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Abstract

The rise of populist nationalist politics round the world, endemic tensions around issues of identity
and the displacement of millions of people through war and civil conflict has brought a sharp focus
on the role that schools might play in building community cohesion.

This article presents the findings of survey data collected from 58 teachers (36 Catholic, 21
Protestant, 1 no affiliation) in Northern Ireland who had completed a course on ‘blended learning’, a
blend of face to face and online contact, to link schools involved in Shared Education. This is the
2016 Northern Ireland government policy designed to bring pupils from different types of schools
together to engage in purposeful curricular work and through collaborative learning, improve
educational outcomes and learn respect for cultural difference. Although blended learning has the
potential to increase the effectiveness of Shared Education, to date no research has empirically
examined teachers’ perceptions of what influence it has in this context. This study remedies that
deficit. A number of important findings emerged from the research. First, prior to 2017, when
teachers received training in blended learning, nearly all contact between their schools was face to
face. After the training, teachers stated that the use of a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) for joint
work was used more than either real-time video-conferencing or face to face contact and was
believed to have had the greatest impact on pupils” knowledge and attitudes towards each other.
Two thirds of the teachers agreed that in their future planning for Shared Education, equal
importance should be given to the place of online learning and face to face contact. Second,
teachers reported that this approach had had a positive impact on friendship development, the
capacity of children to work together, respect for difference and normalising relations between their
pupils. Third, we suggest that this data provides strong endorsement of the use of blended learning
for mainstreaming Shared Education in Northern Ireland and has important lessons in other parts of
the world where issues of ethnicity, identity and faith are obstacles to community cohesion.

Keywords; blended learning; computer-mediated communication; collaborative learning; cross-
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1.Introduction

Research on links between schools has increasingly included the role of ICT in connecting schools as
part of a blended approach to community cohesion, where pupils are linked through both face to
face work and regular online interaction. Turner & Cameron (2016) underlined the potential value of
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this in providing a means for young people to have much more frequent contact than would be
possible through face to face work, whilst Harwood, Hewstone, Amichai-Hamburger & Tausch (2016)
noted that online contact can overcome three of the challenges of face-to-face contact, namely
practicality, anxiety and sustainability. Austin, Reilly & Ricard (2017) demonstrated that ICT can
supplement face to face work, notably by providing longer term engagement between pupils than
would be otherwise be possible and offering teachers a model which is better able to fit into the
demands of a busy teaching day. There is also evidence for the long-term benefits of intergroup
contact through ICT in the classroom: Christian and Muslim students in Australia who took part in an
online group classroom project showed reduced levels of prejudice and intergroup anxiety that
remained six months after completion of the project (White & Abu-Rayya, 2012, see also White et
al., 2018). However, to date, there has been no empirical examination of the impact of blended
learning in Northern Ireland.

Although 45% of the population in Northern Ireland is Catholic and 48% Protestant (NISRA, 2011),
93% of children attend schools that are predominantly Catholic or Protestant in ethos. Only 7% of
children attend integrated schools where children of all faiths and none are educated together.
Colleges of Further Education which provide vocational courses for 16-18 year-olds and Northern
Ireland’s two Universities are all ‘mixed’ in terms of their intake though it cannot be assumed that
this means that Catholic and Protestant students necessarily mix comfortably. (Austin and Hunter
2013). Some research suggests that encountering difference and diversity is more likely to occur in
the workplace than the neighborhood or in social settings (Eyben, Morrow, Wilson and Robinson
2002). There have been other countries with similar denominational schooling structures, like the
Canadian province of Newfoundland, but when politicians there called a referendum in 1995 to ask if
its citizens wished to end this arrangement, it was not because of fears that this system may produce
sectarian attitudes but simply that the system was expensive and was not giving children enough
curriculum choice (Galway & Dibbon, 2012). What makes Northern Ireland’s case more problematic
is overlap between schooling choices and wider cultural and political perspectives. Put simply,
children who attend schools with a Catholic ethos are more likely to come from families that cherish
Irish culture and may support the aspiration for closer ties between Northern Ireland and the
Republic of Ireland. In contrast, there is a much higher probability that children who attend schools
with a Protestant ethos will belong to families who value British culture and identity. Moreover,
these cultural and political preferences are expressed in housing patterns, in different sports and
through political parties (Austin & Anderson, 2008). Unlike the rest of the UK, the main political
parties in Northern Ireland are broadly either in favour of close ties with the rest of Ireland, or in
favour of retaining the existing ties within the United Kingdom.

This context is a legacy of ‘the Troubles’ where between 1968-1998, differences erupted into armed
conflict between the Irish Republican Army (IRA) that wanted to force the British government to give
up its hold on Northern Ireland, and the British army which was used by the British government to
resist this. Loyalist paramilitary organisations, notably the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) and the
Ulster Defence Association (UDA), joined the conflict ostensibly to protect the Protestant
population’s right to remain ‘British’; in practice they often used the same approach as the IRA in
targeting and killing civilians who were identified as belonging to the other side. In 1998, the Belfast
Agreement, also known as the Good Friday Agreement, brought the armed conflict to an end
(Taylor, 2006; Muldoon, Trew, Todd, Rougier & McLaughlin 2007). Although there was considerable
optimism at the time about what the agreement could deliver, it did not ‘solve’ the fundamental
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cause of conflict, the constitutional position of Northern Ireland. It remains the case today that
nationalists and republicans would still seek to create a ‘united’ Ireland to include Northern Ireland
while loyalists and Unionists want Northern Ireland to remain part of the United Kingdom.

So what has been the impact of the Belfast Agreement between 1998 and 2018? A recent research
report to the United States Congress (Archik, 2018) noted that although the security situation had
improved, challenges remain in achieving peace and reconciliation. It pointed out, for example, that
‘Northern Ireland remains a largely divided society, with Protestant and Catholic communities
existing in parallel’, attending separate schools and living in separate housing estates (p. 1).
Moreover, in the 12 months from December 2016 to December 2017, there were 852 sectarian
incidents and 584 sectarian crimes (PSNI, 2018). Although, there is no political will to address these
concerns via the abolition of the separate school system, politicians and civil servants have instead
made changes to the curriculum, for example introducing face-to-face cross-community contact
schemes, blended learning, and since 2008, through Shared Education.

In this paper we review the different programmes used to promote cross-community relations in
schools, including previous work on blended learning, before proposing three key research questions
which build on previous findings. Specifically, we will demonstrate that there is a gap in the
literature regarding understanding the impact of blended learning as a component of Shared
Education. We then present findings from a survey undertaken with teachers involved in teaching
Shared Education classes following training to incorporate blended learning into the curriculum.

2.1 Changing the curriculum

Northern Ireland adopted a common curriculum for schools in 1989, meaning, for example, that all
children studied the same periods of history including Irish, British and European topics. However, in
examining citizenship education in Northern Ireland, O’Connor, Beattie, & Niens (2008), noted that
regardless of the intrinsic merits of the course content, the fact that pupils studied only with peers
from the same community as themselves was a limitation in the learning environment. Indeed,
Niens, Kerr & Connolly (2013) reported that while a shared curriculum promoted more positive
attitudes around cross-community relations, there was considerable added value for both the pupils
and teachers when cross-community contact was part of joint study of the curriculum. Research on
the contact hypothesis bolsters this argument.

2.2 Face to face contact

The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) is the premise that positive interactions between members of
different social groups can improve intergroup relations, and is arguably the most intensively studied
and applied theory of prejudice-reduction. In a recent review of intergroup contact research among
young people, Turner & Cameron (2016) highlighted considerable potential benefits of contact as
well as challenges. On the one hand, contact is effective at promoting more positive intergroup
attitudes, trust, and prosocial behavioural intentions, and reduced intergroup anxiety (e.g., Abbott &
Cameron, 2014; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Turner, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007). On the other hand,
children in settings characterised by diversity may experience poorer psychological adjustment, well-
being and academic success, particularly when from a disadvantaged group (e.g., Brown et al.,
2013). Turner and Cameron concluded that ‘the key to resolving this dilemma may lie in the
development of cross-group friendships. In diverse settings children have the opportunity to form



meaningful relationships with people from backgrounds different to their own’ (p. 213). Where such
friendships develop, positive outcomes are more likely.

Face-to-face contact programmes have been introduced in Northern Ireland, but results here and
elsewhere have been mixed. While Trew (1989) and O’Connor, Hartop & McCully (2002) were
relatively negative about face-to-face contact schemes, Abrams (2010) argued that both intergroup
contact and school diversity tend to be associated with better intergroup understanding and more
positive attitudes. Yet, Kerr et al (2011) found that even well planned meetings with relatively little
travel did not necessarily change preconceived negative reactions from one group to another. They
added an important rider to this view, namely the ‘need for good quality pre-linking activities to try
to break down existing stereotypes’ (p. 57). In line with this argument, Turner and colleagues have
demonstrated that pre-contact activities such as learning about other people’s positive intergroup
contact experiences (West & Turner, 2014) or mental preparation by running through a script of
what positive contact might look like (West, Turner, & Levita, 2015) can enhance the success of
intergroup contact.

2.3 Blended learning

From 1986-2016, two separate government funded projects in the United Kingdom and Ireland
made extensive use of ICT to extend face to face contact between pupils. The European Studies
(Ireland and Great Britain) project which ran from 1986-2016 linked schools in Northern Ireland with
others in Ireland, the United Kingdom and mainland Europe (Austin & Hunter, 2013). Following the
Belfast Agreement of 1998, the locally elected administration in Northern Ireland and its counterpart
in Ireland set up the Dissolving Boundaries Programme which was funded from 1999-2016 and
involved 50,000 young people. Evidence has emerged from evaluation of these projects that this
blended approach was welcomed by teachers and had an impact on the skills and attitudes of young
people. Even a year after the contact came to an end pupils displayed more tolerance than matched
pupils who had not been involved (Rickard & Austin, 2017). In the design of this work, the
combination of the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) and the reach of the internet were found to
be critical (Austin & Hunter, 2013; Hasler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013). Their findings corroborated
external inspection of the programme (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2012) and external
evaluation (Bonnell et al, 2010). Key conclusions showed that pupils gained better understanding of
each other and developed enhanced ICT skills. Teachers also gained extensive professional
development through having to use ICT to plan joint work with teachers in another jurisdiction.
However, when external funding for this programme stopped in 2016, links between schools
gradually withered.

2.4 The ICT infrastructure in Northern Ireland

In the context of Northern Ireland, the investment in the ICT infrastructure through a public-private
partnership called C2K, first introduced in 1997, has brought the capacity of online contact within
the reach of every child in every school ( Austin and Anderson 2008); in other words, ICT provision
opens up the potential for an approach that would include all children irrespective of the type of
school they attend. Furthermore, as part of the overall drive to encourage teachers to use ICT, the
Department of Education in Northern Ireland has been steadily increasing its expectations that the
use of ICT should be either accredited or assessed (CCEA, 2014). The requirements include the
expectation that pupils will use ICT to “exchange” communication with others. In other words, using
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ICT to link to another school could fall within the framework of what was expected, and even
required as part of the curriculum. This sort of alignment between one part of the curriculum, the
use of ICT, with another, the need for schools to work together, is one key part of finding a way to
sustain such work and make it accessible for all children.

2.5 Shared Education

Shared Education, which first emerged as an idea in 2006, was designed to bring about systemic
change by underlining the advantages of inter-school collaboration not only in terms of improved
community relations but, more generally, in offering wider access to courses at post-primary level
and offering a model which could improve staff development and lead to better educational
outcomes for pupils (Duffy & Gallagher 2017; Gallagher, 2016; Hughes & Loader, 2015; Loader &
Hughes 2017;). In 2015, the Department of Education in Northern Ireland secured external funding
to develop the Shared Education Signature Project (SESP) which involves around 380 schools, based
on existing cross-community partnerships with a requirement that there be a minimum of 6 face to
face sessions per annum for children involved. Following an enquiry by the Education committee in
the devolved administration in Northern Ireland, a Shared Education Act (2016) was passed to
‘deliver educational benefits to children and young persons’, and to promote ‘the efficient and
effective use of resources’, ‘equality of opportunity’, ‘good relations’ and ‘respect for identity,
diversity and community cohesion.” In 2018, the roll-out of shared education to a new cohort of
schools (300 schools by 2019) which did not have existing partnerships was introduced through the
Collaborative and Shared Education programme (CASE), funded through the European Union. For
the first time, it was agreed that as part of the 30 hours contact time which pupils were expected to
do, 20% could be online. (Education Authority, 2018) Around 50% of the total number of schools in
Northern Ireland are now involved in Shared Education, and the Department of Education has made
clear its intention to ‘mainstream’ shared education, noting that ‘a two pronged approach which
includes face to face contact supplemented by online collaboration is one method to sustain
relationships and raise standards’ (DE 2018, p.7).

3.The current research

The review of the literature above highlights that online contact can enhance intergroup relations
(e.g., Harwood et al., 2016; White & Abu-Rayya, 2012). Moreover, blending online and face-to-face
contact has strong support from teachers because it enables long-term engagement between pupils
from different schools in a way that is sustainable despite a crowded curriculum (Austin, 2018;
Austin et al., 2015; 2017). To date, however, there has been no empirical examination of the impact
of blended learning in the context of Shared Education. Yet this is essential to understand whether
this approach should play a greater role in Shared Education, and if so, how best to achieve this.

The current research was undertaken in the context of a 2-day face to face training course called
Collaborative Learning Online for Shared Education and Reconciliation (CLOSER). The course was
shaped by experience drawn from previous professional development on the Dissolving Boundaries
Programme and was designed to offer both practical application in relevant communications
software and understanding of key theoretical insights in blended learning. Teachers who took part
were given guidance and support in the use of a common Virtual Learning platform, called Fronter, a
real-time video-conferencing software package called ‘Collaborate’ and sessions on how these ICT
applications could enhance and extend face to face collaborative learning during Shared Education.
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Fronter provides the usual features of a VLE with space for the creation of resources, discussion fora
with scope for quizzes and a multi-media library. Collaborate is a ‘virtual classroom’ where teachers
and pupils can interact in real time both visually and orally and where work can be displayed and
edited synchronously. Both applications are available to all schools in Northern Ireland at no cost as
part of the managed ICT service for schools. The course was taught by an experienced academic, an
ICT trainer from C2K and teachers who had already been using blended learning. Teachers
undertaking the course were advised on the importance of creating group to group contact between
their pupils in line with the contact hypothesis and creating online discussions which had a ‘social’
element to foster friendships as well as work areas for study of agreed tasks. At the end of the initial
2 days, teachers were asked to deliver a 6 week course with their partner teacher in their schools
and return for a final face to face event to present a report on their work. This allowed teachers to
reflect on very recent experiences of applying blended learning to their Shared Education classes.

We asked teachers to complete a survey about their experiences, in order to answer 3 key research
questions. First, we wanted to examine teachers’ prior use of blended learning and the time they
allocated to ICT and face to face contact. Further, we wanted to know about the overall impact of
their use of blended learning and whether this affected their views for future work. Second, we
wished to explore teacher views on the impact of blended learning on their pupils. Finally, we
wanted to examine whether a blended approach could support the sustainability of Shared
Education, a critical aspect of enabling this work to reach every child.

3.1 Methodology
Information about teachers and schools

58 teachers (50 females, 8 males; 36 Catholic, 21 Protestant, 1 with no community affiliation) who
were involved in the first phase of Shared Education took part in the research. All participants opted
between February 2017 and November 2018 to undertake the module Collaborative Learning Online
for Shared Education and Reconciliation (CLOSER). 144 teachers took the module in total, so this
represented a return rate of 40.28%. 51 taught at primary schools and 3 at post-primary schools (a
further 4 participants did not respond to this question). 18 teachers said that their schools were
within walking distance of one another, whereas for the remainder public transport was required.
97.00% of the teachers who attended the training were in school partnerships funded through the
Shared Education Signature Project (SESP). It was a condition of involvement in SESP that schools
had an existing cross-community partnership and the data showed that these partnerships ranged in
duration from 1 year to 26 years (M = 7.86, SD = 6.56).

3.2 Procedure

During the final day, after presenting a report on their application of what they had learned in the
context of a Shared Education classroom project, teachers were invited to complete an online
anonymous multiple choice questionnaire, using Qualtrics software. The study received ethical
approval from the Ulster University’s School of Education Ethics Committee.

3.3 Questionnaire measures

The questionnaire was developed by the authors for the purpose of the current study. We had 6
teachers who had previously taken part in CLOSER training review the questionnaire and provide
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feedback, in order to ensure the clarity and face validity of the questions. We asked a series of
multiple choice questions, using Likert and semantic differential scales, and open ended questions
on the following topics: Experience and perceptions of Shared Education, Previous experience of
using blended learning software, Details of teachers’ blended learning projects, and Perceived value
of CLOSER module and blended learning project. Full details of the questionnaire can be found in
Appendix 1.

4. Findings

Qualtrics data were extracted into SPSS for analysis, and descriptive statistics were undertaken. To
reduce the risk of researcher bias since one of the authors was involved in running CLOSER, an
academic colleague from another institution who had played no part in the teaching of CLOSER
carried out the analysis of the data.

4.1 Pupils and curricular focus

Teachers reported that the pupils they had worked with were aged between 4 and 13 years (M =
8.94, SD =1.90). All of the teachers reported that their work had been fitted into existing curriculum
areas, with several focusing on ‘the World around us’, ‘literacy’ and this often included work on
internet safety. 2 teachers working in secondary schools linked classes in English and Technology and
Design.

4.2 Research question 2.1 Teachers’ prior knowledge and use of ICT

74.13% of teachers had little or no knowledge of the VLE Fronter prior to their training and 79.31%
reported a similar lack of knowledge with the synchronous software Collaborate which allows real
time video and audio links and a shared whiteboard. In response to a question on whether they had
used ICT as part of their previous work on shared education, 70.69% said it was entirely face to face
and 18.97% said it was mainly face to face. We also wanted to find out if teachers were connecting
the ICT work they did in shared education with the requirement for them to assess pupils” work in
ICT via the Use of Information Communication Technology (ICT) framework. 16.98% answered yes to
this question, 67.92% indicated that it ‘gave pupils the chance to practice in relevant aspects of the
UICT framework’, and the remainder said no. This indicates a strong degree of potential alignment
between 2 different spheres of school life, namely work in shared education and the assessment of
ICT. Given the importance of reliable and accessible ICT to carry out their planned work teachers
were asked if they felt that the ICT provision in their schools was adequate. 9.43% said it was
‘adequate’ while 54.72% claimed it was ‘somewhat adequate’. The remaining third expressed
varying degrees of disappointment with their facilities.

We think it is fair to conclude that this group of teachers were not ICT specialists but could best be
described as fairly typical classroom teachers who had an interest in the use of ICT. We cannot say
whether they can be regarded as representative of the whole teacher population in Northern Ireland
but, given the preponderance of primary school staff in the sample, it would seem likely that the
primary teachers were fairly typical of the wider population in primary schools.

4.3 Research question 2.2 Time spent on Fronter, Collaborate and face to face



Teachers were asked which of the 3 means of interaction they had spent most time on with their
pupils. The most used was the asynchronous VLE, Fronter (45.28% reported using the most
frequently), followed by face to face contact (45.10% reported using most frequently) with relatively
little time spent using Collaborate, the real-time video-conferencing software. In terms of
explanation for the extensive use of Fronter, 89.80% thought a very or somewhat important reason
was that it was the ‘best fit given the goals of their shared education work’, while 88.00% thought a
very or somewhat important reason was that it ‘fitted in best into a busy day’. Only 18.75% thought
a very or somewhat important reason was that they ‘did not feel confident in using ICT’. Teacher
comments on the low use of Collaborate were mainly based on not having the right cameras and
microphones. In the early stages of CLOSER, there were teething problems with the supply of these
items but this was addressed in later courses by providing them for the course and allowing the
teachers to take them for immediate use in school. The teachers who were able to make use of
Collaborate noted that ‘the children were very inquisitive... so we utilised their curiosity to develop
and build relationships’.

Teachers were invited to comment more generally on the ways they had used blended learning. One
comment which was echoed by others showed how teachers were embedding the new ICT
component into their previously planned face to face work to extend and deepen the link;

Initially our Shared Education classes met with an ice-breaker face to face session so that
when we progressed to Collaborate the children had some experience of each other and
were excited to see themselves and their new friends on screen during follow up collaborate
sessions. Fronter fitted in really well at all stages of the programme and was used to
prepare for, enhance and build upon face to face contact and collaborate sessions.

Another noted how the tools could be used in different ways and in a different order depending on
the pupils and the project;

| used the three methods differently for each project. Year 7 already had face-to-face
contact established, so Fronter and Collaborate were used to support the project. Children
could share their work completed in respective schools. Year 4 used Fronter to take partin a
discussion and share their work. They then used Collaborate to meet and talk about their
topic.

Teacher comments also showed that there was no ‘magical’ order in which to deploy the three ways
of making contact. One noted that ‘Fronter was used first in order to allow children to get a feel for
it and to learn how to exchange during online discussions. The face to face session is happening at
the end, to finish off our project together as it slotted in with our topic.” What this shows is that once
teachers have the skills to deploy ICT as part of their work in shared education, they use them
flexibly to add value to the process of building working relationships.

4. 4 Research Question 2.3: Impact on teachers’ views of blended learning

We asked teachers if their use of ICT on CLOSER had led to improved communication with their own
colleagues and with those in the partner schools. 58.49% said it had done so ‘considerably’, with a
further 39.62% saying it had ‘to some extent’. Teachers were also asked about how they saw the role
of blended learning in future planning for Shared Education. The question asked teachers if ICT and



face to face contact should be regarded as equally important. 56.96% of teachers ‘strongly agreed’
with this statement, with a further 31.00% indicating that they agreed ‘somewhat’. In response to a
guestion about whether teachers had found that the CLOSER had been useful for their professional
development, 74.10% said it was ‘very useful’ with a further 17.21% saying it was ‘quite useful’ (the
remaining respondents did not answer this question).

4.5 Research Question 3.1: Contributing elements to pupil knowledge and attitudes

Teachers were also asked which of the three ways of interacting - Fronter, Collaborate and face to
face work — they believed was most important in terms of developing pupils’ knowledge of the
topics being studied. 79.25% said that Fronter was the most useful for this with 15.09% placing face
to face as the most important, and 5.66% suggesting Collaborate was the most important (the
remaining respondents did not answer the question). Teachers were also asked which of the three
ways of interacting they believe was most important in terms of the development of more positive
attitudes towards the children in your partner school. 43.40% stated that Face to face contact was
the most important, 39.62% stated that Fronter was the most important, and 16.98% felt
Collaborate was of most value.

4.6 Research Question 3.2: Impact on pupils’ experience of shared education

Table 1 shows the responses of teachers regarding their perceptions of the impact on pupils’
experience of shared education. A series of one-way ANOVAs showed no significant difference
between teachers from a Catholic or Protestant background in their responses to these questions,
suggesting cross-community agreement on the impact of blended learning. The most important
change teachers noted in pupils was in terms of the development of friendships (M = +1.60, SD =
.53) indicating between slightly better or much better on average). Teachers noted that, ‘more
regular access to each other in online forums has meant that children have a chance to chat in a way
which is familiar to them’ and ‘leaving comments for each other on Fronter and then matching the
comment to the person during face-to-face activities helped to build on relationships’. Another
captured the way that the 3 elements had all contributed to this;

Friendships have been developed from the very beginning of the process... the children were
grouped in all the initial face to face meetings, with the groups being different on each
occasion. This enabled them to develop friendships with a wider range of pupils from other
schools. This was reinforced through using Fronter, where the children found out more
about each other and were able to leave comments and interact with other. This in turn was
further reinforced through the 'real time' Collaborate session.

Many other comments referred to the ‘cementing’ or ‘reinforcing’ of relationships as a result of
discovering similar interests through working in a safe online environment and through group to
group interaction ‘every week’. One comment captured the complementary nature of the tools the
teachers had learned;

The different ways to engage children (Fronter/ Collaborate/ F2F) meant that children built
up an understanding of their newly established friendships and could remain in contact
whilst learning about each other in three important but distinctively different ways.



The second biggest impact on the children related to getting children ready to work together (M =
+1.41, SD = .60). We had asked this question since the workplace in Northern Ireland is regarded as
the point where people are most likely to encounter those from a different background (Eyben,
Morrow, Wilson & Robinson, 2002). Teachers reported that children had worked well together both
online and face to face; one noted that ‘group tasks have also encouraged working with others,
which has supported children's skills in working with others and communication; these are vital in
getting ready to work with others in the future.” The asynchronous nature of Fronter meant that
pupils had time to read other pupils’ comments and think about how to respond, an approach that
suited some pupils better than the immediacy of face to face interaction. And for another teacher,
one reason why children worked well together was because they were motivated, they ‘looked
forward eagerly’ to the next interaction. Others simply ‘loved sharing and peer assessing work
online’.

The area that was seen as next most important was what we called ‘normalising relations’ between
pupils (Mean score = +1.32, SD = .67). One teacher wrote that the blended approach fitted very
comfortably into the pupils’ world because ‘regular contact using an online platform is familiar to 10
and 11 year olds in everyday life’. Another reinforced the sense that normalising was taking place
because of ‘more regular face-to -face contact coupled with greater on-line collaboration... Pupils
are no longer out-of-sight out-of-mind. Use of Fronter has let us develop and extend lessons within
own schools but pupils are still learning, sharing and responding to each other’s work.’

The aspect of Shared Education which teachers saw as coming next in importance was ‘respect for
difference’ (Mean score = +1.30, SD =.72). In many of the younger classes, this arose naturally
through an online exchange of information about hobbies and interests. One of the teachers noted
that ‘the children were able to ask questions about each other’s hobbies such as Gaelic and football
or Irish dancing or Scottish dancing’. Another commented that ‘pupils applied online safety protocols
which naturally led to respect for difference. Pupils showed respect even in terms of the names they
weren't familiar with. Comments made on Fronter demonstrated respect’. Collaborate enables real-
time interaction, including the sharing of music; for one teacher this meant ‘hearing songs in Irish
near St Patrick's day gave children more of an insight into a different culture’.

Although improvement in academic performance was not seen as a high priority by the majority of
teachers, they did on average perceive there to be a slightly improvement in children’s performance
(M =+.77,SD = .67). Comments showed that the presence of an audience for pupils’ work had been
motivational. One teacher noted that ‘children are more engaged with completing tasks online. They
have improved ICT skills, they are more aware of their spelling and grammar, they self-edit and they
have a wider audience for peer assessment.” Another echoed these perceptions, underlining the
power of the communicative side of ICT;

Children were enthused by the use of technology to engage with their new friends. This
enthusiasm meant that children engaged more fully in art and literacy/ ICT activities that
they shared online and in Fronter room with their buddies.

And, according to another teacher, this meant that in addition to improved attitudes to work, pupils
were also developing skills in both ICT and literacy, helping teacher meet targets and raising
standards. The link with the pupils in the other school meant that ‘pupils are seeing themselves how
their potential can be raised.’
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A number of teachers referred specifically to the way that online discussions in the pupil forum had
benefitted pupils with learning difficulties. ‘It was fantastic to see 2 particular children in my class
with learning difficulties writing their views in forums without hesitation, they didn't get hung up on
spelling and felt confident to expand their thoughts’.

The way that the technology spurred reluctant learners was captured in detail by a teacher working
in a secondary school who noted how both Collaborate and Fronter were making a real difference to
her class, especially to the boys. This project involved pupils in an English class working in
partnership with a class taking technology and design (T&D); the English pupils were acting as
potential commissioners of a new product, a new design of hairbrush, which the T & D pupils were
to design.

Literacy focus definitely improved academic performance. Notable difference in talking and
listening skills - pupils put more effort into presenting via Collaborate as they had a real
audience they wanted to impress, whereas presenting to your own class can become
monotonous as they are with each other all the time meaning they don't put the same effort
into it. Boys in my class tend to switch off when it comes to Literacy although through the
activities planned, they didn't realise they were doing Literacy so it was certainly
motivational meaning the quality of work was improved. Furthermore, it can be hard to
motivate pupils to spell and punctuate correctly in their classwork books but were more
eager to do this properly in Fronter discussion because it was online and linked into their
interests as they use similar forums at home. Also, proof reading and editing is often an
issue as pupils simply cannot be bothered, whereas on the Fronter discussions it was easier
to proof read and edit their comments as they were short and also meant they could spend
longer on the computer if they took time to proof and edit it!’

The two final areas where teachers were asked to comment on whether there had been any change
were ‘reconciliation’ (M = +0.64, SD = .68) and ‘handling controversial issues’ (M = +0.45, SD = .67).
These were regarded as having been least affected by their experiences in Shared Education. In
terms of reconciliation, one teacher noted that the young age of the children and the specific
location of the schools were possible factors;

I'm not sure how much the children appreciated that children from other schools may have
been of a different religious background to themselves. They just saw each other as
children. Therefore | don't know how much this process promoted reconciliation in our
process - this may differ according to what area each of the schools is in geographically
throughout N. Ireland.

Another pointed to the relatively short time the schools had been working together to explain
why reconciliation was perhaps too big a goal. ‘Perhaps too short for notable change in this area -
this is the first time these particular classes have took part in Shared Education lessons. Can see
how reconciliation would result over a long term approach of shared education.” What these
teachers felt they could do was, as one put it, to create the conditions in which ‘the children were
able to appreciate differences between their communities but also able to learn and find a
common ground together.’
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Finally, in terms of ‘handling controversial issues’ it was clear that teachers avoided these, felt this
was inappropriate for the age of the children they were working with but there was a recognition
that ‘this could be approached if pupils have been involved in Shared Education projects
throughout their time in primary school’.

5. Discussion

The current study is the first to examine teachers’ experience of applying blended learning in the
context of their Shared Education partnership, and their perceptions of the impact that blended
learning had. Given that up to 20% of Shared Education classes can now be undertaken online, it is
crucial to understand more about the role that blending online contact with face-to-face
experiences in the class can have in realising the goals of Shared Education. Our findings reveal 4
issues which deserve to be highlighted.

5.1 First, it is clear that professional learning courses like CLOSER are essential for teachers to be
able to realise the potential of blended learning, especially where, as in this case, specific sessions
were set aside for teachers in linked partnerships to reflect on what they believed to be the core
goals for Shared Education We recommend that stronger emphasis is also put on blended
learning during initial teacher training, as well as in continued professional development courses,
to ensure that it is embedded into the system so that its positive impact can be maximised.

5.2 Second, in terms of the specific software that enables interaction between schools, the
teachers in this sample, predominantly from the primary sector, found that the VLE Fronter was
suitable for asynchronous contact between pupils in this age range. This is an important finding
since all schools in Northern Ireland have access to Fronter as part of the managed service
provided by C2K. Fronter does not require teachers who are specialists in educational technology;
the teachers in our sample were non-specialists who learned the essentials in 2 days. This
suggests that rolling out Shared Education to all schools within Northern Ireland with a blended
learning approach would be realistic. Further investment and support is needed to get the full
benefits of the real-time Collaborate software. As part of the ‘refreshment’ of software provided
for through the C2K contract, there is a case for investing in new communications software that is
both secure but also capable of connecting schools within Northern Ireland and elsewhere.

5.3 Third, the data indicates that blended learning through Shared Education has been very
successful at delivering a range of outcomes for pupils in terms of attitudes, knowledge and skills,
especially around ‘friendship’, ‘preparing children to work together’, ‘normalising relations’ and
‘respect for difference’. Teachers provided valuable narratives on how blended learning helped to
promote these outcomes. An especially important outcome to arise was around the sustenance of
friendships. It seems that blended learning allowed cross-community relationships to develop in a
smoother, less disjointed and therefore sustained manner than face to face contact alone, which
is inevitably interrupted when children are attending different schools. In particular, the
asynchronous tool Fronter allowed children from the two schools to reciprocally share
information about themselves with one another between face to face classes. This self-disclosure
has been found to be critical in the development of cross-group friendships which promote more
positive cross-community perceptions among pupils in Northern Ireland (Turner et al., 2013; see
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also Turner et al., 2007). In light of this, it makes sense that teachers felt that Shared Education
had helped to normalise cross-community relations and enhanced respect for difference.

Teachers also felt that children felt better prepared for working together following blended
learning because they were learning how to communicate with one another through group
activities. Turner & Cameron (2016) recently pointed out the huge potential value of ensuring that
children develop confidence in engaging with people from different backgrounds as they leave
school and engage with the wider community and workplace

Interestingly, blended learning did not have the same level of impact in terms of ‘reconciliation’
and ‘handling controversial issues’. Children’s and teachers’ understanding of these issues must
be explored in more depth in future research, but this might reflect the relatively young age of the
children being taught and the complexity of these concepts. This highlights the importance of
taking into account the age and developmental stage of the children being taught when working
towards achieving the goals of Shared Education (e.g., see Turner & Cameron, 2016). One might
also argue that Shared Education is well established in many of these schools, and thus relations
are relatively positive and there is a feeling that there is nothing to discuss. However, the lack of
discussion around reconciliation and controversial issues is, we believe, problematic. While
promotional materials for Shared Education highlight the direct focus on talking about issues of
identity and reconciliation, there are in fact no clear guidelines on how these issues should be
discussed. In interviews with 60 children involved in Shared Education, Loader and Hughes (2017)
found that more than half of pupils spoke of feeling awkward in relation to addressing differences
and actively avoided those subjects. Moreover, teachers reported feeling awkward leading these
discussions. The lack of discussion also reflects a wider cultural issue in Northern Ireland around
discussion of contentious issues in mixed settings ‘deemed socially gauche’ (Donnelly, 2004, p.
12). There is also evidence that in some cases school leadership discourages discussion of
difference (McGlynn, 2008). It is important to deal with these issues because failure to discuss
them can heighten intergroup bias (e.g., Pahlke, Bigler, & Suizzo, 2012). Moreover, when
conversations around cross-community issues are avoided, pleasant contact leaves institutional,
social and political structures that perpetuate inequality and conflict intact (Dixon, Durheim, Kerr,
& Thomae, 2013; Hughes & Loader, 2015).

5.4 Fourth, it would appear that mainstreaming Shared Education, extending it to every child in
every school in Northern Ireland, needs to make the fullest use of the ICT infrastructure to provide
a cost-effective way to extend face to face contact. This is a marked departure from the model of
shared education which has relied exclusively on face to face contact as the primary engine for
pupil interaction. Prior to the introduction of the CLOSER module is 2017, there was no
recognition that blended learning had any role to play in shared education.

5.5 Finally, these findings also highlight the potential benefits of blended learning in other
jurisdictions where shared education-type programmes are used to increase interaction across
segregated education systems, for example Israel (Shonfeld, Hoter & Ganayem, 2013), Bosnia-
Herzevogina (Tolomelli, 2015), Macedonia and Albania (Bakiu, Dimitrova, & Brava, 2016), and
Croatia (Corkalo Biruski & Ajdukovi¢, 2016)
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6. Limitations and Further Research

6.1 It is important to acknowledge limitations of the current research. First, the survey had a small
sample but the proportion of primary and post-primary teachers was broadly reflective of the
number of schools in Northern Ireland. It is also notable that participants had a wide geographical
spread, included teachers from both recently established and long-term Shared Education
partnerships, and represented both communities. Nonetheless it would be worthwhile to examine
on a larger scale teachers’ experiences with, and perceptions of, blended learning in the context
of Shared Education. Larger samples of primary and secondary school teachers would also enable
a comparison between the two, given that the developmental stage of children may impact on the
effectiveness of contact-based interventions (see Turner & Cameron, 2016, for a discussion).

6.2 Second, we did not use a validated scale for this study, instead developing our own items. This
is because there were specific questions that we wanted to address around what we know to be
the aims of Shared Education, and how ICT and blended contact were used. In order to encourage
teachers to complete the questionnaire in their busy schedule, we also used single item measures
to keep the questionnaire brief. In order to facilitate future research on the efficacy of blended
contact, it would be worthwhile to develop validated multi-item scales to capture the impact of
blended contact.

6.3 Third, although our findings highlight the value of blended contact, we unfortunately did not
have a large enough sample to compare different styles of implementation of blended contact (for
example, online followed by face-to-face versus face-to-face followed by online). An important
avenue of future research will be to identify how exactly blended contact might be used for
maximal impact.

6.4 Fourth, teachers’ perceptions of the effectiveness of Shared Education may differ from those
of the students. An important goal of future research will be to examine how blended learning as
part of Shared Education impacts on children, particularly in terms of areas that emerged here as
particularly important, for example the development of new cross-community friendships.

7. Conclusion.

Despite these limitations, these findings suggest that training for blended learning, improved ICT
resources in schools, and in turn, implementation of blended learning in Shared Education
partnerships, should be rolled out more broadly in Northern Ireland. We believe this will have the
potential to maximise the potential benefits of Shared Education, particularly in terms of cross-
community friendships, preparing children to work with those from different backgrounds for
themselves, normalising cross-community relations, and enhancing respect for difference.
Although Northern Ireland has a specific set of issues arising from a unique set of political and
historical circumstances, the role of schools in promoting community cohesion is now a global
concern; in that sense we believe the findings have significance in other parts of the world.
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Table 1: Perceived impact of blended learning project on the goals of Shared Education

Catholics Protestants F p

M (SD) M (SD)
Sharing resources 0.94 (.79) 0.95(.97) .59 .56
Normalising relations 1.39 (.66) 1.21 (.71) .55 .58
Getting children ready to work together 1.45 (.67) 1.37 (.50) .36 .70
Improving academic performance 0.76 (.66) 0.84 (.76) 71 .50
Developing friendships 1.67 (.48) 1.53(.61) 1.08 .34
Developing respect for difference 1.33(.78) 1.21 (.63) .64 .53
Promoting reconciliation 0.64 (.65) 0.63(.76) 14 .87
Dealing with controversial topics 0.48 (.67) 0.42 (.69) .28 .76
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Appendix 1: Study Questionnaire

Experience and perceptions of Shared Education. Participants indicated the length of the Shared
Education partnership at their school, and distance between the partnered schools. They then
indicated importance (1 = not at all important, 5 = very important): of the following possible aims
shared education: Sharing resources/facilities /staff development; Normalising relations between
young people; Getting children ready to work together; Improving academic performance;
Developing friendships; Developing respect for difference; Reconciliation; Dealing with controversial
topics.

Previous experience of using blended learning software. Participants were asked ‘Prior to the CLOSER
course, how proficient were you in the use of Fronter?’ and ‘Prior to the CLOSER course, how
proficient were you in the use of Collaborate?’ (1 = not at all, 4 = very much), and ‘Prior to the
CLOSER course, to what degree was your work in shared education based on face to face contact?’
(1 = entirely face to face contact, 5 = entirely online).

Details of teachers’ blended learning projects. Teachers completed open ended questions regarding
the curricular focus of their project, and what any face to face sessions involved. They were then
asked which method of contact they used the most (Fronter, Collaborate, Face to face), and why.
They were next asked to rank the order in which they used face to face contact, Collaborate, and
Fronter during their project, before indicating their agreement with each of the following reasons for
this order ‘I felt most confident in using Fronter’, | felt most confident in using Collaborate’, ‘I felt
most confident using face to face contact’, ‘We did not have a face to face meeting planned’,
Collaborate was used at the start to make the link feel ‘real” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). Teachers then indicated which of the 3 ways of interacting was the most important in terms
of (a) developing knowledge and (b) developing more positive attitudes towards children in the
partner school. Participants were also asked whether ICT resources in their school were adequate (1
= strongly agree, 4 = strongly disagree), and to provide details of any difficulties faced with ICT.
Moreover, teachers were asked ‘Did you use the project as a way of developing and assessing ICT
skills related to the CCEA framework for UICT? Please select one of the comments below’: ‘Yes, they
were part of the planning’, Pupils used ICT in ways that gave them practice in relevant aspects of the
UICT framework, and ‘No, there was no link between the ICT work for the shared education project
and UICT".

Perceived value of CLOSER module and blended learning project. Teachers were asked how useful
they felt CLOSER had been for their professional development (1 = very useful, 4 = of little or no

use), and whether future planning for Shared Education for ICT (1 = strongly agree, 4 = strongly
disagree). Next, we assessed teachers’ perceptions of change in their pupils on the following areas of
the project: ‘Sharing resources and facilities’, ‘Normalising relations between young people from
different community backgrounds’, ‘Getting children ready to work together’, ‘Academic
performance’, ‘Developing friendships’, ‘Developing respect for difference’, ‘Reconciliation’, and
‘Dealing with controversial topics’ (for each of these items, -2 = things got much worse), -1 things got
a bit worse, 0 = no change, +1 = things got a bit better, or +2 things got a lot better). Teachers could
also provide a rationale for each response.
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