Pavee Beoir Leaders
Traveller Women in Higher Education

COMMUNITY REPORT

Introduction
In 2020, twenty-one Traveller women completed
a Level 6 Leadership in the Community course in
University College Cork. This was a very significant
achievement as according to data from the Central
Statistics Office (2016), only 1% of Travellers progress
to higher education. The course was designed
and delivered jointly by the Southern Traveller
Health Network (STHN) and Adult and Continuing
Education (ACE), UCC. The SOAR Project based in
Access and Participation, UCC funded the course
and an evaluation of the women’s experience. This
community report gives a brief overview of the
evaluation report.
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Background
The Southern Traveller Health Network (STHN)
was established in the 1990s and since then
has become a regional Traveller community
development network for five Traveller projects;
The Traveller Visibility Group (TVG), Travellers
of North Cork (TNC), Cork Travellers Women’s
Network (CTWN), West Cork Travellers (WCT),
and Kerry Travellers Health and Community Development Project
(KTCP). The network has engaged in gradual, safe, developmental work
with Traveller women building their confidence and skills as well as
addressing issues such as mental health, racism, and food choices, etc.
The 2016 review of the Traveller Health Unit identified the STHN as the
ideal setting to promote leadership within the community. In partnership
with UCC the STHN developed the Leadership in the Community course
for Traveller women.

Leadership in the Community course
The Leadership in the Community course was a one-year, part-time
Level 6 course delivered during the 2019/20 academic year. The STHN
co-created the programme with ACE to ensure it was inclusive of the
women’s culture and learning needs. Lectures took place two mornings
each week and the women also attended an additional study session in
their local Traveller project. The women completed four modules: Social
Analysis of Community, Principles and Practices of Community Work,
History and Theory of Community Development and Group Work Skills.
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Report Findings –
Barriers to accessing higher education
Previous school experience
Many of the women did not have a good experience of engaging with
the education system when they were younger.
I dreaded when the nuns would take us away to be washed. It
was humiliating having to strip down in front of strangers and
other children from the class.

Racism and discrimination
Feeling out of place or not belonging within the education system
contributed to the women leaving the system during the early stages of
secondary school.
I went back after my confirmation and I went into 1st year and
I stayed in 1st year for about 3 weeks. It’s not that I didn’t like
[school], it’s just that [I] didn’t fit in.
Travellers’ experience of racism, bullying and exclusion by peers
contributed to their sense of difference from the settled community.
… none of us had a very good experience of the education
system. Like we would have experienced a lot of racism like. I
remember my first experience where maybe being in like 1st
class, I had a settled girl tell me she couldn’t play with me she
wasn’t to play with dirty knackers. And, from then on, I just
knew that I was different, and I knew that I was looked at as
inferior.

Literacy issues
Although there is no national statistical data on the literacy and
numeracy levels for Travellers, the Survey for Travellers Education
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Provision (2006) found that 67.4% of Traveller children score much
lower than other children.
And even the elderly, they always kind of say, “You know I’m
sorry I never learnt how to read and write”. And it’s very sad
and very embarrassing also when they go to the Post Office
and they’re asked to sign their name, now it’s a computer but
like all they can do is an X. You know it’s very downgrading
for them because they know that people behind them can
sense that.

Traditional role of women
Traveller women carry the burden of the majority of the domestic
responsibilities and care work, which may impact on their capability to
access higher education.
The role of Traveller women and the role of settled women
is different. And the stresses and strains and what they’re
expected to do are huge within the family.
I think it has to come from home, with support from
children and family because if you don’t have that, you’ll say
forget it. If no one gives you confidence, you won’t do it.
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What supported access to this higher education
course?
Support from the Traveller projects, family and friends, teaching staff
and the University were identified as the key factors to supporting
the women to positively participate in the Leadership course. Due to
the strong Traveller voice in the Leadership in the Community project,
positive interactions were at the heart of developing and delivering
the course.

> Project Support
The Traveller Projects played a key role in preparing
and supporting the women on the course.

> Inclusive Environment
ACE were flexible in adapting the course to respond
to students’ needs.

> Course Costs
The SOAR Project funded course fees, Access and
Participation funded course materials.

> Family and Class
Support from family and classmates helped the
women throughout the year.

> Teaching Staff
Teaching staff were non-judgemental, supportive and
approachable.

> Participation Costs
The STHN funded a participation allowance, Access
and Participation supported the women to apply to
the Student Assistance Fund.
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Impact on the women
Many of the women found their participation in the course had a
transformative effect on their everyday lives.
Everybody has used their learning in their home life and
struggles going on for them, so I think it was empowering in
some kind of a way.
Furthermore, their participation in the course was having a positive
effect on their children’s engagement in school and their future
aspirations.
I think you bringing back what you have learnt, it helps you
with your children then as well. You know if they see you
going out in the morning, they’re saying if mommy can do it
… why can’t I do it?
The women had a great sense of pride in what they had achieved
during the year.
The fact that so many stayed on, I’ve 3 children and I know
women with more stressful lives than me, some with 5
children, 6 children. Someone with a sick parent who made
the effort to stay on. That just makes it so clear how much
people realised it was so important.
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Minceirs Beoirs Toiree [Traveller Women Talk] –
A personal story
Case Study 1

“

I loved going to school when I was in primary school and I also had a positive

experience of my time in secondary school. I studied Childcare studies with the City and
Guilds Partnership Programme and earned a qualification in childcare studies. I worked in
a childcare centre for a number of years and I loved it.
When I heard about the Leadership in the Community course, I applied straight away
because I wanted to up-skill and expand my knowledge in Community Development.
Traveller women experience a lot of barriers to higher education due to childcare, access
to transport and literacy issues. There are some people on this course who left school at
a very early age, so we all have different levels, but we’d never leave anyone behind. We
are all in this together and support one another. My family is also very supportive. My
daughter even mentioned in her school that she was proud of me for doing the course.
Recently, I had to go into the school as my daughter was put on a reduced timetable
without my knowledge. I was told I should bring someone with me, but I felt that this
course had given me the confidence to deal with this issue myself. I went straight to the
principal and voiced my concerns. I told her that I was doing a course in UCC and that
when I dropped my daughter off in the morning, she was under their supervision and
she was not allowed off school grounds until school was over. And within two weeks, her
timetable was back to normal.
From doing this course, I have learned about new ideas and a lot more information
about rights to education and the supports available to access education. I feel that
that this course has given me the support and empowerment to tackle issues such
as discrimination. Next year, I am going to move on to the Diploma in Community
Leadership. I would love to see more lectures on UCC campus so I can feel part
of the university. Once I graduate, my ideal job would be supporting families from
disadvantaged backgrounds access education.
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”

Case Study 2

“

After my confirmation, I left school to help my mother. It was the thing that was done

at the time. But I still loved learning, so I went into the Training Centre when I was 13.
It was there that I learned to read, and I have been learning ever since. Ten years ago, I
went back and did my Leaving Certificate Applied. At the time, I didn’t know what the
Leaving Cert Applied was, but I knew it was a step forward. Education has always been
important to me.
When my own children were young, we lived in a trailer at the side of the road before
moving to a halting site in Mahon. I promised, I’d never allowed my children to be taken
out of class and washed. I refused to let the teachers even take the school uniforms off
the children to wash them. I went to the school and told them to leave the uniforms with
me and I would wash them. So, I’d go down to a stream and I’d wash the uniform and
I’d hang them up in the trailer to dry. All eight of my children did their Junior Certificate
that was my goal, to get my children to do their Junior Cert. Four of my children stayed in
school and did their Leaving Certificate.
It makes me so angry to hear people say that Travellers don’t value education. No one
knows what their circumstances are or what they are coming from. For a lot of Traveller
families, meeting basic needs is the priority but that doesn’t mean they don’t value
education.
When this Leadership course was designed for Travellers, a group of Traveller women,
I knew I would be able for it because it was designed to help us.The first week I was very
nervous. There were all these young people around UCC and a few of us were middleaged women. Even though we were a group of Traveller women together, I felt everyone
was looking at us. Everyone was telling us; we were part of UCC now, but I never felt we
were. I don’t feel like a UCC student. When I am telling people about the course, I say I
am doing a Leadership course in TVG. I never say I am doing a Leadership course in UCC.
TVG is part of the Traveller community, it connects us all and brings us closer together.
We wouldn’t have been able to do this course without the supports we are getting
from UCC, TVG and STHN. The additional study supports push us to do more ourselves.
Everyone has been very supportive, and they are all addressing our needs as they arise.

”

I will be 60 years old next year and I have never stopped learning.
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Supporting Traveller Access to Higher Education
Due to the success of this programme and the women’s aspiration to
progress further, a second year has been developed offering Level 7
accredited qualification in Leadership in the Community. This
programme demonstrates that a partnership approach between
Traveller projects and third level colleges can provide inclusive and
effective progression opportunities for Travellers. It also highlights what
other measures can be taken to improve access to higher education.

Barriers to accessing higher education
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•

Previous school experience

•

Structural inequalities

•

Concerns for safety due to experiences of racism and discrimination

•

Literacy and digital skills

•

Gender roles and childcare responsibilities

•

Financial barriers

•

Shame and misrecognition

How we addressed the barriers
•

Building a trusting relationship between Traveller organisations and the University

•

Working in partnership to develop and deliver the course

•

Providing Traveller Cultural Awareness Training for all staff supporting the initiative

•

Providing predevelopment support for the Traveller women on the course

•

Removing financial barriers and providing weekly payments to cover costs

•

Running the course during school times

•

Providing additional study support

•

Providing a safe and supportive learning environment

•

Having culturally appropriate assessments

•

Supporting Student Assistant Fund applications

•

Providing a workshop on Assistive Technology

Further actions to improve Traveller access to higher education
•

Adequate State funding needs to be provided for part-time learners to cover fees
and maintenance

•

IT grants or loans should be available to address the digital divide

•

Additional predevelopment programmes are needed to support student’s college
‘readiness’

•

Ongoing support around student’s literacy and digital skill development is needed,
including the use of assistive technology

•

Traveller culture should be made visible on campus, including but not exclusively
during events such as Equality week and Traveller Pride

The full evaluation report Pavee Beoir Leaders Traveller Women in Higher Education
can be found at www.soarforaccess.ie
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