “helps students take responsibility 
for their decisions and actions” and they have seen 
an impact in the classroom in terms of teaching 
and student behaviour. A 2016/17 survey carried 
out in St. Brigid’s on EHV showed that there was an 
overwhelmingly positive response from pupils, parents, 
and teachers towards the programme. 

Darina and Ann recommend that schools start 
gradually when adopting EHV and adapt it to their 
own needs. The positive effects of EHV on education 
in St. Brigid’s, as well as home life, is evident and it’s 
hoped that other schools can adopt EHV to generate 
conversation around values and create even further 
innovative teaching content.
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Building a Universal Design for Learning 
Community in our School

Universal Design for Learning is an interactive 
approach to learning, adopted by Galway Educate 
Together school based on the input of students, 
teachers and parents. Unlike a differentiation 
framework which is reactive, Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) plans for students on the margins 
from the beginning. 

There are three core principles which support this 
approach as outlined by Emer Whyte and Michelle 
Lawless. 

The first is ‘Engagement’ which sees students directly 
involved in the co-creation of lessons and constantly 
evaluating the unit of learning, as well as a focus on 
group work and peer assessment to help pupils to 
develop their social skills. 

The next principle is ‘Representation’, which sees 
consistent design across the school in the use of fonts, 
colours and symbols to help students read and identify 
tasks. The use of assistive technology such as dictation 
and speech to text is also encouraged to further aid 
students. For English language learners, this use of 
assistive technologies ensures that a language barrier 
doesn’t impede their learning and helps to build 
confidence reading and writing. 

The final principle of UDL is ‘Action and Expression’, 
where the students have a choice of formats they can 
use to demonstrate their learning, from written to 
audio or visual, such as the use of voice notes in an Irish 
lesson. 

The benefits of UDL have been seen by everyone at 
Galway Educate Together. The easy access to lessons 
means pupils find it easier to catch up on missed work, 
and parents can better help their children if they are 
struggling. There are benefits for teachers too as UDL 
allows for feedback to be given more readily, and in a 
variety of ways including aurally, allowing the learner to 
adapt more quickly. The best result of this framework 
is expert learners who are purposeful and motivated, 
resourceful and knowledgeable, as well as strategic and 
goal directed.
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Equality, Diversity, Inclusion (EDI) in STEM: 
Changing Mindsets and Impacting Sustainable 
Futures in STEM

Run by the UCD School of Education in partnership 
with the PDST Primary STEM team, this project (EDI in 
STEM: Changing mindsets and impacting sustainable 
futures in STEM / Phase 1 - Focus on Girls in STEM) was 
aimed at developing and strengthening interests and 
attitudes of young girls in STEM subjects, focusing on 
4th class pupils. 

Women represent less than 25% of people who use STEM 
skills in their job, and until women and girls believe in the 
importance of STEM and their ability to succeed in the 
field, it’s unlikely their involvement will grow.

The project introduced heroines in STEM, past and 
present, as a part of the everyday school curriculum. 
This included looking at the impact and contributions of 
women in STEM, as well as encouraging students to map 
their own journey through STEM. 

It also included creating connections with women 
actively working in the field, through emails, podcasts 
and guest speakers. This helps to create an emotional 
bond for the pupils and to grow their awareness of 
the opportunities that STEM offers, as well as the 
contribution it makes to society. 

One example of the work done in Scoil Mhuire NS, 
Tullamore, was their craft project which identified role 
models and local legends of women in STEM, using 
a mix of video, QR codes and an exhibition wall to 
highlight their achievements. Additionally, small mirrors 
were placed on a Full STEAM Ahead wall in the school 
corridors, with career titles appended, where the pupils 
could see themselves reflected in those roles. Along with 
support and guides for lessons, the project also provided 
learning opportunities for teachers around unconscious 
gender bias, through discussions, guided actions, and 
webinars.

This overall programme has helped pupils more clearly 
recognise and value not only the role of women in STEM, 
but also their own inherent future potential in the field.
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Ní Neart Gur Cur Le Chéile 
Muireann Carroll, Helen Walsh, and Carmel O’Neill

Parental involvement in a child’s learning is eight 
times more important than any other factor when 
encouraging and enhancing a child’s achievement 
in school. Yet, many parents often avoid engaging 
with education for a variety of reasons, including 
previous negative experiences, language barriers, 
lack of confidence, fearfulness, work and childcare, 
and also poverty. 

Carlow Kilkenny ETB teamed up with St. John’s Junior 
and Senior Schools in 2015 and a family learning morning 
was established, from which programmes including ‘Hug 
a Book’ and ‘The Role of Play in Child Development QQI 
Level 3’ were developed.

The Hug a Book literacy programme engages the same 
writing genres, reading strategies and terminology used in 
the classroom, allowing parents to become familiar with 
them and building their confidence to engage with their 
children’s schoolwork. 

The experience of the school and the Carlow Kilkenny ETB 
means both the child and learner are at the core of these 
programmes. 

For the child, this results in greater engagement from their 
parents and confidence dealing with the school, as well 
as improved reports from teachers, increased attendance 
and a more positive attitude towards school. The parent 
also develops a more positive attitude, getting more 
involved in the school life, with some also going on to 
further education. These courses also encourage cultural 
integration and create a support network for parents.

The success of the courses has been attributed to close 
collaboration between the school and the ETB with 
both offering their support and expertise, as well as 
a recognition of the value of family learning and the 
importance of parents as the primary educator. 

Important considerations in establishing this model of 
collaboration include looking at the needs of the school 
and community when designing courses, addressing 
barriers to education for parents and engaging with them, 
and creating a pathway for progression onto further 
courses.
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Creating Dynamic Student-centred Spaces 
Through Collaboration

Amber Walsh, Amanda Gaine, Clare Howard, and Katie Twomey 

St. Aloysius’ School in Cork is focused on promoting 
collaboration and reading. They have a holistic 
approach to education with collaboration embedded 
within their school community. They are a PDST 
‘Wellread School’ and recipient of a Children’s Books 
Ireland ‘Robert Dunbarr Memorial Library’. 

This year a team of teachers from the school collaborated 
to reimagine their library and create a student-centred 
space. Staff and students were thoroughly involved in 
the process and were urged to share their ideas on what 
a modern library and shared collaborative space should 
offer. Opinions were shared freely and openly. Ideas 
were discussed, debated, and synthesised into aims and 
decisions.

The overall aim of the project was to create a collaborative 
hub for students for project work and joint enterprises, 
create a space to foster student potential, ignite a passion 
for reading and research as key skills for modern students. 

Believing that the school library is an integral component 
of the school system, they wanted to create a haven for 
all students to think, create, share, and grow, opening up 
unknown possibilities for them, while providing a modern 
dynamic space where they could learn.

The result of their collaborative work is a new school 
library that is inviting and dynamic, with a bold design. 
The team created a space that moves beyond a standard 
classroom to meet their occasional needs. 

Instead, they have designed and created a lasting 
statement of their commitment to ensure their school 
building meets the future needs of their school 
community.

The library showcases the leadership, passion, and 
joy they brought to their collaboration and school 
community while producing a dynamic space focused on 
developing student collaboration and reading. They’ve 
given students more than a library – they’ve opened-up 
their minds to the possibilities of collaborations, research 
and reading for pleasure.

This project promotes the development of the group and 
individual learners, instilling the habit of reading, while 
encouraging a problem-solving approach in students, 
exposing them to fresh ideas, literature, and ideas. It 
allows students to sit down with a book and fall into 
another world.

The shared passion, commitment and level of 
collaboration injected into the project, delivered real 
meaningful change for the students – something they 
might not have been able to achieve on an individual 
basis, but achieved collaboratively together.
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Enacting the New Primary School Curriculum 
in Relation to Aistear 

Dr. Margaret O Donoghue 

Aistear is the NCCA’s early childhood curriculum 
framework for all children from birth to 6 years in 
Ireland. It advocates a pedagogy that involves learning 
through play and allows children some autonomy in 
the learning process. It celebrates early childhood as 
a time of being, and of enjoying and learning from 
experiences as they unfold.

Margaret’s extensive study in this regard focused on 
two questions: (1) How do primary school teachers 
understand and implement Aistear? (2) How can primary 
school teachers be supported to enact the new primary 
language curriculum in relation to Aistear with their 
contextual settings? 

The new primary curriculum presents an important 
opportunity for teachers to explore how Aistear can 
support, and impact positively on, children’s learning 
experiences. As a curriculum framework, Aistear doesn’t 
impose an outcomes-driven curriculum, whereas the 
new primary curriculum does, therefore teachers (of two 
schools studied) tended to conceive Aistear as something 
separate from the primary curriculum. 

There are set goals within the new curriculum that the 
children have to meet, maybe not in a sequential way, but 
there are clear outcomes that the teachers have to reach. 
This approach doesn’t best serve children’s capabilities 
as it’s more about controlling and predicting rather 
than creating an experience based on shared learning, 
experimentation and meaning-making between the 
teacher and the children.

The study found that teachers need to be supported 
to adopt a pedagogical approach that supports the 
principles of Aistear while also supporting children to 
meet the learning outcomes set out by the new primary 
curriculum. Successful implementation of policy and 
reforms needs to include: a focus on the classroom 
context, opportunities for teachers to engage in active 
learning, and emphasis on a shared or whole school 
participation. 

The study also found that there is a need for professional 
development and training for teachers to be extended, 
with opportunities for teachers to lead change as well as 
respond to it.

Evolving how teachers teach will only happen if teachers 
believe that change can support their curriculum 
objectives and include some form of checklist that the 
children are completing specific outcomes. If one school 
makes changes in their practice, they can then become 
role models or exemplars for the other schools. Teachers 
need to see examples of where schools - like their own - 
are using a child-centred, rights-based approach that is 
working.

FÉILTE 2021 Innovation Report 25

https://vimeo.com/594779329?embedded=true&source=video_title&owner=10318838


GRMA!

Go raibh mile maith agaibh go léir.

Errors & Omissions Excepted. Every effort has been 
made to compile the content of this review as accurately 
as possible. The exact commentaries, discussions and 
recordings are included in the videos from each event. 
The views and comments expressed are those of the 
participants. If you are reusing any of the information 
herein or from our website for any purpose, please credit 
the individual participants and FÉILTE, organised by The 
Teaching Council.

A big THANK YOU to all 
participants, attendees 
and everyone who 
makes FÉILTE so special 
year-on-year. We look 
forward to seeing you 
at FÉILTE 2022.

FÉILTE 2021 Highlights Video
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