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ABSTRACT 

Background 

This study addresses a two-dimensional problem: weaknesses in the 

provision of citizenship education in Irish Primary School; and increasing 

social distance between younger and older generations in Irish society. The 

thesis tested whether young children who participate in intergenerational 

learning collaborations would attain higher levels of civic literacy than 

children who were not involved in such collaborations; and whether desired 

outcomes for civic literacy could be conceptualised as young childrenôs 

civic engagement. Civic literacy refers to components of personal and social 

responsibility and leadership to take positive actions. The study was 

conducted in five schools in the west of Ireland: a control and four 

intervention-sites.  

Aims 

The study aimed to activate young childrenôs civic engagement and connect 

young and old in intergenerational learning collaborations through the civic 

literacy concept. 

Methods 

Using a mixed-methods embedded design (Creswell and Plano-Clark, 

2011), the study is informed by the living theory approach to action research 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) and uses óawareness-action-evaluationô 

(For·ige, 2010) as its reflective process. Analytical tools include: studentsô 

pre-/post-intervention civic literacy questionnaires; teachersô corresponding 

observational checklists; participant and key informant qualitative data; and 

researcher reflections. Analyses were processed using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 20) and MS Excel (2010). 
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Findings 

Measured between two time-points, academic year-beginning and year-end, 

significant improvement (pÒ0.01) was found for student self-reported civic 

literacy scores compared to a control group who did not participate in 

intergenerational collaborations. Teacher checklists corroborate student self-

reports. Non-significance was found for gender, year group and academic 

ability groupings. Quantitative results cannot be generalised because non-

probability sampling was used but the intervention programmes may have 

adaptability at primary level. Qualitative findings explained quantitative 

results which were then conceptualised, in light of the research literature, as 

young childrenôs civic engagement.  

Conclusion 

The study showed that intergenerational engagement was a successful 

vehicle for activating young childrenôs civic engagement in Irish Primary 

School. 

  



vii  

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS  

DECLARATION ........................................................................................... ii  

DEDICATION .............................................................................................. iii  

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .......................................................................... iii  

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................... v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ............................................................................. vii  

LIST OF TABLES ...................................................................................... xiii  

LIST OF FIGURES .................................................................................... xiv 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ..................................................................... xvi 

PROLOGUE .................................................................................................. 1 

CHAPTER ONE ............................................................................................ 3 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................... 3 

1.0 Overview .............................................................................................. 3 

1.1 Problem statement ................................................................................ 4 

1.1.1 Dimension-1: Weaknesses in provision of citizenship education at 

Irish Primary School ............................................................................... 4 

1.1.2 Dimension-2: Increasing social distance between young and old . 6 

1.1.3 Addressing the two-dimensional problem ..................................... 7 

1.2 Purpose statement ................................................................................. 8 

1.3 Significance of this research .............................................................. 12 

1.4 Thesis outline ..................................................................................... 12 

CHAPTER TWO ......................................................................................... 14 

CIVIC AND INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT......................... 14 

2.0 Introduction ........................................................................................ 14 

SECTION ONE: YOUNG CHILDRENôS CIVIC ENGAGEMENT .......... 14 

2.1 Understanding childhood ................................................................... 14 

2.2 Citizenship typologies ........................................................................ 17 

2.3 Civic Engagement .............................................................................. 20 

2.3.1 Youth development ...................................................................... 23 

2.3.2 Youth leadership development .................................................... 25 

2.3.3 Youth civic engagement .............................................................. 29 

2.4 The civic literacy concept: a learning tool of civic engagement ........ 42 

SECTION TWO: INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT ................. 54 



viii  

 

2.5 Intergenerational engagement: practice and programmes .................. 54 

2.6 History of intergenerational engagement ........................................... 56 

2.7 Categories and examples of intergenerational programming ............. 57 

2.8 Outcomes and limitations of intergenerational engagement .............. 60 

2.9 The toolkit of intergenerational programming: the 5 óRôs ................. 64 

2.10 Chapter summary ............................................................................. 66 

CHAPTER THREE ...................................................................................... 67 

THEORETICAL FOCI ................................................................................ 67 

3.0 Introduction ........................................................................................ 67 

3.1 Practice ............................................................................................... 69 

3.1.1 The living theory approach .......................................................... 69 

3.1.2 Philosophical assumptions underpinning living theory ............... 73 

3.1.3 Rationale for and critique of living theory................................... 75 

3.1.4 Relevance of living theory to an intergenerational practice ........ 77 

3.2 Active learning ................................................................................... 78 

3.2.1 Constructivist and social constructivist approaches .................... 79 

3.2.2 Diverse teaching strategies .......................................................... 85 

3.2.3 The interventions: a rationale ...................................................... 86 

3.2.4 Evaluation of active learning ....................................................... 90 

3.3 Theory of Action ................................................................................ 91 

3.3.1 Action as new initiations, interactions and relationships ............. 92 

3.3.2 Action as speech, identity and agency ......................................... 93 

3.3.3 Action as narrative ....................................................................... 94 

3.3.4 Action in context of young childrenôs civic engagement ............ 95 

3.4 Linking educational values and theoretical foci ................................. 95 

3.4.1 Practice......................................................................................... 96 

3.4.2 Connectedness ............................................................................. 97 

3.4.3 Dialogue ....................................................................................... 97 

3.5 Chapter summary ............................................................................... 99 

CHAPTER FOUR ...................................................................................... 100 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS ....................................................... 100 

4.0 Introduction ...................................................................................... 100 

SECTION ONE: METHODOLOGY ........................................................ 100 



ix 

 

4.1 Mixed-Methods Design .................................................................... 100 

4.1.1. Embedded mixed-methods design ............................................ 100 

4.1.2 Philosophical assumptions underpinning mixed methods ......... 102 

4.1.3 Section summary........................................................................ 103 

SECTION TWO: METHODS ................................................................... 105 

4.2 Ethical considerations ...................................................................... 105 

4.3 Sampling procedures ........................................................................ 106 

4.4 The quantitative stream: data management ...................................... 109 

4.4.1 Validity and reliability ............................................................... 110 

4.4.2 Parametric vs. non-parametric options ...................................... 114 

4.4.3 Normality ................................................................................... 114 

4.4.4 Minimising errors ...................................................................... 116 

4.5 The qualitative stream: practice and data management.................... 117 

4.5.3 Practice....................................................................................... 117 

4.5.4 Data management ...................................................................... 128 

4.6 Volunteer profile .............................................................................. 135 

4.7 Chapter summary: the research questions ........................................ 136 

CHAPTER FIVE ........................................................................................ 138 

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS AND ANALYSES .................................... 138 

5.0 Introduction ...................................................................................... 138 

5.1 Theme One: Personal Responsibility ............................................... 140 

5.1.1 Moral Responsibility.................................................................. 141 

5.1.2 Conventional Responsibility ...................................................... 141 

5.1.3 Overview: Personal Responsibility ............................................ 142 

5.2 Theme Two: Civic Responsibility .................................................... 144 

5.2.1 Concern for Others..................................................................... 144 

5.2.2 Value of Group Work ................................................................ 145 

5.2.3 Care for Community .................................................................. 146 

5.2.4 Appreciation of Diversity .......................................................... 146 

5.2.5 Environmental Stewardship ....................................................... 147 

5.2.6 Overview: Civic Responsibility ................................................. 148 

5.3 Theme Three: Leadership ................................................................. 150 

5.3.1 Leadership Efficacy ................................................................... 150 



x 

 

5.3.2 Civic/Critical Thinking Skills .................................................... 151 

5.3.3 Civic Participation ..................................................................... 151 

5.3.4 Overview: Leadership ................................................................ 153 

5.4 The civic literacy concept ................................................................ 154 

5.5 The research hypothesis ................................................................... 156 

5.6 Limitations of the quantitative tools ................................................. 159 

5.7 Chapter summary ............................................................................. 161 

CHAPTER SIX .......................................................................................... 163 

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS AND ANALYSES ...................................... 163 

6.0 Introduction ...................................................................................... 163 

6.1 Theme One: Personal Responsibility ............................................... 165 

6.1.1 Moral Responsibility.................................................................. 165 

6.1.2 Conventional Responsibility ...................................................... 167 

6.1.3 Overview: Personal Responsibility ............................................ 173 

6.2 Theme Two: Civic Responsibility .................................................... 174 

6.2.1 Concern for Others..................................................................... 175 

6.2.2 Value of Group Work ................................................................ 182 

6.2.3 Care for Community .................................................................. 185 

6.2.4 Appreciating Diversity ............................................................... 192 

6.2.5 Environmental Stewardship ....................................................... 196 

6.2.6 Overview: Civic Responsibility ................................................. 202 

6.3 Theme Three: Leadership ................................................................. 203 

6.3.1 Leadership Efficacy ................................................................... 203 

6.3.2 Civic Thinking ........................................................................... 209 

6.3.3 Civic Participation ..................................................................... 217 

6.3.4 Overview: Leadership ................................................................ 234 

6.4 Benefits of intergenerational collaborations for older people .......... 235 

6.5 Quantitative vs. qualitative: convergence or divergence? ................ 239 

6.6 Chapter summary ............................................................................. 240 

CHAPTER SEVEN .................................................................................... 242 

DISCUSSION ............................................................................................ 242 

7.0 Introduction ...................................................................................... 242 

SECTION ONE: CIVIC ENGAGEMENT ................................................ 242 



xi 

 

7.1 Youth development .......................................................................... 243 

7.1.1 Positive youth development ....................................................... 244 

7.1.2 An assets-based approach to youth development ...................... 245 

7.2 Youth leadership .............................................................................. 246 

7.2.1 Pro-social skills .......................................................................... 247 

7.2.2 Leadership opportunities............................................................ 250 

7.2.3 Action......................................................................................... 252 

7.3 Youth civic engagement ................................................................... 253 

7.3.1 Democratic youth participation ................................................. 254 

7.3.2 Belonging and connectedness .................................................... 255 

7.3.3 Social support and resilience ..................................................... 260 

7.3.4 Social justice youth development .............................................. 261 

7.4 Summary: Civic engagement ........................................................... 264 

SECTION TWO: INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT ............... 266 

7.5 The intergenerational programming toolkit: the 5 óRôs ................... 266 

7.6 The sixth R: Réasúnaíocht ............................................................... 268 

7.7 Summary: Intergenerational engagement ......................................... 270 

7.8 Key Learning: what is now known .................................................. 270 

CHAPTER EIGHT .................................................................................... 274 

CONCLUSION .......................................................................................... 274 

8.0 Introduction ...................................................................................... 274 

8.1 Study overview ................................................................................. 274 

8.2 Research problem revisited and research recommendations ............ 277 

8.3 Study limitations .............................................................................. 281 

8.4 Study challenges ............................................................................... 282 

8.5 Conclusion: key learnings ................................................................ 284 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................... 286 

APPENDICES ........................................................................................... 313 

APPENDIX 1: Letter to Boards of Management ................................... 313 

APPENDIX 2: Information sheet for Boards of Management .............. 314 

APPENDIX 3: Information sheet for Third/Fourth Class ...................... 315 

APPENDIX 4: Consent form: Third/Fourth Class ................................. 316 

APPENDIX 5: Information sheet for parents/guardians ........................ 317 



xii  

 

APPENDIX 6: Consent form for parents/guardians .............................. 318 

APPENDIX 7: Information sheet for class teachers .............................. 319 

APPENDIX 8: Consent form for class teachers ..................................... 320 

APPENDIX 9: Information sheet for volunteers ................................... 321 

APPENDIX 10: Consent Form for volunteers ....................................... 322 

APPENDIX 11: Sample work scheme ................................................... 323 

APPENDIX 12: Sample lesson plan ...................................................... 324 

APPENDIX 13: Profile of volunteers/cuairteoirí .................................. 325 

APPENDIX 14: Record of interventions ............................................... 327 

APPENDIX 15: Student questionnaire (Chi et al., 2006, pp.29-31) ...... 331 

APPENDIX 16: Teacher checklist (Chi et al., 2006, pp.36-37) ............ 334 

APPENDIX 17: Tests for normality ...................................................... 336 

APPENDIX 18: Plan of civic literacy themed interventions ................. 337 

APPENDIX 19: Template for qualitative data collection ...................... 338 

APPENDIX 20: Sample SPSS results: excerpts showing significance . 339 

APPENDIX 21: Principalôs evaluation at year-end ............................... 344 

APPENDIX 22: Sample qualitative data ............................................... 345 

  



xiii  

 

LIST  OF TABLES 

Table 2.1: Continuum of youth civic engagement (adapted: FYCO, 2003) 22 

Table 2.2: Reciprocal intergenerational needs (Newman and Smith,1997). 62 

Table 2.3: Theory of life-stages (Erikson, 1963) ......................................... 63 

Table 3.1: Kolbôs experiential learning cycle .............................................. 90 

Table 3.2: Theoretical foci and related values ............................................. 96 

Table 4.1: Sampling procedure .................................................................. 108 

Table 4.2: Pearsonôs between-themes correlation: questionnaire .............. 112 

Table 4.3: Pearson's between-themes correlations: checklist .................... 112 

Table 4.4: Decision regarding the null hypothesis (H) ............................. 116 

Table 4.5: Levels of evidence (adapted: Veerman and van Yperen, 2007) 118 

Table 4.6: The óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010, pp.37-71) . 123 

Table 5.1: Personal Responsibility: Moral Responsibility ......................... 141 

Table 5.2: Personal Responsibility: Conventional Responsibility ............. 142 

Table 5.3: Civic Responsibility: Concern for others .................................. 145 

Table 5.4: Civic Responsibility: Valuing Group Work ............................. 145 

Table 5.5: Civic Responsibility: Care for Community .............................. 146 

Table 5.6: Civic Responsibility: Appreciation of Diversity....................... 146 

Table 5.7: Environmental Stewardship ...................................................... 147 

Table 5.8: Leadership: Leadership Efficacy .............................................. 150 

Table 5.9: Leadership: Civic/Critical Thinking ......................................... 151 

Table 5.10: Subthemes within Civic Participation ..................................... 152 

Table 5.11: Leadership: Civic Participation .............................................. 152 

Table 5.12: Academic ability levels: Lowest vs. Average ......................... 158 

Table 5.13: Academic ability levels: Lowest vs. Highest .......................... 159 

 

  



xiv 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1.1: Flowchart of mixed-methods procedures .................................. 11 

Figure 2.1: The civic engagement continuum (adapted: FYCO, 2003) ....... 40 

Figure 2.2: The civic literacy concept .......................................................... 52 

Figure 3.1: Theoretical foci .......................................................................... 68 

Figure 3.2: Learner types (Honey and Mumford, 1986) .............................. 91 

Figure 4.1: Embedded design (adapted: Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011) 104 

Figure 4.2: Cronbachôs alpha for reliability of civic literacy themes ........ 113 

Figure 4.3: Reflection cycles (permanent tsb Foróige, 2012, p.4). ............ 121 

Figure 4.4: Volunteersô educational profile ............................................... 135 

Figure 4.5: Volunteersô career profiles ...................................................... 135 

Figure 4.6: Volunteersô age profile ............................................................ 136 

Figure 4.7: Volunteersô gender profile ....................................................... 136 

Figure 5.1: Formulae for magnitude of effect size ..................................... 139 

Figure 5.2: Personal Responsibility: studentsô self-reported scores .......... 143 

Figure 5.3: Personal Responsibility: teachersô observations of pupils ...... 143 

Figure 5.4: Civic Responsibility: studentsô self-reported scores ............... 148 

Figure 5.5: Civic Responsibility: teachersô observations of pupils ........... 149 

Figure 5.6: Leadership: studentsô self-reported scores .............................. 153 

Figure 5.7: Leadership: teachersô observations of pupils .......................... 154 

Figure 5.8: Comparative scores for óThe Civic Literacy Conceptô ............ 155 

Figure 5.9: Intervention vs. Control Group: interquartile profile .............. 160 

Figure 6.1: Practice: sewing on a button .................................................... 172 

Figure 6.2: A pupil learns how to give social support ............................... 180 

Figure 6.3: A parentôs evaluation of her childôs learning .......................... 181 

Figure 6.4: Practice: young and old learning to weave .............................. 182 

Figure 6.5: Practice: Weaving .................................................................... 183 

Figure 6.6: Connectedness: Knitting Trauma Teddies for sick children ... 186 

Figure 6.7: A pupil testifies to meeting deadlines...................................... 186 

Figure 6.8: Practice: Learning to sew ........................................................ 190 

Figure 6.9: Dialogue: Learning to speak a European language ................. 193 

Figure 6.10: Dialogue: inclusion of another through French language ..... 193 

Figure 6.11: Connectedness: pollination and the orchid ............................ 196 

Figure 6.12: Civic action on behalf of the orchid ...................................... 198 

Figure 6.13: Reflections of a fourth-class boy on initiating civic action ... 199 

Figure 6.14: Parentôs testimony to her sonôs civic action .......................... 201 

Figure 6.15: Working through word-meanings .......................................... 204 

Figure 6.16: Reflections to convey educative influence to another ........... 208 

Figure 6.17: Developing predictive skills using an artefact ....................... 209 

Figure 6.18: An interview excerpt: problem-solving and analytical skills 211 

Figure 6.19: An interview excerpt: example of critical thinking ............... 212 

Figure 6.20: Connectedness: recognising trees .......................................... 214 



xv 

 

Figure 6.21: Connectedness: An evacuee recounts the horrors of war ...... 218 

Figure 6.22: Freedom of thought ............................................................... 221 

Figure 6.23: Dialogue: child-teachers of iPad ........................................... 223 

Figure 6.24: Connectedness in stone .......................................................... 225 

Figure 6.25: A teacher reflects on the creative writing intervention .......... 228 

Figure 6.26: Dialogue: Interview Day ....................................................... 229 

Figure 6.27: Dialogue: Ni neart go cur le chéile ....................................... 231 

Figure 6.28: Dialogue: Cuairteoir narrates the concept of cooperation .... 232 

Figure 6.29: Dialogue: educative influence through proverb .................... 233 

Figure 7.1: The civic engagement continuum (adapted: FYCO, 2003) ..... 243 

Figure 7.2: The 6óRsô of meaningful intergenerational engagement ......... 269 

  



xvi 

 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS  

BJF: Beth Johnson Foundation, UK 

CSO: Central Statistics Office 

FCYO: Funders Collaborate on Youth Organising (2003) 

GOI: Government of Ireland 

MI: Multiple Intelligences 

SPHE: Social Personal Health Education 

UN: United Nations 

UNCRC: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (the Convention) 

Young and Old: young children (third- and fourth-class, modal age nine 

years) and retired older people (aged 60 years and over).  

Irish  term 

Na cuairteoirí: the visitors or older people, i.e., volunteers 

  



1 

 

PROLOGUE 

I am a retired secondary school teacher who taught Accounting, Economics, 

Business, Mathematics and Music. The first thirty-two years were joyfully 

spent with the Sisters of Mercy from whom I learned the value of lifelong 

learning. I latterly taught in a merged co-educational community college of 

which the Convent of Mercy was intended to be part. Reflecting now, with 

the benefit of hindsight, the greatest work I could have done for my 

students, had I the opportunity then, was to have taught them the skills and 

dispositions of civic literacy, namely personal and civic responsibility, and 

leadership skills to make a positive difference. However, curricular restraint 

was a prohibiting factor. Nowadays, with time to invest, I endeavour to 

contribute to the development of primary school childrenôs civic 

engagement because I believe that retired older people might help in 

activating it with and for them.  

This study is prompted by MA research (Hanmore-Cawley, 2010) which 

tested whether intergenerational music-related activities could develop civic 

literacy skills in adolescents. An action research project, the research sample 

included 22 students (2
nd 

Year; modal age 13 years), in musical interaction 

with 20 residents in a nursing home, and, with 22 retired volunteers (aged 

60 years and over) who visited the school to partner with students in 

learning exchanges through music, computers, and business studies. 

Quantitative results showed significantly improved scores for studentsô civic 

literacy skills. Qualitative data corroborated quantitative results. 

Intergenerational engagement gave students the confidence to participate in 

a range of learning activities which emanated from participation in music-

making, thereby enhancing their learning in other areas (e.g., English and 

History). Teachers confirmed that students were more motivated to learn 

related subjects because whole classes benefitted from participantsô 

contributions to classroom discussion on topics in which they gained real-

life insight from learning with older people who lived through, for example, 

world wars, the Easter Rising 1916, and the Great Depression 1929-1932. 

Teachers found that participantsô oral/written communication skills showed 
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improvement reflected in better than usual year-end projects based on local 

history and literature. Parents/guardians generally testified that the project 

taught their son/daughter respect for older people and for their lifeôs 

experiences. 

A limitation of the MA study was that it lacked a control group against 

which to compare the quantitative results. It also lacked reflective 

explanations from adolescents and older people on how adolescents learned 

civic literacy skills. From a class of 71 invited to volunteer for extra-

curricular activity, 22 consented to participate. Thence, they may have been 

more positively disposed towards music-related activities and older people 

which might have explained their participation.  

This doctoral study considerably extends the work done for the Masters. It 

encompasses five primary schools, one of which is a control, and two of 

which are pilots to the other two. Mediated through intergenerational 

learning collaborations, it involves hands-on civic learning.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION  

1.0 Overview 

This study concerns activating young childrenôs civic engagement, i.e., 

óworking to make a difference in the civic life of our communities and 

developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values and motivations to 

make that differenceô (Ehrlich, 2000, p.vi). Thus, the term óyoung childrenôs 

civic engagementô is understood as actions undertaken by young children so 

as to make a positive difference in the world. The thesis is that young pupils 

who participate in intergenerational learning collaborations would improve 

in skills and dispositions of civic literacy besides pupils who were not 

involved in such collaborations. Civic literacy, in this study, is the 

teaching/learning tool of civic engagement. Civic literacy refers to 

ócomponents of personal responsibility, caring for others and for the 

community, and leadership to take positive actionsô (Chi, Jastrzab and 

Melchior, 2006, p.6). 

The study extends over an academic year in each of four schools, two of 

which are pilots to the other two and also includes a control group some 60 

miles distant. The schools nestle under Na Corrsléibhte in a rural town in 

the west of Ireland. Here, young children in third- and fourth-class (with a 

modal age of nine years), and retired older people (aged 60 years and more), 

referred to interchangeably as óyoung and oldô, collaborate in learning 

exchanges aimed at activating young childrenôs civic engagement through 

the civic literacy concept. Intergenerational practice was mediated through 

curricular content using: music and dance; arts and crafts; creative writing; 

local history and story-telling; environmental awareness; and information 

and communications technology (ICT). The idea was that interventions 

would be devised by the research-practitioner, in consultation with the 

participants and teachers. Young and old would then collaborate to derive 

desired outcomes for civic literacy and, by extension, lead to the activation 

of young childrenôs civic engagement. 
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This is an action research project, informed by the living theory approach 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) and incorporates óawareness-action-

evaluationô reflective processes (Foróige, 2010). With the living theory 

approach, research-practitioners investigate their own practice to produce 

living theories, i.e., their own explanations for what they are doing and why. 

The author is the research-practitioner, a term inferring the dual-function of 

researcher and practitioner in action research (Reason and Bradbury, 2008). 

The rest of this chapter outlines the research problem and proposed solution 

(1.1), followed by the purpose statement (1.2), and potential significance of 

this research (1.3). The chapter ends with a thesis outline (1.4). 

1.1 Problem statement  

A two-dimensional problem has been identified: weaknesses in the 

provision of citizenship education in Irish Primary School; and increasing 

social distance between young and old. 

1.1.1 Dimension-1: Weaknesses in provision of citizenship education 

at Irish Primary School 

The Irish Primary School curriculum in Social Personal Health and 

Education (Government of Ireland/GOI/SPHE, 1999a, p.2) aims to facilitate 

opportunities for the child óto create and maintain supportive relationships 

and become an active and responsible citizen in societyéô. However, while 

the intention is clear, the Inspectorate Evaluation Studies: Promoting the 

Quality of Learning (GOI, 2009), which evaluated the provision of SPHE in 

Irish Primary School, found weaknesses in the provision of SPHE 

education, particularly in the Developing Citizenship strand. Forty primary 

schools with four or more mainstream class teachers were investigated in 

173 class settings involving 1013 pupils. Interviews with principals and 

teaching staff, and focus group interviews with representative samples of 

pupils, were conducted in each school. Written questionnaires were 

completed by pupils. 

The Inspectorate found that in over 30 per cent of cases (n=173), ólearning 

in the Myself and the Wider World strand was irregular and limitedô (p.26) 
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and in some cases óthere was no evidence of content from éMyself and the 

Wider World [Developing Citizenship is a sub-strand] being addressed at 

allô (p.49) and, óthis strand was addressed less regularly and less thoroughly 

[than others]ô (p.87). Particularly, the provision of learning opportunities 

with regard to wider communities, including national and European 

communities, was ósignificantly less evident in schoolsô (p.49). The 

Inspectorate judged that in about 12 per cent of classrooms observed, pupils 

were not afforded adequate opportunities to acquire values, attitudes and 

skills necessary for developing citizenship because of the narrow range of 

active-learning approaches applied: óthe lesson was overly teacher-directed 

and the pupils were provided with inadequate opportunities to explore the 

topic under discussion in an in-depth mannerô (p.57). Additionally, there 

was evidence of ófailure to link the issues being addressed to pupilsô direct 

experiences and as a result pupilsô ability to transfer their learning to other 

situations was limitedô (p.57). Besides, while findings showed that óthere 

was scope for development with regard to the range of active-learning 

approaches éteachers drew from a relatively narrow rangeô (p.90).  

The Inspectorate further judged that, in nearly 25 per cent of cases, 

approaches to collaborative learning were not satisfactory because, in some 

classrooms, insufficient opportunities were provided for pupils to work 

collaboratively. Furthermore, there was dissatisfaction expressed around 

how collaborations were structured because there was evidence of ófailure to 

allocate distinct roles and responsibilities to individual group members to 

facilitate the effective working of the group as a whole and the achievement 

of the assigned task and the lesson objectiveô (p.55). Studentsô 

questionnaires and focus group responses substantiated the inspectorsô 

findings because only ó5% of schools sought pupilsô views in the SPHE 

planning processô (p.84). The Inspectorate explained that weaker delivery 

óis due in some measure to the lesser availability of relevant resources and 

teachersô dependence on the provision of such [commercial] materials to aid 

curriculum implementationô (p.30). 

Overall, the Inspectorateôs report revealed that weaknesses in the provision 

of SPHE education were caused, in some cases, by: aspects of citizenship 
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not being addressed at all; didactic rather than active 

collaborative/cooperative learning approaches with limited linkage of lesson 

content to pupilsô direct experiences; inadequate in-depth discussion among 

pupils; difficulties in managing pupilsô contributions effectively during 

lessons; and pupils in some cases not being afforded adequate opportunities 

to acquire values, attitudes and skills of citizenship.  

1.1.2 Dimension-2: Increasing social distance between young and old 

The perception exists of an increasing social distance between generations, 

with this attributed by some to óa discontinuity between generations, by the 

changes in the family structure, and the individualist dimension of modern 

societyô (ENIL, 2012, p.35). It is seen to originate in demographic and 

social factors. In the European Union, average life expectancy at birth has 

risen to 79.7 years due to improved standards of living, education and 

advances in healthcare (TOY, 2013; Eurostat, 2012). Although older people 

are living longer, some argue that many are increasingly isolated from 

family members and younger generations because of óurbanisation, 

migration, family breakdown and increasing spread of extended networks of 

families across communities and continentsô (TOY, 2013, p.9). 

Additionally, family structure is changing from the traditional nuclear 

format to more differentiated structures connected to diverse cultural 

backgrounds and family models. Family size has declined ófollowing a 

general decrease in total fertility levels across virtually every European 

nationô (Beier et al., 2006, p.7). Consequently, social and demographic 

changes are affecting the lives, relationships and learning opportunities of 

young children. While generations remain connected vertically in the 

óbeanpole familyô (more familial generations living), they are disconnected 

horizontally in growing up with fewer opportunities for connections to 

diverse age groups (TOY, 2013; ENIL, 2012). This is all happening at a 

time when the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon invites European Union member states 

to óstrengthen intergenerational solidarity as one of the most important 

aspects to enhance social cohesion and the development of a participatory 

culture where women and men of all ages take partô (Council of the 

European Union, 2010). 
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Advocates of intergenerational programmes further argue that Governments 

are contributing to the disconnectedness of young and old through their 

policies and services which target age groups and issues in ways that are by 

their nature disjointed and discriminatory (Hatton-Yeo, 2006). 

Consequently, the separation of generations into same-age institutions and 

spaces, such as pre-schools and retirement homes, increases the likelihood 

that young children and older people may miss out on opportunities for 

learning from each other (TOY, 2013). Such age-segregation has the effect 

that, in Ireland, for example, there is a growing tendency for the generations 

to associate with and value their contemporaries to the exclusion of other 

age-groups (Ageing Well Network, 2012). Eurostat (2011) carried out a 

survey in 2009 which found that 63.8 per cent of the EU-27 population 

(aged 15 years and over) believed that there were not enough opportunities 

for older and younger people to meet and collaborate on intergenerational 

initiatives. Twenty-seven per cent of EU-respondents agreed that their 

government was doing a good job on promoting intergenerational initiatives 

but 45 per cent of Irish respondents strongly disagreed with the statement 

that the Irish government was doing enough to promote intergenerational 

engagement in any form. National organisations focusing solely on 

intergenerational learning exist only in Germany and the United Kingdom 

(ENIL, 2012) whereas in Ireland intergenerational engagement is óvery 

much in its infancyô (p.26). 

1.1.3 Addressing the two-dimensional problem 

By bringing young and old together for learning collaborations, both get 

opportunities for active participation, thereby enhancing possibilities to 

become part of the solution to each otherôs problem. 

The SPHE (GOI/SPHE Teacher Guidelines, 1999b, pp.54-58) curriculum 

aligns well with the possibility of intergenerational collaboration in that it 

óenables schools toéwork with the home and the community in 

implementing a school-based [SPHE] programmeô (p.2) and encourages 

schools to ó[enlist] the support of different groups or individuals in the 

communityô (p.33). Timetabling allows approximately 30 minutes per week 
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for SPHE which is cross-curricular and therefore can be integrated into 

other learning domains. 

In response to the Inspectorateôs report (GOI, 2009) which revealed 

weaknesses in the provision of citizenship education at primary level, this 

study offers opportunities to young and old to collaborate on civic literacy 

based activities intended to connect the two generations. Bearing in mind 

the civic engagement of young children and the intergenerational 

engagement of young and old, the aims and objectives of this study direct 

the central research question to follow. 

1.2 Purpose statement 

Aims 

The two-dimensional problem already outlined is the source of the two aims 

for the study, namely: 

1. To activate young childrenôs civic engagement; 

2. To connect young and old through the civic literacy concept. 

Objectives 

The study plans to achieve its aims through the following stages: 

1. Design an intergenerational learning programme of interventions 

appropriate for young children, informed by academic literature on youth 

civic engagement, intergenerational engagement, theories of practice, 

learning and action (Chapters Two, Three and Four); 

2. Measure changes in pupilsô civic skills and dispositions over an 

academic year (Chapter Five); and explain outcomes that are referenced 

to the programme of interventions (Chapter Six); 

3. Explain, in light of the literature, how desired outcomes for the 

civic literacy concept might be conceptualised as young childrenôs 

civic engagement; and how intergenerational learning collaborations 

might be a contributory factor (Chapter Seven).  
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Central research question 

The central research question follows from the aims and objectives and 

gives the study its direction: 

To what extent and in what ways can participation in 

intergenerational learning collaborations activate young childrenôs 

civic engagement? 

The central research question will be further developed on consultation with 

the research literature (Chapters 2-4). 

The research design chosen for this study was embedded mixed-methods 

design (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). The embedded aspect constitutes 

an action research based practice, informed by the living theory approach 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006), with óawareness-action-evaluationô 

reflective cycles (Foróige, 2010). Intergenerational learning collaborations 

represent the practice. Embedded design suits this study being schools-

based, and requiring reflective cycles that question and amend practice.  

Quantitative data measured to what extent pupils acquired desired outcomes 

for civic literacy. Childrenôs self-reported scores, and student observational 

checklists maintained by class teachers, were measured at two time-points: 

academic year-beginning (September) and year-end (June). Qualitative data 

represented explanations offered by participants (pupils and older 

volunteers), key informants (class teachers/principals and parents/guardians) 

and the research-practitioner on how desired outcomes for civic literacy 

were derived. Qualitative data collection occurred before, during and after 

the intervention phase of the study. The qualitative dataset provided 

supplemental support to the quantitative dataset. The rationale for choosing 

mixed-methods was that a single dataset would not be sufficient to respond 

to the central research question because different data require different 

interpretations. Accordingly, supplemental qualitative data were needed to 

answer secondary research questions within the predominantly quantitative 

study. Reasons for including the qualitative data are tied to, but different 

from, the primary purpose of the quantitative aspect and explain whether or 
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how an intergenerational learning practice might have contributed desired 

outcomes for the civic literacy concept. A flowchart illustrates the 

embedded mixed-methods design (see Figure 1.1). 

Note: óQUAN (qual)ô is the code for embedding qualitative data within a 

primary quantitative framework (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007, p.68).
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Figure 1.1: Flowchart of mixed-methods procedures 

Quasi-experimental 

embedded MM design 

QUAN(qual) 

Interventions or 

intergenerational practice 

(action research) 

(The arts) 

Quantitative 

before 

Quantitative 

after 

Qualitative 

before 

Qualitative 

during 

Qualitative 

after 



12 

 

1.3 Significance of this research 

This study may interest policy makers, educators, children, older people and 

the organisations representing them, and parents/guardians. To this 

researcherôs knowledge, there is no known civic-literacy-themed 

intergenerational research study conducted to date which tests and explores 

young childrenôs civic activation in Irish Primary School. Besides, this 

study contributes research with rather than on children, thereby making 

them responsible for explanations of their learning through the living theory 

approach to action research (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006). 

This study may interest education providers/users (teachers, principals, 

school-support services, curriculum developers and policy-makers) in 

finding possible solutions to identified challenges in delivering aspects of 

the SPHE curriculum. 

This study may interest older peopleôs organisations (e.g., Active 

Retirement Ireland, Age & Opportunity, Age Action Ireland) as an exemplar 

for older peopleôs participation through intergenerational initiatives. 

 Parents/guardians and/or parentsô organisations (e.g., National Parents 

Council) may be interested in intergenerational collaborations that enhance 

curricular content through the civic literacy concept. 

1.4 Thesis outline 

The thesis follows a traditional outline. The research problem, problem 

statement, and research design have already been explained. Chapter Two 

presents two categories of literature as they relate to the research problem: 

young childrenôs civic engagement; and intergenerational engagement. 

Ways of understanding childhood are first discussed, followed by a section 

examining youth civic engagement. The literature then addresses the 

intergenerational concept, its evolution, a critique of pertinent 

intergenerational programmes, and ways to connect young and old. Chapter 

Three discusses the theoretical foci of practice, social learning, and action as 

well as this researcherôs educational values which drive the study, namely 

practice, connectedness and dialogue. Chapter Four explains the 
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methodology and methods for the study. It addresses embedded mixed-

methods design. It discusses data collection, methods of analysis, 

integration and discussion. It further addresses ethical considerations, 

participant profiles, quality, rigour, robustness, research sites, and a 

description of the intervention programmes. The quantitative results are 

reported in Chapter Five. The qualitative findings are presented in Chapter 

Six. Chapter Seven discusses how outcomes for civic literacy can be 

conceptualised as activation of young childrenôs civic engagement. Chapter 

Eight draws the thesis to a close by considering issues arising from the 

research that are worthy of further consideration, and key learning that can 

be identified in light of the study.  
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CHAPTER TWO  

CIVIC AND INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT  

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter discusses civic and intergenerational engagement in two 

sections. Section One addresses young childrenôs civic engagement and 

Section Two addresses intergenerational engagement. 

SECTION ONE: YOUNG CHILDRENôS CIVIC ENGAGEMENT  

In reviewing young childrenôs civic engagement, this section discusses 

understandings of childhood (2.1); citizenship typologies (2.2); civic 

engagement (2.3); and the civic literacy concept as a learning tool to 

activate young childrenôs civic engagement (2.4). 

2.1 Understanding childhood 

How childhood is viewed is important because óour understanding of 

childrenôs relationship to citizenship is rooted in how we perceive childrenô 

(Lister, 2007, p.697). In Ireland, under-18s are legally regarded as children. 

James et al. (1998) organised the discourse on childhood along lines of pre-

sociological and sociological perspectives. The difference is that pre-

sociological approaches consider a óview of childhood outside oféthe 

social context within which the child residesô (p.10), whereas ósociety 

shapes the individualô (p.23) from sociological perspectives. 

Pre-sociological understandings of childhood see the child as innocent, 

immanent, naturally developing, and/or unconscious (James et al., 1998). 

Puritanical discourse (Hobbes, cited in James et al., 1998) views children as 

óharbourers of potentially dark forces which risk being mobilised iféthe 

adult world allows them to veer away from the 'straight and narrow' path 

that civilisation has bequeathed to themô (p.10). This innocent child is óto be 

exorcised by programmes of discipline and punishmentô (p.10). The idea of 

childhood innocence operates through two further understandings of 



15 

 

childhood ï the tabula rasa (blank slate) and the Romantic. To John Locke 

(cited in James et al., 1998), the child is a blank slates who could, with 

guidance and training, become rational in future; to Rousseau (cited in 

James et al., 1998) he embodies innocence and natural goodness only 

contaminated by the outside world from which he needs to be protected so 

as to express himself freely and creatively. Piaget (cited in Wood, 1998) 

sees the child as naturally developing, believing that all children pass 

through a series of developmental stages constructing knowledge through 

adaptation to their environment. Thence, through assimilation (meshing new 

knowledge with previous knowledge) and accommodation (modifying old 

knowledge to meet newly assimilated knowledge), the child is in a continual 

process of cognitive self-correction or equilibration. The unconscious child 

has its origins in the work of Sigmund Freud (Wilkinson, 2003). Within the 

model, óchildhood is once again dispossessed of intentionality andé 

absorbed into a vocabulary of drives and instincts, with sexuality becoming 

the major dimension in the development of selfô (James et al., 1998, p.21). 

This image perceives childhood as óa source of unconscious energy which, 

if thwarted to any major extent, results in deviant...behaviourô (Wilkinson, 

2003, p.110). Children viewed the Freudian way are highly self-centred, and 

consideration of others is minimal. Rather, emphasis is on their unconscious 

instincts in their learning and participation (Wilkinson, 2003). In all of the 

above there is a perception of children becoming rational beings of the 

future (James et al., 1998) namely, óbecomingsô (Qvortrup, 1994), or future 

citizens. Past understandings disregarded the current understanding of the 

sociological child as todayôs citizen (Dunne, 2005; Neale, 2004). 

The sociological child belongs to the socially constructed, social-structured, 

tribal and/or minority group (James et al., 1998). The socially constructed 

perspective infers that all learning occurs through the cognitive effort an 

individual asserts during the process of integrating information alongside 

prior understandings (Doolittle and Camp, 1999). The social-structural 

model recognises that there are certain universal characteristics inherent in 

structures of all societies which influence particular social groups. Children 

may vary from one society to another, but within each they are a uniform 
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body of social actors with uniform needs and rights. By comparison, the 

tribal child inhabits a world where his/her own rules and agendas are 

learned from his/her peers and are distinct from adults. He learns through 

his own culture. His autonomy is best illustrated in his engagement with 

digital technology as a ódigital nativeô besides the adult ódigital immigrantô, 

(Prensky, 2001, p.1). Recognising children as tribal acknowledges their 

difference. Research on the tribal child can be misleading unless researchers 

inhabit the child-world to claim knowledge of their ways of knowing, as 

otherwise the researchersô lens may contaminate evidence (Morrow and 

Richards, 2002). Lastly, the minority child conveys the notion of 

powerlessness and inequality with adults (Oakley, 1994). Oakley positions 

children as powerless, disadvantaged and oppressed whereby they are 

recipients of imposed disadvantages, not getting equal rights with adults. 

Thence, power relations are challenged, ónot from an intrinsic interest in 

childhoodébutéfrom an indictment of a social structure and an 

accompanying dominant ideologyô (Jenks, 2009, p.109). 

Overall, the sociological child is a product of his environment and, 

therefore, capable of citizenship today (Neale, 2004). He is órich in 

potential, strong, powerful, competent and most of all connected to adults 

and to other childrenô (Malaguzzi, 1993, p.10). He is a young researcher 

actively seeking to interpret the world: a co-constructor of knowledge 

(Dahlberg et al., 1999). Such understandings challenge the pre-sociological 

perception of the child as innocent, immanent, naturally developing and/or 

unconscious. Neale (2004, p.9) sees todayôs children as óyoung citizens with 

an active contribution to make to societyô: people in their own right in need 

of recognition, respect and participation; and capable of influencing their 

own childhoods. Studies show that children can be care-givers, not just care-

recipients (e.g., Becker et al., 1998; Haugen, 2007; Lister, 2007) often 

described as responsible, capable, competent, and trustworthy in ways 

generally not ascribed to children (Morrow, 1994, 2008). Viewing children 

through the lens of their childhood recognises them as young people with 

strengths and competencies which are ónot linked simply to age but borne 

out of social experiences and interactionsô (Neale, 2004, p.7). Lansdown 
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(2005), in The Evolving Capacities of the Child, found that recognising their 

óevolving capacitiesô allows them to develop as participating members of 

society because óactive recognition of and support for [their] engagement 

enhances their developmental capacitiesô (Lansdown, 2010, p.19). The next 

section discusses citizenship typologies. 

2.2 Citizenship typologies 

Citizenship typologies, traditional and contemporary, are addressed so as to 

identify an appropriate mode of engagement for young children.  

Traditional citizenship typologies 

There are four key approaches to what can be termed traditional citizenship: 

liberalism, civic republicanism, communitarianism and global citizenship. 

Liberalism is a dominant approach in Western states, relying on legal and 

human rights frameworks to support individual rights and freedoms, 

including participation in the private/public sphere, voting, engaging in 

economic and family matters and bestowing political status on those who 

are full members of society (Marshall, 1950). Marshall theorised that 

membership of a political community entailed specific rights: civic 

(freedom of speech, thought, justice, property); political (central/local 

political affiliation); and social (economic and welfare rights). 

Civic republicanism is premised on commitment to civic virtue and loyalty 

to the nation-state, placing commensurate weight on citizensô rights and 

responsibilities (Isin and Turner, 2002). Aristotle (cited in Isin and Turner, 

2002) argued for the role of the good citizen to engage in actions which seek 

the common good, emphasising that liberty is based on rewards for positive 

behaviour and sanctions for negative behaviour. Motivated by need for 

collective self-government, the individualôs sense of social concern is as a 

member of the polity. Hence, participation as a republican requires not 

passive but active citizenship insofar as it promotes rights and 

responsibilities aimed at furthering the common good. 
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Communitarianism represents a four-dimensional responsibility (Etzioni, 

1993): people have the duty to better themselves; responsibility for doing so 

lies with those closest to them, like family/community; every community 

ought to better itself; and society (communities of communities) should help 

those communities whose ability to help themselves is limited. 

Communitarianism evolved with Third Way politics which aimed to apply 

social democratic values (social justice, equality, civic responsibility) to a 

new political order (Giddens, 1998). Accordingly, by strengthening the 

bonds of community and trust within society, economic prosperity would 

follow (Giddens, 2000). 

Global citizenship extends communitarianism by taking responsibility for 

global humanitarian concerns (Williams, 2002). It positions members 

beyond the nation-state to embrace local, national, European and global 

dimensions, having regard for peoples of all nations. It typically 

incorporates positive leadership actions towards advocacy, fund-raising and 

political lobbying (Williams, 2002).  

Not all aspects of the traditional approaches to citizenship accommodate 

childrenôs civic engagement (Millei and Imre, 2009). Liberalism precludes 

children from voting or owning property, thus denying their participatory 

rights. Civic republicanism is limited because if children experience a world 

in which they are abstracted from democratic practices because of the limits 

of their citizenship, then civic virtue is difficult to demonstrate. 

Communitarianism creates the dilemma of how to enable children to 

participate fully in political life when they do not have the legal or 

administrative capacity for such participation. Viewing children as global 

citizens acting upon global issues (like child exploitation) usually results in 

these issues being assigned to adults because children cannot independently 

activate their rights and are only global citizens insofar as they óact upon 

aéshared area of concernéassigned by the prevailing authorities so that 

they must now think of themselves as óglobal citizensôô (p.287). Given such 

limitations, contemporary approaches to childrenôs participation must be 

considered.  
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Contemporary approaches to childrenôs participation 

Contemporary approaches to citizenship are constructed in broader terms 

than in the formal traditional understandings (Werbner and Yuval-Davis, 

1999). Examples of contemporary approaches include lived citizenship or 

citizenship-as-practice (Lister, 2007; Lawy and Biesta, 2006) and/or 

citizenship as recognition (Neale, 2004). Lived citizenship refers to the 

ómeaning that citizenship actually has in peopleôs lives and the ways in 

which peopleôs social and cultural backgrounds and material circumstances 

affect their lives as citizensô (Hall and Williamson, 1999, cited in Lister, 

2007, p.695). Lister (2007) views citizenship as young people being social 

actors contributing to society in their practices as citizens. She argues that 

óparticipation in informal politics, social action or public decision-making 

that affects their lives may constitute a more important signifier of effective 

lived citizenship for many people [than voting]ô (p.704). She insists that óif 

we analyze childrenôs citizenship solely through the lens of rights, we miss 

much that is important to their experience of ólived citizenshipô andétheir 

claims to be recognized as citizensô (p.717). Youth participation, therefore, 

revolves largely around finding opportunities for youth to demonstrate their 

capacities to participate as political and social actors in society. Then, their 

participation is more meaningful because óparticipation can promote 

responsibilityô (p.708). She advises that any initiative which enables 

childrenôs participation strengthens their sense of belonging to their 

community as well as equipping them with the skills and capacities required 

for lived citizenship. She recognises that with its implications for belonging, 

identity formation and participation, citizenship-as-practice is essential for 

the well-being of children, even if such practice constitutes them óas de 

facto, even if not complete de jure, citizensô (pp.717-718). 

Lawy and Biesta (2006) also advocate for citizenship-as-practice, whereby 

youth evaluate democratic practices which óneed to be experienced at first 

hand éthrough their participation in different activities and practices inside 

and outside of schoolô (p.45). They need not move through a pre-specified 

trajectory into their citizenship statuses, nor should the function of education 
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be to find strategies to prepare them for transitions to good citizenship. 

Rather, participation might incorporate childrenôs reflections and relational 

experiences. Entitlement to órecognition, respect and participationô is how 

Neale (2004, p.90) perceives young childrenôs citizenship, since they are 

capable of ódefining their own needs, rights, interests and responsibilitiesô 

(p.9). Such an understanding is necessary to developing appropriate modes 

of participation. Otherwise participation may become an empty, tokenistic 

exercise (Neale, 2004; Hart, 1992). 

Considering that the greatest outcomes for childrenôs participation is the 

strengthening of democracy and better decision-making, Bartlett (2005) 

advocates for óinclusion, consultation and the delegation of responsibility to 

childrenô (p.9), with this ómost likely to happen if they can actually use 

these skills to make a differenceô (p.10). Bartlett recommends ósimple, 

practical suggestions with benefits not just for children but also for others in 

their communitiesô (p.9). While childrenôs participation generally entails 

adults protecting and providing for children rather than empowering them to 

work for change (Willow et al., 2004; Lansdown, 2005), suggestions for 

their civic engagement might begin with local forms of involvement within 

childrenôs reach (Lister, 2007; Theis, 2010; Bartlett, 2005). Civic 

engagement is discussed next.  

2.3 Civic Engagement 

The concepts of youth participation, civic engagement, and active 

citizenship are broadly equivalent terms (Shaw et al., 2012). Such 

terminological disputes abound that Berger (2009) calls for óthe end of civic 

engagementô, not the end of ópolitical participation, social connectedness, 

associational membership, volunteerism, community spirit or cooperative 

and tolerant moral norms but rather the umbrella term ócivic engagementô 

used to encompass all of these topics while clarifying noneô (p.335). 

Therefore, to avoid further misunderstanding, civic engagement in this study 

is understood as óworking to make a difference in the civic life of our 

communities and developing the combination of knowledge, skills, values 

and motivations to make that differenceô (Ehrlich, 2000, p.vi). Put another 
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way, it generally infers óindividual or collective actions in which people 

participate to improve the well-being of communities or society in general, 

and which provide opportunities for reflectionô (Innovations in Civic 

Participation, 2010, p.vi). Therefore, terms like active citizenship, 

participation and civic engagement are used interchangeably henceforward 

even though childrenôs participation has derived from understandings 

drafted in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 

1989, Article 12) which decrees that: 

[Governments] assure to the child who is capable of forming his or 

her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters 

affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in 

accordance with [his] age and maturity. 

Ireland signalled a move towards a rights-based approach to childrenôs 

participation when it ratified the Convention in 1992. The National 

Childrenôs Strategy (GOI, 2000), a 10-year strategic plan for children in 

Ireland, was introduced in 2000 in part-fulfilment of Irelandôs obligation to 

the Convention. It has three major goals: children will have a voice in 

matters affecting them; their lives will be better understood; and they will 

receive quality supports and services from the state. While there is indeed 

State support for childrenôs rights in Ireland, there is less support for their 

participation because their rights ócontinue to be misunderstood as a threat 

to parents and family or as a manifestation of childrenôs absolute autonomyô 

(Kilkelly, 2008, p.18). Additionally, Government failure to educate people 

about childrenôs rights has allowed such myths to dominate public 

discussion (Kilkelly, 2008) as require change from a óprotectionist, welfare 

focusô to a órights-based focusô which allows children to participate in 

decisions affecting their lives at all levels (Hayes, 2002). In keeping with 

the Childrenôs Strategy (GOI, 2000), childrenôs rights are relevant to this 

study insofar as there is need for programmes to be child-centred, 

community-based, outcomes-focused and integrated with curricula so that 

the learning needs of children are met.  



22 

 

Civic engagement entails three incremental building blocks: youth 

development, youth leadership and youth civic engagement (Funders 

Collaborative on Youth Organising/FCYO, 2003) (see Table 2.1). 

Table 2.1: Continuum of youth civic engagement (adapted: FYCO, 2003) 

Youth Development Youth Leadership Youth Civic 

Engagement 

1. Provides access to 

caring adults and safe 

spaces; 

2. Provides 

opportunities for the 

development of 

young people; 

3. Builds young 

peopleôs 

competencies; 

4. Provides age-

appropriate support; 

5. Supports positive 

self-identity and 

youth-adult 

partnerships. 

Builds on youth 

development plus: 

1. Builds in real 

opportunities for 

leadership 

development; 

2. Helps young people 

deepen their 

understanding of 

personal and 

community needs; 

3. Builds decision-

making and problem-

solving skills in youth; 

4. Engages youth in 

community projects. 

Builds on youth 

development and youth 

leadership, plus: 

1. Engages youth in 

political education; 

2. Builds skills and 

capacities for action 

around issues which 

young people identify; 

3. Helps youth to build 

collective identity as 

social change agents; 

4. Engages youth in 

advocacy. 

 

According to FYCO (2003), óyouth developmentô infers helping youth to 

form relationships, develop pro-social skills, feel connected to others and 

undertake new roles. óYouth leadershipô approaches help young people to 

ólook beyond their personal needs and interests to see their relationship to a 

collective group, organisation or communityô (p.8). Youth are trained in 

leadership skills, like decision-making and problem-solving, and through 

reflective practice they are supported óto build ethical codes to guide their 

relationships within the worldô (p.8). óCivic engagementô relates to óyoung 

people developing the skills and habits needed to actively shape democratic 

society in collaboration with others [whereby] groups of young people come 

together to identify issues that they want to addressô (p.8). Youth 

development, youth leadership and youth civic engagement are now 

discussed so as to unpack the constituent elements of civic engagement.  
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2.3.1 Youth development 

Youth development prepares youth to meet the challenges of growing up 

through activities that help them gain confidence and deal with challenges 

(Edelman et al., 2004). A framework of positive youth development and an 

assets-based approach to youth (Shaw et al., 2012) facilitate youth 

development approaches. Lerner et al. (2005) refer to the ópositive youth 

developmentô (PYD) framework as leading youth to an adulthood marked 

by óeffective contributions to self, family, community, and civil societyô 

(p.25). PYD is conducted through five stages ï óthe 5Csô (p.15): 

Competence - acting on identified issues by contributing to 

community academically and/or socially; 

Confidence - recognising that their contributions are worthwhile; 

Connection - connecting to family, community, school/peers to enable 

contribution; 

Character - displaying personal and civic responsibility (social 

conscience);  

Caring - showing empathy for others through understanding their 

perspective and emotional experiences (Spencer, 2006). 

The sixth óCô, ócontributionô, evolves through the first five and is regarded 

as being stronger in young people who contribute to their communities 

(Lerner et al., 2005; Sherrod et al., 2010). Together, the six óCôs are 

associated with pro-social involvement by youth (Busseri et al., 2006), 

resulting in young peopleôs self-esteem being boosted through being valued 

and recognised by others (Brennan, 2008; Brennan et al., 2009). Such 

recognition can induce the belief that someone can make a difference to 

his/her community (Kendrick, 1996). 

Opportunities to enhance positive youth development can be applied 

through an assets-based approach (Brady and Dolan, 2007) which, instead 

of focusing on problems, seeks to identify developmental assets or 

competencies and resources within young peopleôs lives that enhance their 
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chances of positive youth development (Brady, 2010). Youth civic 

engagement can be seen as both a contributing factor to and an outcome of 

positive youth development (Sherrod, 2007). The more developmental 

assets present, the more likely is positive development because youth 

develop through a combination of both internal and external developmental 

assets (Shaw et al., 2012). These exist within the family and 

community/society, and are akin to the strong (Shaw et al., 2012) and weak 

ties (Granovetter, 1973) that are often cited as shaping community action 

and engagement (Chaskin, 2008; Gittell and Vidal, 1998; Wilkinson, 1991). 

Internal and external assets are provided in different contexts. Internal assets 

constitute commitment to learning; positive values; social competencies; 

and positive self-identity. In contrast, external assets comprise social 

supports; opportunities, expectations and boundaries; constructive time 

management and empowerment strategies (Benson, 1997).  

People do better when they feel they are empowered (Kaplan and 

Greenwood, 2015). Empowerment is a process, the mechanism by which 

people, organisations and communities gain mastery over their lives 

(Rappaport, 1984). It can take the form of psychological empowerment 

whereby people attain a sense of deeper personal control through gaining 

critical awareness of their environments while acquiring skills and resources 

needed to affect change. While many definitions of empowerment abound, 

it is important to note that when designing intergenerational empowerment-

oriented interventions, the emphasis should be on participantsô definitions 

and goals for their own empowerment and should, as warned by Rappaport 

(1984), accommodate multiple definitions of participant success.  

Family and school/community provide unique opportunities to empower 

young people in their capacity to contribute to their communities (Sherrod, 

2007). Engaging in civic action offers positive benefits for resilience, 

enlisted social support, self-efficacy, confidence and practical skill 

development (Dolan, 2011). Civic action provides young people with 

opportunities to practice generosity or altruism, to develop awareness of 

their own strengths and potential, and to learn skills including planning and 

problem-solving (Dolan, 2011). Intergenerational civic activity, an often 
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untapped resource, offers potential for older people to act as mentors to 

youth and convey wisdom while youth provide practical help and protect 

their elders (Dolan, 2011). Youth development is the first building block of 

youth civic engagement (FYCO, 2003) helping youth to form relationships, 

develop pro-social skills, feel connected to others and undertake new roles. 

Youth leadership is another building block as discussed next.  

2.3.2 Youth leadership development 

There is the danger that anything could be construed as óyouth leadershipô if 

not properly defined (Zeldin and Camino, 1999). However, this ambiguity 

offers flexibility to tailor leadership opportunities to the strengths and needs 

of youth. Conner and Strobel (2007) explain that no core set of skills has 

been agreed upon as fundamental to leadership development and therefore 

youth participating in the same programme may acquire different leadership 

skills and styles depending on their personal dispositions. Notwithstanding, 

a core feature of many leadership training initiatives is the notion of 

encouraging exposure to diverse social networks through interaction with 

people from diverse perspectives that can challenge opinions and lead 

young people to contemplate broader worldviews (Brady et al., 2012).  

There is a dearth of evidence-based youth leadership models (MacNeil, 

2006; Avolio et al., 2009; Klau, 2006; Ricketts and Rudd, 2002). However, 

in Ireland, For·igeôs Leadership for Life Programme has been formally 

evaluated (Redmond et al., 2013), albeit for 12-18-year-olds. The advice 

coming from the literature is that leadership development programmes 

should focus on teaching students how to set goals, resolve conflicts, be 

assertive, foster teamwork and participation, communicate effectively and 

run a meeting or public presentation (Wehmeyer et al., 1998). 

While leaders can be made (van Linden and Fertman, 1998), certain 

components are essential for their making. Brendtro (2009) suggests that 

four components are necessary for youth leadership: attachment or sense of 

security and belonging; achievement or mastery which induces knowledge, 

competence and self-esteem; autonomy or self-reliance which brings self-

efficacy and self-realisation; and altruism or generosity which induces social 
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responsibility. However, Brendtro does not specify the skill set that youth 

require so as to conduct these processes. Kahn et al. (2009) suggested that 

leadership programmes should possess real leadership opportunities as well 

as meeting needs, posing challenges, offering support and reflection but 

they failed to illustrate the particular competencies that someone facing real 

leadership opportunities requires. Roberts (2009) devised the SEED 

mechanism to address leadership competencies: Sðsocial and emotional 

competencies like social/self-awareness and social skills; Eðemotional 

resilience to cope with adversity; Eðenterprise, innovation and creativity to 

shape new situations and be open to new ideas, problem-solving and 

teamwork; and Dðself-discipline. However, Roberts (2009) ignored the 

practice of leadership. Boyd (2001) found that a combination of experiential 

learning and service learning significantly increased leadership 

communication skills: decision-making, goal-setting, group collaboration 

and community service, although this model lacks guidance on action 

approaches and communication skills. Wang and Wang (2009) propose a 

model which incorporates individual and team leadership. Individual 

leadership includes components of self-confidence, skill acquisition and 

critical thinking whereas team leadership addresses a sense of responsibility, 

motivation and encouragement, interpersonal skills and decision-making 

skills but they fail to consider real opportunities for practice or action. 

No one system offers a perfect model of youth leadership. Stoneman (2002) 

found that young people best develop the skills and mind-set for civic 

engagement when they experience themselves as leaders in projects 

benefitting their communities. Thence, the best way that youth can be 

prepared to take on leadership challenges is through applied activities and 

the real-life knowledge that comes through focused civic engagement (Shaw 

et al., 2012). The next section discusses criteria to promote effective 

leadership. 

Criteria to cultivate leadership skills 

Leadership is a process for which a set of skills and competencies can be 

learned through devised programmes if people have capacity for practice 
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(van Linden and Fertman, 1998; Shriberg et al., 2005) and if exposed to 

leadership opportunities from youth (Galdwell, 2008). Essentially, it 

requires development of pro-social skills, leadership opportunities and 

action. 

Pro-social skills include: aspects of ósocial and emotional intelligence, 

collaboration, articulation, insight and knowledgeô (Redmond et al., 2013, 

p.30). Social and emotional intelligence can be developed through: self-

development, social awareness and relationship management (Boyatzis and 

Goleman, 2001). Skills in team-building, problem-solving, decision-making 

and conflict resolution can be taught and youth can learn how to 

accommodate diverse opinions and know how to articulate ideas to others 

through good oral and written competencies (Kouzes and Posner, 2007; 

Rickets and Rudd, 2002; Boyd, 2001). Developing these skills early in life 

enables them to overcome public speaking challenges, gain competence in 

expressing opinions and contribute ethically to society (Redmond et al., 

2013). Insight and knowledge induce competence through developing 

critical thinking and problem-solving around a particular domain (Shriberg 

et al., 2005). Ethical leaders seek fairness, take on responsibility, fulfil 

commitments, serve others and show courage by standing up for what is 

right (Zauderer, 1992). 

If leadership skills are to be developed, leadership opportunities must be 

meaningful and authentic (MacNeil 2006): meaningful insofar as actions 

involve consequences; and authentic so that real decisions involve youth 

now, not in future. Youth-led participatory models are shaped by youth and 

possess youth ownership (Edelman et al., 2004). Hart (1992) devised the 

óLadder of Participationô as a model of youth participation. Essentially, it 

possesses eight órungsô in ascending order of importance. The top three 

rungs represent varying levels of child-led participation (p.8): óadult-

initiated, shared decisions with childrenô; óchild initiated and directedô; and 

óchild-initiated, shared decisions with adultsô. Projects on the highest rungs 

óare all too rare [because of] the absence of caring adults attuned to the 

particular interests of young peopleô (p.14). For true participation to occur, 

children must know: the intentions of the project, who makes decisions 
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concerning their involvement and why; have a meaningful role; and 

volunteer for the project after it has been clarified to them (p.11). Common 

criticisms of Hartôs óladderô include that it presents the stages hierarchically 

(Brady, 2004) and is based on ógeneral principles such as empowerment and 

respect for young people, rather than specific models or theoriesô (Shier, 

2001, p.108). Hart himself (2008) has criticised the model for cultural bias, 

being UK/USA culturally-oriented, suggesting that it is misused as an all-

inclusive tool for understanding and evaluating projects. Tresederôs (1997) 

circular model promotes the same idea as did Hart (1992) but in degrees, 

rather than órungsô of involvement, whereby each segment can be 

appropriate under differentiated circumstances according to youthôs needs 

and capacities. There is no ideal model of youth leadership and ówhat is 

appropriate will vary from case to caseô (Brady, 2004, p.15). 

Fundamentally, it is important to avoid ótokenismô (Hart, 1992) and serve 

children according to their participation needs. However, any initiative 

aimed at developing youth engagement should be explicit regarding the 

degree of decision-making and youth ownership of the activity (Brady et al., 

2012). 

The third skill of leadership is action. It encompasses motivation and 

mastery (Redmond et al., 2013). To motivate others into action is to 

understand their needs (Shriberg et al., 2005) and persuade them to pursue a 

shared vision (Shriberg et al., 2005; Kouzes and Posner, 2007). Coyle 

(2009) believes that people become motivated through, for example, seeing 

or hearing about what another can do, or doing something that sparks 

interest and induces commitment. Such ability requires good 

communication skills and a belief that the action is worthwhile (Kouzes and 

Posner, 2007). Then, the follower is motivated to give time, energy and 

commitment to shared goals (Zeldin and Camino, 1999). Following on, 

mastery requires critical reflection and willingness to learn from oneôs 

mistakes as well as commitment and persistence (Coyle, 2009) and is a 

valuable way to help youth to monitor and control their thought processes 

(Boekaerts, 2002). Additionally, to attain mastery, individuals need to have 

determination to overcome challenges so as to complete tasks (Roberts, 
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2009). Self-discipline to stick with something, despite its difficulty, is also 

needed for mastery and task completion - fundamental components of civic 

engagement (Finlay et al., 2010). 

In sum, the research literature found that benefits accruing from youth 

leadership include: improved self-identity and pro-social skills (i.e., 

communication, problem-solving, goal setting, project completion). Such 

developmental assets enhance youth civic engagement (Redmond et al., 

2013; Shaw et al., 2012; Dolan, 2010; Best and Dustan, 2008) which builds 

on the foundation stones of youth development and youth leadership as now 

discussed. 

2.3.3 Youth civic engagement 

To date, there has been a paucity of research on young childrenôs civic 

engagement. This contrasts with a substantial body of evidence relating to 

adolescents and college students (e.g., Nicotera, 2005), even though the 

concept of civic engagement óneeds to be expanded to include activities that 

are not reliant on being a particular age or having particular capacitiesô 

(Golombek, 2006, pp.10-11). In the absence of appropriate research 

evidence, pertinent to young children in this study, it is necessary to draw on 

and adapt the literature which widely informs youth civic engagement (e.g., 

Brady et al., 2012; Shaw et al., 2012; Ungar, 2012; Dolan, 2012, 2011, 

2010). Additional to positive youth development and leadership 

development, as already discussed, the discourses which activate youth civic 

engagement as desirable activity include: democratic youth participation; 

belonging and connectedness; social support and resilience; and social 

justice youth development. These remaining criteria are discussed next. 

1. Democratic youth participation  

The civic engagement of people is perceived as being good for democracy, 

and therefore must include youth participation to ensure that the democratic 

process is inclusive, energised and renewed (Brady et al., 2012). Leading 

childrenôs rights theorists (e.g., Lister, 2007; Lansdown, 2005; Hart, 1992) 

argue that democratic responsibility does not suddenly present in adulthood 
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but has to be nurtured from childhood. Indeed, young people are more likely 

to be civically engaged in youth than in early adulthood because there are 

more opportunities to engage them through school/college (Flanagan and 

Levine, 2010; Finlay et al. 2010). In light of the National Childrenôs 

Strategy (GOI, 2000), which was introduced in Ireland in support of the UN 

Convention (UN, 1989), democratic youth participation is a childôs right and 

thence concerns how recognition should be accorded to his/her voice, 

perspective and participation as a citizen. Schools offer opportunities for 

such recognition. According to Wray-Lake and Syvertsen (2011, p.20), 

schools often operate as ómini training groundsô for learning civic skills, 

whereby a climate of care and openness is ideal for understanding and 

practising participation and social responsibility. Besides, ódemocratic 

attitudes and behavioursô can be better nurtured in a school culture which 

challenges patterns of exclusion found across society (World Bank, 2007, 

p.178). Flanagan et al. (2011) give emphasis to schools and community 

organisations as accommodating spaces where youth can challenge the 

status quo, participate in governance, and thence gain democratic skills. 

Accordingly, childrenôs participation revolves largely around finding ways 

in which they can demonstrate capacity for engagement as political and 

social actors in society (Lister, 2007; Lawy and Biesta, 2006; Neale, 2004). 

Hart (2009) and Bynner (2001) advise a move away from curricula whereby 

youth are taught what constitutes appropriate citizenship values and 

behaviour, towards a difference-centred approach which allows children to 

construct what citizenship means for them.  

2. Belonging and connectedness 

Civic engagement induces in young people a sense of belonging to 

something wider than themselves (Dolan, 2012, Shaw et al., 2012). Two 

key theoretical positions support this notion: social capital and interactionist 

theory. These two concepts need further discussion in order to understand 

the concept of belonging and connectedness. 
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Social Capital 

Social capital refers to the benefits that accrue from social connections and 

trust between people (Field, 2008; Putnam, 2000). It is associated with 

ópeopleôs sense of community, their sense of belonging to a neighbourhood, 

caring about the people who live there, and believing that the people who 

live there care about themô (Portney and Berry, 2001, p.71). Leading 

theorists on social capital discourse include Bourdieu, Coleman and Putnam. 

Bourdieu defined social capital as the combination of both actual and 

potential resources of individuals or groups linked to their participation in 

social networks and is an asset derived only through group participation 

(cited in Portes, 1998). Coleman (1988) adds that social capital exists in 

networks that are available to, rather than owned by, individuals. Putnam 

suggests that social capital infers ófeatures of social organization, such as 

trust, norms, and networks that can improve the efficiency of society by 

facilitating coordinated actionsô (Putnam, 1993, p.41). Putnam places a 

strong emphasis on voluntary co-operation of individuals within clubs, 

churches and other formal associations. Balatti and Falk (2002) add that 

being both an individual and a community asset, individuals can draw on 

these resources and relationships to enhance life opportunities because 

communities in which such trust, reciprocity and social networks are strong 

benefit from collective action and cooperation. 

Following Putnamôs (1993) perspective, the core of social capital is that 

social networks have value in terms of trust; moral obligations and norms; 

and social networks. Bridger and Luloff (2001) argue that trust is the most 

important feature of social capital because it increases the likelihood of 

cooperation, which by turn reinforces trust. While personal trust is based on 

familiarity with other people, it is not enough for collective action. What 

Putnam (1993) calls social trust arises from two related sources: norms of 

reciprocity and networks of civic engagement. Norms of reciprocity 

typically take two forms: specific - the simultaneous exchange of items of 

equivalent value; and generalised - a continuous relationship of exchange 

whereby there is a mutual expectation that a benefit bestowed will be later 

repaid. Generalised reciprocity is most likely found óin dense 
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networksé[which]éfoster the development of strong norms 

[and]ébehavio[u]ral expectationsô (p.466). Thus, by facilitating the flow of 

communication and information about the trustworthiness of 

people/organisations, networks of engagement are strengthened which in 

turn increase the likelihood of future community action, one of the best 

predictors of which is previous success (Bridger and Luloff, 2001; 

Wilkinson 1991). Thus, social ties and social networks are essential to 

fostering and sustaining civic engagement (Claude et al., 2000) because 

such ties are integral to peopleôs sense of community, directly related to 

attachment, and influencing the willingness of youth to act on behalf of the 

community (Chavis and Wandersman, 1990).  

Community ties take different forms (strong and weak; formal and informal; 

organisational and casual interaction) which determine the conditions for 

youth civic engagement and community development in different ways 

(Chaskin et al., 2001). For example, strong ties, such as those among 

family/friends, are typically intense and developed over long periods of 

interaction and are primary contributors to youth civic engagement (Shaw et 

al., 2012). Conversely, óweak tiesô (Granovetter, 1973) include casual 

friends/acquaintances with whom people do not have intimate relations but 

function to connect people in the wider community. Through increased 

social networks and interaction with óweak tiesô, youth become aware of 

issues that are in need of action, as well as opportunities to be involved in 

actions addressing these issues (Chavis and Wandersman, 1990). Such 

engagement cuts across the diversity of communities and exposes youth to a 

wide range of people, experiences, skills, and opportunities (Shaw et al., 

2012). 

Accepting that networks of civic engagement are essential, there is no 

agreement in the literature about the types of engagement from which social 

capital is most likely derived (Bridger and Luloff, 2001). Putnam (1993) 

makes a direct link between levels of civic engagement and a communityôs 

capacity to tackle its own social/economic issues including educational 

participation. Schuller et al. (2002), supported by Balatti and Falk (2002), 

found that education creates conditions that help develop the building 
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blocks of social capital: it extends, enriches, and reconstructs social 

networks and builds trust and relationships; influences the development of 

shared norms and the values of tolerance, understanding, and respect; and 

affects individual behaviours and attitudes that influence community 

participation. Schuller et al. (2002) found that the wider benefits of learning 

promote social capital through developing skills, networks and personal 

identity. Skills acquisition activates civic engagement insofar as basic skills 

are necessary pre-conditions for participation at any level. Thence, networks 

are maintained through helping people to develop in ways that might 

otherwise be inaccessible. Personal identity is enhanced when people link 

through notions of belonging, through citizenship actions and through 

values which can be personal or collective, sustaining or transformative. 

Thus, learning as a tool of social capital, facilitates people to understand 

anotherôs perspective and values, helping to ódispel blind prejudice and 

promote social communication at many different levelsô (p.82).  

Social capital can be bonding, bridging and/or linking. Bonding capital is 

based almost entirely on multi-functional ties between similar groups of 

people. For example, community engagement can strengthen bonds between 

participants (Milton et al., 2011) but, while important, has little effect on 

creating social capital in the wider community (Heenan, 2010). Bridging 

capital forges connections between diverse individuals/groups usually 

seeking to progress, oftentimes in employment opportunities, whereas 

linking capital connects individuals in positions of power (Milton et al., 

2011). The different forms of social capital are important in all areas of 

peopleôs lives (Brodie et al., 2011). 

Major limitations of social capital include negative social capital; political 

misappropriation; and operational difficulties. While there is abundant 

literature exploring positive associations, few look at the negative potential 

of social capital (van Deth and Zmerli, 2010). Social capital can be utilised 

for antisocial purposes (Putnam, 2000). In Bowling Alone, Putnam (2000) 

reveals that the óabundant social capital of the 1950s was exclusionary along 

racial, gender and class linesô (p.358). Schuller et al. (2002) highlight the 

dichotomy between bonding and bridging social capital, arguing that 
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bonding capital can have potential to be exclusionary while bridging capital 

can be simultaneously inclusionary. Such a perspective shows potential for 

reinforcing social inequalities (Gaynor, 2011; Pinkerton and Dolan, 2007). 

Indeed, the contribution of older people to their communityôs social capital 

interests policy makers (Gaynor, 2011) who are seeking less costly solutions 

to social problems. Accordingly, there is a benefit for public policy where 

Governments encompass some element of social capital in programmes 

which complement other resources (Policy Research Initiative/PRI, 2005). It 

can only have value for the state, communities and individuals if 

Governments build in a social capital element when drafting initiatives 

especially for older people as it can only be sustained with ongoing and 

consistent support (OôShea, 1999). While there is no widely held agreement 

on how to operationalise and quantify the concept (Collier, 2002), it can be 

used to explain community connectedness and belonging, a key discourse in 

youth civic engagement.  

The social capital concept is relevant to this study in the context of 

activating young childrenôs civic engagement and connecting young and 

old. Aspects of social capital ï social support networks, participation in 

local institutions, trust and safety, quality of schooling and neighbourhood ï 

are associated with positive outcomes for youth (Ferguson, 2006). Being 

known by adults matters to children in terms of their safety and care (Brady 

et al., 2012). Flanagan and Levine (2010) highlight that engaging with 

fellow members of community-based groups helps youth build social capital 

by forming social networks which connect to opportunities. Such 

engagement contributes to both the development of community and positive 

youth development which enhances positive youth leadership and helps 

shape community life later on (Brady et al., 2012). Thus, young people can 

contribute to civil society through developing social networks which are 

integral to their sense of attachment to community, and influence how they 

engage with community (Claude et al., 2000; Flanagan and Faison, 2001). 

Also, while there are few spaces in which to practice, civic activities offer 

possibilities for youth to develop a sense of civic attachment, i.e., have a 

voice in community concerns coupled with the desire to contribute to the 
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well-being of that community (Flanagan and Faison, 2001). For example, 

the Driskell (2002) study, Growing Up in Cities, showed that children who 

participated civically in community not only increased their self-esteem and 

self-worth, but also developed a sense of care for their communities, learned 

to appreciate diversity, and developed positive civic attitudes.  

Overall, the important characteristics of social capital which may have 

relevance to this study include: networks of relationships, reciprocity, norms 

and trust, and engagement. Interactionist theory is discussed next. 

Interactionist theory  

Interactionist theory infers that communityôs emergence is the result of 

bringing people together to identify and understand common community 

needs (Bridger et al., 2009). Community is developed, created, and re-

created as an emergent process of social interaction (Bridger et al., 2009; 

Wilkinson, 1991). Community emerges from the central roles played by 

local interaction and capacity among people who share a common territory 

of histories, traditions, and cultures unique to a place wherein people 

organise themselves around various interests/goals or óspecial fieldsô 

(McGrath and Brennan, 2011). These groups represent unbounded fields of 

interaction representative of age, gender, socioeconomic status, education 

and others. Therefore, for community to emerge into a cohesive whole from 

within a local society, there must be a process capable of connecting the acts 

occurring in these special interest fields. This is accomplished by the 

development of the broader community field which is made up of actors, 

agencies, and associations. The special field then creates linkages and 

channels of communication between and among the actions and interests of 

the other social fields (Wilkinson, 1991). Thus, community is formed 

through the intersection of groups/organisations which integrate fields into 

the generalised whole by creating and maintaining linkages that otherwise 

would not interact and would be focused on more individual interests 

(McGrath and Brennan, 2011; Brennan et al., 2009; Luloff and Bridger, 

2003): óthe community field creates a larger whole ï one that is unbounded, 

dynamic, and emergentô (McGrath and Brennan, 2011, p.342). Through 
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such interactive process, an awareness of common interests emerges, as do 

opportunities for involvement in activities for meeting identified needs. In 

building linkages across entities within a local population, the community 

field provides the interactional context which supports individual and social 

well-being (Bridger and Alter, 2008). Then, as relationships between people 

representing special interest fields are strengthened, local capacity to 

address identified problems/issues that present in special interest fields 

emerges. Essentially, the community field arises out of the interaction 

between various special interest fields, and consequently, it establishes the 

wider community interest within local social activity (Wilkinson, 1991). 

In context of this study, when groups interact over common issues, capacity 

for action emerges (Brennan and Luloff, 2007) with the result that youth can 

develop ómore purposive and focused actions culminating in collective 

capacity and the emergence of ócommunityôô (Shaw et al., 2012, p.3.9). 

Thence, youth as civic actors, when supported by collaborative action, can 

help to create connections between community members through 

identifying common local issues and offering solutions to them (Chavis and 

Wandersman, 1990). Such interaction gives direction to collaborative 

processes and is a source of common identity, attachment, and 

connectedness (Bridger et al., 2009; Wilkinson, 1991). In consequence, 

youthôs self-identity is enhanced through being recognised, valued and 

taken seriously by community members (Brennan, 2008; Brennan et al., 

2009). This engagement can develop their capacity to manage, utilise, and 

enhance available resources when addressing community needs (Brennan et 

al., 2007). Such process can be exercised through community projects, 

including for example, óactivities focusing on traditional music, storytelling 

and other related activities [which] would be seen as excellent venues for 

interaction and communicationô (McGrath and Brennan, 2011, p.343). 

Indeed, by serving community projects, youth may become future 

community leaders able to contribute to the long-term sustainability of 

projects (Brennan et al., 2009; Brennan, 2008). 

A way for this study to strengthen the community field is by finding points 

of intersection between and among the special interests of young and old. 



37 

 

This, as McGrath and Brennan (2011) highlight, includes establishing and 

maintaining communication channels across diverse social divides. Then, as 

the various social fields interact in response to a constantly changing 

environment, young and old might develop what is called ócommunity 

agencyô which reflects not only the motives of people to act, but also their 

capability for action and resiliency (Brennan et al., 2007; Luloff and 

Bridger, 2003). Such agency can arise when participants (e.g., pupils) show 

capacity to manage, utilise, and enhance the resources available to them in 

addressing locality-wide issues. Agency, or capacity to control oneôs own 

thoughts, develop personal competences and use these forces to derive 

desired outcomes (Baker et al., 2003), can be expressed through civic 

engagement at all levels (Brady et al., 2012). 

3. Social support and resilience 

Social supports refer to responsive acts of assistance undertaken or 

given/received between human beings (Tracy and Whittaker, 1994). Dolan 

(2010) argues that civic engagement strengthens youthôs social supports and 

resilience because it allows them to discover reciprocally supportive 

relationships and to experience how it feels to make a difference in 

community. He argues that civic activities can buffer youth from adversity 

thereby helping them to develop resilience and enhance well-being. Thence, 

having access to social support, inside or outside of family, is key to 

positive youth development because such access enables youth to withstand 

stress and develop coping skills which help the transition to adulthood 

(Dolan and Brady, 2012; Shaw et al., 2012; Dolan, 2010; Cutrona, 2000). 

Youth reciprocate social support through their participation, regardless of 

whether the activity is charity work or youth club activity or social justice-

based causes (Dolan, 2012). Received supports generally include tangible, 

emotional, esteem, and advice assistance, which can be readily generated 

through any civic opportunities with youth (Dolan and Brady, 2012). 

Tangible support concerns doing practical acts of assistance (Cutrona, 2000) 

whereby youth are helped to use social/community resources and benefit 

from opportunities arising from a helperôs/mentorôs own social networks 

(Dolan, 2010). People draw on emotional support according to their need for 
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care (Darling et al., 2003) and therefore it can be applicable to any situation 

(Cutrona, 2000). It requires empathetic understanding of anotherôs 

perspective and emotional experiences (Spencer, 2006). Esteem support 

refers to peopleôs capacity to express concern for another and is rooted in 

reciprocity as a quality which is more likely to be stronger for possessing 

reciprocity/give-and-take (Cutrona, 2000). In consequence, youthôs sense of 

being beholden, or being obligated to another, is lessened (Dolan and Brady, 

2012) and thence, they can be better recognised and respected for their 

participation (Neale, 2004), thereby seeing themselves in a more positive 

light when viewed positively by adults (Mead, 1934). Advice support can be 

more readily received from caring adults when it does not reduce the 

recipientôs self-esteem (Cutrona and Russell, 1990).  

Resilience is the ability to overcome difficulty in the face of adversity 

through the use of internal and external resources (Rutter et al., 1998). 

According to Ungar (2012), when resilience is instilled and nurtured early 

enough in life, it stays with a person throughout life but requires 

contributors at family, school, community, and societal levels to maintain it. 

This can be maintained through developing problem-solving skills, external 

interests or attachments, support from non-familial adults, a purpose in life 

and sense of self-efficacy (Ungar, 2012). Youth tend to demonstrate 

resilience in how they muster assistance and deal with the problems they 

encounter over time (Clarke and Clarke, 2003), thereby enabling protective 

factors to outweigh the impact of risk factors in their lives (Gilligan, 2008). 

Besides, through their participation, young people gain insight into other 

peopleôs difficulties and learn that other people also have to face adversity 

(Shaw et al., 2012; Dolan, 2011, 2010). Consequently, in becoming ócivic 

actorsô concerned with the well-being of others (Flanagan et al., 1999), they 

can derive personal satisfaction, increased self-worth, and a feeling that they 

belong to something bigger than themselves (Sherrod et al., 2002). Such 

supports can readily be generated through youth civic engagement (Dolan, 

2010). 

It is important to be alert to negative support, particularly for vulnerable 

youth. Whittaker (2009) warns that not all support might be positive, as 
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networks might contain dangers like negative criticism from donors, or lack 

of reciprocity which might negatively impact particularly on vulnerable 

youth and, according to Dolan (2012), lead to their having poorer coping 

capacity. Indeed, where young people over-use their supply of social 

support, or when negatively-directed or ineffective, it can result in their 

having poorer coping skills further reinforcing a sense of helplessness and 

hopelessness (Dolan, 2012). That said, óhidden supportô through positive 

interpersonal relationships creates social support for youth (Bolger and 

Amarel, 2007).  

4. Social justice youth development 

Social justice models of youth development include elements of youth 

development frameworks like emotional and social support, but they also 

incorporate socio-political elements based on critical understanding about 

the root causes of social and community problems (Brady et al., 2012). 

Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) maintain that social justice youth 

development goes beyond assets-based and pro-social development to 

ófoster youth as active agents of change in their own environment based on 

understanding of socio-political conditions and injusticeô (p.86). They base 

their argument on principles of self-awareness and social awareness. Self-

awareness includes practices and programmes that foster a positive sense of 

self. Social awareness encourages people to think critically about 

social/political issues in their own communities which, in turn, promotes 

enquiry, analysis and problem-solving as components of critical thinking.  

Research has shown that while young people may be committed to social 

justice issues, they do not necessarily consider themselves responsible for 

doing anything about them until involved in civic actions that are more 

likely to resonate with themselves (Flanagan and Levine, 2010). Research 

also shows that youth believe that their participation is not valued and, 

thence, they feel that their engagement in relation to social issues is not 

worthwhile (Hart, 2009; Millbourne, 2009; Stoneman, 2002). Generally, the 

literature on youth civic engagement reports for maintaining the status quo 

rather than taking action for social justice (Watts and Flanagan, 2007: 
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Stoneman, 2002), whereas to incorporate the social change objective, real 

opportunities for socio/political actions need to be presented (Finlay et al., 

2010).  

The civic engagement continuum has now been discussed as the incremental 

process underlying civic engagement. A summary chart outlining the key 

criteria necessary to activate young childrenôs civic engagement can be 

viewed at Figure 2.1: 

 

 Figure 2.1: The civic engagement continuum (adapted: FYCO, 2003) 

Benefits of youth civic engagement 

As well as enhanced opportunities for democratic participation, community 

connectedness, increased social support and positive social justice oriented 

youth development, youth civic engagement leads to increased wellbeing, 

resilience, self-efficacy and opportunities to practice altruism, which help to 
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focus away from self and onto the needs of others (Dolan, 2010; Brendtro, 

2009). Youth civic engagement benefits communities insofar as civic 

activity can help to create connectedness between community members, and 

promote collaboration through identifying and offering solutions to common 

local concerns thereby emphasising the contribution of youth as civic actors 

(Shaw et al., 2012). This way, youth experience a sense of contributing to 

shared norms or values such that óone feels at home rather than out of placeô 

in their communities (Sherrod et al., 2002, p.267). Moreover, there is 

growing recognition that community and youth resiliency are ópart of the 

same cohesive whole that reflects local wellbeing and adaptive capacitiesô 

(Brennan, 2008, p.1). Thence, interaction with others through community-

based groups helps form social networks, build social capital and connect to 

opportunities (Flanagan and Levine, 2010). Outcomes for society include: 

improved capacity to identify and meet social needs; stronger democracies 

through youth voice and participation; and incremental generational build 

up on positive change in society partly attributable to social justice-based 

inclusivity of youth (Dolan, 2012). 

Promoting young childrenôs civic engagement  

Deliberate, consistent effort is required to organise people into any form of 

civic action. Young people may feel that they cannot make a difference 

when they are not organised into political/social activities (Stoneman, 

2002). Notwithstanding, childrenôs participation can be promoted through 

school councils, mentoring programmes, service learning and volunteering 

opportunities (Finlay et al., 2010). It can also be accommodated through 

civic education, extra-curricular activities and through promoting a positive 

school climate (Torney-Purta and Vermeer, 2004) and can begin with any 

local forms of civic involvement within childrenôs reach (Lister, 2007; 

Theis, 2010; Bartlett, 2005). Thence, for this study, and considering 

practicalities associated with children of primary school age, enhancement 

of curricular knowledge is a form of young childrenôs participation or 

engagement. In Deweyôs words (1916, p.338):  
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óIf the living, experiencing being is an intimate participant in the 

activities of the world to which it belongs, then knowledge is a mode 

of participation, valuable in the degree in which it is effective.ô  

A childôs participation is likely to be best facilitated through literacy and 

numeracy collaborations. In Ireland, the government initiative to address 

literacy/numeracy issues amongst children/young people, Literacy and 

Numeracy for Learning and Life (2011-2020), stresses that children need 

literacy/numeracy óto participate fully in the education system, to live 

satisfying and rewarding lives, and to participate as active and informed 

citizens in our societyô (GOI, 2011b, p.7). Civic literacy as the learning tool 

for young childrenôs civic engagement is discussed next.  

2.4 The civic literacy concept: a learning tool of civic engagement 

The word civic is derived from the Latin civis/civitas meaning 

citizen/citizenship. In this study, the civic literacy concept represents the key 

learning, measuring and evaluating tool for developing childrenôs civic 

engagement and connecting young to old. It incorporates ócomponents of 

personal responsibility, caring for others and for the community, and 

leadership to take positive actionsô (Chi et al., 2006, p.6). Finlay et al. 

(2010) advise programmers to outline the specific civic goals they wish to 

achieve and provide real opportunities for youth to engage in action towards 

achieving them because then, the learning can be profound (Stoneman, 

2002). Accordingly, interventions were devised to develop desired 

outcomes for the civic literacy concept. The themes, as constructed by Chi 

et al. (2006) are discussed next, and are capitalised throughout for ease of 

identification: Personal Responsibility, Civic Responsibility and Leadership. 
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Theme One: Personal Responsibility  

Personal responsibility has received limited previous research attention in 

the context of young children and youth (Mergler, 2007). It is understood 

generally as being accountable to oneself and to the needs and well-being of 

others (Ruyter, 2002). According to Chi et al. (2006), Personal 

Responsibility requires that:  

óThe student demonstrates responsible behaviors and good judgment 

and accepts responsibility for [his] own behaviour [and]éalso 

demonstrates responsible work habits such as staying on task, working 

independently and showing best effortô (pp.10-11).  

Personal responsibility can be understood in terms of related constructs 

(Mergler, 2007): locus of control and self-regulation; personal agency and 

self-efficacy; self-concept and self-esteem; self-regulation and emotional 

intelligence.  

¶ Locus of control and self-regulation 

Locus of control is the tendency to either take responsibility for oneôs own 

actions or attribute outcomes to external forces (Richards et al., 2002). Thus 

a person possessing internal locus of control perceives an event to be 

dependent on his/her own behaviour, whereas external control might be 

attributed to chance. Research shows that youth who possess greater powers 

of internal control do better academically (Anderson et al., 2002) and are 

better protected from risk factors for negatively-oriented behaviours 

(Grossman et al., 1992) than those attributing their outcomes to fate or 

chance. Thus, a person who understands that his behaviour has 

consequences may more willingly hold himself responsible.  

Self-regulation refers to the effort a person makes to control his/her 

thoughts, emotions and actions so as to achieve a skill or ambition 

(Zimmerman, 1989). Self-regulated students are able to develop action 

plans, set goals, and plan alternative solutions/contingency plans (Ley and 

Young, 2001). Self-regulation links to personal responsibility in that one 
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must be aware of oneôs own thought processes, emotions and behavioural 

responses so as to anticipate the outcomes.  

¶ Personal agency and self-efficacy 

Personal agency refers to how a person can control his/her own thoughts 

and behaviour, develop feelings of personal competences and inner control, 

and use these forces to derive desired outcomes (Baker et al., 2003) and act 

upon the world. Thus, personal agency informs an understanding of 

personal responsibility insofar as power to make choices (personal agency) 

resides with oneself. Since people believe that they can control for outcomes 

affecting them, it would be expected that they would take responsibility for 

outcomes they have generated.  

Self-efficacy infers óbeliefs in oneôs abilities to mobilize the motivation, 

cognitive resources, and courses of action needed to meet situational 

demandsô (Wood and Bandura, 1989, p.48). Thence, making deliberate 

choices and acting upon them infers that one must believe oneself capable 

of such action. Self-efficacy is the foundation of human agency because 

unless people believe that they can produce desired effects by their actions 

they have little incentive to take action (Bandura, 1999). A person judges 

his self-efficacy based on factors like: skill mastery; comparison against 

others/peers; and self-reflection and social encounters that highlight 

capacity for thought and action. According to Banduraôs (1989) social 

cognitive theory, people learn by observing others. The idea is that when 

people observe a model performing a behaviour and observe the 

consequences of that behaviour, they remember the sequence of events and 

use that information to guide their own subsequent behaviours. 

¶ Self-concept and self-esteem 

Powell (2004) defines self-concept as the perception one has of his/her 

identity and achievements across a wide domain including for example, 

school and social relationships [for children]. Pupils with poor self-concept 

are oftentimes confused about their identity and feel incapable of changing 

their situation (Coopersmith, 1967). Self-esteem is the affective response 
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people have to their self-concept including their sense of self-respect and 

self-worth (Rosenberg, 1985). Since personal responsibility involves oneôs 

capacity to understand oneôs own and anotherôs emotions (Mergler, 2007), it 

can therefore be linked to self-esteem. 

¶ Emotional intelligence 

Emotional intelligence is óthe ability to perceive accurately, appraise and 

express emotion, the ability to access and/or generate feelings when they 

facilitate thought, [and] the ability to understand emotion and emotional 

knowledgeô (Mayer and Salovey, 1997, p.10). Thus, emotional intelligence 

involves the interplay of cognitive processes and emotional experiences and 

includes the ability to manage oneself. Mayer and Salovey (1993) claim that 

by developing emotional intelligence, a person is more likely to be attuned 

to his/her emotional experiences and be better able to articulate emotional 

needs thus making oneself more accountable for oneôs thoughts, actions and 

behaviour. 

Personal responsibility, as theorised by Mergler (2007), encompasses 

related dimensions of locus of control, personal agency, self-efficacy, self-

regulation, self-concept, self-esteem and emotional intelligence. In sum, 

personal responsibility infers óthe ability to identify and regulate oneôs own 

thoughts, feelings and behaviour, along with a willingness to hold oneself 

accountable for the choices made and the social and personal outcomes 

generated from these choicesô (p.66). 

Theme Two: Civic Responsibility  

Civic responsibility involves the autonomous application of behaviour that 

serves to benefit others due to internally derived principles or values 

(Collins et al., 1997). It involves having óa prosocial value orientation, 

rooted in democratic relationships with others and moral principles of care 

and justice, that motivates a range of civic actionsô (Wray-Lake and 

Syvertsen, 2011, p.14). Being values-driven, it extends beyond personal 

wants, needs, or gains, and requires a sense of obligation to contribute to the 

greater good (Berman, 1997; Gallay, 2006). 
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According to Chi et al. (2006), Civic Responsibility infers that the student 

shows ócourtesy and respect for others and finds ways to help othersé[and] 

shows respect for and is able to identify needs and solutions for group and 

communityô (p.11). The dimensions include (p.15): 

óCaring for others, valuing group work, caring for community, 

appreciating diversity and demonstrating environmental stewardship.ô 

Civic responsibility can be activated through: modelling pro-social 

behaviours, communicating value socialisation messages, and providing 

opportunities to practice socially responsible behaviours (Wray-Lake and 

Syvertsen, 2011). The more opportunities youth have to witness others 

acting in pro-social ways, the more likely they are to copy these actions 

(Eisenberg and Mussen, 1989). Modelled behaviours are more likely to be 

internalised in childrenôs behaviour and thence, modelling pro-social 

behaviours can be a mechanism for socialising values of civic responsibility 

(Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 2011). Direct efforts to socialise children to the 

needs of others are positively associated with civic responsibility (Wray-

Lake, 2010) as well as related understandings of moral reasoning (Pratt et 

al., 2004) and pro-social attitudes to others (Flanagan and Tucker, 1999). 

Communicating concern for another and using inductive reasoning can 

prompt youth to internalise social responsibility through activating 

empathetic concern (Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 2011).  

Providing opportunities to practice socially responsible behaviours can help 

youth develop perspective-taking skills, stimulate identity development, and 

reinforce self-efficacy in the civic domain (Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 

2011). Rich opportunities to practice social responsibility can be developed 

through peer relationships, community service and school/activity settings 

(Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 2011). Through peer relationships, youth can 

come to understand caring for another, making it necessary to develop 

perspective-taking and conflict resolution skills (Syvertsen and Flanagan, 

2006), thereby enhancing moral development (Eisenberg et al., 2006). 

Service activities can be boosted through sustained friendships/relationships 

(Syvertsen and Flanagan, 2006) because by having peer support for 
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engaging in new activities young people may encourage others to participate 

in school and community activities (Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 2011). 

Service to others, whether through organisations or alone, is instrumental in 

cultivating social responsibility, providing a forum to display óempathetic 

concern, refine cognitive abilities, and reflect on social issuesô (p.20). 

Quasi-experimental studies comparing youth in service-learning 

programmes with non-participating peers show that participation in service 

activities positively predicts youthôs social responsibility and future civic 

commitments (Scales et al., 2000). 

Overall, developing civic or social responsibility requires a focus on 

childrenôs emotional, cognitive, and identity development plus providing 

environments which cultivate social responsibility (Wray-Lake and 

Syvertsen, 2011). Social responsibility stimulates a citizenship process 

rooted in care and driven by obligations to contribute to society. Hence, 

interventions designed to encourage civic or social responsibility would 

focus on modelling pro-social behaviour, value-messaging, and creating 

opportunities to practice civic skills (Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, 2011). 

Theme Three: Leadership  

For the purposes of this study, leadership is understood as: a personôs ability 

to influence others to work together for a common purpose (Wheeler and 

Edlebeck, 2006), in response to personal and/or social issues and challenges, 

so as to effect positive change (Kahn et al., 2009). It involves learning how 

to participate in group processes, build consensus, and subsume personal 

ideas and interests to that of the collective (Lewis-Charp et al., 2003). Chi et 

al. (2006) frame Leadership as (p.11): 

óThe student takes initiative and acts as role model to help group, class 

or school to make a positive difference.ô  

The student would ideally demonstrate: (a) óleadership efficacyô (óattitudes 

and actions of taking leadership positionsô); (b) ócivic/critical thinkingô 

(óability to think criticallyô); and (c) ócivic participationô (óskills in 
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perspective taking, communication, group membership and conflict 

resolutionô) (p.16). These skills are now discussed.  

 (a) Leadership Efficacy 

Leadership efficacy is óassociated with the level of confidence in the 

knowledge, skills, and abilities associated with leading othersô (Hannah et 

al., 2008, p.669). Leadership efficacy helps individuals undertake leadership 

roles under challenging circumstances which can impact on follower 

outcomes (Hannah et al., 2008; Hoyt et al., 2003; Murphy, 2002). When 

one gains leadership experience, others expect him/her to act as leader, 

creating a self-fulfilling prophecy effect based on higher expectations 

because of increased attention, access to resources, and/or self-efficacy 

(Eden, 1993). Such response encourages one to have expectations of 

oneself. A desire to meet those expectations creates a snowball effect (Eden, 

1993). Accordingly, as one gains greater leadership efficacy, he/she is more 

likely to engage in leadership roles, which further serve to increase oneôs 

leadership efficacy (Hannah et al., 2008). 

(b) Civic Thinking Skills 

Civic thinking infers óthe ability to think criticallyô (Chi et al., 2006, p.16). 

It requires cognitive skills to analyse arguments, and draw inferences using 

inductive/deductive reasoning, evaluate, make decisions and/or solve 

problems, inducing óopen-mindedness, inquisitiveness, flexibility, a 

propensity to seek reason, a desire to be well-informed, and a respect for 

and willingness to entertain diverse viewpointsô (Lai, 2011, p.1). 

To develop critical thinking is to engage with a topic by óexplaining, finding 

evidence and examples, generalizing, applying, analogizing, and 

representing the topic in new waysô (Perkins and Blythe, 1996, p.13). It is 

best facilitated through active learning whereby, according to Doolittle and 

Camp (1999, pp.33-37), learners can consider situations from many 

perspectives thus enhancing their ability to develop pro-social skills (i.e., 

communication, problem-solving, goal setting). Accordingly, students are 

encouraged to be accountable for their own learning being actively involved 
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in constructing their own knowledge/understandings through planning, 

monitoring, and evaluation. Thence, greater awareness can be generated in 

learners through their interaction with the experience and through providing 

for and encouraging multiple perspectives which promote greater versatility 

in the studentôs thinking on/in different situations. 

To develop critical thinking is to teach to, for, and through the multiple 

intelligences (Hanafin, 2014). In teaching to and through the intelligences, 

learners derive a solid foundation on which to construct knowledge in 

action-researched projects. With Hanafin (2014), portfolio journaling was a 

key learning tool of critical thinking because ómoments of assessment 

became moments of learningô (p.133) giving participants greater motivation, 

higher academic attainment, improved self-esteem, enjoyable classroom 

experiences, improved recall and understanding. Such an approach has 

potential value in developing critical thinking through the different 

intelligences presented in studies such as this, given that it is applicable to 

óany topic for any subject areaô (Hanafin, 2014, p.132). 

The narrow emphasis on literacy and numeracy to the exclusion of other 

intelligences was the impetus for Gardnerôs multiple intelligences (MI) 

theory. Gardner (1983) claims that there are eight independent but 

interconnected intelligences: linguistic, logico-mathematical, visual-spatial, 

bodily-kinaesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalist. He 

theorises that ómultiple human faculties are to a significant extent 

independent of each otherô and that a high level of ability in one does not 

require a similarly high level in another (Walters and Gardner, 1986). 

However, he is criticised for: not offering a clear programme for classrooms 

(Levin, 1994); the subjective nature of the intelligence categories (White, 

1998); and limited evidence for informing educational practice 

(Waterhouse, 2006). Nonetheless, research conducted in the Irish context 

(Hanafin, 1997; Fleischmann, 1998) was influential in bringing MI theory 

into the mainstream of Irish education policy from 1999 onwards at varying 

levels of curriculum development at primary level (Hanafin, 2014). 
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(c) Civic Participation  

Civic Participation involves perspective-taking¸ communication, group 

membership and conflict resolution (Chi et al., 2006, p.16). Perspective-

taking was referred to by Chi et al. (2006) as: ó[taking] the perspective of 

others to understand how people feel and what they intend by what they doô 

(p.13). The ability to participate depends on a basic competence in taking 

the perspective of others (Hart, 1992). Selman (1980), theorising on the 

growth of interpersonal understanding, claims that perspective-taking ability 

improves incrementally with maturity, such that between ages five and nine 

children become capable of differentiating physical and psychological 

characteristics of another. They recognise anotherôs uniqueness in having a 

subjective view of the world. Selman (1980) also theorises that children 

between ages seven and 12 start stepping outside themselves to take a self-

reflective look at their interactions with others and to realise that others do 

likewise. This ósequential perspective-takingô phase means that they now 

realise they can put themselves in anotherôs shoes. They also recognise how 

a person may have mixed feelings, like being adventurous and excited, yet 

apprehensive. This phase means that they are beginning to understand that 

they and others are capable of actions they may not condone although they 

cannot yet reconcile their perspectives with those of others. The next stage, 

ómutual perspective takingô, is necessary for children to be able to organise 

themselves into enduring democratic groups. This perspective arises 

between ages 10 to 15. They then spontaneously coordinate their 

perspectives with those of others. Children are intellectually capable of 

working with adults, even in early years, but adults need to be sensitive to 

the limitations of childrenôs perspectives (Hart, 1992). Moreover, the 

sequence theorised by Selman (1980) is limited by a childôs intellectual 

development and cognitive capacity to consider the perspective of others. 

Selman does not take into account such factors as how the child understands 

peopleôs differing roles and powers which might influence their view of 

others (Hart, 1992). 
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Communication, another element of participation, infers sharing something 

between people. In the context of this study, such sharing implies learning 

collaborations. Interestingly, the verbs óto communicateô (communicǕre: óto 

put into a common stock; to shareô) and óto participateô (participǕre: óto 

take a share inô) are reciprocal entities (Longwoodôs Latin-English 

Dictionary, 1958). Thus, to be shared, learning must be communicated by 

someone to someone and reciprocally participated in because otherwise it is 

not shared. Dewey (1916) argues that ómen live in a community in virtue of 

the things which they have in common; and communication is the way in 

which they come to possess things in commonô (p.8). They share óaims, 

beliefs, aspirations, knowledge [or] a common understandingô (p.8) and óthe 

communication which insures participation in a common understanding is 

one which secures similar emotional and intellectual dispositionséô (p.9). 

In this study, it is envisaged that participants would reach a common 

understanding by participating and communicating in terms of the civic 

literacy concept outlined in Figure 2.2: 
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Figure 2.2: The civic literacy concept 

Civic literacy incorporates ócivic knowledge éand civic dispositions that 

are critical to the development of civic literacyô (Chi et al., 2006, p.11). 

Civic knowledge addresses what students should know about citizenship. It 

is prescribed on the curriculum (GOI, 1999) and therefore is not a research 

concern of this study. 

Civic dispositions infers (Chi et al., 2006, p.13): willingness to balance 

group needs with personal needs and initiate actions to address issues in the 

community; responsibility and care towards animals, plants, people and 

environment; recognising civic authority and institutions in the local 

community; recognising opportunities for positive change; ability to 

critically reflect on a process; and show respect for diversity. 
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The literature discussed in Section One has illuminated contemporary 

understandings of childhood which suggest participation in the here-and-

now. The civic literacy concept was put forward as an appropriate learning 

tool to activate young childrenôs civic engagement. Its core themes were 

found to be compatible with the content of the SPHE curriculum. It would 

offer possibilities to solve the first problem outlined in this study, namely: 

weaknesses in the provision of citizenship education at Irish Primary 

School. Section Two addresses possibilities for intergenerational 

collaborations which aim to support the civic engagement of young 

children. It is discussed next as a social vehicle for connecting young and 

old through the civic literacy concept. 
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SECTION TWO: INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT  

The numbered headings in this section pick up where Section One left off. 

This section opens with a discussion of intergenerational practice, 

programmes and learning (2.5). It then traces the history (2.6), categories of 

intergenerational programme (2.7) and outcomes/limitations for 

intergenerational engagement (2.8). The chapter ends by linking together the 

two parts of this chapter, namely childrenôs civic engagement and 

intergenerational engagement (2.9), so as to formulate the central research 

question. 

2.5 Intergenerational engagement: practice and programmes  

Insofar as the Latin word óinterô means óbetween/amongô, óthe key to the 

term (inter)generational, therefore, lies, not in the generational but in the 

inter, in the betweenô (Newman and Sanchez, 2007, p.38). Thus, 

intergenerational engagement encompasses óthe full range of ways in which 

younger people and older adults interact, support, and provide care for one 

anotherô (Kaplan, 2001, p.4). It infers intergenerational practice, 

programmes and learning. Included are ópeople who are 21 and under 

andé60 and over, with the intention of benefitting one or both age groupsô 

(p.4). The Beth Johnson Foundation (BJF, 2001) understand that:  

 óIntergenerational practice aims to bring people together in 

purposeful, mutually beneficial activities which promote greater 

understanding and respect between generations and contributes to 

building more cohesive communities. Intergenerational practice is 

inclusive, building on the positive resources that the young and old 

have to offer each other and those around themô (BJF, 2001).  

In short, it can be understood as ólinking together a range of processes that 

build positive relationships between generations, bringing mutual benefits to 

all involvedô (BJF, 2011, p.5). Hence, intergenerational programmes are 

óvehicles for the purposeful and ongoing exchange of resources and learning 

among older and younger generations for individual and social benefitsô 

(cited in Newman and Sánchez, 2007, p.36). Intergenerational learning, as 
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interpreted by EAGLE (2008), refers to óa process, through which 

individuals of all ages acquire skills and knowledge, but also attitudes and 

values, from daily experience, from all available resources and from all 

influences in their own ólife worldsôô (p.5). Linkage with active ageing, 

understood as the óprocess of optimising opportunities for physical, social 

and mental well-being throughout the life courseô (World Health 

Organisation, 2002), occurs through intergenerational programmes that 

oftentimes function as social and cultural interventions (ENIL, 2012).  

Over the past 30 years, the United Nations has advocated for 

intergenerational learning as a mechanism to promote intergenerational 

solidarity. The Second World Assembly on Ageing, in adopting the Madrid 

International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA), recognises that persons, 

as they age, should enjoy active participation in the economic, social, 

cultural and political life of their societies (UN, 2002). Accordingly, 

included in MIPAAôs core concepts is a life-course approach that stresses 

equity, reciprocity and inclusiveness of all age groups in policy areas. Such 

is the importance of building relationships based on equity, reciprocity and 

inclusiveness that 2012 was designated as the European Year of Active 

Ageing and Solidarity between Generations. Intergenerational solidarity 

refers to a process whereby each person makes an exchange with another to 

get what he needs (Puijalon, 1989, cited in ENIL, 2012). Such process helps 

to ócreate a framework for going beyond dependence in order to achieve 

interdependence: each participant feels that s/he needs the others and that 

they, in turn, need [him/her] (Sánchez et al., 2009, p.7). Intergenerational 

learning is advocated as an expression of intergenerational solidarity (TOY, 

2013) in equally emphasising the value of learning together, learning from 

each other and learning about each other (Preisser, 2011). Volunteering is 

one way of expressing intergenerational learning in accommodating óa 

learning partnership based on reciprocity and mutuality involving people of 

different ages where the generations work together to gain skills, values and 

knowledgeô (ENIL, 2012, p.3). Developing any learning partnership with a 

child requires one to follow the core tenets of the childôs learning 

relationship (Hohmann and Weikart, 1995): 
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¶ Trust - a child can explore the unknown, confident that the people on 

whom he/she depends will provide necessary support and 

encouragement; 

¶ Autonomy - the childôs capacity for independence, identity, 

exploration and thinking that prompts a child to explore and 

initiate actions is facilitated; 

¶ Initiative - the child can take a task to completion, evaluate it, 

make a decision and act on that decision; 

¶ Empathy - the child can be helped to understand how others feel 

by relating to feelings they have also experienced, and thus, 

develop a sense of connectedness; 

¶ Self-confidence - capacity to believe in oneôs own ability to 

accomplish tasks, communicate and contribute positively to 

society. 

Children who learn actively are intrinsically motivated to learn, experience 

enjoyment and the likelihood of success through repetition (Hohmann and 

Weikart, 1995). Thence, to give meaning to the óinterô, óa supportive 

interpersonal climateô is essential for learning (p.43) and intergenerational 

learning collaborations offer that opportunity. The next section traces the 

history of intergenerational engagement. 

2.6 History of intergenerational engagement 

Intergenerational engagement has evolved over three key phases (Newman 

and Sánchez, 2007). A first phase, initiated in the 1960s/1970s in North 

America, evolved out of concern for the widening ógeneration gapô 

evidenced in negative stereotyping of older people and growing numbers of 

children needing care. Consequently, governments and foundations 

organised and funded intergenerational programmes. For example, Foster 

Grandparents Program, a social grand-parenting idea, was created by the 

Federal Government of the United States in the mid-1960s as a poverty 

alleviation strategy óto introduce a group of volunteer older persons into 

relationships of affection with children at social risk who had lost the 
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support of their families or had special needsô (Pinazo and Kaplan, 2007, 

p.82). 

The second phase, spanning the late 1980s and early 1990s, evolved from 

concern for young people who were increasingly presenting problems of 

ólow self-esteem, drug and alcohol abuse, poor academic performance, 

isolationélack of appropriate support systems, unemployment andélack of 

familial and social tiesô (Newman and Sánchez, 2007, p.48). 

Intergenerational programmes broadened their scope in attempting to 

revitalise communities which ócould be expected to re-connect different 

generationsô (p.48). For example, Experience Corps (Fried et al., 2000) was 

initiated in 1995 as a national mentoring IP across America. It focussed on 

connecting young and old through mentoring relationships so as to increase 

wellness and social participation for elders while simultaneously improving 

literacy, numeracy and behaviour for children. Mentors received a stipend 

for volunteering 12 or more hours weekly. Teachers reported improved 

literacy, numeracy, and language skills for pupils because of improved 

socialisation skills, study techniques, self-confidence, and school attendance 

(Pinazo and Kaplan, 2007). 

The third phase saw intergenerational practice spreading across Europe from 

the late 1990s (Newman and Sánchez, 2007) in response to problems like: 

integration of migrants (The Netherlands); social inclusion and the new 

roles to be played by older people (UK); and interest in promoting the idea 

of active ageing (Spain). The Beth Johnson Foundation, established in 1972 

in the UK, focussed on new approaches to ageing that linked policy, 

practice and research (Hatton-Yeo, 2006). They launched small-scale pilot-

projects from the 1990s which represent different categories of engagement, 

as discussed next. 

2.7 Categories and examples of intergenerational programming 

Intergenerational programmes belong in three categories according to form, 

function and scales of learning. Formðdepends on the type of interaction: 

older adults serving the young as resources in tutoring/mentoring filling the 

social grand-parenting role; children and youth serving older people as 
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visitors, companions and/or tutors; both collaborating in community service 

like environmental and community projects or any other informal learning 

activities (Brown and Ohsako, 2003). Functionðusually constitutes 

friendly and informal social encounters involving transfer of experiences, 

knowledge, know-how and memories; mutual creations like the arts; and 

active solidarity towards those in difficulty. While these categorisations 

capture the breadth of intergenerational engagement, they fail to show the 

level and quality of intergenerational contact (ENIL, 2012, p.15). Scales of 

learningðThere are seven levels on the intergenerational depth of 

engagement continuum (Kaplan, 2002, p.314): learning about the other age 

group, but without direct contact (level-1); seeing the other age group but at 

a distance (level-2); meeting each other (level-3); annual or periodic 

activities (level-4); demonstration projects (implemented on an 

experimental/trial basis) (level-5); on-going intergenerational programmes 

(level-6); and on-going, intergenerational sharing, support and 

communication (level-7). The most meaningful intergenerational 

relationships develop when level-5 projects lead to level-6 programmes. At 

level-7, intergenerational engagement is perceived as having become 

embedded in the community as a way of working and living (BJF, 2011). 

Examples of intergenerational programmes  

Hatton-Yeo (2007) warns that while a wide range of literature prevails from 

North America, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Spain and Japan, 

amongst others, these countries have different cultures and intergenerational 

emphasis and, while one can learn from them, their practices may not be 

culturally transferrable. Notwithstanding this note of caution, some 

programmes have particular relevance for this study. 

The Bigger Picture and Points of View projects (Hatton-Yeo, 2006) are run 

by the Magic Me (2005) company (Magic Me, 2005) in partnership with 

Tower Hamlets Mediation Service and secondary schools in London. 

Settings range from Pensionersô Clubs to nursing homes, schools to cultural 

organisations. Each project has its own aims in relation to community 

development including individual participantsô personal and skills 
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development. The idea is to enable younger and older participants to gain 

greater awareness of one anotherôs concerns and points of view, to discover 

mutual concerns and to examine areas of difference. Three-year 

programmes are initiated between students and seniors, facilitated by artists 

from Magic Me. They participate in activities exploring attitudes to older 

people. Participants study the arts, technology (e.g., photography, video, 

audio, ICT), and pro-social skills (communication, reflection, team-

building). Workshops are linked to the prescribed citizenship curriculum 

and students are encouraged to explore their roles as citizens. Activities are 

recorded in learning logs and are integrated as project work for GCSE 

examinations. For example, Points of View projects have facilitated students 

and seniors to undertake the GCSE Citizenship examination collaboratively 

after which project findings are presented and discussed with the 

school/local community. Such projects inform possibilities for developing 

an interventionist/citizenship programme for participants in this study, albeit 

in primary school. 

Personal Social and Health Education was researched by Martin et al. 

(2010). They found that key sustainability factors included: developing one-

to-one relationships whereby partners with similar interests were paired on 

needs/resources bases so as to sustain recruitment, commitment and interest. 

Planners found that wherever projects were informed by the curriculum 

(e.g., history and citizenship education), óthere can be positive benefits for 

academic workô (p.7). However, challenges arose for older people from 

concerns about working with youth or from negative criticism. Thence, a 

code of conduct needed to be agreed upfront to pre-empt negatively-

oriented behaviours. Some projects did not include participants with 

negatively entrenched views about either generation. Yet, evidence of 

potentially negative outcomes emerged in some evaluations showing 

ópotential for negative stereotypes to be reinforcedô (p.8) as verified by 

Granville (2002). She found that intergenerational programmes often end up 

producing a negative impact by reinforcing or even deepening (rather than 

solving) the conflicts they take on. 
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In Ireland, Finn and Scharf (2012) found that óto date no attempt has been 

made to draw together information about the nature of projects that bring 

the different generations togetherô (p.4). Of 28 programmes reviewed, all 

possessed criteria for intergenerational engagement, with three-quarters 

reporting having been evaluated. This included, for instance, The 

Maugherow Project: Unwrapping Creativity 1998-2001 (OôConnor, n.d.). 

Under the auspices of Sligo Arts and Health, this project has been conducted 

in a rural primary school in Ireland involving children (8-12-years) and 

older people (55 years and over) in collaborations with professional artists 

to explore their native place. Aiming to enhance social relationships, and 

promote greater understanding of health and well-being, it celebrates 

creativity in older age. Reported benefits include reinforcement of personal 

and communal identities; positive changes in attitudes towards self and 

others; improvements in physical, mental and emotional well-being; and 

altered patterns of social engagement. A possible limitation is that the 

evaluation did not acknowledge influences outside of the project, including 

family and community contexts. 

2.8 Outcomes and limitations of intergenerational engagement 

Perceived positive outcomes for intergenerational engagement have been 

documented widely (e.g., TOY, 2013; ENIL, 2012; BJF, 2011; Martin et al., 

2010; Springate et al., 2008; Sánchez et al., 2009). The most frequently-

cited benefits of intergenerational engagement, as documented by the Welsh 

Local Government and BJF (2012), include:  

Shared skills, experiences, achievements and talents to achieve mutual 

benefits; enhanced self-esteem and reduced exclusion for individuals 

and communities; changed negative perceptions of older and younger 

people; increased participation of people in lifelong learning; 

increased employment, education and training; enhanced active 

citizenship across generations; greater intergenerational 

understanding; increased wellbeing; better neighbourliness; greater 

understanding of the reasons for peopleôs behaviour; and better 
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opportunities for making new contacts with people of different 

generations. 

Notwithstanding the reported effectiveness of intergenerational 

programmes, leading specialists and evaluators (e.g., Sánchez and Diáz, 

2009; Springate et al., 2008; Granville, 2002) question the substance of 

reported outcomes. For example, Sánchez and Diáz (2009) found that many 

studies in Spain were óbased on anecdotal evidence that [el]udes to some 

specific aspect of the programme rather than its general impactô (p.10). 

Having analysed 133 programmes, they found that evaluation frequently 

amounted to just counting the number of participants in different activities. 

Granville (2002, p.1) preferred to describe outcomes as ópotentialô rather 

than óprovenô. She found that evaluations, when carried out, tend to focus on 

measurement for specific outcomes rather than the full impact of an 

intergenerational programme itself. Oftentimes, she discovered that reported 

outcomes were not directly related to intergenerational practice at all, but to 

other activities to which the benefits properly accrued (e.g., keep-fit  

classes).  

A possible reason for limited evidence-based research could be that, 

according to Veerman and van Yperen (2007), researchers typically 

interpret the randomized controlled trial (RCT) as the ógold standardô for the 

supply of evidence regarding the effectiveness of an intervention. However, 

they say that the RCT is rarely performed in youth care practice since it is 

difficult to conduct because of ethical objections. Additionally, there is the 

danger that RCTs could be prematurely conducted on interventions that are 

not yet fully developed or have yet to be accepted into actual practice.  

Explanations for positive outcomes, albeit anecdotal, might be attributable 

to factors other than intergenerational engagement, li ke: older peopleôs need 

to volunteer (Snyder and Omoto, 2009); óreciprocal needsô of younger and 

older people (Newman and Smith, 1997); and the ógenerativityô need (de St. 

Aubin et al., 2004; Erikson, 1963). Firstly, people volunteer to express 

personal values, develop self-confidence, self-esteem and increase social 

networks (Snyder and Omoto, 2009). Accordingly, they enjoy personal 
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growth derived from volunteering which is likely to lead to more sustained 

service since it comes from personally-motivated reasons. Snyder and 

Omoto (2009) found that people volunteer to show community concern 

through concern for others and for themselves. Volunteering, characterised 

by the absence of financial reward and lack of coercion (Morrow-Howell, 

2010), engenders a ósense of communityô (Sarason, 1974, p.41) which 

attracts volunteers whose participation is sustained over time and whose 

effectiveness is promoted (Snyder and Omoto, 2009). Consequently, as 

connections to that community increase, participation in that community 

also increases (Omoto and Malsch, 2005). Thus, if people are incorporated 

into networks wherein they experience meaningful belonging to óa larger 

collectivityô, they may be less likely to experience social exclusion, thereby 

enhancing psychological wellbeing and quality of life (Sarason, 1974, p.41). 

Additionally, recent surveys of the baby-boomer generation conducted in 

the United States found that older people are seeking to offer meaningful 

services which fulfil  personal development and lifelong learning ambitions 

and that facilitate extended social networks (Wilson et al., 2006). 

Secondly, young and old have óreciprocal needs directly linking the 

generationsô (Newman and Smith, 1997, p.18). Young and old can enrich 

each otherôs lives in reflecting óa unique synergy between the two age 

groups that enables growth and provides the kind of purposeful existence 

that is important to human developmentô (p.19) as outlined in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2: Reciprocal intergenerational needs (Newman and Smith,1997) 

Children need to be: Older people need to: 

Nurtured, taught, able to learn from 

the past, have a cultural identity, 

have positive role models, and be 

connected to preceding generations. 

Nurture, teach, have a successful 

life review, share cultural mores, 

communicate positive values and 

leave a legacy. 

 

Thirdly, older people have ógenerativityô needs, i.e., they need to pass on 

their lifeôs experiences to the next generation (Erikson, 1963). Erikson 

claimed that development over the life cycle occurs in a series of stages, 

each stage contributing to and influenced by the before-and-after stages. 
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Stage-4 (middle childhood: 7~11 years) and Stage-7 (later adulthood: 50 

years and over) could be perceived as twin-track stages, allowing older 

people to journey together with children in shared learning relationships as 

charted in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3: Theory of life-stages (Erikson, 1963) 

Eriksonôs theory of the life-stages for children and older people 

Stage-4: Industry vs. inferiority  

(Children) 

Stage-7: Generativity vs. stagnation 

(Older people) 

Children develop óa sense of being 

useful é of being able to make 

things and make them well and 

even perfectlyô (Erikson, 1959, 

p.91). Children who do not master 

age-appropriate skills are likely to 

develop a ósense of inferiorityô. 

Adults contribute to society, 

helping to guide future generations. 

Success leads to a sense of 

accomplishment. Failure leads to 

stagnation whereby adults become 

self-centred having a shallow 

involvement in the world. 

Generativity (Erikson, 1963) occurs through ónurturing, teaching, leading, 

and promoting the next generation while generating life products and 

outcomes that aim to benefit the social system and promote its continuity 

from one generation to the nextô (McAdams et al., 1993, p.221). It is 

motivated by societyôs expectation that individuals should invest greater 

personal resources in the next generation, but is overwhelmingly driven by 

óthe need to be neededô (Erikson, 1963, p.267) and by what Kotre (1984) 

referred to as ósymbolic immortalityô or the desire to live on in others. 

Erikson himself failed to theorise the negative implications of generativity, 

or the fact that óoneôs legacy [may be] a destructive oneéor benefit one 

group but not othersé (de St. Aubin et al., 2004, p.266). Indeed, 

generativity may last longer than in previous generations because life 

expectancy has increased by about 15 years since Erikson wrote his thesis. 

Life expectancy in 1950s Ireland was 64.5 years (CSO, 1951) whereas by 

2012 it had reached almost 81 years; i.e., life expectancy at birth for women 

in Ireland was 83.2 years, 4.5 years above the male life expectancy of 78.7 

years (CSO, 2012). 
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2.9 The toolkit of intergenerational programming:  the 5 óRôs 

Bressler et al. (2005) communicate the essential criteria for conducting 

intergenerational programmes óthat are most effective at achieving their 

goals and most fulfilling to participantsô (p.20), namely the 5 óRôsô: roles, 

relationships, reciprocity, recognition and responsiveness.  

Firstly, all programme participants should have assigned roles whereby they 

would undertake tasks that they understand as being meaningful to them. 

Following Newman and Sánchez (2007), older persons might act as 

ómentors, tutors, carers, coaches, visitors, friends or storytellersô (p.51). 

Likewise, children might perform assigned tasks; not being ódelimited by 

age but by what each individual in the IP can do to help to secure the 

defined goalsô (p.52). They cite the Conecta Joven programme, as an 

example of how youth are able to tutor older persons on how to use new 

information and communication technologies:  

óThis role reversibility, instead of automatically assigning fixed 

positions to people from different generations, is an indicator of the 

flexible approach and adaptability which characterise the most 

successful intergenerational programmesô (p.52). 

Secondly, intergenerational programmes, as potential sources of 

intergenerational solidarity, need to be approached relationally. Sánchez et 

al. (2010) see such programmes primarily as opportunities for people to 

meet and relate: 

ó[A]ctivities are only an instrument: what matters in these programs is 

the development of mutually beneficial relationships through 

processes such as cooperation, interaction, and exchange. 

Approaching intergenerational programs from a relational perspective 

means that relationships happening within their framework become an 

end in themselves; beyond outputs and outcomes, what people 

involved in intergenerational programs gain is the experience of being 

with others, and feeling connected to othersô (p.136). 
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Thirdly, there should be reciprocity (give-and-take) whereby participants 

experience a sense of giving to and receiving from people who are not of 

their age group: 

óAcknowledging the reciprocity that exists across the life course is 

fundamental to quality intergenerational practice: the understanding 

that each person gives and receives throughout their lifetime and that 

people of all generations have value and can contribute to civic lifeô 

(Butts, 2007, p.100). 

Fourthly, there should be evidence of ongoing recognition of the 

participantôs contributions to the programme which should serve as a source 

of motivation for engagement. According to Pinazo and Kaplan (2007): 

 Intergenerational programmes can provide adults with validation of 

their knowledge and contribution, assistance in some of the tasks or 

activities of the young people with whom they work, éopportunities 

to continue to learn, receive individual attention and recognition, 

develop friendships with young people, become reintegrated in family 

and community life, feel needed, éand refresh their own appreciation 

of their past experiences (p.79). 

Lastly, programmes should focus on satisfying real and clearly identified 

community needs thus showing potential to be sustainable and, therefore, of 

producing a greater impact over time. Therefore, there should be evidence 

of responsiveness to community needs in the participantsô support for each 

other. Henkin theorises the ócommunity for all agesô (CFAA) from an 

explicit life span perspective:  

óRather than viewing childrenéas secondary beneficiaries of efforts 

to make a community good for older adults, CFAA starts by bringing 

all age groups to the table to assess needs/resources and develop 

strategies that will enhance the quality of life for all generationsô 

(Henkin, 2007, p.156). 

She advocates that communities must take into account their unique needs, 

resources, and cultural context as they bring people together to address 
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common concerns and promote individual development across the life 

course. Values to guide communities for all ages might include (Henkin, 

2007, p.157): interdependence, reciprocity, recognition, diversity, equity 

and inclusion, and social connectedness. With interdependence people feel a 

sense of shared responsibility for one another and rely on each other for 

care, support, and nurturing. Respect for diversity ensures that efforts are 

made to foster understanding across diverse groups, thus promoting 

recognition of shared priorities and untapped resources. Programmes should 

be designed on the understanding that improvements to overall quality of 

life would benefit the whole community. Wider social networks would 

enhance social relationships thus providing support for all age groups; and 

formal networks would foster opportunities for connection across ages and 

cultures, thus building a shared sense of community for all ages. 

2.10 Chapter summary 

This thesis has as its starting point a two-dimensional problem: weaknesses 

in the provision of citizenship education at Irish Primary School, and a 

perceived increasing social distance between young and old in Irish society. 

Citizenship definitions and approaches were addressed so as to better 

understand how to activate young childrenôs civic engagement. Despite the 

limited empirical evidence to date, intergenerational engagement offers 

possibilities for activating young childrenôs civic engagement while 

simultaneously connecting young and old through collaborations addressing 

the civic literacy concept. Thence, the study foregrounds young children 

while keeping the social support of the elders in the background in seeking 

to find out:  

To what extent and in what ways can participation in 

intergenerational learning collaborations activate young childrenôs 

civic engagement?  

To further elucidate the central research question, the study draws from 

literature on theories of practice, active learning, and action plus educational 

values espoused by the research-practitioner, as discussed next in Chapter 

Three.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

THEORETICAL FOCI  

3.0 Introduction  

This chapter addresses theoretical foci of practice, active social learning and 

action. It also addresses educational values which give the study meaning 

and purpose, namely: practice, connectedness and dialogue. The practice 

has at its core interventions to develop the civic literacy concept so as to 

activate young childrenôs civic engagement. The practice is informed by the 

living theory approach to action research (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006). 

Theories of active learning are informed by constructivist/socio-

constructivist approaches (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978; Lave and Wenger, 1991; 

Bruner, 1996). Theory of action (Arendt, 1958) explains actions that 

children might undertake as expressions of their civic activation. 

Educational values (3.4) are considered in light of theoretical foci of 

practice (3.1), active learning (3.2) and theory of action (3.3) (see Figure 

3.1). 
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Figure 3.1: Theoretical foci 
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3.1 Practice 

This section addresses the living theory approach to practice (Whitehead 

and McNiff, 2006) and explains why it was deemed appropriate. Living 

theory represents a theoretical focus rather than an all-encompassing 

methodology and informs the practice dimension of the study which 

incorporates action research. Action research is briefly traced from its 

origins through to the living theory concept (3.1.1), leading into a discussion 

of the philosophical assumptions underpinning the concept (3.1.2). The 

rationale for choosing living theory including its critique is then considered 

(3.1.3). The subsection concludes with a discussion of its relevance to 

intergenerational practice (3.1.4). 

3.1.1 The living theory approach 

Action research infers (Carr and Kemmis, 1986, p.162):  

óCollective self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social 

situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own 

practices, their understandings of these practices, and the situations in 

which the practices are carried outô.  

The idea is to improve education by changing it and to learn from the 

consequences. Thus, action research is inherently participatory and 

collaborative and involves participant self-reflection in cyclical plan-act-

observe-reflect processes. The living theory approach to action research 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) additionally involves research-practitioners 

investigating their own practice to produce living theories, meaning their 

own explanations for what they are doing and why. Hence, theory is living 

insofar as it evolves through practice which is continuously tested, evaluated 

and amended. Learning occurs therefore without a defined end because in 

evaluating actions taken, new awareness emerges on which further actions 

are to be taken. 

Whitehead (1989) highlights that values are embodied in oneôs educational 

practices and their meanings can be communicated in the course of their 
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emergence in practice. Declaring oneôs values and reflecting on their 

educative influence induces self-reflection, a core component of action 

research (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). This is done usually through reflection-

in/on-action (Schön, 1983). Reflection represents óa form of real-life 

theorizingé[validated]éthrough the critical feedback of othersô 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p.32). The idea is that learning outcomes are 

presented to a wider critical audience, securing the feedback that is 

necessary to support oneôs claims to knowledge. 

Whitehead (1989) encourages research-practitioners to account for their 

educational development through the creation of their own living 

educational theories by using their educational values as living standards of 

judgement for the validity of their claims to educational knowledge. Such 

values-based influence is what differentiates the living theory approach 

from other approaches to action research. Values become epistemological 

standards of judgement for the claims to educational knowledge of the 

living theory approach: individuals are held accountable, by explaining how 

they exert educational influence (i.e., transmit educative values) óin their 

own learning, the learning of others and the learning of members of social 

formationsô (p.17). The word óinô is deliberate in that living theory conveys 

an insider and inter-relational state of being derived from the idea of all 

phenomena being connected (Arendt, 1958; Bateson, 1972; Capra, 2003; 

Rayner, 2004, 2005). Accordingly, oneôs óown learningô means improving 

how this research-practitioner might facilitate a civic literacy-themed 

intergenerational practice; ólearning of othersô entails the learning of 

participants (young and old); and the ósocial formationsô involve óa group of 

people who come together with a common focusô (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006, p.121), or the class/school community in this study. 

Origin of the living theory concept 

Action research originated as critical theory (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). 

Oriented toward critiquing and changing society, it acknowledges that social 

situations are created by people, and can be constructed or deconstructed at 

will. It places ócore emphases on being human, social and politicalô 
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(Phillips, 2010, p.65). Being human-oriented involves active knowing by 

those engaged in practice; being socially-oriented recognises that socio-

cultural processes of interaction influence practice which by turn are 

influenced by participants. Therefore, political orientations combine human 

and social actions which constitute the political thrust of critical theory. 

McNiff (1988) traces the origins of action research from initial 

conceptualisation with Lewin (1947) and Freire (1972), through the teacher-

as-researcher approach (Stenhouse, 1975) to the practitioner-as-researcher 

approach (Carr and Kemmis, 1986). Then, Whitehead (1989) theorised the 

living theory approach with questions-of-the-kind, óHow do I improve my 

practice?ô 

Whiteheadôs (1989) thesis on living theory was prompted by Illyenko, a 

Russian logistician, who asked óIf an object exists as a living contradiction, 

what must the thought be that expresses it?ô In other words, ówhat kind of 

logic needs to be used, and what kind of theory generated, to find an 

appropriate way of communicatingéoneself as a living contradiction?ô 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p. 32). Whitehead (1989) deduced that the 

dominant logics in the Western Academy eliminate contradiction from 

correct thought. Hence, he hypothesised that if he were grounded in living 

contradiction then he could generate living educational theory from that 

ground and test to see if it would meet one of his criticisms of education 

research, namely that it was an invention of the philosophers, psychologists, 

sociologists and historians. Accordingly, Whitehead theorised living 

educational theory, distinct from education theory, whereby he argued that 

practice is grounds for theory generation, and therefore óaction research 

should be seen as a form of research, not simply as a form of improving 

actionô (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p.159). 

The living-I  

Whitehead (1989) starts with the ócontradiction of the living óIô: the 

experience of holding educational values and the experience of their 

negationô (p.44). In dialectics, this would equate to argument and counter-

argument. He understood the problems faced by dialecticians 
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(contradiction/counter-argument) and logisticians (hypothesis) when trying 

to establish sustained dialogue. Dialecticians claim that contradiction is 

central to explanations of change (Marcuse, 1964), whereas logisticians 

claim that contradictions should be removed since theories that contain 

contradictions are useless anyway (Popper, 1963). Popper rejected 

dialectical claims to knowledge as being óbased on nothing better than a 

loose and woolly way of speakingô (p.316). Thus, dialectics has no place in 

the propositional form (Popper, 1963) which in turn masks the dialectical 

nature of reality (Marcuse, 1964). Consequently, Whitehead developed the 

concept of óliving logicsô which are ólivingô, óinclusionalô and órelationalô: 

ólivingô in that they have capacity for self-recreation in innovative ways; 

óinclusionalô in including propositional and dialectical forms of thinking; 

and órelationalô in seeing the unfolding nature of relationships in everything 

(cited in Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, pp.32-39). 

While propositional and dialectical logics can communicate meanings 

through figures and text, the epistemological standards of judgement which 

derive from embodied values additionally require ómultisensory forms of 

communication, such as pictures and graphicséand other electronic 

technologyô to capture values embodied in practice in ways that text-based 

reportage cannot do (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p.32). Thence, 

photographic evidence is a necessary feature of this study. Whitehead 

(1989) developed living theory from a combination of multi-media 

testimonies to his self-reflective living-óIô which allows subjectivity and 

Wittgensteinôs (1953, in Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) scientific-óIô which 

denies subjectivity. 

The ontological/subjective óIô is connected to Senôs notion of developing the 

capabilities of people as a means of removing the óunfreedomsô (or lack of 

freedom) that prevent them from acting for positive change (Sen, 1999). 

Freedom infers accountability  for living oneôs values, making good 

decisions about oneôs life, improving learning, and encouraging others to do 

likewise and recognising oneself as a óliving contradictionô when oneôs 

values are denied (Whitehead, 1989). The idea is that the research-

practitioner connects his/her ontological óIô to the óIô of others so that óthe 
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óIô studies the óIô in the company of other óIôsô (McNiff and Whitehead, 

2006, p.33). In consequence, the óIô becomes óWeô and together the 

collective has the potential to influence wider social change when everyone 

is asking óHow do I improve what I am doingéô (Whitehead, 1989). 

3.1.2 Philosophical assumptions underpinning living theory  

Ontology attaches meaning to the nature of being. It informs the 

epistemological, methodological, and pedagogical assumptions underlying a 

living theory approach which, for Whitehead and McNiff (2006, p.86), 

means that inclusion, connectedness and co-creativity underpin the 

philosophical assumptions: 

óWe understand the universe, and ourselves and others as part of it, as 

involved in constantly unfolding processes of creationéThe nature of 

these processes is that they are free, self-transforming, relational and 

inclusive. Our belief in the nature of these processes travels to our 

belief in the nature of all growth processes, as free, self-transforming, 

relational and inclusive, and therefore co-creative.ô  

This studyôs intergenerational practice aligns with Whitehead and McNiffôs 

(2006) thinking that: all  people possess a wealth of personal knowledge 

(Polanyi, 1958); have infinite ability to create new language (Chomsky, 

1986); everyone and everything is connected through their being an original 

creation capable of original thought, connected through artefacts and 

dialogue (Arendt, 1958) and through invisible and intangible ties, with 

space and boundaries (Bateson, 1972; Capra, 2003); and all phenomena are 

in intimate relation with one another and, therefore, boundaries can be 

dissolved into permeable interfaces that dynamically co-create each other 

over time (Rayner, 2004, 2005). Hence, the living theory approach to the 

practice element of this study allows transmission of oneôs own values 

(practice, connectedness and dialogue) which are aligned with philosophical 

assumptions of living theory (inclusion, connectedness and co-creativity): it 

facilitates inclusion of propositional and dialectical forms of thinking; 

connectedness of all things, animate and inanimate; and it encourages co-

creativity. 



74 

 

Since epistemology questions what constitutes knowledge, an ontological 

assumption of existing with others in constantly unfolding co-creative 

processes establishes the conditions for creating and testing living theories 

arising from this practice. Accordingly, oneôs own educational values 

become epistemological standards of judgment for the studyôs claims to 

knowledge (McNiff and Whitehead, 2006). Consequently, one is enabled to 

make claims to knowledge based on showing that his/her educational values 

are evidenced in the pupils as a result of practice, and that such evidence 

explains educational influences in his/her own and anotherôs learning. Not 

all claims to knowledge need to be made in this way but it can be used for 

the practice/interventions element of the study. Thence, the living theory 

approach involves describing and evidencing learning from practice. It is 

based on the assumption that people are accountable for their own learning 

and capable of offering explanations for educational influences in their 

learning (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006). Since ways of knowing in living 

theory incorporate ontological assumptions of inclusion, connectedness and 

co-creativity, the epistemology is understood to be inclusive, connected and 

co-creative too, because everyoneôs contribution can be submitted as a basis 

for creating living theories. 

Methodology explains the studyôs rules/procedures against which data 

collection methods are informed and claims for knowledge processed. 

Accordingly, the methodology incorporates ontological assumptions of 

inclusion, connectedness and co-creativity when constructing knowledge 

according to the living theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006). 

Thence, to derive living theories, the practice is interrogated through 

reflective cycles of óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010). Research 

is undertaken with social or universal intent so as to determine ówhat we 

want to achieve in the social world, and whyô (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006, p.24). Like Polanyi (1958), this research-practitioner understands 

herself óas a person claiming originality and exercising [her] judgement 

responsibly with universal intentô (p.327). Polanyi infers that public 

validation processes depend primarily on oneôs own powers of critical 

reflection to validate oneôs own beliefs. Whitehead and McNiff (2006) 
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encourage researchers to validate their own beliefs as they ask how they can 

óexercise that understanding as educational influenceô (p.25). Essentially, 

methodological assumptions of this study are that knowledge is constructed 

by participants in collaborative enquiry which is inclusive, interconnected 

and co-creative. 

Pedagogy can be defined as óthe practice or the art, science, craft of 

teachingé it refers to the interactive process between teacher and learner 

and the learning environmentéô (Siraj-Blatchford, 2004, p.138). It concerns 

what is appropriate or less appropriate for children to be taught. By 

óappropriateô Whitehead and McNiff (2006) understand that those whose 

learning we support should find our influence educational and consequently 

be enabled to generate their own living theories through practice. In the 

Reggio Emilia schools, for instance, practitioners, through documentation 

and dialogue with others, reflect on practice so as to enhance educational 

influence in childrenôs learning and their knowledge is seen as meaningful 

in interpreting educational phenomena (Hawkins, 1966; Malaguzzi, 1993). 

The rationale for choosing living theory is discussed next. 

3.1.3 Rationale for and critique of living theory 

The living theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) was chosen for 

the practice element of this study for three reasons. Firstly, additional to the 

theoretical foundations on which it is constructed (3.1.1 above), it involves 

collective self-enquiry in including every participant in co-creative 

processes. It is collaborative and participative, thereby activating a sense of 

responsibility in young children through their having to explain their own 

learning. Personal and civic responsibilities are key themes of civic literacy, 

and by participating in a study with an action research element, pupils can 

be empowered to become responsible for their own learning through hands-

on experience. Essentially, the living theory approach facilitates young 

children to give óvoiceô in civic matters affecting them, both quantitatively 

and qualitatively, namely: through completing questionnaires, designing 

interventions and workshops, and contributing to evidence for educational 

influence in their own learning. 
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Secondly, it facilitates ómethodological inventivenessô because a 

researcherôs choice of methodology and methods are as important as the 

topic itself (Dadds and Harte, 2001, p.165). Therefore, it can be meshed in 

with a mixed-methods approach through using reflection cycles of 

óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010) which informed structured 

workshops through three core questions: 

¶ What issues have you become aware of that you could help to solve? 

¶ What actions do you suggest taking to solve the identified problem?  

¶ What was the result of the action taken?  

 

Moreover, Whitehead encourages research-practitioners to develop their 

own living theory methodologies by integrating and extending elements of 

the major qualitative approaches, as categorised by Creswell (2007): 

narrative, phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. 

He argues that óone can draw insights from each of these approaches 

without choosing between them in the development of oneôs own living 

theory methodologyô (p.1). 

Thirdly, the dual-role of researcher and practitioner (i.e., research-

practitioner) is combined in action research (Reason and Bradbury, 2008; 

Dick, 2000) allowing key criteria of action research to be fulfilled (Dick, 

2000): action ï to facilitate collaborations; responsiveness ï to allow a 

ógrowing understanding on the part of those involvedô (p.2); and flexibility  

ï to entertain ófuzzy beginnings while progressing towards appropriate 

endingsô (p.2). 

The living theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006; Whitehead, 

1989) has its critics. Indeed McNiff (2013) has recently distanced herself 

from the óLiving Theoryô term. In her book Action Research: Principles and 

Practice (McNiff, 2013) she writes:  

óI have become increasingly concerned that the original idea of óliving 

theoryô (as a practical form of action) seems to have become reified 

into óLiving Theoryô (as a proper noun denoting a movement). This 

change can be confusing for practitionerséThe idea of óLiving 
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Theoryô as a reified object presents the theory as something separate 

from the practice. Once again, ótheoryô becomes an object of study 

rather than a living practice, and the reification of the term potentially 

denies the very principles and values that inspired it. So since about 

2010 I have distanced myself from this form of languageô (p.65). 

McNiff now prefers to use phrases like óliving the theory in actionô (p.51). 

Notwithstanding such critique living theory was selected to inform the 

óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010) cycles pertinent to practice.  

3.1.4 Relevance of living theory to an intergenerational practice 

This study is about activating young childrenôs civic engagement with 

volunteer support using the civic literacy concept as the learning tool. There 

is limited evidence-based literature on both young childrenôs civic 

engagement and intergenerational engagement. Consequently, living theory 

offers possibilities to construct knowledge claims based on practice and 

generated by: photographic evidence of workshops to capture embodied 

values; explanations of learning submitted by participants, key informants, 

and this research-practitioner; and pertinent literature. Ontological 

assumptions of inclusiveness, connectedness and co-creativity inform an 

epistemology of creating living theories through reflection on practice. 

Methodologically, the practice is interrogated through reflective cycles of 

óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010) so as to derive living 

theories. Pedagogically, assumptions of deep attachment between 

participants reflect the ontological assumption of existing with others in co-

creative processes. 

Participants influence the research-practitionerôs practice and reflection. In 

turn, their learning is influenced through the research-practitionerôs living in 

the direction of her educational values (practice, connectedness and 

dialogue), which are the epistemological standards of judgement 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) used to assist in testing knowledge claims 

arising from the practice. Reflection in/on-practice (Schön, 1983), followed 

by amendment or improvement, generates evidence of active learning 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006), as discussed next. 



78 

 

3.2 Active learning 

Active learning is the principal approach recommended for teaching SPHE:  

óChildren need to be actively engaged in the learning process in order 

to be able to use what they have learned in a variety of situations. 

Through active learning children can make sense of what they have 

learned and take increasing ownership of and responsibility for their 

own learningô (GOI/SPHE, 1999b, p.5).  

Active learning infers a relationship between experience (=óI doô) and 

education (=óI understandô), whereby there must be a having which is 

contact with the events of life (experience), and a knowing which is 

interpretation of those events (Dewey, 1938). Thus, active learning infers 

learning by doing, reflecting, analysing, generalising, and applying 

knowledge (Haynes, 2007). These criteria are now explained with relevance 

to this study. 

Doing: Students perform hands-on tasks with help from volunteers, 

e.g., making presentations, problem-solving. It illuminates what the 

students learn from the experience rather than the quantity/quality, or 

product, of experience. 

Reflecting and analysing: Students share and compare their results, 

reactions and observations with one another and, in describing, 

discussing and analysing learning, they transfer/relate the learning to 

future experiences: how it was derived; how recurring themes, 

problems and issues emerged from it; how specific problems/issues 

were addressed.  

Generalising and applying: Students connect the experience with 

real-life examples, find trends in the experience, and identify learning 

that emerged and apply it to a similar/different situation having 

application to themselves, like how issues raised are useful to future 

situations and/or how more effective behaviours could be developed 

from the learning.  
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Wurdinger and Carlson (2010), in Teaching for Experiential Learning, 

make suggestions for facilitators of experiential learning: ensure a child-

centred approach, explaining objectives and learning outcomes, tying 

objectives to activities so that learners know what to do and why; identify 

experiences wherein learners find interest and commitment; expect that all 

(including children) can share teaching and learning; provide meaningful 

resources to help learners to succeed and, allow them to discover solutions 

for themselves; facilitate collaborations which are practical, social and 

personally interesting but challenging enough to advance learning; and 

enable self-evaluation as an important means of assessment for learning 

(AfL).  

The idea that active learning is best for students is well supported. Studies 

(e.g., Romanowski, 2003; Steen et al., 2003) show that students prefer to 

learn through activities that have real-life relevance requiring an appropriate 

level of cognition. This applies to youth who like to engage with, for 

instance, concerns that interrogate issues of moral and social responsibility. 

Such awareness can be enhanced by any programme which supports 

personal and social responsibility (Lister, 2007; Theis, 2010). Active 

learning approaches move from experience to learning: activities lead to 

concepts which become meaningful, transferable, and memorable when 

constructed through experience (Cooperstein and Kocevar-Weidinger, 

2003). 

In this study, active learning has been informed by constructivist/socio-

constructivist thought, as discussed next. 

3.2.1 Constructivist and social constructivist approaches 

Constructivism infers that all learning occurs through the cognitive effort an 

individual asserts during the process of integrating information alongside 

prior understandings (Doolittle and Camp, 1999). Constructivism dates back 

around 2000 years in the East and around 300 years in the West. Immanuel 

Kant (1724-1804) is thought to have influenced Jean Piaget, the founding 

father of Western constructivism. According to Pritchard and Woollard 

(2010), Piaget theorised that the child progresses through universal 
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developmental stages: sensori-motor (less than two years); pre-operational 

(two to seven years); concrete operational (seven to 11 years); and formal 

operational stage (11 years and over). Children learn through key stages 

when new knowledge is encountered: óassimilation, accommodation and 

equilibrationô (p.10). Accordingly, they match information, concepts, and 

skills arising from interaction with their environment and assimilate it with 

previously formed mental structures which are then modified so as to 

accommodate new information. Equilibration, the balancing process 

between understanding what one knows (assimilation) and adjusting to new 

knowledge (accommodation) follows when their schemata are fully 

assimilated into their knowledge bank. It pre-empts the process of active 

learning. While Piagetôs constructivism greatly applied to childhood 

education in the 1950s-1960s, today it is disputed because of his claim that 

children are not capable of abstract thought until they reach the 11+ years-

stage. Donaldson (1978) argues that schemata happen much earlier if 

children are encouraged to engage with critical thinking. 

Social constructivism or social learning systems derive from constructivism 

and emphasise the role of others and all forms of social interaction in the 

process of constructing knowledge and understanding (Pritchard and 

Woollard, 2010). Since realities vary with individuals, so does knowledge 

which depends on learnersô pre-existing knowledge and learning processes 

and/or symbolic tools (Pritchard and Woollard, 2010). The main exponent 

of socio-cultural learning is Vygotsky (1978). He theorised that: language 

and communication are at the heart of personal and intellectual 

development; both cognitive and social development complement each 

other; learning leads development; learning depends on learnersô socio-

cultural backgrounds including their bank of learning tools/symbols; and 

social interaction with more capable others. His idea of learning from more 

capable others is central to socio-constructivist thought theorised as the 

ózone of proximal developmentô (ZPD): 

ó[The ZPD]éis the level of potential development as determined 

through problem-solvingéin collaboration with more capable 

peerséWhat children can do with the assistance of others might be in 
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some sense even more indicative of their mental development than 

what they can do aloneô (p.85). 

Vygotsky infers that in the ZPD, learners can increase the distance between 

their actual and potential level of development through being helped by 

more capable others and, therefore, what children might do with assistance 

from others in group/pair work might more accurately reflect their ability 

than what they can do unassisted.  

Bruner (1983) extended Vygotskyôs (1978) ZPD theory using the idea of 

óscaffoldingô, a process of ó[setting up] the situation to make the childôs 

entry easy and successful and then gradually pulling back and handing the 

role to the child as he becomes skilled enough to manage itô (p.60). For 

Bruner (1996), tools and artefacts are the scaffolds that define and shape 

oneôs work and thinking, and therefore their ways of knowing. One of the 

most effective ways of scaffolding is through on-going shared activities 

(Bruner, 1996). Indeed, any learning relationships wherein learners 

collaborate on shared tasks results in ócollective scaffoldingô (Donato, 1994) 

through which learners working in groups can produce results that none of 

them would produce alone.  

Bronfenbrennerôs óecology of human developmentô could be seen as 

extending Vygotsky (1978) in that his work concurs, but he placed an even 

greater emphasis on the relationship between adult and child: 

Learning and development are facilitated by the participation of the 

developing person in progressively more complex patterns of 

reciprocal activity with someone with whom that person has 

developed a strong and enduring emotional attachmenté 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.60). 

Thus, Bronfenbrenner situates the childôs development in the context of 

his/her relationships within the family, neighbourhood, school, community, 

and society. He maintains that individuals belong to many different 

communities, starting at the centre with the microsystemic level of oneôs 

family and extending outwards through the mesosystemic level of peers, 
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church and school to the exosystemic level of extended 

family/neighbourhood, to the ultimate global world community at 

macrosystemic level. Accordingly, youthôs internal developmental 

capacities are bi-directionally connected insofar as each level of 

development interacts with the other levels such that a childôs development 

is dependent on such proximal contexts as Bronfenbrenner outlines. Similar 

to positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2005), Bronfenbrennerôs 

approach asserts that, to achieve success, practice needs to reflect and 

address the dynamic relationship that young people have with others, as 

well as with the wider context of their lives. Berg et al. (2009) found that 

youth-work programmes offer possibilities to youth to óuse an ecological 

framework to explore their ñmultiple selvesò in different socio-geographic 

contextsô (p.346). In such programmes they can negotiate with one another 

and engage with community partners in decision-making and take action at 

multiple levels that reflect the needs of their communities. In consequence, 

the process reinforces group cohesion and community connectedness and 

results in positive individual-level developmental outcomes (Berg et al., 

2009). 

Rogoff developed the notion of óguided participationô (Rogoff, 1990; 

Rogoff, 1995; Rogoff et al., 1993) whereby children are guided as they 

learn to communicate with others. It is a mechanism to help children 

improve their pro-social skills. The more competent peer provides the 

appropriate amount of support to help a younger, less capable learner 

acquire knowledge and skills (Rogoff, 1990). More capable others support 

young children in the development of mental tools like focus, 

memory/recall, social skills, and other problem-solving skills that help them 

to think better, mix better, pay attention, and recall learning (Bodrova and 

Leong, 2007). Children then use these tools to succeed at literacy and 

numeracy having learned them from others through óguided participationô. 

Children who behave pro-socially fare better academically than those who 

do not (Corsaro and Molinari, 2005). Children who have at least one peer 

they consider a friend thrive in a school environment better than those who 

cannot identify a single friend (Corsaro, 2003). óGuided participationô, 
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facilitated in this study by the volunteers, may offer possibilities to develop 

young childrenôs pro-social skills. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) theorised situated learning as another dimension of 

socio-constructivist thought. It is understood to happen through social 

participation in communities of practice while regarded as normal social 

activity: a community with shared characteristics: ómutual engagementô, 

ójoint enterpriseô and óshared repertoireô (Wenger, 1998, pp. 72ï85). 

Learning develops through relationships and interactions that occur in the 

process of reproducing and adapting communities which form the context in 

which meaning is actively negotiated between participants. It differs from 

traditional approaches insofar as the emphasis is on the collaborative 

development of meaning as against the transference of knowledge through 

instruction and cognitive acquisition. Consequently, the individual is an 

engaged agent in the learning process, developing a sense of membership 

and belonging and is involved in co-constructing knowledge and skills, 

including the construction/reconstruction of his/her own identity.  

Lave and Wenger (1991) emphasise the importance of role models in 

learning, as they constitute a form of practice which combines the 

knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required for successful performance. 

A process of ólegitimate peripheral participationô connects the production of 

persons (newcomers) to the production of communities of practice (old-

timers). óLegitimate peripheral participationô acknowledges their activities, 

identities, artefacts, knowledge and practice. The idea is that ónewcomersô 

learn a skill from óold-timersô by participating peripherally in ongoing 

community activities, e.g., knitting/embroidery/weaving. The terms ómasterô 

and óapprenticeô are used, not to disguise teacher-pupil relations, but to 

provide newcomers to a community with legitimate access to its practices. 

Hence, apprenticeship usually involves no external tests, progress being 

visible to the learner and others through the work itself. Thus, ósituated 

learningô and ócommunities of practiceô envelop the entire social situation in 

which the learning occurs. Occurring in a participatory framework, learners 

become full members when they have a comprehensive understanding of the 

processes in which they are involved and can perform a task with mastery.  
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Wenger (1998) later developed a social theory of learning within which he 

constructed a four-dimensional typology: learning as experience (meaning-

making); learning as doing (practice); learning as belonging (community); 

and learning as becoming (identity). Thence, the social groupings of family, 

school and neighbourhood is understood as an interconnected community 

within which individuals can develop their own identities and learn different 

identities including the identity of the engaged citizen, i.e., a mesosystemic 

community (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

Further extensions of socio-constructivism include cooperative learning 

which exists when individuals collaborate in a group so as to promote both 

their individual learning outcomes and those of their members/peers 

(Johnson and Johnson, 1989). Cooperative learning has as its basic premise 

that óthe way in which social interdependence is structured determines how 

individuals interact within the situation which, in turn, affects outcomesô 

(Johnson and Johnson, 1989, p.5). Accordingly, cooperation is most 

effective when members perceive that they share common goals; and when 

membersô goals are positively dependent on the actions of the group. 

Positive interdependence is assumed to enhance ópromotiveô interaction, 

namely: students motivating each other to reach group goals, giving each 

other feedback, challenging conclusions and reasoning, and taking anotherôs 

perspectives to better explore diverse opinions in consequence of which 

higher academic achievement can be expected (Johnson and Johnson, 1989; 

Johnson et al., 2000). Indeed, any form of peer interaction can be 

cooperative if it adheres to two basic principles: positive interdependence 

and individual accountability (Slavin, 1996). Positive interdependence 

means that members perceive that the collective effort of the group is 

essential in order for the individual learners to achieve their goals (Johnson 

and Johnson, 2009). Individual accountability infers that students are 

responsible for individual learning outcomes. Accordingly, while working 

as group members, students might still pursue individual goals and be 

assessed as such. However, negative interdependence exists when the efforts 

of group members are unrelated and detrimental to student learning 

outcomes. Generally, cooperative learning facilitates student interaction in 
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ways that are likely to increase positive interdependence and promotive 

interaction such as think-pair-share strategy (Johnson et al., 2000). 

Constructivist/socio-constructivist thought has been addressed so as to 

inform how active social learning might happen in this study. It is also 

necessary to understand how differing teaching/learning styles apply and 

how to teach to, for and through them, as addressed next. 

3.2.2 Diverse teaching strategies 

Wherever student intelligence profiles match teacher intelligence profiles, it 

is likely that learning takes place with relative ease whereas with 

intergenerational learning the situation is very different because young and 

old are reciprocal teachers/learners. Accordingly, different teaching 

strategies need to be mapped onto learning styles as entry points for 

teaching/learning (Gardner et al., 1996). Such suggested mapping strategies 

include: 

Narrational ï uses story to convey the concept in question; 

Aesthetic ï uses features which appeal to learnersô artistic abilities; 

Logical-quantitative ï approaches the topic through reasoning; 

Foundational - examines philosophical and definitional aspects of a 

concept appropriate for people who like to pose philosophical questions; 

Experiential - relates learning directly to the materials that embed the 

concept experientially; and  

Social-cooperative - uses collaborative group-work; 

These strategies offer multiple approaches to the participants in terms of 

how to share learning with each other. The problem identified in the 

delivery of SPHE as revealed in the Inspectorateôs report (GOI, 2009) was 

that óthe lesson [SPHE] was overly teacher-directed and the pupils were 

provided with inadequate opportunities to explore the topic under discussion 

in an in-depth mannerô (p.57). Meanwhile, the SPHE curriculum demands 

óactive learning approachesô intended to facilitate children to become more 
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critical and discerning, more able to take responsibility for their own 

learning and more able to transfer the learning to different situations 

(GOI/SPHE, 1999a, p.54).  

The socio-constructivists offer possible strategies for active learning 

premised on social interaction, a primary function of intergenerational 

learning (Newman et al., 1997). The ZPD theory (Vygotsky, 1978) is 

applicable in that learners can increase the distance between their actual and 

potential level of development through being helped by the volunteers. 

Following Bruner (1985), volunteers act as a óscaffoldô while children learn 

a skill. Bruner (1968) found that the more basic the concept that the child 

learns through discovering principles for himself, the greater his ability to 

transfer it to new situations. Donatoôs (1994) idea of ócollective scaffoldingô 

applies wherever children learn to support each other and the volunteers. 

Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) socio-ecological model has relevance for 

intergenerational practice because programmes can be adapted to address a 

combination of individual and environmental factors, including community 

needs. Situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) relates to the production 

of ónewcomersô/pupils which can be connected to that of óold-

timersô/volunteers in an intergenerational community of practice. The civic-

literacy-themed interventions/workshops are discussed next. 

3.2.3 The interventions: a rationale  

Interventions in this study are devised to develop desired outcomes for civic 

literacy mediated through curricular content which incorporates the arts: 

music and dance; arts and crafts; creative writing, local history and story-

telling; environmental awareness and information technology (ICT). The 

arts were chosen because of the impact they have on learning (Eisner, 2002; 

Nussbaum, 1997; Greene, 1995). According to Eisner (2002, pp.70-92), 

what the arts teach, and how it shows, tells children that it is judgment more 

than rules that is paramount and that problems can have multiple solutions. 

This applies because learning in the arts requires an ability and willingness 

to surrender to unanticipated possibilities in emergent work. The arts teach 

how to celebrate difference/diversity because there are many ways to see 
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and interpret the world. The arts teach that neither words nor numbers 

exhaust what learners know and limits of language do not define limits of 

cognition. Thence, the arts facilitate opportunities to discover the range and 

variety of what one is capable of feeling and doing. In short, the arts teach 

students to think through and within media like art itself, or music, dance or 

creative writing or storytelling since small differences can have large effects 

and all art forms employ some means through which images become reality 

(Eisner, 2002). Put another way, in creating and responding to the arts, the 

fires of emotion, perception and appreciation are kindled because one is 

enabled to look beneath the surface realities of the world and release the 

imagination (Dewey, 1934). In releasing the imagination, Maxine Greene 

(1995) found that a curiosity for the world is created, the development and 

wonder of which creates a personal and social consciousness that is 

necessary for living with diversity. Greene called this ówide-awakeness to 

imaginative action, and to renewed consciousness of possibilityô (p.43). 

Such ówide-awakenessô occurs when rich, reflective responses are 

stimulated by releasing imagination through informed perception, 

appreciation and relationship with the people of the world (Greene, 1995). 

The release of imagination facilitates critical thinking. Storytelling, in 

asking critical questions about stories, has the potential to engender critical 

thinking (Nussbaum, 1997). For example, sharing tragedy would acquaint 

children with understandings of the tragic events that can happen in life but 

also help them in understanding choices of action which might prevent 

tragedy (Nussbaum, 1997). Arendt (1970) maintains that storytelling reveals 

meaning through readers/listeners creating meanings fitting to their own 

experiences: óIt is true that storytelling reveals meaning without committing 

the error of defining it, that it brings about consent and reconciliation with 

things as they really areéô (p.105). Bruner (1986) supporting Arendt, 

suggests that when the reader/listener experiences story he can connect it to 

his own experiences and can derive hidden meanings from many 

perspectives suggested by its protagonists such that story prompts different 

interpretations for different people in different contexts and at different 

times. Nussbaum (1997) argues that if people are deprived of story their 
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ability to understand other people is limited. She supports story as pedagogy 

to teach children understanding of another since human complexity is not 

always visible to children in everyday human interactions. Understandings 

of humanity, she argues, are developed by training the imagination through 

storytelling so that people are first imagined, then understood óas spacious 

and deep, with qualitative differences from oneself and hidden places 

worthy of respectô (p.90). Nussbaum maintains that children, in grasping 

different aspects of humanity (e.g., human suffering and/or injustice), 

develop compassion which necessitates imagining óa sense of one's own 

vulnerability to misfortuneô (p.91). It involves imagining that such suffering 

could be happening to oneself. Thus, by imagining anotherôs suffering, an 

awareness of our common capacity for human suffering is cultivated. This 

Nussbaum calls ósympathetic imaginationô which is óimaginative and 

emotional receptivityé[and] capacity for openness and responsivenessô 

(p.98) to anotherôs situation. She proposed that we ask the story, as a friend: 

óWhat does this [story] do to my mind...ask me to noticeédesireécare 

about? How doesé[story] invite me to view my fellow human beings?ô 

(p.100). Thus, sympathetic responses to stories require imagination and 

emotional receptivity: key features of good citizenship (Nussbaum, 1997). 

Accordingly, storytelling and its attendant word forms offer children 

possibilities for developing aspects of the civic literacy concept already 

outlined in Chapter Two. 

The rationale for using story is that it facilitates interactive discussion which 

contributes significantly to increased vocabulary thence enhancing 

communication skills (Daniels and Zemelman, 2004; Dickinson and Smith, 

1994; Dewey, 1910). Vocabulary building requires working with words, 

thinking about them, discussing them and seeing them as meaningful 

(Daniels and Zemelman, 2004). It is the outcome, from reading and thinking 

aloud through shared, guided, and independent reading experiences, that 

focusses childrenôs attention on meanings of unfamiliar words (Allen, 1999; 

Robbins and Ehri, 1994). Key findings regarding the importance of 

vocabulary building are that: reading is the single most important factor in 

increased word knowledge (Anderson and Nagy, 1991); and a rich 
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vocabulary increases comprehension and learning (Manzo et al., 2006; 

Robb, 2009).  

Music is used in this study to provide an immediate source of individual 

self-expression and creativity thereby generating positive feelings through 

performance, interaction, practice and listening (McGrath and Brennan, 

2011). Musical performance can provide a means of communicative 

exchange based on a relational emotional space where performer and 

listener can enjoy a mutual performance (Aldridge, 2005). Musical materials 

are used for their power to: change and enhance mood; express and affirm 

emotional states; reveal oneself to others and enrich oneôs own sense of self; 

and facilitate reminiscence (McGrath and Brennan, 2011).  

Knitting, sewing and weaving were important features of this study. Cheek 

and Piercyôs (2008) research among quilters in Amish, Appalachian and 

Mormon communities reveals the psychological needs that are resolved 

through passing on a tradition/skill: the satisfaction of leaving a legacy; and 

the altruistic feeling gained from passing on traditions and skills. Creative 

and artistic activity therefore involves more than the actual activity itself. It 

connects with defining who people are in themselves and in the wider 

community and in this way becomes a community enterprise (McGrath and 

Brennan, 2011). 

ICT is another cognitive tool used in this study. According to Cohen (2010), 

the attraction of computer-mediated learning is its ability to engage learners 

using their emotions, motivation and personality development. Learnersô 

enjoyment lies in their being able to work at their own pace: they can 

control the learning because the computer can be tailored to their learning 

needs and can set appropriately challenging and achievable tasks at 

appropriate levels. Lajoie (1993) showed that ICT could support cognitive 

processes such as memory and sharing cognitive load, particularly by 

engaging the learner in out-of-reach cognitive activities. Accordingly, 

specific uses of ICT have a positive effect on learners wherever use is 

closely related to learning objectives and where choice of ICT use is 

relevant to the teaching and learning purposes (LaJoie, 1993). 
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3.2.4 Evaluation of active learning  

Kolbôs (1984) experiential learning model can help to evaluate learning 

outcomes through four stages: concrete experience; reflective observation; 

abstract conceptualisation; and active experimentation (see Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1: Kolbôs experiential learning cycle 

Kolbôs (1984) experiential learning cycle  

Learning stages Meaning How it can be applied to this 

study  

Concrete 

experience 

Hands-on 

learning of new 

skills.  

Practical exercises, e.g., arts and 

crafts, speaking in Irish, French or 

German. 

Reflective 

observation 

Reflecting in-

/on-action 

(Schön, 1983).  

Problem-solving through verbal 

and action-based dialogue, 

reflective journaling and feedback. 

Abstract 

conceptualisation 

Connect 

relationships 

between 

persons/events. 

Identify problems and find 

solutions: e.g., awareness of older 

people wanting to learn ICT. 

Active 

experimentation 

Apply the 

learning to 

practice.  

Children plan, deliver and evaluate 

an ICT lesson. 

 

Kolbôs model is criticised for being an idealist construct possibly lacking 

psychometric validity and/or reliability (Friedman et al., 2002). Thence, as a 

framework concentrating on learning in adults, its application to childrenôs 

learning may be disputed. 

Honey and Mumford (1986) extend Kolbôs work insofar as they categorise 

learner types, rather than learning cycles. They maintain that learners 

represent four main types: activists, reflectors, theorists or pragmatists (see 

Figure 3.2). 
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Figure 3.2: Learner types (Honey and Mumford, 1986) 

According to Honey and Mumford (1986), óactivistsô involve themselves 

fully in new experiences. They like activity-based learning, e.g., role-play, 

brainstorming, think-tanks, demonstrations, presentations, group-/pair-work. 

óReflectorsô think about learning experiences. They observe others learning, 

act on past experiences, the present and the contribution of others. They can 

offer an overview. óTheoristsô like to learn concepts first. The teacher-led 

lesson suits the theorist; or, the structured group discussion; and/or, 

structured question and answer sessions. They like to read additional 

material on the concept or subject matter. óPragmatistsô are keen to try out 

new ideas, theories and skills. They like real-life learning, like practical 

decision-making and problem-solving. The idea with Honey and Mumford 

is to develop the rounded learner who can adjust to any learning/teaching 

style because lack of flexibility means that pupils may struggle to assimilate 

new learning into their knowledge banks. 

Taken together, the above theorists provide a framework for description, 

analysis, evaluation and appreciation of the diversity of learner types in this 

study. Action, as the third theoretical focus of this study, is discussed next. 

3.3 Theory of Action 

Hannah Arendtôs (1958) theory of action is consulted to help identify what 

constitutes civic action. Thus, the section addresses: action as new 

initiations, interactions and relationships (3.3.1); action as speech, identity 

Activists Pragmatists 

Reflectors Theorists 

Honey and 

Mumford (1986) 
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and agency (3.3.2); action as narrative (3.3.3); and action in the context of 

young childrenôs civic engagement (3.3.4).  

3.3.1 Action as new initiations, interactions and relationships  

Arendt (1958), in The Human Condition, argues that action is central to 

existence and constitutes the highest manifestation of the vita activa (active 

life), which is her term for anything active that humans do. This is further 

delineated into labour, work and action: 

Labour  - how one performs everyday activities that keep him/her 

alive like eating, drinking, or related activities (e.g., cooking, driving) 

- is judged for its ability to sustain human existence. 

Work  - productive activity which creates oneôs world by bringing 

material objects into operation (e.g., cookers, cars) - is judged for its 

ability to maintain a world fit for human existence. 

Action - a productive activity concerned with what humans do when 

communicating with each other - is judged for its ability to disclose 

the identity of the agent, to affirm the reality of the world, and to 

manifest human capacity for freedom. 

Thus, while labour, work and action are necessary for human life, action is 

fundamental to the viva activa because it possesses conditions of freedom 

and plurality. Freedom infers the capacity to initiate new actions, a faculty 

with which all human beings are endowed because of their birth, or natality, 

i.e., every birth represents an originality in the world. All activities are 

connected to natality. Labour and work are essential to sustaining a world 

into which human beings are born. Action is most closely connected to 

natality because by initiating actions, human beings re-enact the miracle of 

beginning inherent in their birth. Thence, the beginning that each individual 

represents by being born is actualised every time new actions are initiated: 

óthe new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only 

because the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew, 

that is, of actingô (p.9). In short, since action is rooted in natality, and 

manifested in freedom, it possesses capacity to contribute to the original: 
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óThe fact that man is capable of action means thatéhe is able to 

perform what is infinitely improbable. And this again is possible only 

because each man is unique, so that with each birth something 

uniquely new comes into the worldô (Arendt, 1958, pp.177-178). 

The idea that action is rooted in originality (Arendt, 1958) supports an 

ontology of óunderstanding ourselves and others aséan original creation 

who has never existed before and never will againô (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006, p.86). Thus, their idea of human beings having the ócapacity to make 

their original contribution and to engage critically with others, in relation to 

practices and ideasô (p.86) finds resonance with Arendt epistemologically. 

Arendt (1958) argues that plurality can only be performed in company with 

others who from their multiple perspectives can judge the quality of the 

performance: action needs plurality like musicians need audiences. Thence, 

without the company and critical engagement of others, action is 

meaningless. In short, its manifestation in word and deed can only exist with 

others. Such plurality of human interaction is made possible, for example, in 

the intergenerational collaborations in this study. For Arendt, this web of 

connectedness is what constitutes humanity, i.e., that space where 

individuals connect through action and speech. 

3.3.2 Action as speech, identity and agency 

Arendt (1958) argues that action and speech are interdependent because óthe 

web of human relationshipsô is sustained by communicative action (pp.178-

179). If action without speech were meaningless and impossible to 

coordinate with the actions of others, so speech without action would lack 

the means by which to confirm the validity of the spoken word. This 

connectedness of action and speech suggests Arendtôs understanding of 

empowerment which develops between people when they initiate actions 

together: power is not the property of an individual, but of a plurality of 

actors joining together for some common political purpose revealed in 

speech. Action as speech also reveals a personôs identity. Neither labour nor 

work enables individuals to disclose their identities. A personôs 

individuality may be subordinated in labour (e.g., car manufacture) whereas 
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there is more scope for individuality when creating an artefact like a knitted 

piece. Each artefact bears its makerôs imprimatur even though he may be 

subordinated to the artefact being guided by its construction and the fact that 

it may outlive him. The artefact tells little about him except that he made it. 

It does not tell who he is or was. Therefore, it is only through social 

interaction, through word and deed, that Man can reveal his identity. 

Thence, action and speech are interdependent because without word, action 

could not be attributed to its agent: action would lose its powers to support 

human agency without speech. In context, to be accorded agency infers that 

the participants in this study are involved in meaningful actions that initiate 

new ideas with others in the polis (public sphere), namely: through óthe 

organization of the people as it arises out of acting and speaking 

togetheréno matter where they happen to beô (p.198). Briefly, people 

exhibit agency when they initiate actions with others in word and deed. It 

derives from óthe fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the 

worldô (pp.7-8), through the conditions of freedom and plurality whereby 

they are empowered to disclose their identities, their multiple ways of being, 

through their narrative. 

3.3.3 Action as narrative 

A limitation of action is that it is subject to the erosion of time and memory. 

It is unlike the products of work which can become lasting artefacts. Thus, 

one of Arendtôs most ardent claims is that the meaning of action itself is 

dependent upon the interpretation retrospectively accredited to it by 

historians and storytellers/narrators. The storytellerôs function is to preserve 

words and deeds, and actorsô identities: storytellersô narratives ótell us more 

about their subjects, the óheroô in the centre of each story, than any product 

of human hands ever tells us about the master who produced itô (p.184). 

Thence, the weaving of story out of the sayings and doings of others ensures 

the retrospective interpretation of their actions so that when connected to 

other actions, those connections are further sources of narrative, whether in 

history, prose or verse. Through narrative, the memory of speech and action 

is passed from one to another because in re-telling deeds as stories, the 

actorsô words and deeds can be rescued from oblivion. In ancient Greece, it 
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was the civic duty of poets and historians to ensure the living legacy of 

words and deeds for future generations. The Greek polis thus created a 

narrative space wherein lives and deeds of actors could be committed to 

perpetuity. The notion of preserving speech and action supports Batesonôs 

(1972) idea that we are connected to all things through invisible ties, with 

space and boundaries. It further links with his idea that through 

contemplation of an artefact, the viewer blends his identity with the identity 

of the artefact. It also links with Raynerôs (2004, 2005) idea that all 

phenomena are in intimate relation with one another and therefore, 

boundaries are dissolved into permeable interfaces that dynamically co-

create each other over time. Understood this way, all interaction in word and 

deed between young and old can contribute epistemologically to this study. 

3.3.4 Action in context of young childrenôs civic engagement 

Arendtôs (1958) understanding of action as political activity informs how 

civic actions can be interpreted in this study. Her theory is relevant insofar 

as it offers possibilities to young children to engage civically in their 

community based on her notion that, through their participation, their 

actions and words reveal the nature of their civic activation. Accordingly, 

young children are given opportunities through intergenerational 

engagement to demonstrate civic actions when they voice their opinions, 

make decisions and participate in words and deeds that have mutual benefit 

for each other and for the social good. 

So far this chapter has discussed the three theoretical foci that underpin this 

study. A discussion of the research-practitionerôs declared educational 

values, which sustain the theoretical foci, now follows. 

3.4 Linking educational values and theoretical foci 

This research-practitioner believes, like Carr and Kemmis (1986), that 

óeducation is a practical value-laden activityéandéany educational theory 

worthy of the name cannot rest content with providing value-neutral 

theoretical accounts, but must be able to confront questions about practical 

educational values and goalsô (p.99). Like Alexander (1995), she believes 
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that óthe most basic test of the rightness of oneôs teaching is the degree to 

which it is true to the educational values, which the teaching claims to 

manifestô (p.304). Like Latsone and Pavitola (2013), she believes that 

childrenôs values can be influenced by othersô values outside of the social 

milieu of their class, religion, ethnicity, and/or socio-historical context while 

accepting, like Harrison and Kagan (2006), that they are transmitted by 

family, religion, the media and education and that children are ówiredô to 

their familyôs values and reflect their behaviours (Amighetti, 2006). Thence, 

she believes that she can have influence in and be influenced by anotherôs 

values, i.e., by óthe flows of life-affirming energy through which we give 

meaning and purpose to our livesô (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006, p.24) as 

opposed to being ódestructive of lifeô (p.86). Consequently, the educational 

values promoted relate to the studyôs theoretical foci. They are practice, 

connectedness and dialogue (see Table 3.2). 

 Table 3.2: Theoretical foci and related values 

Theoretical foci Educational Values 

Practice Practice 

Connectedness 

Dialogue 

Active Learning 

Action 

These educational values can be used as explanatory principles for the 

credibility of claims to knowledge emanating from the practice element of 

this study, as explained next. 

3.4.1 Practice 

This study began with an interest in activating young childrenôs civic 

engagement through intergenerational learning collaborations. A value for 

practice was present from the outset. It foregrounds the research-practitioner 

because, as well as conducting the research, she is also facilitating a practice 

whereby children engage in intergenerational collaborations to explore the 

civic literacy concept. A living educational theory approach (Whitehead and 

McNiff, 2006) supports an ontological value for practice, cultivating insider 

views which in turn influence the epistemology, methodology and pedagogy 

of the study. Ontologically, a living theory approach supports a 
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practitionerôs view of engaging in collaborative practice with others. 

Epistemologically, critical reflection of practice contributes to bringing 

validity to the research-practitionerôs claims to knowledge. 

Methodologically, practitioner-research enables her to understand the lived 

experiences of the participants thus helping to generate her own living 

theories from practice as theorised by Whitehead and McNiff (2006). 

Pedagogically, like Dewey (1916), she believes that children should learn 

from practice. 

3.4.2 Connectedness 

The research-practitioner sees an Omnipotent connection between óall 

things in heaven and on earthéandébefore anything was created, He 

existed, and He holds all things in unityô (St. Paulôs letter to the Colossians, 

1:15-20). Like Whitehead and McNiff (2006), she belongs to óan inclusive 

and relational universeô (p.86), whereby each person is an original creation 

capable of an original contribution and, like Arendt (1958), she sees 

humanity as connected in a web of relationships. An ontological view of all 

things as connected in a web of relationships shaped the epistemology, 

methodology and pedagogy for this study. This perspective is informed by 

theoretical underpinnings from living theory (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006), informed by the works of Bateson (1972), Capra (2003), Arendt 

(1958) and Rayner (2004, 2005) who subscribe to the notion that all things 

are interconnected. Epistemologically, she understands that knowledge is 

created by ódrawing insights from the knowledge of othersô (Whitehead and 

McNiff, p.25). Methodologically, all elements and individuals in this 

research are connected, drawing from relational and inclusive views of 

humanity underpinning the living theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006). Pedagogically, childrenôs learning is understood as connected 

through intergenerational learning collaborations.  

3.4.3 Dialogue 

The word dialogue comes from the Greek word dia-logos (between+logic), 

inferring an understanding between people. From Arendtôs (1958) 

perspective, such understanding consists of speech and actions, i.e., verbal 
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and action-based dialogue between people. People can choose between the 

I-Thou and I-It attitude (Buber, 1958): I-Thou infers subject-to-subject 

relationships: reverential, inclusive and equal. I-Thou affirms the person, 

because when another chooses, or is chosen in I-Thou, that person engages 

in a direct interpersonal relationship which is not mediated by any other 

intervention, and so, óno objects of thought intervene between I and Thouô 

(1958, p.58). I-It infers subject-to-object relationships: unequal and 

exclusionary, whereby people fail to dialogue and treat things, including 

people, as means-to-ends. Ontologically, Buberôs (1937/1958) óI-Thouô 

thinking enables people to progress from positions of disconnectedness, 

social isolation and inequality to connectedness, inclusion, reciprocity and 

equality through conversation, debate/discussion and attentive listening. 

Buberôs emphasis on I-Thou dialogue resonates with Aldridge (2005, pp.28-

47) who highlights ómutual performanceô as a form of dialogue. Here, 

Aldridge is referring to people who suffer neuro-degenerative trauma, like 

forms of dementia. Connectivity through performance is core to Aldridgeôs 

thinking, because óother people degenerate when we fail to interact with 

themô. Accordingly, it is the responsibility of others to reach us if we 

disconnect because óthe challenge is to communicate with one anotheréto 

promote a performance in which the other achieves understanding in usô 

(p.30). Aldridge stresses that we are ónot simply a sender and receiver, a 

player and a listener, me and you, but a mutual performanceô. 

Understanding connectedness this way means that children come to know 

that responsibility for dialogue resides in them too, because óthrough 

dialogue, we achieve the socialéandéto put the being into human being 

we have to performô (pp.28-47). Epistemologically, all participants in this 

study are viewed as instrumental in cultivating ways of knowing and 

understanding the civic literacy concept through verbal and action-based 

dialogue. Such dialogue may emerge through: word and deed (Arendt, 

1958); conversation, debate/discussion and attentive listening (Buber, 

1958); and performance (Aldridge, 2005). Methodologically, through the 

óawareness-action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010) process, young children can 

participate as researchers in their own learning. Then, rather than having 

adults interpret their voice they can interpret it themselves and therefore, 
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uncover ways to advance youth voice and participation (Dolan, 2011). 

Pedagogically, teaching and learning are viewed as dialogic exchanges 

based on active learning theories. In democratic education, group members 

freely interact, change, and adjust in response to their engagement with 

another and external influences (Dewey, 1916). Such pedagogical 

assumptions incorporate ontological assumptions of connectedness to others 

in processes of creation. 

3.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter has addressed the theoretical underpinnings of the study, 

namely: practice, active learning and action. Additionally, it has addressed 

the educational values underpinning the practice, namely: practice, 

connectedness and dialogue. These values form the standards of judgement 

which help to interrogate the research-practitionerôs claims to knowledge: 

practice of civic literacy-themed intergenerational collaborations; 

connectedness to an inclusional view of humanity existing in a web of 

relationships (Arendt,1958); and dialogue to enjoy the mutuality of the óI-

Thouô relationship (Buber, 1958). 

Chapter Four addresses the methodology and methods necessary to conduct 

this enquiry.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS  

4.0 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into two sections. Section One addresses the 

methodology underpinning the design and philosophical assumptions of a 

mixed-methods approach (4.1). Section Two addresses ethical 

considerations (4.2), sampling procedures (4.3), the quantitative (4.4) and 

qualitative (4.5) streams and the volunteer profile (4.6) for the study. A 

summary posing the specific research questions (4.7) brings the chapter to a 

close.  

SECTION ONE: METHODOLOGY  

Insofar as methodology infers a ósystem of explicit rules and procedures 

upon which research is based and against which claims for knowledge are 

evaluatedô (Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias, 2005, p.13), it informs the 

methods used which in this study are quantitative and qualitative with an 

embedded intervention, or intergenerational practice. 

4.1 Mixed-Methods Design 

This section explains mixed-methods design and why a particular approach 

was selected. A mixed-methods study involves (Creswell, 2003, p.212): 

 óThe collection or analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data in 

a single study in which the data are collected concurrently or 

sequentially, are given a priority, and involve the integration of the 

data at one or more stages in the process of researchô.  

4.1.1. Embedded mixed-methods design 

Having reviewed the relevant literature on mixed-methods approaches 

(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011, pp.53-106), a method was sought that 

would mesh with a living theory approach to action research (Whitehead 

and McNiff, 2006) structured through reflection cycles of óawareness-
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action-evaluationô (For·ige, 2010). The embedded mixed-methods design 

was identified as being most appropriate (Creswell, 2003, p.212): 

ó[O]ne data set provides a supplemental function in a study based 

primarily on the other data type. A single data type is not enough. 

Different questions require different data. A qualitative component 

can be embedded within a quantitative design, or vice versa. 

Researcher needs quantitative and qualitative data to develop an 

intervention and to examine the process and follow up on the 

interventionô. 

In embedded mixed-methods design, the researcher combines the collection 

and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data within a traditional 

quantitative or qualitative research design (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). 

The collection and analysis of the second data-set may occur before, during, 

and/or after the implementation of the data collection and analysis 

procedures traditionally associated with the larger design. One data-set 

provides a supplemental role to the other. Researchers make interpretations 

by bringing the two data-sets together in the concurrent approach or keeping 

them separate in the sequential approach. This study adapts a sequential 

approach because the qualitative aspect is conducted before, during and 

after the quantitative phase. The purposes of including the qualitative data 

are tied to but different from the purpose of the experiment, i.e., óto assess 

whether a treatment has a significant effectô (Creswell and Plano Clark, 

2011, p.91). This is what distinguishes the embedded design from other 

designs: the researcher is using both methods to address a single 

overarching question which is the basis of the quasi-experiment. Thus, the 

central research questionðTo what extent and in what ways can 

participation in intergenerational learning collaborations activate young 

childrenôs civic engagement?ðhas three dimensions: quantitativeð

measures to what extent childrenôs civic literacy scores changed between 

time-points; interventionðan action research element giving pupils hands-

on experience of the civic literacy concept; and qualitativeðseeks 

explanations for how desired outcomes for civic literacy were developed 

over that timeframe. Thence, the embedded design was chosen because it 
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requires different qualitative data to supplement the primary quantitative 

strand. Additionally, embedded design was appropriate when conducting a 

quasi-experiment/intervention with whole-class groups for whom it would 

be unethical to make random allocations to experimental or non-experiment 

groups. Consequently, whole-class groups were chosen for the intervention 

and control groups. 

4.1.2 Philosophical assumptions underpinning mixed methods 

The philosophy underpinning living theory is based on ontological 

assumptions of the connectedness of all things, animate and inanimate, in an 

interconnected world (Rayner, 2004/2005; Capra, 2003; Bateson, 

1972/1979; Arendt, 1958) as discussed in Chapter Three (3.1). However, a 

dilemma emerges when combining philosophical perspectives for mixed 

methods with those of the living theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 

2006) which informs the practice and the consequent reflection cycles of 

óawareness-action-evaluationô (Foróige, 2010). Whitehead (2009), in 

óresponding to Creswellô (p.1) encourages research-practitioners to develop 

their own living theory methodology by combining insights from the major 

qualitative research approaches including narrative, phenomenology, 

grounded theory, ethnography, and case study. The idea of adapting a 

social-constructivist worldview would be compatible with such approaches. 

Social constructivists hold that individuals seek understanding of the world 

in which they live and work through deepening subjective meanings of their 

experiences: meanings directed toward certain objects/things (Creswell and 

Plano Clark, 2011). These meanings are diverse and multiple, leading the 

researcher to seek a complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings 

into a few categories or ideas. Accordingly, the research-practitioner must 

rely on participantsô perspectives of the situation under study. This suggests 

using a constructivist approach for all qualitative data. 

A further dilemma arises when quantitative data are introduced with 

qualitative approaches. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) advise that when a 

primary quantitative approach is used, a post-positivist stance, or 

mathematical model that describes and codifies observations made (Popper, 
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1959), be adopted. However, constructivism rejects post-positivism and vice 

versa: dialectics have no place in the propositional form (Popper, 1963); and 

the propositional form masks the dialectical nature of reality (Marcuse, 

1964). To circumvent this impasse, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) 

suggest that a constructivist approach be adopted if strands run sequentially, 

as they do in this study. Therefore, a post-positivist stance is applied to 

quantitative data and a constructivist stance to qualitative data including the 

action research element.  

4.1.3 Section summary 

Embedded design is based on the notion that quantitative and qualitative 

data are deemed necessary to address different aspects of a study. 

Embedded design does not compare and contrast qualitative and quantitative 

data. In this study, qualitative data are collected primarily to supplement the 

primary quantitative phase, to understand contextual factors during the 

intervention that could affect the outcome, and/or explain results after the 

interventions are completed (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). Embedded 

design uses óthe supporting data before, during, or after the major data 

collection proceduresô (p.73). Embedded mixed-methods design can be used 

when the researcher does not have sufficient time or resources to commit to 

extensive quantitative and qualitative data collection because one data type 

is given less priority than the other. However, for during-intervention 

approaches, the qualitative data collection could introduce potential 

treatment bias which could affect the outcomes for the subsequent 

quantitative stage. Creswell and Plano-Clark (2007, p.120) warn that óit is 

possible that one form of data might confound the results from the otheréif 

collected from the same participantsô. A solution is óto collect unobtrusive 

qualitative dataô (p.121) throughout the research process. This would occur 

when reflective journaling is used as a basis for deriving data. Figure 4.1 

provides an overview of the procedures necessary to implement an 

embedded mixed-methods design for this study: 
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Figure 4.1: Embedded design (adapted: Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage1: QUAL Before Experiment Stage 2: QUAL During Experiment Stage 3: QUAL After Experiment 

Decide reasons for QUAL strand 

State qualitative research questions 

Determine qualitative approach 

Identify participants; obtain permissions 

Collect data 

Analyse qualitative data using thematic 

analysis 

Use QUAL data to refine interventions  

In addition to the steps in Stage 1: 

Describe the interventions 

Describe participantsô learning 

experiences within interventions 

Describe the learning outcomes in 

terms of the civic literacy concept 

 

In addition to Stages 1 and 2: 

Describe why outcomes occurred 

Describe participants responses  

Describe what long-term effects are 

experienced 

Explain, in light of the literature, 

desired outcomes for young childrenôs 

civic engagement. 
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SECTION TWO:  METHODS 

This section addresses ethical considerations (4.1), sampling procedures 

(4.2), and how quantitative (4.3) and qualitative (4.4) data were managed for 

the study. A volunteer profile (4.6) and summary (4.7) bring the chapter to a 

close.  

4.2 Ethical considerations 

Permission was sought from school Boards of Management to accommodate 

intergenerational collaborations aimed at activating young childrenôs civic 

engagement through the civic literacy concept. Alternative arrangements 

were initiated for students who might not wish to participate. BOMs granted 

permission, requesting that volunteers be briefed on ethical guidelines for 

engaging with children which were informed by The Children First 

National Guidelines (GOI, 2011a) and the Sociological Association of 

Ireland (2014). Additionally, it was understood that children should be 

sufficiently competent to understand the purpose of the research, why they 

were invited to participate, and what they were asked to do. Research must 

be in their best interests (beneficence principle); their participation must be 

indispensable because fieldwork otherwise could not be conducted; they 

should know how data were to be recorded, accessed and coded, including 

matters of anonymity and confidentiality, and what happens to data when 

research is complete. Pupils and their parents/guardians received 

information packs including forms requesting their consent to participate in 

the study and allow photographic evidence of workshops in the thesis write-

up. They were informed that Childline is an accessible resource at all times.  

Volunteers complied with Garda vetting procedures. They also needed to be 

sufficiently competent to provide their informed consent (Frankfort-

Nachmias and Nachmias, 1992) and not have experienced substantial 

functional decline which might alter their behaviour or prove debilitating to 

them during the course of the study; and would not have suffered from 

communicative or sensory losses that would prevent their participation. All 

volunteers were deemed competent, as were key informants 

(teachers/principals and parents/guardians). Key informants are persons 
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who, as a result of their knowledge, experience, or social status in a 

community, can provide insights and access to information valuable in 

understanding local issues, problems, and needs (Schwartz et al., 2001). 

Volunteers were unlikely to come to harm, unless they might experience 

emotional or psychological distress, in which case they were informed that 

counselling services are accessible at Senior Help Line. Teachers were 

present in classrooms at all times and all workshops took place on school 

grounds during school hours.  

Data, including audio-recordings collected during the study, are stored on 

the research-practitionerôs password-protected computer, and otherwise only 

available to the Academy on request. In accordance with Academy research 

policy on data retention, data will be kept for a five-year-period after 

completion of the study. The study was guided by principles of beneficence, 

right of withdrawal and anonymity/confidentiality. Ethical approval for the 

study was granted by the NUI Galway Research Ethics Committee.  

The initial documentation includes information packs and consent forms to 

Boards of Management, principals/teachers, parents/guardians, pupils and 

volunteers. These information packs incorporate an ethics statement; and the 

research plan with proposed timetable, scheme of work and lesson plans 

(see Appendices 1-12).  

4.3 Sampling procedures  

Sampling procedures were ópurposiveô for pupils and ósnowballô for 

volunteers. Purposive sampling infers the deliberate selection of participants 

for in-depth study where rich information about phenomena of importance 

to the study can be obtained to answer the research questions (Patton, 2001). 

Children were selected on the basis that they were third- and fourth-class 

girls and boys (modal age nine years) attending Primary School and with 

capacity to participate. They were the preferred choice of 

principals/teachers, because time could be afforded for research with them. 

The research sites were selected on the basis that they were within ten 

kilometres of the town centre around which most of the volunteers reside. 
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The control school was 60 miles away and there was no known connection 

between it and the research sites. 

The older people were chosen using ósnowball samplingô techniques (Cohen 

et al., 2000) which identifies óa small number of individuals who have the 

characteristics in which they [volunteers] are interestedô (p.104). They are 

óthen used as informants to identify or put the researchers in touch with, 

others who qualify for inclusion, and these in turn, identify yet otherséô 

(p.104). Informants were sourced through organisations in which the 

research-practitioner participates like music, sports and charities. Five or six 

people were selected and asked to recruit five or six additional peers 

committed to helping in intergenerational collaborations around young 

childrenôs civic literacy. Thirty-four people volunteered (profiled at 

Appendix 13) and were deemed suitable by schoolsô managements to 

participate in workshops/interventions (see Appendix 14). Sampling 

procedures are described in Table 4.1.  
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Table 4.1: Sampling procedure 

Research Sample 

Participant 

sample 

130 children, Third and Fourth class (modal-age-9). 

Year-1: Pilot-School-A (22 pupils and teacher) and Research-

School-B (41 girls and 2 teachers); Year-2: Pilot-School-C (5 

pupils and teacher) and Research-School-D (32 boys and 

teacher); Control/non-intervention (30 pupils and teacher). 34 

retired adults, aged 60 years and over and author/research-

practitioner. 

Setting: west 

of Ireland 

Pilots and research schools: Rural town and hinterland; 

Control: Small seaside town and hinterland, 60 miles away  

Programme 

description 

Civic-literacy-themed intergenerational learning collaborations 

addressed through the arts (music and dance; arts and crafts; 

creative writing, local history and story-telling, environmental 

awareness and information technology (ICT). 

Recruitment Third- and fourth-class pupils were recruited to participate for an 

academic year. Retired people were recruited through local 

voluntary organisations. 

Selection 

criteria 

Participants: inclusionðcapacity to agree consent; exclusionð

incapacity to consent. Teachers: inclusionðteaching cohort; 

exclusionðnot teaching cohort. General willingness to engage 

in intergenerational learning collaborations 

Survey 

instruments 

Self-reported civic literacy questionnaire (School-B/D and 

control); and teacherôs observational checklists (School-B/D). 

Qualitative data, including photographic evidence, were derived 

from participants (pupils and volunteers), key informants 

(teachers/principals; parents/guardians) and researcher. 

Delivery Questionnaires despatched and returned before interventions 

began (September) and finished (June). 

Written 

consent  

Sought from: Boards of Management, principals/teachers, 

parents/guardians, pupils and volunteers. 

Sample 

obtained 

130 students returned consent forms. 103 completed 

questionnaires (73 research, 30 controls). 34 retired adults 

returned consent forms.  

Acceptance  All persons who volunteered to participate were accepted. 

Data analysis Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS 20 and Microsoft 

Excel (2010). Qualitative data were analysed thematically. 

Ethical 

approval 

Ethical approval was granted by NUI Galway. 
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Including procedures for ensuring rigour and validity, the study now 

continues with a discussion on how quantitative (4.3) and qualitative (4.4) 

data were managed. It ends with a profile of the older participants (4.6) 

before summarising the chapter (4.7). 

4.4 The quantitative stream: data management 

The measurement instruments used in this study were constructed by Chi et 

al. (2006). They include: a self-rated student survey (Civic Literacy 

Questionnaire, i.e., óthe questionnaireô: Appendix 15) and a set of 

corresponding grade level observational checklists of student civic skills and 

behaviours that relate to civic dispositions maintained by class teachers 

(Student Observational Checklist, i.e., óthe checklistô: Appendix 16). 

Expectations for civic literacy from óSecond/Third gradeô and óFourth/Fifth 

gradeô of Chi et al. (2006, pp.13-14) are integrated for third- and fourth-

class pupils in this study.  

Questionnaire and checklist were administered at year-beginning 

(September/Time-1) and year-end (June/Time-2). While acknowledging that 

more time-points might have created more statistical data, collection at year-

beginning and year-end was the most realistic option for the student 

population. Multiple baseline design or interrupted time-series designs, for 

example, did not suit because multiple observations would be needed prior 

to interventions to establish a baseline; and afterwards to demonstrate 

whether such observations would deviate from expectations derived from 

baseline projections. Pre-/post-intervention quantitative tools had potential 

to also fulfil such criteria. Further, since there were only four categories of 

response, it was possible that pupils might have remembered their responses 

if they fell too closely together. Additionally, this research-practitioner and 

class teachers regarded that post-intervention data collection would make 

more sense at year-end when all the workshops were completed and when 

the SPHE course for third/fourth class was covered. Besides, this was a 

mixed-methods study, and therefore, reflective cycles of óawareness-action-

evaluationô (For·ige, 2010) were intended to provide supplementary data to 

support the quantitative function.  
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Data were analysed using SPSS (Version 20) to determine statistically 

significant difference (pÒ0.01) in pupilsô civic literacy self-reported scores, 

between Time-1 and Time-2. Measurements included: paired-samples t-tests 

to determine pupilsô changed ratings; independent-samples t-tests to 

measure mean differences between intervention and control groups for 

combined civic literacy scores; and independent-samples t-tests of the 

intervention group to measure mean differences on the grounds of gender, 

class grouping and academic ability levels.  

In establishing the worth of the quantitative tools, checks were conducted on 

structure, validity and reliability (4.2.1); parametric versus non parametric 

measurement (4.2.2); normality (4.2.3); and minimising error (4.2.4). They 

are now considered. 

4.4.1 Validity and reliability  

Validity indicates that a tool measures what it purports to measure 

(Rudestam and Newton, 2001). The two instruments used in this study, 

namely the student questionnaire and corresponding teacher checklist, were 

developed by Chi et al. (2006) using a comprehensive conceptual 

framework for civic indicators at elementary level. The questionnaire was 

already tested for validity and reliability whereas the observational checklist 

has not been tested heretofore. Chi et al. (2006) acknowledge that óthere is 

much more work to be conducted to verify the validity and reliability of the 

observation checklistsô (p.8). The questionnaire, constructed by Chi et al. 

(2006, pp.10-17), while devised for another cultural setting (USA), was 

selected for this study because of its content compatibility with the SPHE 

curriculum (GOI/SPHE, 1999a, 1999b). It addressed Personal 

Responsibility, Civic Responsibility and Leadership and their respective 

subthemes.  

Evidence for content validity is strong because the instrument includes 

items from other established measures of civic development which were 

adapted from existing validated instruments (Chi et al., 2006). Examples 

include: Developing Citizenship Competencies Kindergarten through Grade 

12 (Torney-Purta and Vermeer, 2004); California Civic Index (Kahne and 
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Middaugh, 2005), KIDS Consortium Student Survey (Melchior/Brandeis 

University). Additionally, the instrument was reviewed for its content by 

teachers/administrators experienced with civic education at elementary 

level; and óby a national advisory group of experts in service-learning, youth 

development and civic educationô (p.22). 

Evidence for construct validity of the questionnaire is good. Chi et al. 

(2006) report óhigh correlations of .50 to .60 among some of the scalesô 

(p.22). While anything over .7 is deemed a good rule-of-thumb (Agresti and 

Finlay, 2009), Chi et al. (2006) regard inter-scale correlations high at 

0.50~0.60 because items measured some component of civic literacy that 

óholds concern for others and community as a valued attitude and 

motivation to use skills and demonstrate certain behavioursô (p.22). For 

example, the Civic Participation scale was highly correlated with most 

scales including Personal Responsibility (.65), Concern for Others (.68) and 

Leadership Efficacy (.61). The study now under investigation also showed 

ógoodô correlations between Civic Participation and Personal Responsibility 

(.57), Concern for Others (.68), Value of Group Work (.56), Care for 

Community (.61), Appreciating Diversity (.54), Environmental Stewardship 

(.47), Leadership Efficacy (.61), and Civic Thinking (.6). Plausibly, students 

who possess a strong sense of personal responsibility and concern for 

others/community would possess dispositions for civic participation. Aside, 

there are ten items in Civic Participation which would have improved 

chances of correlation. This was not so with the other subthemes. 

Appreciating Diversity and Civic Thinking were considered unreliable with 

low correlations. (Note: óSchool as Communityô is not a civic literacy main 

theme and therefore is excluded from analysis in this study. It is a separate 

unit under Chi et al. (2006) because óit assesses studentsô school climate and 

does not represent a self-assessment of knowledge, skills or attitudesô 

(p.22). While there is no corresponding between-themes correlation in Chi 

and colleaguesô project, the present study shows high correlations when 

questionnaire items are collapsed into main themes (Table 4.2):  
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Table 4.2: Pearsonôs between-themes correlation: questionnaire 

Correlations between themes on civic literacy questionnaire (correlation is 

significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

n=103 Personal 

Responsibility 

Civic 

Responsibility 

Leadership 

Personal Responsibility 1 .66 .65 

Civic Responsibility .66 1 .88 

Leadership .65 .88 1 

Readings of .65 to .88 mean an association between questions ranging from 

between two in every three to four in every five questions. To further 

enhance construct validity, Pearsonôs correlation was applied to the teacher 

checklist, collapsing a 43-item tool into the same three themes (Table 4.3): 

Table 4.3: Pearson's between-themes correlations: checklist 

Correlations between themes on student observational checklist 

(correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  

n=73 Personal 

Responsibility 

Civic 

Responsibility 

Leadership 

Personal Responsibility 1 .93 .78 

Civic Responsibility .93 1 .86 

Leadership .78 .86 1 

There is an almost linear relationship with, at least, three in every four 

questions being correlated. Considering that all the scales in the checklist 

measure civic behaviours, it is plausible that the correlations between 

themes would be high. 

The quantitative tools were also examined by Chi et al. (2006) for construct 

validity by gender, racial and ethnic groups. Tests of significance for 

findings by racial/ethnic origin were not research concerns of this study. 

However, Leveneôs tests showed equality of variance between scores: by 

gender; academic ability levels; and Intervention versus Control Group 

differences in mean ratings (see Chapter Five: 5.6). 

Reliability  

Reliability addresses the consistency of the measuring tool, over time and 

within measurements (Rudestam and Newton, 2001). Reliability is 

important because otherwise it is impossible to have any validity associated 
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with the scores of a scale (Pallant, 2007). Reliability was measured by 

generating Cronbachôs Alpha scores for each of the nine subthemes of civic 

literacy (see Figure 4.2): 

Reliability Statistics 

Cronbachôs Alpha Cronbachôs Alpha 

based on Standardised 

Items 

Number of Items 

.9 .911 9 

  

Figure 4.2: Cronbachôs alpha for reliability of civic literacy themes  

The Alpha statistic of .9 is based on Time-1 scores of student self-reported 

scores. Essentially, .9 could be considered true score variance, meaning: 90 

per cent internally consistent reliability variance. Thus the alpha figure of .9 

justifies interpretations of aggregated scores in this study.  

While anything over .7 is acceptable (Pallant, 2007), Chi et al. (2006) report 

ógood reliabilities for most scales ranging from .64 to .78 while making an 

exception of two scales Appreciating Diversity (.49) and Civic Thinking 

Skills (.48)ô (p.18). They explain that: the addition of more items would 

likely increase reliability and that language difficulty may have been a 

contributory factor affecting reliability. For example, they found improved 

reliability after combining Moral and Conventional Responsibility under 

Personal Responsibility. By comparison, this study showed alpha 

reliabilities of between .88 and .9 based on Time-1 statistics. The 

questionnaire was distributed without adjustment, but teachers were asked 

to explain it in ólocal Englishô as necessary when students asked questions 

around word-meanings. 

The questionnaire showed evidence of good correlations between themes, 

and good reliability on conducting independent analyses. The Student 

Observational Checklist, while not validated by Chi et al. (2006), was used 

in this study to supplement data for the self-reported student questionnaire 

being completed by class teachers who knew their students best. The next 

section explains why parametric analyses were chosen over non-parametric 

analyses. 
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4.4.2 Parametric vs. non-parametric options 

In deciding whether to use parametric (interval/scale) or nonparametric 

(nominal/ordinal) techniques for measuring numerical data, a basic principle 

applies (Pallant, 2007): parametric techniques assume that the sample 

population is normally distributed and variables have values indicating both 

order and distance whereas nonparametric techniques cannot make 

assumptions about the underlying population distribution and, while 

possessing meaningful order/rank, measurable distance cannot be 

ascertained. Anyhow, SPSS techniques are robust enough to withstand 

violations of this assumption and, with large enough samples (30+) such 

violation should not cause major statistical problems. Neuman (2000) warns 

that the distances between the ordinal categories, although numbers are not 

intervals: óthe numbers are used for convenience onlyô (p.185). Aside, 

Agresti and Finlay (2009) acknowledge that ówhile the position of ordinal 

scales on the quantitative-qualitative classification is fuzzyéordinal scales 

more closely resemble interval scalesé[because]éevery level has a greater 

or smaller magnitude than another levelô (p.13). They suggest using óthe 

more powerful methods available for quantitative variablesô (p.13) because 

ówhen an ordinal response has several categories, in practice it is common to 

assign scores to its levels and treat it as a quantitative variableô (p.371). This 

is a reliable strategy for focussing on the mean órather than on the 

proportions in particular categoriesô (p.371). On comparing the difference in 

parametric means to non-parametric medians at Times-1 and 2, the 

questionnaire showed significance at pÒ0.05 for 94 per cent of the items, the 

remaining 6 per cent showing insignificance in both, when tested 

parametrically and non-parametrically. Consequently, ordinal variables 

were used as interval variables for this study. The next section interrogates 

the studyôs robustness, namely how normality and minimising error were 

addressed. 

4.4.3 Normality  

Normality was investigated using: histogram and normal probability plots; 

skewness and kurtosis; and Leveneôs test for variance (see Appendix 17). 
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Histograms and Normal Q-Q Plots provide visual descriptions of 

normality. In this study symmetrical bell-shaped curves showed greatest 

frequency of scores falling towards the middle with smaller frequencies 

towards the extremes; and normal probability plots indicated a reasonably 

straight line for normal distribution when plotted against a theoretical trend 

line.  

Skewness and kurtotic-values of ±1 are considered excellent for most 

psychometric purposes and óa sample size of about 30 is sufficientéô 

(Agresti and Finlay, 2009, p.94). Even a figure of ±2 is regarded as 

acceptable (Pallant, 2007). In this study negative skewness (-1.11, SD=.24) 

indicated wide dispersion of scores for n=103 (mean=3.33; SD=.3.5); 

kurtotic values (.67, SD=.47) indicated right-sided peakedness within ±1. In 

light of the literature, skewness and kurtotic values are acceptable across all 

themes of civic literacy (Appendix 17). 

Homogenity was tested using Leveneôs test for equal of variances (EV). 

Leveneôs test determines how far away each value is from its own group 

mean. Themes being aggregated, Leveneôs test (F=1.52, Sig.=.22) showed 

that EV could be assumed between the Intervention and Control Groups for 

mean differences.  

In sum, normality assumptions apply to this study when results for 

histogram and probability plots; skewness and kurtosis; and Leveneôs test 

for equality of means are considered. Thence, parametric techniques are 

justifiable. Besides, óa statistical method is robust if it performs adequately 

even when an assumption is violatedô because the Central Limit Theorem 

ensures that ówhen n is roughly about 30 or higher, an approximate 

sampling distribution occurs for ὂ [=mean] regardless of the population 

distributionô (Agresti and Finlay, 2009, p.155). Accordingly, third- and 

fourth-class combined is the unit of analysis in this study, having at least 30 

students. To analyse classes separately would violate the normality 

principle, being less than 30 per class. Minimising the likelihood of error is 

considered next.  
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4.4.4 Minimising errors  

Statistical significance in the social sciences is acceptable at a probability of 

pÒ0.05 (Agresti and Finlay, 2009). However, there are two potential dangers 

in extracting statistical inferences, namely: when the null hypothesis is true, 

Type-1 error occurs if it is rejected; when the null hypothesis is false, Type-

2 error occurs if it is not rejected (p.160). Type-1 would happen if the null 

hypothesis is not accepted when proven that there is no significant 

difference between an intervention and control group. Error can be 

minimised if statistical significance is reduced from pÒ0.05 to pÒ0.01 

(p.113). Then, results can be interpreted at 99 per cent-confidence-levels 

(pÒ.01). However, statistical power of a test is also dependent on sample-

size, effect size (the magnitude of the difference between groups), and 

alpha/p-value (Pallant, 2010) and according to Stevens (1996), there is the 

danger of non-significant results due to insufficient power with smaller 

sample sizes, for example n=20. The unit in this study is 30 minimum. 

Bonferroni testing (dividing the p-value by the number of repeat tests) can 

be applied to further minimise risk (Pallant, 2007). For example, with 

paired/independent samples at p=.01, from two repeated measures (pre-

post), a Bonferroni adjustment (.01÷2=.005) doubles the strength of the 

inference, minimising likelihood of Type-1 error.  

A Type-2 error happens if it is accepted that there is a significant difference 

between the intervention and control group when it is untrue. Thence, in 

controlling for Type-1 the likelihood of Type-2 happening is real. 

Therefore, in following Agresti and Finlay (2009, p.160), risk is minimised 

(Table 4.4). 

Table 4.4: Decision regarding the null hypothesis (H) 

Circumstance Reject H Do not reject H 

When H is found to be false  Correct  Type-2  

When H  is found to be true  Type-1  Correct  
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The quantitative stream was interrogated for validity, reliability, modes of 

measurement, normality and error minimisation. There now follows 

consideration of the qualitative stream of this study.  

4.5 The qualitative stream: practice and data management  

This section addresses how practice was conducted (4.3.3); and how data 

were managed (4.3.4) or collected, evaluated, analysed and interpreted.  

Considering that the embedded design is quasi-experimental, a discussion of 

practice is necessary. 

4.5.3 Practice 

This section addresses practice as evidence-informed and evidence-based 

(4.5.3.1), reflective cycles (4.5.3.2) and the rationale behind the 

interventions (4.5.3.3).  

4.5.3.1 Practice: evidence-informed and evidence-based  

According to Veerman and van Yperen (2007), youth care research models 

have been increasingly successful at showing the effectiveness of 

psychosocial interventions in research settings where sufficient control can 

be achieved to demonstrate evidence-based practice. Veerman and van 

Yperen (2007) offer a four-stage model for the classification of effective 

interventions carried out in actual youth care practice which progress 

incrementally from potential, to plausible, to functional, to efficacious 

interventions and which can inform whether the interventions are 

responsible for the observed effects or not (see Table 4.5):  
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Table 4.5: Levels of evidence (adapted: Veerman and van Yperen, 2007) 

 

Levels of 

evidence 

Considerations for this 

study (levels are 

incremental) 

Types of 

research required 

at each level 

Effectiveness 

in achieving 

its objectives  

Level-1 

Descriptive 

Explain key elements of 

the interventions (e.g. 

aims/objectives, participant 

profile, types of 

intervention). 

Descriptive 

Observational 

Interviews 

Potentially 

effective 

Level-2 

Theoretical 

Integrating level-1, 

communicate rationale 

explaining why 

interventions might work 

and with whom. 

Literature 

reviews 

Theoretical 

explanations 

supporting 

interventions  

Plausible due 

to theoretical 

evidence 

Level-3 

Indicative 

Integrating levels-1/2, 

show that interventions 

lead to desired outcomes 

(e.g. improved civic 

literacy, increased 

connectedness). 

Quasi-

experimental 

(e.g., pre-post 

studies) 

Functional 

Level-4 

Causal 

Integrating levels-1/2/3, 

provide supporting 

evidence that the outcomes 

are caused by the 

interventions. 

Action research 

studies or 

Repeated case 

studies 

RCTs 

Effective 

Research at levels-1/2 is understood as evidence-informed practice whereas 

by levels-3/4 it is considered evidence-based. Being an incremental process, 

levels-1/2 ideally need to be undertaken before levels-3/4. Level-1 provides 

a clear description of the intervention and its core elements which form the 

foundation for subsequent levels. Level-2 permits theoretical evidence to go 

beyond description in that a rationale is specified together with why and 

how intervention activities with particular participants may lead to desired 

outcomes (i.e., for civic literacy): óA good theory indicates where to look for 

effects and how to adjust interventions to elicit better effectsô (p.217).  

Considered evidence-based practice, level-3 is indicative insofar as 

systematic evaluation of the effectiveness of an intervention shows whether 

desired changes have occurred or not. Indicative evidence can be derived 

through pre-post studies that monitor the outcomes of an intervention; 

and/or, through quasi-experimental studies (QESs) whereby the results of 
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the relevant intervention can be compared to the results of a non-

intervention control. Such data can be used to improve the quality of 

interventionsðónot only when the services are found to be unsatisfactory 

but also when they are found to be satisfactory but with room for 

improvementô (p.217). Because of the lack of randomisation due to ethical 

considerations with children, the QES provides indicative rather than causal 

evidence. Therefore, to provide evidence that the interventions are 

associated with change, rather than the cause of it, various qualitative 

methods are necessary in order to support explanations in a QES. Overall, 

such research designs can be used to build a monitoring system for planning 

and evaluation purposes thereby providing the researcher with systematic 

feedback on intervention effectiveness. Level-3 interventions are considered 

functional because the evidence generated can validate the theory 

underlying the intervention, and can show whether the intervention leads to 

the desired outcomes or not, and/or whether the results may lead to 

adaptation of the intervention or not. However, the degree to which the 

actual intervention accounts for the observed results must still be tested 

more rigorously with level-4 research to conclude that the intervention 

causes the desired outcomes. 

Evidence-based practice at level-4 requires causal evidence, i.e., whether the 

intervention itself has caused the outcome or not. To be judged efficacious, 

level-4 study should reveal the elements responsible for desired outcomes. 

There are two research designs that can produce level-4 evidence, namely 

the randomised controlled trial (RCT) and the single case study. The RCT is 

considered the most powerful design because the results lead to a high 

degree of certainty that the intervention causes the observed effects. 

However, if the RCT is taken as the gold standard for evaluation purposes, 

then óother research designs are often deemed to have a lesser value or even 

to be unscientificô (p.218). Notwithstanding that RCTs are difficult to 

conduct in youth care settings, ómost of the interventionsédo not have 

descriptive, theoretical, indicative, or causal evidence on their behalfô 

(p.218) and therefore, the gap between evidence-informed and evidence-

based practice might hinder the development of empirically supported youth 
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practice. Aside from ethical considerations, RCTs could not be conducted in 

this study because the interventions are a work-in-progress and have not yet 

been accepted into actual practice in Irish Primary School. 

Alternatively, the case study can also produce causal evidence for the 

effectiveness of an intervention. Here, the student/class can be observed 

before, during and after an intervention so that the course of the problem 

behaviour, emotions, skills, and/or cognitions may be recorded. When the 

results of a series of single case studies consistently show change in the 

same direction following an intervention, there is strong evidence that the 

treatment is responsible for the observed changes and therefore, as posited 

by Veerman and van Yprenen (2007) and others whom they cite, ówhen 

carefully designed, repeated single case studies can provide evidence that is 

just as convincing as the evidence from RCTsô (p.218).  

A critical feature of the Veerman and van Yperen (2007) model is, however, 

that óthe demonstrated effectiveness of a particular intervention cannot be 

pushed to a higher level than the level of development of the intervention 

permitsô (p.218). They mean that in conducting an RCT, there is a waste of 

resources if that intervention has not yet been adequately developed. 

Notwithstanding, they advise that researchers need not wait until others 

have conducted their RCTs nor withhold their own interventions when no 

better researched alternatives exist just because they have yet to be shown to 

be effective. Instead, researchers should participate in practice-driven 

evaluations to gain greater insight into the effectiveness of their own 

interventions so as to improve daily practice and accountability to their 

stakeholders. In short, practice-driven studies can generate practice-based 

evidence for the effectiveness of oneôs own interventions (Barkham and 

Mellor-Clark, 2003) which infers that novel interventions, such as those 

contemplated for this study, can be used to show higher levels of 

effectiveness on the four-stage continuum theorised by Veerman and van 

Yperen (2007).  



121 

 

4.5.3.2 Practice: reflective cycles 

In order to give the reflective cycles some structure, practice followed the 

óawareness-action-evaluationô sequence used by Foróige in their Citizenship 

Programme (Foróige, 2010). It was considered a straightforward model for 

working with the participants in this study (see Figure 4.3).  

 

Figure 4.3: Reflection cycles (permanent tsb Foróige, 2012, p.4).  

The óawareness-action-evaluationô model asked three core questions 

throughout the study: 

¶ What issues have you become aware of that you could help to solve? 

¶ What actions do you suggest taking to solve the identified problem?  

¶ What was the result of the action taken?  

óAwarenessô was facilitated whenever pupils and volunteers came together 

for learning collaborations. Following óawarenessô, action-oriented 

programmes were planned, thus providing real opportunities for children to 

engage in civic actions. óActionô workshops, while broadly informed by the 

civic literacy concept (Chi et al., 2006), evolved according to participantsô 

reciprocal teaching/learning needs. For example, volunteers led off with a 

presentation on artefacts which sparked diverse interests among the 

children, and prompted a wide array of learning collaborations, like music-

making; craft-making; storytelling and local history. Consequently, children 

discovered areas where the volunteers wanted to learn new skills, like 



122 

 

modern dance, Irish reading, and ICT skills. óEvaluationô took place after 

project completion in workshops. Evaluation was based on the critical 

reflection of participants and key informants as well as this researcherôs 

observations in discussion with participants and class teachers. Observation 

is a deliberate, systematic and planned data gathering process guided by a 

particular issue and is a useful technique for evaluating intergenerational 

programmes being complementary to data gathered with other tools (Pinazo, 

2009). Participants gave their evaluative feedback verbally and from their 

own reflective logs/journals. Texts from reflective journals were used for 

methods triangulation (Bryman, 2004) between participantsô oral and 

written submissions. Younger and older participants analysed what went 

well, and how they could have done better and decided collaboratively on 

future actions derived from a growing awareness of practice. The method is 

further outlined in Table 4.6.  
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Table 4.6: The óawareness-action-evaluationô (Foróige, 2010, pp.37-71)  

Domain Meaning for pupils Method adapted by pupils: Desired outcomes for civic literacy 

Awareness Enhance awareness of 

what is going on in their 

community and raise 

awareness of different 

social needs.  

Pupils did a virtual óWalk Aboutô 

finding out what volunteers were 

interested in learning from them. They 

prepared lesson plans with teacher and 

researcher support. 

Research skills to explore an issue, assess 

needs, decide a plan, and take action. 

Action Develop organisational 

skills. Pupils learn to a 

óneed-resources-activities-

goalô.  

Pupils planned, organised and engaged 

in action. They set goals and decided 

how they were going to achieve them. 

They found ways to connect to 

community by initiating actions.  

Set a learning goal; plan the lesson; achieve 

the goal. 

Evaluation Combine action with 

reflection and discussion 

and learn how to evaluate 

their own progress.  

Process evaluation: Pupils reviewed 

what went well and decided what 

further action was needed to improve 

learning. 

Show case: They displayed their work. 

Outcome evaluation: Participants assessed 

whether themes of civic literacy were 

learned or not. They gave/got feedback and 

planned next actions.  
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There next follows a discussion on the interventions chosen for this practice.  

4.5.3.3 Practice: the interventions 

The first step in workshops was to facilitate discussion around pupil 

participation in planning and decision-making processes. In support of 

Article 12 (UNCRC, 1989), the participatory models of Hart (1992) and 

Treseder (1997) had greatest application: óchild-initiated, shared decisions 

with adultsô and/or the óadult-initiated, shared decisions with childrenô. 

Accordingly, children were empowered to actively engage in reasoning out 

how the workshops might be constructed so as to derive desired outcomes 

for civic literacy. The óKWLHô technique (Ogle, 1986) was used to 

determine prior knowledge; plan how learning was to be constructed; and 

assess learning outcomes: Kðinfers helping students recall what they know 

of a subject; Wðmeans helping students determine what they want to 

learn; Lðmeans helping students identify what they learned; and Hð

conveys how they can find sources of additional topic information.  

The interventions included: music and dance; arts and crafts (knitting, 

sewing and weaving); conversational French, German or Spanish; 

interviewing; storytelling (including history and artefacts), vocabulary 

building and creative writing; technology skills; and environmental 

awareness. 

1. Music and dance 

Music and dance served to facilitate interaction between young and old. 

Intergenerational communication is a sequential process that most naturally 

begins with the type of superficial contact that is generated by óice-breakersô 

or ówarm-upsô which can give way to additional activities designed to yield 

more intensive, in-depth communication later on (Kaplan and Hanhardt, 

2003; Kaplan and Lawrence-Jacobson, 2006). Volunteers would teach 

children an old song. In return, children would teach volunteers a modern 

song with a dance routine. The idea was that participants would find a 

mutual performance together (Aldridge, 2005) through shared music and 

dance.  



125 

 

2. Arts and crafts (knitting, sewing/embroidery and weaving) 

The objective of this intervention was to facilitate the volunteers who passed 

on the tradition and manual skills of embroidery, knitting and weaving to 

the children. Children were taught basic knitting and sewing stitches by the 

volunteers. The products included headbands/hairbands, scarves and 

óTrauma Teddiesô. Those who became more proficient more quickly, 

including those who already had learned knitting at home, went on to form a 

group of intergenerational knitters (fourth-class girls) who knitted Trauma 

Teddies for the ambulance service. Sewing (third-class girls) involved 

embroidering a óSanta-stockingô to accommodate Santaôs presents. Weaving 

involved learning how to make the different types of Saint Brigidôs Cross to 

reflect different local traditions.  

3. Artefacts  

The purpose of presenting artefacts was to connect children to life long ago 

through the older generation and to promote critical thinking. Artefacts 

included: shoe last, darning mushroom, the sampler, rib bones/percussive 

instruments, clay pipes used at wakes, the slean for turf-cutting, candle 

reading lamp, hot water jar, (ironing) iron, carpentry tools and samples of 

timber/woods, sculpting tools and samples of stone/marble; war veteranôs 

letters and memorabilia from World War Two. In the presentation, each 

artefact became a story. For example, the slean became a story on turf-

harvesting whereby the meitheal (group collaboration) approach was 

fundamental to success. The darning mushroom and the shoe-last became 

stories of environmental conservation. The candle-lamp told of how people 

would gather and share the light when performing duties like homework. 

The sampler narrated how people learned to embroider. Clay pipes told of 

the customs, food and drink consumed at the Irish wake. Rib bones showed 

how a percussive invention could be constructed. Carpentry and sculpting 

tools told of how people performed carpentry or sculpting skills before the 

advent of modern technology. 
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4. Conversational French, German and Spanish  

The objective of these interventions was to help the pupils to appreciate 

diversity. These interventions were presented by retired secondary school 

teachers who had been subject teachers in these fields. The languages 

followed a common format for introductory initiations: courtesies, naming, 

age/counting numbers up to 20, family members, days, months, seasons, 

pastimes, customs and etiquette. Role-play featured strongly in these 

interventions with partners pretending to be German, French and/or Spanish 

and copying the facilitatorôs directions for the spoken word. The idea was to 

practice courtesy and respect for another through communication in a 

different language while also getting the children accustomed to anotherôs 

culture and country. It also offered the volunteers an opportunity to learn a 

new language. 

5. Interviewing 

Interview Day was the learning tool used to develop research skills. The 

idea was that students would conduct research by finding and analysing 

multiple sources of information, drawing conclusions and presenting 

findings. Volunteers presented themselves to be interviewed on special 

interests/careers in which they might have given presentations previously 

and about which pupils wanted to learn more: business and banking, 

creative writing, world history, volunteering, forestry, farming, stone-

cutting, life long ago and world travel. Volunteersô consent was sought and 

signed. 

Being a participatory approach, it allowed pupils to have the ideas, plan the 

interview schedules, interview the volunteers, take turns with roles of 

responsibility, and cooperate in the write-up while drawing on volunteer 

assistance. The model reflects the top órungô of Hartôs (1992) ladder of 

participation (section 2.1.3). Pupils were prepared ahead in interview 

protocol by this research-practitioner and their teachers. Data were sourced 

from curricular work; learning logs from previous workshops; and/or 

library/internet. Interview schedules were circulated to the interviewees 

ahead so that they could prepare data and teaching tools. Children worked in 
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teams of four/five: interviewer plus assistant/s; reporter plus assistant/s and 

listener/s. Roles were rotated throughout and teams changed tables every 

twenty minutes so that every child could experience a different 

responsibility throughout the interview process. Interviewees awaited 

rotations. Ten topics were undertaken across two classrooms. A plenary 

discussion followed the interview process.  

6. Storytelling, word-building and creative writing 

The idea behind the storytelling was that volunteers would narrate stories to 

children, authored, adapted or based on history so as to fire childrenôs 

creative imaginations and powers of critical thinking. To enhance 

vocabulary, óWord-Clubô and Focal-Eile were chosen workshops in English 

and Irish. To facilitate creative writing, volunteers showed children the 

techniques involved in writing poetry/story and wrote poetry for them. 

Volunteers presented slide shows on local history including archaeological 

sites and artefacts (e.g., local dolmens, fairy forts, passage tombs), and local 

monasticism. Volunteers also presented on aspects of world history. The 

idea was to connect children to the past so that they would develop an 

awareness of their place in European history. Local and European history 

were interwoven with wartime literature, including writings by the 

volunteers themselves. 

7. Technology skills 

The objective of this workshop was to facilitate the pupils to teach the 

volunteers a skill in which they had competence, e.g., Information and 

Communication Technology/ICT. Volunteers brought along technological 

accessories like iPads, iPhones and laptops for the lesson with their child-

teachers. The idea was that in being able to teach technology, children might 

develop the confidence to teach other subjects to volunteers like modern 

song or dance or Irish reading.  

8. Environmental awareness 

The intention was to create an awareness of local flora and fauna so as to 

protect the environment. Volunteer presentations included discussion about 
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where various trees, plants and wild animals are to be found locally. 

Presentations included: samples of wood, timber and leaves and how to 

recognise and grow trees, such as chestnut and oak; waterways, fish species 

and habitats, fishing gear and safety tackle necessary for fishing; and a 

botanic presentation on the local wild flowers. 

So far, this section has discussed practice as evidence-informed, evidence-

based, reflection-based and interventions-based. The discussion now 

continues with data management.  

4.5.4 Data management 

The qualitative stream refers to the collection, evaluation, analysis and 

interpretation of qualitative data as discussed next. 

4.5.4.1 Data collection 

Data were derived from group/class discussions and the learning logs of 

participants; research-practitionerôs observations; and written submissions 

from key informants (teachers and parents/guardians). Group discussion 

with volunteers lasted generally one hour and focussed on achieving desired 

outcomes for civic literacy with questions-of-the-kind: How could 

workshops be improved? Volunteers were invited to write down their 

reflections during workshops and/or before group discussion. They were 

encouraged to refer to their notes when group discussing so that spoken and 

written data could be corroborated. Group discussions were transcribed 

verbatim. Children likewise discussed how the interventions might be 

improved. Children were familiar with the terminology pertaining to the 

civic literacy concept both from logs to which they could refer and from 

information sent to their homes (Appendices 3-6). Children in Schools A 

and C made oral submissions. Children in School-B made oral submissions, 

artwork/drawings and/or written reflections. Children in School-D, at their 

teacherôs behest, wrote descriptive passages for homework describing what 

they learned with/from or taught to volunteers during workshops which 

formed the bases of their critical reflections during follow-up visits. Each 

intervention necessitated a follow-up visit to School-D. It was integrated in 

workshops in the pilots. It entailed four extra visits to School-B. 
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4.5.4.2 Data analysis 

Qualitative data were analysed thematically. The quantitative tool inspired 

the design of the interventions and the subsequent thematic analysis. 

Themes are patterns that describe and organise observations and interpret 

phenomena (Boyatzis, 1998). Thematic analysis was chosen because it 

ócaptures something important about the data in relation to the research 

question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within 

the data setô (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.88). Rubin and Rubin (1995, p.226) 

consider analysis exciting because óyou discover themes and concepts 

embedded throughout your interviewsô. However, the logic of Ely et al. 

(1997, pp.205-206) makes more sense for this study. They argue that we 

derive themes driven by research questions. They consider it óunrealisticô to 

expect that óif we just look hard enough they will óemergeô like Venus on 

the half shellô. They maintain that óif themes óresideô anywhere, they reside 

in our heads from our thinking about our data and creating links as we 

understand themô. In context, it meant gathering data from workshops (see 

Appendix 18) and connecting them to civic literacy themes which were 

sourced through Chi et al. (2006). Consequently, qualitative data were 

analysed thematically as was done with the quantitative tool so as to give 

the analyses structural consistency (see Appendix 19). Effectively, the data 

collection system centred on gathering the data from participants and key 

informants and then attaching it to the pertinent theme/subtheme of civic 

literacy. Qualitative analysis therefore addressed the construct of civic 

literacy under three themes (Chi et al., 2006): Personal Responsibility; Civic 

Responsibility, and Leadership.  

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), there is no real formula for thematic 

analysis: it is a flexible tool to be used whenever óthe theoretical framework 

and methods match what the researcher wants to knowô (p.85). Silverman 

(2000) offers workable guidelines: analyse the whole dataset rather than 

selected excerpts; monitor the applicability of findings through a process of 

cross-comparison throughout the analysis which questions whether data are 

restricted to a particular instance in the dataset; seek out cases in the data 

that deviate from the pattern being described because such comparisons 
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between the deviant and non-deviant cases might strengthen the validity of 

the analysis. Braun and Clarkeôs (2006) ó15-point checklist of criteria for 

good thematic analysisô (p.96) was additionally consulted to guide 

transcription, coding, analysis and write-up. 

Transcriptionðdata/transcripts were transcribed to an appropriate 

level of detail, and checked with participants for accuracy.  

Codingðwas thorough, inclusive and comprehensive for each data 

item (theme), so that themes were supported across relevant extracts 

rather than across a few vivid examples. Themes were checked against 

each other and against the original data-set to establish internal 

coherence and consistency. 

Analysisðinvolved searching across the data-set to find repeated 

patterns of meaning. Data were analysed and interpreted, not just 

paraphrased or described. Participantsô interpretations of learning 

were evidenced in their own reflective writing and/or verbal 

submissions. Thence, extracts illustrated analytical claims. A balance 

between analytic narrative and illustrative extracts was sought so as to 

convey a convincing story about the themes.  

Write-upðthe method and reported analysis endeavoured to show a 

good fit between desired outcomes and actual outcomes for civic 

literacy and in consequence, young childrenôs civic engagement. The 

over-riding guideline is that óthe finished product contains an account 

ï not necessarily that detailed ï of what was done, and whyô (p.93). 

The language and concepts used in the write-up strive to take 

cognisance of ontological assumptions of inclusion, 

interconnectedness and co-creativity invoked by Whitehead and 

McNiff (2006) for living theory approaches. Thus, every participantôs 

contribution is submitted as grounds for a valid knowledge claim 

being premised on an epistemology understood as inclusive, 

interconnected and co-created. 
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Themes of civic literacy were addressed through the interventions and 

inspired by the quantitative tools constructed by Chi et al. (2006). In 

consequence, the write-up for the quantitative and qualitative analyses 

follows the same structural format. Qualitative findings were analysed using 

the óSetup-Quote-Comment model (SQC)ô informed by Weaver-Hightower 

(2014). This model has three phases:  

Set-up (S): Researcher sets the scene for the thesis being tested. The 

thesis is stated as a theme/subtheme. Then, some context is presented 

that backs up the thesis statement. It indicates the quotation to come, 

who said it and the context. Since this is primarily an action research 

project, descriptions of workshops/interventions set the scene by 

offering evidence of work done. Descriptions are both photographic 

and verbal. Photographic evidence is used to capture the embodied 

values (i.e., dialogue, connectedness and practice) of the practitioner-

researcher in ways that text-based reportage cannot do. Accordingly, 

Whitehead and McNiff (2006) advise using ómultisensory forms of 

communication, such as pictures and graphicséô (p.32). 

Quotation-stage (Q): Quotations follow the S-stage and is another 

name for any data which articulate the theme, for example: field-

notes, observations, visual representations/photographs, and data 

collected from participants (pupils and volunteers) and key informants 

(i.e., teachers/principals, parents/guardians, and this research-

practitioner). Quotations (Q) demonstrate the learning that took place 

in workshops.  

Comment (C): Analyses of the findings follow the Q-stage. Evidence 

is sought for pupils developing skills and dispositions of civic literacy. 

It involves tying the data back to the given construct or theme/thesis 

being built. It may require explanation through support from the 

literature. The next theme is signposted and the óSQCô (Weaver-

Hightower, 2014) process is repeated until all themes are analysed. 

Thence the qualitative data are analysed thematically and presented 

separately as discussed next. 
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4.5.4.3 Presentation of data 

Quantitative and qualitative streams are presented sequentially in this study 

because they are analysed separately. Results from the quantitative data 

collection procedure informed theme-building in the qualitative phase. 

While the two databases were not merged, the qualitative data collection 

and analysis were embedded before, during and after the quantitative phase. 

Narrative integration informed by Fetters et al. (2013) was the approach 

chosen to incorporate quantitative results with qualitative findings in this 

study. It involves three basic approaches: weaving comprises writing both 

qualitative and quantitative findings together on a theme-by-theme/concept-

by-concept basis; staged reports which produce results of each step in stages 

as the data are analysed and/or published separately; and contiguous which 

involves presenting findings within a single report, but with the qualitative 

and quantitative findings being reported in different sections. Brady (2010) 

used the contiguous approach in her doctoral study on an assessment of the 

viability and value of youth mentoring as a policy option in the Irish 

context. Since both types of data yielded important findings independently, 

integration was not required in her case until the end. The contiguous 

approach worked in this study too and thence, qualitative findings (Chapter 

Six) while supplemental to quantitative results (Chapter Five) were separate 

from them.  

Rigour and validity are discussed next as criteria to interrogate the studyôs 

methodology and claims to knowledge. 

4.5.4.4 Rigour and validity  

Rigour concerns choosing the methodology which óbest allows the 

researcher to conduct systematic inquiry in order to present a warranted 

assertionô (Swepson, 2000, p.8). Essentially, rigour is a process to 

interrogate if and how young children learned civic literacy skills, and in 

consequence, if and how their civic engagement was activated. In this study, 

rigour was ensured through: selection and use of multiple research methods; 

reflective cycles of awareness-action-evaluation (Foróige, 2010); and a 

focus on participants and what and how they were learning. 
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Winterôs (1989, pp.38-66) criteria of rigour guide the studyôs qualitative 

stream in addressing: reflexive critique, dialectical critique, multiple 

resources, risk, plurality, and theory-practice transformation.  

Reflexive critiqueðrelates to judgements made by the participants 

from their own personal experiences. To improve this practice, 

reflection on their role in the research process was needed.  

Dialectic critiqueðengages with the idea of contradiction which, in 

living theory (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006), is revealed when oneôs 

values do not translate into practice. The research-practitionersô 

educational values of practice, connectedness and dialogue were 

scrutinised constantly to determine if they were transmitted in 

practice.  

Multiple  Resourcesðinclude the voices of co-researchers, namely: 

participants, key informants, the Academy; research literature, and 

research-practitioner. Questioning of statements and actions provided 

insight into practice.  

Riskðthere are risks and challenges to established research 

paradigms when one engages with living theory (Whitehead and 

McNiff, 2006). Accordingly, other perspectives need to be consulted 

for what also constitutes valid research.  

Pluralityðmultiple forms of research require multiple forms of 

reportage. This study incorporates viewpoints represented by written 

text (reflective journaling), spoken data submissions, audio 

recordings, and photographic displays.  

Theory-Practice Transformationðtheory and practice are 

interconnected in the living theory approach: one informs the other. 

Thence, the researcher shows how a contribution is made to practice 

which, by turn, can inform living theories. Oneôs own learning 

emerges through engaging with the literature, the enquiry and 

practice. 
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Validity concerns whether the research does what it claims to do and 

whether the reader can believe the results. Validity is about making a 

truthful and trustworthy claim to knowledge, i.e., óshowing the authenticity 

of the evidence base, explaining the standards of judgement used, and 

demonstrating the reasonableness of the claim [to knowledge]ô (Whitehead 

and McNiff, 2006, p.98). Habermas (1987) states that when language is 

used for reaching an understanding with another there are certain ómustsô 

which constitute the validity basis of such communicative action. In short, it 

must be truthful, understandable, sincere and appropriate:  

óThe speaker must choose a comprehensible expression so that 

speaker and hearer can understand one another. The speaker must 

have the intention of communicating a true propositionéso that the 

hearer can share the knowledge of speaker. The speaker must want to 

express his intentions truthfully so that the hearer can believe the 

utterance of the speaker. Finally, the speaker must choose an utterance 

that is right so that the hearer can accept the utterance and speaker and 

hearer can agree with one another in the utterance with respect to a 

recognized normative background. Moreover, communicative action 

can continue undisturbed only as long as participants suppose that the 

validity claims they reciprocally raise are justifiedô (pp.2-3).  

The above ómustsô strengthened validity in reducing the possibility for bias 

by gathering a wide spread of evidence from: participants (young and old) 

key informants (teachers/principals, parents/guardians); and research-

practitioner) who are deemed responsible in the research process through 

engaging in and reflecting in-/on-action (Schön, 1983). Additionally, the 

researcher consulted with ócritical friendsô to ensure the accuracy of data 

submitted for critique and to benefit from their ideas on ways to improve 

learning. A ócritical friendô is a ótrusted person who asks provocative 

questions, provides data to be examined through another lens, and offers 

critiques of a personôs workéô (Costa and Kallick, 1993, p.49). By 

consulting Winter (1996) for rigour and Habermas (1987) for validity the 

research-practitioner ensured as far as possible that the research was 

rigorous and valid. The volunteer profile is presented next.  
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4.6 Volunteer profile  

Thirty-four volunteers participated in this study (see Appendix 13). Their 

education varied from lower secondary (24%) through upper secondary 

(33%) with 43% having attained third-level education (Figure 4.4). 

 
Figure 4.4: Volunteersô educational profile 

Volunteers brought their experience from diverse careers (Figure 4.5): 

 

Figure 4.5: Volunteersô career profiles 

Approximately one-third of volunteers were retired teachers (4 primary, 6 

secondary), some of whom acted as ócritical friendsô (Costa and Kallick, 

1993) to the study. Primary teachers helped to induct the other volunteers, 

including the research-practitioner, into a deeper understanding of primary 

school children and their learning needs.  

Being retirees, the volunteers were aged 60 years and above. Over half were 

aged over 70 years (Figure 4.6) 
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Figure 4.6: Volunteersô age profile 

Most of the volunteers were female (Figure 4.7): 

 
Figure 4.7: Volunteersô gender profile 

4.7 Chapter summary:  the research questions 

The central research questionðTo what extent and in what ways can 

participation in intergenerational learning collaborations activate young 

childrenôs civic engagement?ðcan now be broken down into specific 

research questions informed by: the research literature on youth civic 

engagement and intergenerational engagement; theoretical foci of practice, 

active learning theories and action; and methodology and methods.  
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The research questions have thus become:  

QUANTITATIVE:  

The hypothesis is that young children who participate in intergenerational 

learning collaborations will  score more positively on measures of the civic 

literacy concept than children who are not involved in such collaborations.  

Therefore the quantitative question is: 

1. To what extent did childrenôs civic literacy scores change over an 

academic year when measured at two time-points? (Chapter Five) 

QUALITATIVE:  

The questions in the qualitative stream are intended to supplement the 

primary quantitative phase, to understand contextual factors during the 

intervention that could affect the outcome, and/or explain results after the 

interventions are completed (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). Thus the 

questions are: 

2. How do intergenerational learning collaborations impact on the 

development of young childrenôs civic literacy skills? (Chapter Six)  

3. In light of the literature, how can desired outcomes for civic literacy 

be conceptualised as young childrenôs civic engagement? (Chapter 

Seven) 

4. How can such engagement be attributable to intergenerational 

learning collaborations? (Chapter Seven) 

5. What issues arise from the research that are worthy of further 

consideration? (Chapter Eight) 

The next two chapters address the quantitative results (Chapter Five) and 

qualitative findings (Chapter Six).  
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CHAPTER FIVE  

QUANTITATIVE RESULTS  AND ANALYSES 

5.0 Introduction 

The research hypothesis for the quantitative stream of this study is that 

young children who participate in intergenerational learning collaborations 

will  score more positively on measures of the civic literacy concept than a 

control group who are not involved in such collaborations.  

To test this hypothesis, the following analytical tools were used:  

o Pre-/post-intervention paired-samples t-tests of the Intervention 

Groupôs self-reported civic literacy scores; 

o Pre-/post-intervention paired-samples t-tests of teachersô observational 

checklists of the Intervention Group; 

o Independent-samples t-tests to compare mean differences in studentsô 

scores for Intervention versus Non-intervention/Control Group; 

o Independent-samples t-tests to establish if mean differences for the 

Intervention Groupôs scores accrue to: 

¶ Gender (boys versus girls), or  

¶ Class grouping (Third versus Fourth
 
class), or  

¶ Academic ability range (lowest versus average and highest).  

Civic literacy scores were measured over two time-points: Time-1 or 

academic-year beginning (September); and Time-2 or academic-year ending 

(June). The primary school year is generally 1
st
 September to 30

th
 June. Data 

were drawn from: pupilsô self-reported civic literacy questionnaires (Chi et 

al., 2006) (Appendix 15) applicable to School-B (third- and fourth-class 

girls), School-D (third- and fourth-class boys) and School-E (third- and 

fourth-class control); and the Student Observational Checklist of Civic 

Skills and Behaviours (Chi et al., 2006) (Appendix 16) which applies only 

to Schools B and D where interventions took place.  

Quantitative data were processed using SPSS (Version 20). Figures, 

indicating statistical significance, extracted from SPSS (see Appendix 20) 
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are presented using MS Excel and are rounded to two decimal places in the 

write-up. 

The confidence interval, set at 99 per cent, infers that significance is sought 

for pÒ0.01 (2-tailed) on all themes/subthemes of civic literacy. 

Effect size or eta-squared 

Whereas statistical tests of significance reveal the likelihood that 

experimental results differ from chance expectations, effect-size 

measurements, or eta-squared (etaĮ/ǼĮ), show the relative magnitude of the 

intervention by telling the size of the intervention effect (Thalheimer and 

Cook, 2002). Formulae to derive computations are presented in Figure 5.1: 

Formula: Paired samples t-tests Formula: Independent samples t-tests 

eta²= [t²/{t ²+(n-1)}]  eta²= [t²/{t²+(n1+n2-2)} ] 

 

Figure 5.1: Formulae for magnitude of effect size 

Coded terms:  

Observational checklist compiled by class teachers, i.e., óchecklist/sô;  

Third- and fourth-class girls=ógirlsô; third- and fourth-class boys=óboysô;  

Third- and fourth-class control=óControl or Non-intervention Groupô;  

Third- and fourth-classes girls and boys=óthe Intervention Group; 

Time-1=Year-beginning/September; Time-2= Year-end/June. 

Statistical terms: m=mean; SEM1=standard error of the mean at Time-1; 

SEM2=standard error of the mean at Time-2; MD=mean difference; 

SD=standard deviation; p-value=probability value (two-tailed); 99% 

CI=99% confidence interval of the difference; and eta-squared or etaĮ/ǼĮ= 

magnitude of effect size of the interventions.  

Format for analyses: The unit of analysis is third- and fourth-class 

combined per cohort of girls, boys and/or control. It was important to 
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compute data for units of nÓ30 (Agresti and Finlay, 2009) (see Section 

4.2.3) which was the case when classes where combined.  

To answer the research questionðTo what extent did childrenôs civic 

literacy scores/ratings change over an academic year when measured at 

two time-points?ðthe civic literacy concept is reported for three main 

themes (Chi et al., 2006): 

1. Personal responsibility (5.1) (Subthemes: Moral Responsibility: 

Conventional Responsibility); 

2. Civic responsibility (5.2) (Subthemes: Concern for Others; Value 

of Group Work; Care for Community; Appreciate Diversity; and 

Environmental Stewardship); 

3. Leadership (5.3) (Subthemes: Leadership Efficacy; Critical 

Thinking; Civic Participation). 

Themes and subthemes were constructed by Chi et al. (2006) and are 

capitalised throughout for ease of identification. Statistical data are first 

presented subtheme-by-subtheme in sequence reporting statistical data for 

girls, boys and control separately. Then, a summary overview of each theme 

is presented statistically. It aggregates subthemes into main themes from the 

perspective of students and teachers separately and then compares them 

both for effect size.  

5.1 Theme One: Personal Responsibility  

By Personal Responsibility , it is understood that a student accepts 

responsibility for his/her own behaviour and generally displays good 

judgment (Chi et al., 2006). The student also demonstrates responsible work 

habits like óstaying on task, working independently and showing best effortô 

(p.11). It encompasses two subthemes: Moral Responsibility and 

Conventional Responsibility.  
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5.1.1 Moral Responsibility 

Questions in this subtheme generally concerned doing oneôs best and 

improving oneôs work. Girls and boys significantly improved Moral 

Responsibility scores over the academic year whereas the Control Group did 

not as shown in Table 5.1.  

Table 5.1: Personal Responsibility: Moral Responsibility 

Theme 1: Personal Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 1: Moral Responsibility 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p 

 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.82±.11 3.31±.05 -0.49 0.68 -4.62 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

3.05±.09 3.56±.07 -0.51 0.51 -5.69 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.2±-.1 3.19±.1 +0.01 0.51 .12 29 p=.91 

 

Improvement may be due to the provision of workshops whereby children 

were taught the value of moral responsibility. For example, one volunteer 

introduced the children to aspects of pet-care in anticipation of getting a pet 

for life, not for Christmas while the other volunteers worked with the 

children in dialogue to help them understand the importance of taking 

responsibility for a pet. They also learned responsibility from learning to 

sew a button onto fabric. These interventions are more fully reported in 

Chapter Six (see 6.1.1).  

5.1.2 Conventional Responsibility 

Questions in this subtheme generally concerned doing oneôs duty 

independently of any supervision and following through on tasks 

undertaken. Unlike the Control Group, girls and boys showed significant 

improvement in self-reported mean scores for Conventional Responsibility 

over the academic year as presented in Table 5.2.  
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Table 5.2: Personal Responsibility: Conventional Responsibility 

Theme 1: Personal Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 2: Conventional Responsibility 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p 

 

Girls 

(n=41) 

3.26±.09 3.72±.05 -0.46 0.55 -5.37 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

3.18±.07 3.59±.05 -0.42 0.41 -5.7 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.53±-.07 3.33±.09 +0.2 0.43 +2.65 29 p=.013 

The significant improvement for girls and boys could be accredited to active 

learning opportunities whereby children practised teaching older people 

different skills for which they had to know the rules before imparting the 

skill to the older person. Such skills included teaching the rules for modern 

dance steps, or aspects of information technology or song as is explained in 

Chapter Six (see 6.1.2). While it might appear that there was almost 

statistical significance for the Control Group, in fact they showed lower 

mean scores at year-end. The minus integer when squared comes around to 

plus and this accounts for p=+0.013.  

There now follows summary results for the main theme Personal 

Responsibility. It includes: student self-reported scores; teachersô 

observations; and comparison of studentsô and teachersô ratings for 

magnitude of effect size. 

5.1.3 Overview: Personal Responsibility  

The combined results, from Moral Responsibility and Conventional 

Responsibility, while equal as the sum of their parts (see 5.1.1, 5.1.2), 

facilitate comparison against the teachersô checklists for the overall theme 

of Personal Responsibility. Girls and boys combined, namely the 

Intervention Group, showed significant improvement for Personal 

Responsibility from Time-1 (m=3.08±0.06) to Time-2 (m=3.55±0.03; 

t(72)=-8.59, p<0.01) whereas the Control Group showed overall dis-

improved scores at Time-2 (m=3.26±0.09; t(29)=1.79, p=.084) besides 
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Time-1 (m=3.37±0.08). Mean scores are displayed for each cohort 

separately in Figure 5.2: 

 

Figure 5.2: Personal Responsibility: studentsô self-reported scores 

Corroboratively, teachers report significant improvement in pupilsô civic 

behaviours over the year for Personal Responsibility. Girls improved from 

Time-1 (m=2.89±0.08) to Time-2 (m=3.65±0.08, t(40)=-14.31, p<0.01) and 

boys showed even greater improvement from Time-1 (m=2.09±0.13) to 

Time-2 (m=3.6±0.13, t(31)=-13.9, p<0.01) (see Figure 5.3). 

 

Figure 5.3: Personal Responsibility: teachersô observations of pupils  
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The findings support each other for the overall theme of Personal 

Responsibility. 

Magnitude of effect size (eta-squared/ǼĮ) 

According to the studentsô self-ratings, eta (ǼĮ) is .51 (73.79÷145.78) or 

51% magnitude of effect size whereas based on the teachersô ratings of 

them, it is.76 (233.48/305.48) or 76% magnitude of effect size. Considering 

Cohenôs (1988) guidelines (.01=small effect; .06=moderate; .14=large), the 

effect size is large whether from pupilsô or teachersô perspectives. This 

means that the average score of the pupil in the Intervention Group is at 

least .51 standard deviations above the average score of the pupil in the 

Control Group. This suggests that the variance between the two groups may 

plausibly be due to intergenerational collaborations aimed at developing 

personal responsibility in young children whereas the Control Group do not 

engage in such collaborations. Civic Responsibility is analysed next. 

5.2 Theme Two: Civic Responsibility 

The theme of Civic Responsibility is defined and measured as: ócaring for 

others, valuing group work, caring for community, appreciating diversity 

and demonstrating environmental stewardshipô (Chi et al., 2006, p.15). 

Results for each subtheme are presented separately below. 

5.2.1 Concern for Others 

Questions in this subtheme were generally about helping people in need and 

being kind to others. Significantly improved scores were evidenced in the 

self-reported ratings of girls and boys from Time-1 to Time-2 whereas the 

Control Group showed no change. Quantitative results relating to Concern 

for Others are presented in Table 5.3.   
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Table 5.3: Civic Responsibility: Concern for others 

Theme 2: Civic Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 1: Concern for Others 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD. SD t df p 

 

Girls 

(n=41) 

3.2±.08 3.8±.03 -0.6 0.49 -7.76 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

3.14±.08 3.58±.06 -0.44 0.43 -5.81 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.57±.05 3.57±.07 0 0.29 0.13 29 p=.9 

The improvement may be attributable to the interventions designed towards 

demonstrating concern for another through intergenerational collaborations. 

For example, Lá-Gaeilge was an intervention designed to help the oldest 

volunteers, aged 70 years and more, to read modern Irish, the print of which 

had changed since they had left school. Lá-Gaeilge is more fully explained 

in Chapter Six (see 6.2.1).  

5.2.2 Value of Group Work 

Questions on this subtheme were generally about problem-solving and 

learning to work with others. Statistically significant improvement was 

evidenced for girls and boys compared to the Control Group for whom little 

change occurred as shown in Table 5.4. 

Table 5.4: Civic Responsibility: Valuing Group Work 

Theme 2: Civic Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 2: Value of Group Work 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p  

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.45±.11 3.73±.12 -1.24 0.68 -11.66 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.14±.09 3.71±.06 -1.57 0.51 -17.5 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.58±.09 3.53±.08 0.05 0.47 0.52 29 p=.61 

Significance may accrue to the weaving intervention whereby children 

learned how to weave in group collaboration with the volunteers. Through 

cooperative learning young and old were enabled to contribute to the group 

goal of weaving differentiated Saint Brigidôs Crosses for the different 
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county traditions. The issue of cooperative learning is more fully discussed 

in Chapter Six (6.2.2). 

5.2.3 Care for Community 

Questions on this subtheme generally concerned making a difference in 

community. Girls and boys showed significantly improved mean scores 

over the academic year whereas the Control Group did not (Table 5.5).  

Table 5.5: Civic Responsibility: Care for Community 

Theme 2: Civic Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 3: Care for Community 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p- 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.34±.08 3.65±.01 -1.31 0.54 -15.67 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.4±.1 3.66±.06 -1,27 0.57 -12.46 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.23±.12 3.18±.12 0.05 0.67 0.41 29 p=.69 

Significance may be accredited to the knitting and sewing interventions 

whereby pupils engaged in knitting and sewing as community projects (see 

Chapter Six: 6.2.3). 

5.2.4 Appreciation of Diversity 

Questions on this subtheme were mostly about having friends and learning 

from people who have different backgrounds from oneself. Pupilsô self-

reported mean scores are presented in Table 5.6. 

Table 5.6: Civic Responsibility: Appreciation of Diversity 

Theme 2: Civic Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 4: Appreciation of Diversity 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD. SD t df p 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.78±.13 3.87±-06 -1.09 0.84 -8.24 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.17±.08 3.64±.07 -1.47 0.57 -14.65 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.02±.13 3.33±.11 -0.33 0.61 -2.88 29 p=.008 
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All three centres showed significance for Appreciation of Diversity. This is 

the only time that the Control Groupôs scores improved significantly 

(p=.008). A possible explanation might be that the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment/NCCA (2005) produced guidelines, 

Intercultural Education in the Primary School, to support teachers in 

enabling children to respect and celebrate diversity, promote equality, and 

challenge unfair discrimination. NCCA stipulate that óa respect for and an 

appreciation of human and cultural diversity can and should be promoted at 

every level of the primary schoolô (GOI/SPHE, 1999, p.10). Plausibly, a 

multi-cultural approach may account for significance for all pupils rather 

than intergenerational collaborations. Aside, the interventions may also have 

been a factor in the significantly increased mean scores for girls and boys 

due to their being taught French, German and Spanish by retired teachers in 

the project and having learned about different peoples, cultures and 

languages. This element is further explained in Chapter Six (6.2.4). 

5.2.5 Environmental Stewardship 

Questions on this subtheme generally referred to recycling, keeping the 

community clean and doing oneôs part to help the environment (Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7: Environmental Stewardship 

Theme 2: Civic Responsibility: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 5: Environmental Stewardship 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p 

Girls  

(n=41) 

2.42±.1 3.26±.09 -0.84 0.64 -8.41 40 p<.01 

Boys  

(n=32) 

2.66±.1 3.16±.09 -0.49 0.55 -5.08 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

2.91±.08 2.95±.11 -0.04 0.45 -0.51 29 p=.62 

 

Girls and boys showed significant improvement over the school year, during 

which they were actively engaged in interventions which were geared 

towards stewarding the environment. For example, they learned about local 

flora and the function of pollination (see Chapter Six: 6.2.5). As a class 

group, they instigated civic action on behalf of the environment which may 



148 

 

have been a factor in their increased mean scores for Environmental 

Stewardship. The Control Group showed little change.  

There now follows an overview of Civic Responsibility. It includes: student 

self-reported scores; teachersô observations; and comparison of studentsô 

and teachersô ratings for magnitude of effect size. 

5.2.6 Overview: Civic Responsibility 

When combined, statistically significant difference was shown by the 

Intervention Group from Time-1 (m=2.57±0.05) to Time-2 (m=3.61±0.03, 

t(72)=-22.16, p<0.01) whereas the Control Group hardly changed from 

Time-1 (m=3.26±0.07) to Time-2 (m=3.31±0.08 t(29)=-0.39, p=.697). Mean 

scores for each cohort are displayed in Figure 5.4. 

 
Figure 5.4: Civic Responsibility: studentsô self-reported scores 

Overall, teachers reported that their students significantly improved their 

civic behaviours over the year for Civic Responsibility. Checklists reveal 

that girls improved from Time-1 (m=2.92±0.08) to Time-2 (m=3.74±0.07, 

t(40)=-14.8, p<0.01) and boys showed greater improvement still by Time-2 

(m=3.59±0.12, t(31)=-13.96, p<0.01) besides Time-1 (m=2.2±0.12), as seen 

in Figure 5.5. 
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Figure 5.5: Civic Responsibility: teachersô observations of pupils  

The findings of pupils and teachers corroborate each other for the overall 

theme of Civic Responsibility.  

Magnitude of effect size 

Eta (ǼĮ) according to the studentsô self-ratings is .88 or 88% magnitude of 

effect size and the teachersô ratings of them is .82 or 82% magnitude. Based 

on Cohenôs (1988) guidelines (large=.14), such a large variance is due to 

something more than general classroom textbook-style citizenship 

education. It is reasonable to believe that it is due to intergenerational 

learning collaborations because the content of the questionnaire and 

teachersô checklists informed the nature of the interventions. Unlike the 

Control Group, children participating in this programme had to investigate, 

identify and analyse social issues and needs pertaining to another and then 

devise ways in which to demonstrate civic responsibility. They were 

enabled to identify their own learning needs and seek the knowledge and 

skills from the older people. They were facilitated to reciprocate the 

learning by teaching the older people needed skills. This may help to 

explain their improved ratings and large eta-effect sizes. Such issues are 

explored in greater depth in Chapter Six. 
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The next section presents findings for the third civic literacy theme, 

Leadership. 

5.3 Theme Three: Leadership 

This theme inferred that the student takes initiative and acts as role model to 

help his/her class to make a positive differenceô (Chi et al., 2006). They 

would be expected to show óattitudes and actions of taking leadership 

positionsô (p.16). Leadership is addressed under three subthemes: 

Leadership Efficacy; Civic/Critical Thinking; and Civic Participation.  

5.3.1 Leadership Efficacy 

Questions in the Leadership Efficacy subtheme mostly referred to: believing 

in oneôs ability to identify necessary action; planning and conducting 

subsequent action; enlisting the cooperation of others; and making others 

feel important as team players. Additionally, it investigated believing in 

oneôs ability to stand up for what is right, and trying to change what is 

wrong. The following statistics are reported for Leadership Efficacy (see 

Table 5.8). 

Table 5.8: Leadership: Leadership Efficacy  

Theme 3: Leadership: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 1: Leadership Efficacy 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.78±.1 3.41±.09 -0.63 0.64 -6.31 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.83±.09 3.3±.09 -0.47 0.53 -5.04 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.09±.08 3.18±.11 -0.09 0.42 -1.17 29 p=.25 

Unlike the Control Group, girls and boys showed significantly improved 

mean ratings over the school year during which they were enabled to 

practice leadership skills through the various interventions. For example, the 

Word Club/FocalEile intervention was aimed at raising literacy levels in 

both English and Irish language through vocabulary enhancement. Pupils 

would share reading with the cuairteoirí and work on word-meanings 

through group dialogue. They would then make word-presentations to their 
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class with the support of the cuairteoirí. This and other interventions may 

account for their improved scores in Leadership Efficacy and is more fully 

described and explained in Chapter Six (6.3.1). 

5.3.2 Civic/Critical Thinking Skills  

This subtheme was defined as óthe ability to think criticallyô (Chi et al., 

2006, p.16). Questions generally referred to the importance of getting 

information to support oneôs opinions; and the ability to give reasons for 

oneôs opinions and keep oneôs mind open to different ideas when decision 

making. Girls and boys showed significant improvement for Civic Thinking 

unlike the Control Group (Table 5.9).  

Table 5.9: Leadership: Civic/Critical Thinking  

Theme 3: Leadership: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 2: Civic/Critical Thinking 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

Mean 

Diff.  

SD t df p 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.4±.1 3.09±.07 -0.69 0.66 -6.71 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.15±.12 3.42±.06 -1.27 0.65 -11.01 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.28±.11 3.32±.11 -0.04 0.59 -0.41 29 p=.68 

Workshops may have been a contributory factor in the significantly 

improved scores because prediction and research skills were addressed. For 

example, volunteers presented old tools and artefacts and asked children to 

guess what they were used for. This had the effect of stimulating their 

curiosity to seek out further information. In consequence they were taught 

research skills which enabled them to interview the volunteers about their 

life histories and careers. Chapter Six explains the learning that took place 

within these interventions (6.3.2).  

5.3.3 Civic Participation 

Civic Participation constitutes four subthemes (Perspective Taking, 

Communication, Conflict Resolution and Group Membership). Questions 

generally concerned: peopleôs understanding of another (Perspective 

Taking); what people mean by what they say or do (Communication); 
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resolving or avoiding conflict (Conflict Resolution); and turn-taking (Group 

Membership). The Control Group failed to show significance on all four 

sub-elements of Civic Participation. The girls significantly improved their 

mean scores on all sub-elements whereas boys, for the first time, failed to 

significantly improve their Group Membership scores. Data are shown in 

Table 5.10.  

Table 5.10: Subthemes within Civic Participation  

Theme 3: Civic Participation 

Subthemes: Civic 

Participation 

Group Time-1 

m±= 

Time-2 

m±= 

t df p 

Perspective-

taking 

Girls 2.67±0.11 3.42±0.07 -8.18 40 p<.01 

Boys 2.72±0.08 3.35±0.08 -7.46 31 p<.01 

Control .326±0.11 3.4±0.08 -0.8 29 p=.43 

Communication Girls 2.5±0.11 3.25±0.08 -7.40 40 p<.01 

Boys 2.73±0.1 3.27±0.07 -5.29 31 p<.01 

Control 3.21±0.11 3.12±0.11 -0.68 29 p=.51 

Conflict 

Resolution 

Girls 2.94±0.12 3.32±0.07 -7.40 40 p<.01 

Boys 2.79±0.12 3.21±0.09 -3.59 31 p<.01 

Control 3.36±0.1 3.34±0.11 0.11 29 p=.91 

Group 

Membership 

Girls 3.27±0.11 3.76±0.08 -7.38 40 p<.01 

Boys 3.41±0.13 3.59±0.1 -1.44 31 p=.16 

Control 3.7±0.15 3.56±0.12 1.07 29 p=.29 

When all four elements were aggregated, only the Control Group failed to 

reach significance as seen in Table 5.11.  

Table 5.11: Leadership: Civic Participation 

Theme 3: Leadership: student self-reported scores  

Subtheme 3: Civic Participation 

Group Time-1 

±SEM1 

Time-2 

±SEM2 

MD SD t df p 

Girls 

(n=41) 

2.76 ±.09 3.37 ±.07 -0.62 0.56 -7.05 40 p<.01 

Boys 

(n=32) 

2.81 ±.06 3.31 ±.08 -0.5 0.36 -7.84 31 p<.01 

Control 

(n=30) 

3.34 ±.08 3.32 ±.08 0.02 0.42 -0.26 29 p=.79 

 

Significance may be due to the interventions which were designed to 

develop the pupilsô participation skills. For instance, they included: 

technology workshops whereby pupils taught volunteers; creative writing in 

prose and verse; local history and storytelling; and interpretation of Irish 
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proverb. These interventions may have contributed to the pupilsô improved 

scores. These aspects are described and analysed in Chapter Six (6.3.3).  

There now follows an overview of summary results for Leadership. It 

includes: student self-reported scores; teachersô observations; and 

comparison of studentsô and teachersô ratings for magnitude of effect size. 

5.3.4 Overview: Leadership 

Combined, statistically significant difference was shown by the Intervention 

Group from Time-1 (m=2.62±0.06) to Time-2 (m=3.32±0.03, t(72)=-11.55, 

p<.01) whereas the Control Group made no significant gain at Time-2 

(m=3.27±0.08, t(29)=-.64, p=.53) over Time-1 (m=3.24±0.07), as shown 

separately in Figure 5.6.  

 

Figure 5.6: Leadership: studentsô self-reported scores 

Overall, the teachers perceived that both boys and girls improved their civic 

behaviours for Leadership over the academic year. Girls improved from 

Time-1 (m=2.54±0.07) to Time-2 (m=3.57±0.09, t(40)=-13.42, p<.01) and 

boys improved from Time-1 (m=2.28±0.11) to Time-2 (m=3.44±0.11, 

t(31)=-15.93, p<.01), as shown in Figure 5.7.   
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Figure 5.7: Leadership: teachersô observations of pupils 

The childrenôs self-perceived leadership skills and the teachersô perceptions 

of their leadership behaviour are corroborated. 

Magnitude of effect size  

Based on Cohenôs (1988) guidelines (large =.14), the strong magnitudes, of 

.68 reported by the students and .85 reported by their teachers, suggest that 

the improvement most plausibly accrues to intergenerational collaborations 

which included aspects of age-appropriate leadership development within 

the workshops such that pupils were facilitated to show attitudes and actions 

of taking leadership positions.  

The civic literacy concept as a singular unit is summarised next.  

5.4 The civic literacy concept 

This section facilitates a grand overview of the sum of all the parts of the 
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one grand theme called óThe Civic Literacy Conceptô to present the whole 
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the Intervention Group gained at Time-2 (m=3.49±0.02, t(72)=-16.43, 

p<0.01) on Time-1 (m=2.76±0.05) whereas there were lesser scores for the 
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Control Group from Time-1 (m=3.3±0.06) to Time-2 (m=3.28±0.07, t(29)= 

.23, p=.82). Teachersô checklists of pupilsô ratings fully corroborate the 

pupilsô self-reported scores because Time-2 (m=3.6±0.06, t(72)=-19.87, 

p<0.01) shows significant improvement over Time-1 (m=2.49±0.07) as 

shown in Figure 5.8.  

 

Figure 5.8: Comparative scores for óThe Civic Literacy Conceptô 

Independent samples t-tests 

Independent-samples t-tests were conducted to determine the extent of the 

significance of differences in mean scores when comparing the Intervention 

Group and the Control Group over a school year. Leveneôs test showed that 

equality of variance could be assumed (F=1.52, Sig.=.22). The test revealed 

that the mean differences when aggregated for the civic literacy concept 

between Time-1 and Time-2 were greater for the Intervention Group 

(m=0.73±0.04, SD=0.38; t(101)=9.68, p <.01) than for the Control Group 

(m= 0.01±0.05, SD=0.27). The magnitude of the difference in the means 

(mean diff.=.74, 99% CI: .54 to .94) contributes to the eta-squared statistic 

of .48 which is large according to Cohenôs (1988) guidelines (.14=large). 

This magnitude of effect size implies that the mean differences of the 

average pupil in the Intervention Group is approximately .48 standard 
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deviations above the mean differences for the average pupil in the Control 

Group. This statistic suggests that the variance between the two groups may 

accrue to the fact that the Intervention Group belongs to an intergenerational 

learning programme aimed at developing citizenship skills in young 

children through the civic literacy concept whereas the Control Group do 

not engage in such collaborations.  

5.5 The research hypothesis  

The research hypothesis, that young children who participate in 

intergenerational learning collaborations will  score more positively on 

measures of the civic literacy concept than children who were not involved 

in such collaborations, has been tested with paired-samples t-tests across all 

subthemes of civic literacy. It was established that students showed 

significant improvement in skills and dispositions of civic literacy over an 

academic year as corroborated by students and teachers alike. Supporting 

evidence is derived from independent-samples t-tests which were used to 

cross-check the paired-samples statistics. Independent-samples t-tests have 

shown that the mean differences in civic literacy scores were significantly 

greater for the Intervention Group than for the Control Group.  

Accordingly, the research hypothesis holds true: pupils who participate in 

intergenerational learning collaborations score more positively on measures 

of the civic literacy concept than children who are not involved in such 

collaborations. 

While the hypothesis holds true, various dimensions of childrenôs 

participation still need to be scrutinised more closely to decipher whether 

different groups within the Intervention Group scored more positively on 

self-reported measures than others. There may be higher ratings coming 

from one cohort over another which would have the effect of raising the 

mean for the entire group, thereby distorting statistical interpretations. This 

scrutiny is based on factors that can be controlled for in this study, namely: 

gender, class grouping and academic ability levels. These issues are now 

scrutinised.  
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A. Gender  

In order to ascertain if gender was an issue for boosting the averages for the 

Intervention Group, independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare 

boys versus girls in terms of the mean differences between self-reported 

scores over two time-points (Time-2 minus Time-1). Leveneôs Test 

established equality of variance (F=3.33, Sig.=.07) between both groups. 

While girls scored marginally higher in their mean differences than did 

boys, nonetheless statistically significant difference (t(71)=.41, p=.68) could 

not be found when comparing girls (m=.75±0.05, SD.26) to boys 

(m=.71±0.07, SD.45). 

B. Class grouping 

It was also essential to ascertain whether a year group might have elevated 

the averages. Accordingly, independent-samples t-tests were conducted to 

establish if there were any differences in mean scores accruing on the basis 

of class grouping (Third versus Fourth
 
class). Leveneôs test (F=1.46, 

Sig.=.23) showed that equality of variances could be assumed. While Third 

slightly outperformed Fourth Class, there was no statistically significant 

difference between the two groups (t(71)=1.41, p=.16) when comparing the 

mean differences of Third class (m=.78±0.07, SD.42) and Fourth class 

(m=.66±0.05, SD.31). 

C. Academic ability levels 

It was deemed necessary to check whether differing ability ranges might 

have impacted on statistical significance for the Intervention Group. 

Therefore, independent-samples t-tests were conducted to establish if there 

were any significant differences in mean scores accruing to academic ability 

on all three themes of civic literacy. In consultation with class teachers, 

pupils were categorised on three levels of academic ability: lowest, average 

and highest. The results in this category are extracted from two sources: 

studentsô self-reported civic literacy scores; and teachersô observational 

checklists of studentsô civic behaviours.  
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To compare the results for the respective academic ability categories 

(lowest, average and highest), childrenôs self-reports were compared against 

teachersô observational checklists for each category of student, and for the 

three themes of civic literacy: (a) Lowest vs. Average, and (b) Lowest vs. 

Highest (see Appendix 20).  

(a) Lowest versus Average 

Independent Samples Tests were conducted to ascertain whether there was 

significant difference between lowest and average academic abilities for 

themes of civic literacy. Leveneôs tests for equality of variance was assumed 

across all three themes (Theme 1ðPersonal Responsibility, Theme 2ð

Civic Responsibility and Theme 3ðLeadership). Data are presented in 

Table 5.12. 

Table 5.12: Academic ability levels: Lowest vs. Average 

Lowest versus Average 

 Leveneôs test: 

equality of 

variance 

t-tests for equality of means 

Theme Ratings F-

value 

Sig

. 

MD.  SE  

Dif   

t df p 

 

Theme 1  Students  

Teacher 

1.12 

.79 

.28 

.38 

.17 

-.09 

.14 

.2 

1.2 

-.45 

44 

44 

.24 

.66 

Theme 2 Students  

Teacher  

.002 

1.96 

.96 

.17 

.11 

-.06 

.12 

.17 

.99 

-.37 

44 

44 

.33 

.72 

Theme 3  Students  

Teacher  

1.95 

3.06 

.17 

.09 

.09 

-.29 

.14 

.13 

.63 

-2.18 

44 

44 

.53 

.03 

T-tests for equality of means, based on student ratings, showed no 

significant difference between Lowest and Average across civic literacy 

themes. T-tests based on teacher ratings showed no significant difference 

between lowest and average ability levels for two of the three themes. 

However, Average outperformed Lowest on Leadership measures showing 

significance at p=.03.   
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2. Lowest versus Highest 

Independent Samples Tests were conducted to ascertain whether there was 

significant difference between lowest and highest academic abilities for 

themes of civic literacy. Equality of variances could not be assumed for 

Personal Responsibility (Theme1) or Civic Responsibility (Theme 2) which 

means that the teachers saw a significant difference between these groups 

for these two themes. Equality of variance can be assumed for Leadership 

(Theme 3). Otherwise, there is no significant difference between Lowest 

and Highest for equality of the means as shown in Table 5.13. 

Table 5.13: Academic ability levels: Lowest vs. Highest 

Lowest versus Highest 

 Leveneôs Test: 

equality of 

variance 

t-tests for equality of means 

Theme Ratings F-

value 

Sig. MD.  SE  

Dif. 

t df p 

 

Theme 1  Students  

Teacher  

.46 

5.13 

.51 

.03 

.16 

.19 

.14.1

8 

1.18 

1.08 

48 

48 

.27 

.28 

Theme 2 Students  

Teacher  

.09 

8.05 

.77 

.007 

.09 

.21 

.11 

.16 

.78 

1.28 

48 

36 

.44 

.21 

Theme 3  Students  

Teacher  

.46 

1.13 

.5 

.29 

.1 

-.06 

.15 

.14 

.66 

-.42 

48 

48 

.51 

.68 

Although Lowest scored marginally higher than Highest on all three themes, 

there was no significant difference in the rate of their respective mean 

improvements.  

5.6 L imitations of the quantitative tools 

Scores for the Control/Non-Intervention Group were higher at Time-1 than 

they were for the Intervention Group when all questions were aggregated, as 

seen in Figure 5.9. 
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Figure 5.9: Intervention vs. Control Group: interquartile profile 

At Time-1 the Control (Non-intervention) Group rated themselves at 3 or 

above out of 4: the lower quartile (25%) at 3.09, interquartile (50%) at 3.33, 

and the upper quartile (75%) at 3.53. By comparison, the Intervention 

Group rated themselves under or at 3 out of 4: the lower quartile (25%) at 

2.6, interquartile (50%) at 2.84, and the upper quartile (75%) at 3.01.  

Follow-up investigations revealed two possible explanations for why the 

Intervention Group had more room for improvement: length of time allowed 

for completing questionnaire; and absence of piloting procedures in the non-

intervention locale. Firstly, the teacher of the Control Group reported 

completion of the questionnaire within the recommended 20-minute 

timescale reported by Chi et al. (2006, p.9). There is no information on 

whether time was given over to explaining any language which students 

might have misunderstood. Teachers at the intervention centres gave the 

children approximately 40 minutes to complete the questionnaire reporting 

that they encouraged them to answer the questions as honestly and 

accurately as possible. Secondly, the questionnaire was not piloted in the 

non-intervention locale and therefore there may have been questions which 

respondents might have misinterpreted. Notwithstanding, it was piloted with 

a mixed third- and fourth-class cohort in a school equidistant by 30 miles 

from both. Teachers at the research sites reported that they found the 

language of the questionnaire (Appendix 15) difficult for third-class 
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children although considered grade-appropriate in the USA where it 

originated. The language was appropriate to cohorts in elementary school 

there, but it may not have been appropriate without explanation and 

adaptation in the Irish context. Teachers at the research sites explained the 

language if/as needed, but teachers at all centres were encouraged to explain 

any words/expressions which pupils might have misinterpreted. The 

questionnaire was distributed in accordance with best research practice and 

the data obtained were considered to be true and fair. 

5.7 Chapter summary 

The conclusion from this chapter is that young children who participated in 

intergenerational learning collaborations scored more positively on 

measures of the civic literacy concept than children who were not involved 

in such collaborations. The statistically significant improvement across all 

three themes of civic literacy is plausibly attributable to the 

intergenerational collaborations aimed at developing the civic literacy 

concept in young children.  

Firstly, Personal Responsibility was facilitated through workshops in which 

pupils could practice personally responsible behaviour which helped them to 

exercise good judgment and accept responsibility for their own behaviour. 

Further, they were facilitated to demonstrate responsible work habits like 

staying on task, working independently and showing best effort.  

Secondly, Civic Responsibility was developed in interventions which 

allowed the pupils to care for others and for community including the 

environment. They were exposed to opportunities whereby they could learn 

to show respect for and be able to identify anotherôs needs and give 

assistance to them. Their awareness of the environment was enhanced 

through additional learning about the eco-system.  

Lastly, Leadership was enabled wherever pupils were given chances to take 

initiative and act as role models to help their group, their class and/or their 

school to make a positive difference. This was accommodated through 

interventions aimed at developing attitudes and actions of taking leadership 
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positions such as making presentations in front of a class; hands-on learning 

of how to think critically such as researching and interviewing the 

volunteers and, general participatory skill development of perspective 

taking, communication, and group-membership.  

Overall, when measured between academic year-beginning and year-end, a 

significant improvement (pÒ0.01) was found for student self-reported civic 

literacy scores compared to a Control Group who did not reach significance 

on the civic literacy concept. On a set of corresponding grade-level 

observational ratings, teacher checklists of student skills and behaviours 

corroborate the studentsô self-reports. Non-significance was found between 

class groupings when childrenôs ratings were compared on the grounds of 

gender, class grouping and academic ability ranges, even though children 

from the perceived lowest ability range outperformed the upper ranges on 

their own self-reported scores and mostly on the teachersô observational 

checklists. Effectually, children from the lowest academic ability levels 

derived better results from intergenerational collaboration on the civic 

literacy concept than did their more academically able peers.  

Quantitative results cannot be generalised because of non-probability 

sampling. Besides, there is concern for the initial high scores on the Control 

Group self-reports which raised their class mean from the outset leaving 

them little room for improvement if they were scoring 3s and above. 

Because of the limitations of statistical data, a qualitative element is 

necessary to explain the quantitative results in greater depth. Thence, the 

qualitative findings (Chapter Six) are analysed next to see what explanations 

are offered for pupilsô improved scores regarding desired outcomes for the 

civic literacy concept.  
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CHAPTER SIX  

QUALITATIVE FINDINGS AND ANALYS ES 

6.0 Introduction  

The central research questionðTo what extent and in what ways can 

participation in intergenerational learning collaborations activate young 

childrenôs civic engagement?ðhas been partly answered. The quantitative 

results have confirmed that young children who participated in 

intergenerational learning collaborations scored more positively on 

measures of the civic literacy concept than a control group who were not 

involved in such collaborations. In order to assist in interpreting the 

quantitative results, this chapter addresses two further research questions 

which may explain how the mean ratings were significantly improved for 

the boys and girls in this study. Accordingly, the qualitative questions are:  

a. How did intergenerational learning collaborations affect the 

development of young childrenôs civic literacy skills? 

This question seeks evidence for derived outcomes for the civic literacy 

concept and transmission of educational values of practice, connectedness 

and dialogue.  

The chapter ends with an analysis of the question:  

b. How do the qualitative findings explain convergence with or 

divergence from the quantitative results? 

Data are not synchronised to match the quantitative analysis because, with 

an embedded mixed-methods design, different questions require different 

answers (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). Besides, interventions and 

workshops were informed by the content of the quantitative tools. Data have 

overlapping aspects which could fit under different themes. Thence, to 

avoid duplicity, pertinent qualitative data are cited once and other themes to 

which that data might apply are indicated. Participantsô names are 

anonymised and are indicated as girl, boy or volunteer/cuairteoir as 



164 

 

appropriate. The pupils referred to the volunteers as cuairteoirí or visitors. 

Data are derived from:  

1. Third- and fourth-class pupils in the pilot and research schools; 

2. Volunteers/cuairteoirí;  

3. Photographic evidence testifying to embodied educational values 

evidenced in action; 

4. Key informants: teachers/principals and parents/guardians; 

5. Research-practitioner field-notes/observations. 

The óSetup-Quote-Commentô model (Weaver-Hightower, 2014) is applied 

to data analysis (see Section 4.3.4). Briefly, the process entails:  

1. Set-up: The format of each theme/subtheme states the thesis and 

presents context from Chi et al. (2006) to elucidate the thesis 

statement. The interventions are described in order to set the scene.  

2. Quotation-stage: Quotations include data collected through field-

notes, observations, verbal and visual representations. The focus 

alternates between participants, key informants and research-

practitioner who evidenced the learning outcomes.  

3. Comment: Takes the form of tying the data back to the theme/thesis 

being built, indicating supporting research literature.  

Oral submissions (field-notes/digital) were transcribed verbatim. Childrenôs 

data were oral and recorded in the authorôs field-notes, and/or self-reported 

in learning logs. Volunteersô data were digitally recorded, and/or oral, 

and/or self-reported in their logs. Teachersô data were oral and written. 

Parents/guardians made written submissions only. Research-practitionerôs 

observations were recorded as field-notes.  

Civic literacy has three main themes, each having desired outcomes or 

subthemes (see Section 2.4; Figure 2.2). It encompasses: Personal 

Responsibility (subthemes: Moral and Conventional Responsibility); Civic 
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Responsibility (subthemes: Concern for Others, Value of Group Work, Care 

for Community, Appreciation of Diversity and Environmental Stewardship); 

and Leadership (subthemes: Leadership Efficacy, Civic/Critical Thinking 

and Civic Participation).  

For ease of reference, the analyses that follow are on a theme-by-theme 

basis in line with the structure of Chapter Five.  

6.1 Theme One: Personal Responsibility  

Drawing on Chi and colleaguesô (2006), Personally Responsibility  infers 

that the student exercises good judgment and accepts responsibility for 

his/her own behaviour. Further, he/she demonstrates responsible work 

habits such as staying on task, working independently and showing best 

effort. The data are analysed for evidence of Moral and Conventional 

Responsibility. 

6.1.1 Moral Responsibility 

Morally Responsibility generally infers doing oneôs best and improving 

oneôs work (Chi et al., 2006). Thence, evidence is sought for pupils 

engaging in activities/behaviours conveying moral thought. The puppy-care 

workshop is cited as an example of children learning moral responsibility 

and reflecting it as moral thought afterwards. Pet-care emerged from a fact-

finding mission by the research-practitioner when consulting with the 

children about what they wanted to learn from or teach to the volunteers. It 

was November 2011 and the students would be writing to Santa any day 

now. On investigation, all wanted technological accessories, most wanted a 

ósurpriseô and nine out of 30 girls wanted a pet. On further questioning, it 

became apparent that they did not understand the implications of having a 

pet. Concessa-na-bPeataí, a volunteer, introduced them to pet-care through 

puppy-Noodles. Such care constituted a presentation on sleeping/dietary 

requirements, feeding guidelines, core vaccinations, exercise regimens, and 

toilet/obedience training. Her message to the children was:  

Puppy is for life, not for Christmas, and if ye want him, there are 

things to be seriously consideredéHe is a big responsibilityéIôm 
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here to ask ye to be responsible, not be just buying a dog for 

Christmas andéthrowing it on the bypass [afterwards]éitôs so-so 

wrong.  

Puppy would be introduced to the children after pet-care work was delivered 

and learned, i.e., after group dialogue was over. Volunteers worked with the 

pupils to embed pet-care. They helped them to develop questions pertinent 

to pet-care but pupils mostly asked Concessa-na-bPeataí questions like, 

What can/does he doécan he play any tricks. There was no evidence of 

deeper pet-care questioning, although pupils remembered the facts as 

reported by the volunteers. She impressed on pupils the seriousness of 

deciding to get a pet:  

Pets suffer when wrong decisions are made about theméYeôd want to 

think seriously before ye ask Santa to bring a pet down the chimney on 

Christmas Eve.  

Concessa-na-bPeataí, came away sceptical, observing:  

Theyôre young but if they want to get a pup they have to know these 

things [care/responsibility]éThey asked questions indeedðwhat was 

its ageébreedéa boyégirl, how often I had to wash him, but they 

mostly asked óWhen will you bring Noodles back again?ô Iôm not too 

convincedéMaybe the responsibility thing will soak in laterébut it 

has to be taught first.  

Concessa-na-bPeataí conceded that children must first be taught their 

responsibility through creating awareness of pet-care. A value for 

connectedness is evident in how Noodles brought her, the other volunteers 

and the pupils together through his pet-care.  

Checking back with third- and fourth-class girls in January 2012, field-notes 

records show that:  

None got pet for Christmas. Two wrote promising Santa they would 

mind him but didnôt say how. 
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When checking what vision of Noodles they remembered best, apart from 

his cuteness, it was óbeing thrown outéon the bypassô that haunted most. 

Perhaps this vision was further discussed at home after Noodlesô visit. This 

example does not of itself prove that moral responsibility was engendered 

through intergenerational engagement. It shows, however, that children 

absorbed Concessa-na-bPeata²ôs message and conveyed it as an attitude at 

school in January 2012. While the volunteer may remain unconvinced, she 

instigated moral thought whereby two wrote for a pet, promising to care for 

it, but not the original nine. The impact of the intervention was that the 

children showed evidence of developing a sense of moral responsibility 

through internal locus of control (Richards et al., 2002). Some showed 

improved self-regulation in their efforts to control their thoughts, emotions 

and actions (Zimmerman, 1989) by not writing to Santa to request a puppy. 

Aligned to Merglerôs (2007) understanding of personal responsibility, pupils 

showed an improved ability to identify and regulate their own thoughts, 

feelings and behaviour, along with a willingness to hold themselves 

accountable for their actions and outcomes.  

Conventional Responsibility is analysed next through descriptions of other 

types of intervention. 

6.1.2 Conventional Responsibility 

Following Chi et al. (2006), Conventional Responsibility infers doing oneôs 

duty independently of any supervision and following through on tasks 

undertaken. Evidence is sought for ways whereby pupils carried a task 

through to completion working independently. Workshops and interventions 

involved children teaching skills to the volunteers like computers and dance; 

and learning sewing from them like how to sew a button on a garment.  

Information and Communication Technology/ICT 

At School-B, children taught volunteers how to access information by 

computer. They were anxious to contribute as a reciprocal gesture to the 

volunteers. As Ríomha, a fourth-class girl asked:  
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When can we start helping them? They are always helping us. We 

could show them loads that they donôt knowélike computerséand 

gameséand stuff. 

Cormacnalámha, a volunteer, explained how they arrived at such 

reciprocity: 

The kids see us volunteering for theméthe thing that was bred in 

uséthe meitheal mentality [group collaboration]. They heard it in 

éthe storieséit rubbed off.  

The idea was that children would teach volunteers how to access online data 

through sharing interests like travel and online shopping. In return, 

volunteers would help children to search out key information so as to 

become informed consumers, e.g., Sale of Goods and Supply of Services 

Act, 1980; Consumer Protection Act, 2007. Children showed volunteers 

how to book a holiday after first locating the destination on GoogleEarth 

and checking it out on Trip Advisor. In return, volunteers taught children 

how to compare for prices/time schedules of flights and airlines. As 

Séamus-na- oigne, a volunteer, said:  

We checked insuranceéfor cover; airportséfor distance; hotelséfor 

location. These kids are excellent teachers. When you show them what 

to look out foréthey can find anythingéclickéclickéclickéso easy 

to learn from theméIôd never know this only for you [to 

child]éshould be more of it.  

Or, a child and volunteer were checking out óthe Salesô in the shops online:  

óWe compared prices in the high-street-stores and looked for good 

quality and valueéIôm so delighted I can do this nowéShe [child] 

was a marvellous teacherô [Maedbhíseach].  

Maedbhíseach and Séamus-na- oigne infer that once students showed 

them the technology, the volunteers could then teach students how to be 

informed and responsible consumers when shopping anywhere, online or 

otherwise. The class extended the learning afterwards by relating their 
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narratives for class discussion. As Bella-na-Soilse, a fourth-class girl, 

reported:  

I was good at finding things [ICT]ébut didnôt knowéwhat to look out 

forégoing on holidayséI told mammyéI always thought what it said 

[advertising] was trueélikeéabout hotels being beside the beach and 

they notéand ending up paying more than it said.  

Bella-na-Soilse has extended her learning to her family and her class. In 

return for teaching technology, she is coming to understand false and 

misleading information about goods, services and their prices. Such mutual 

support could be identified as a way to build social capital (Putnam, 2000, 

1993), because Bella-na-Soilse and her classmates can now utilise 

social/community resources so as to share knowledge bi-directionally and 

avail of learning opportunities presented through the volunteers. Putnam 

(2000) theorises that reciprocal social relationships create conditions for 

people to collaboratively resolve social problems (e.g., teaching technology 

to older people), cultivate feelings of trust, and highlight that oneôs actions 

have implications for others, a core tenet of personal and civic responsibility 

according to Chi et al. (2006).  

Modern Song and Dance 

Children in School-A (pilot) taught song and dance routine to the cuirteóíri. 

They were preparing for the óHallelujah Concertô, a national event held 

annually in Dublin whereby children participate in a grand Primary School 

choir with dance. In preparation, children needed to learn a prescribed set of 

songs plus dance routines from diverse musical genres, e.g., Power in me, 

Rock around the Clock. To ensure they knew the programme, they offered 

to teach it to the volunteers. Teaching dance to the volunteers carried 

responsibility because if they did not know the routine, mutual performance 

could not be enjoyed, as discovered by Daimhsín, a third-class girl:  

We got to teach them all the actions for óPowerô and óRock around the 

ClockôéWe had to help them not to be shy and after a few goes we 
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made them good. They were not old at alléthey copied us when they 

knew it but we had to know it first.  

Daimhsín shows that she had to take on the added responsibility of 

thoroughly knowing the dance routine before she could teach another. This 

heightened sense of duty earned the children a sense of their own self-worth, 

as LuasLasrach, a third-class boy explains:  

You felt important because they didnôt know it and we didéI never 

thought I could teach big people dancing and stufféYou had to know 

every move or theyéjust wouldnôt be able to learn from you. 

The outcome was that the children gained confidence in their ability to 

contribute to anotherôs learning and in the words of their teacher óthis very 

thing itself gave them more responsibilityô. 

Pupils at School-D reported improved self-worth after teaching a skill to 

another. As SéoHanna, a fourth-class girl, puts it:  

M kept telling us óYeôre just brilliantô...That was the first time I was 

ever told I was brilliant...I like myself more nowéI like school better 

tooéI want to get better at speaking up so I can talk to them 

[volunteers] and show them stuff. I thought I waséuselessébutéIôm 

notéI love Tuesdays [project]éeven though other days I used 

pretend I was sickéI donôt anymoreéôcos Iôd miss showing them 

stuff. 

SéoHanna is displaying an improved sense of self-esteem emanating from 

an improved sense of self-concept, self-respect and self-worth as supported 

by Mergler (2007) and Rosenberg (1985). Her teacher confirmed that 

SéoHanna was, heretofore, an irregular school attender and would typically 

be categorised as within the lower academic ability range. The above 

example illustrates SéoHanna and her peers, as Neale (2004, p.9) puts it, as 

óyoung citizens with an active contribution to make to societyô. Citizenship, 

for them, is óan entitlement to recognition, respect and participationô (p.1). 
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Indeed, such citizenship needs are as crucial for them as their need for care 

and protection.  

In learning to undertake their duty with diligence, children facilitated óa 

mutual performanceô (Aldridge, 2005) with volunteers. Such mutuality 

connected young and old such that power imbalances arising from age and 

status were minimised because both groups seemed to feel easier when the 

relationship was more equal, reciprocal and inclusive. To quote Mairéad-na-

dTéidí, a volunteer:  

Itébrought back memoriesésharingédoing things togetheréas 

equals. When you meet children outsideéyouôre something different, 

youôre olderébut inside there today you belong. Nobody was any 

different. You were Marie, I was M, I wasnôt Mrs, I wasnôt anything. I 

was just a personéIt was nice to feel I could do the same thing as the 

childrenéI felt I could keep up with them. Then when we taught them 

something that we knew, that made them and us equal. 

Mairéad-na-dTéidí is describing the dialogue of equals. Her submission 

reflects criteria for óintergenerational solidarityô (UN, 2002): a relationship 

between young and old based on principles of equity, reciprocity and 

inclusiveness.  

Sewing on a button 

Personal Responsibility, as a task completion exercise, was addressed 

through a sewing intervention which created opportunities for children in 

the third- and fourth-classes of Schools C and D to learn how to sew on a 

button. This skill required two workshops: knotting-threading-measuring-

matching; and sewing-on. With assistance from more capable others 

(Vygotsky, 1978), all children produced a sewed-on-button (Figure 6.1).  
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Figure 6.1: Practice: sewing on a button 

Together with their parents/guardians, children almost unanimously 

reported that having the skill to sew on a button equipped them to take 

responsibility for their own button-sewing thereafter, as articulated by 

BuachaillínRua, a third-class boy in School-D: óI can do it myself anymore 

every time I chew them offéDaddy wonôt have to do it for me anymore.ô  

Some boys could see that taking responsibility for their own button-sewing 

equipped them to extend concern to family and community:  

Now I can show responsibility if I sew on my brotherôs buttons and 

then she [Mammy] could do other things likeéminding Grannyéand 

I could sew my neighbourôséheôs old (CaoimhínDonn, a third-class 

boy in School-D).  

Some pupils learned that because they acquired a competence they had 

increased responsibilities: 

I never knew we had all these responsibilitieséjust because I learned 

how to sew, or learn my Irishénow we have to help others 

moreéBefore this you could say óI donôt knowô (Aeoghán, a fourth-

class boy at School-D). 

The above reflections show that through socio-cultural/socio-constructivist 

learning (Vygotsky, 1978) children were better able to perform a task; take 
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on greater responsibility; and consequently, offer help to another through 

developing self-regulation and self-awareness in concurrence with Doolittle 

and Camp (1999). Now, they could reflect on the thinking behind their 

choices, a process that enables them to monitor and control their thought 

processes, another aspect of personal responsibility (Boekaerts, 2002).  

As time progressed, students were beginning to show evidence of 

independent learning as observed by Cealla, a volunteer, concerning third- 

and fourth-class girls: 

I have missed two weeks here and I just want to remark on the 

difference I found...They [children] knew much more about what it 

was all about. They were ready to go when we went inéthey knew 

what we were doing and why we were here...I just noticed that they 

were much more independent. 

In short, they are presenting behaviours consistent with the Chi et al. (2006) 

interpretation of personal responsibility: students are exercising good 

judgment and accepting responsibility for their own behaviour; they are 

demonstrating responsible work habits such as completing tasks, working 

independently and showing their best effort.  

6.1.3 Overview: Personal Responsibility 

The interventions in this section were intended to develop Personal 

Responsibility which generally inferred that the student exercises good 

judgment and accepts responsibility for his/her own behaviour as well as 

demonstrating responsible work habits. In Chapter Five, significantly 

improved scores were evidenced for the Intervention Group for subthemes 

of Personal Responsibility whereas the Control Group did not achieve 

significance. The qualitative findings offer possible explanations. Firstly, 

pupils learned to better understand the theme of Personal Responsibility, as 

per Chi et al. (2006), through hands-on activities. For example, they saw it 

as their responsibility to know the dance moves so as to teach another, or 

deliver a computer lesson such that another could follow their instructions. 

Responsible work habits were demonstrated in their showing ability to stay 
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on task, work independently and show best effort in the different workshops 

like sewing a button. Secondly, there is evidence that educational values of 

practice, connectedness and dialogue are conveyed as educative influence in 

the participantsô learning. For example, practicing dance routines, 

connecting through dance movements, and engaging in dance-based 

dialogue is evidence for educational influence as understood in the living 

theory approach (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) to validation of knowledge 

claims. Such explanations may show why the Intervention Group achieved 

significantly improved skills and dispositions of Personal Responsibility 

over the school year.  

There is no conflicting evidence in the data which would challenge whether 

the children learned Personal Responsibility from intergenerational 

collaboration or not. The lack of challenging opinion may be explained by 

the fact that young and old had a voice in the teaching/learning process and 

only volunteered for those interventions that interested them. While 

accepting that ónot all intergenerational programs can be linked with 

positive changes to those who participate in themô (Kuehne, 2003b, p.80), 

interventions such as those cited above were not provided to those children 

during that year elsewhere in this community. Some participating children 

may have absorbed such values and appropriate behaviour in their homes 

and communities anyway. However, had this programme not existed, 

opportunities to learn the civic literacy concept through intergenerational 

collaborations, and be influenced by educational values of practice, 

connectedness and dialogue, might have been missed.  

There now follows analysis of Civic Responsibility.  

6.2 Theme Two: Civic Responsibility  

Civic Responsibility is understood as caring for others and community (Chi 

et al., 2006). Ideally, the student óshows respect for and is able to identify 

needs and solutions for group and communityô (p.11). Chi and colleagues 

subdivide the theme into: Concern for Others; Valuing Group Work; Caring 

for Community; Appreciating Diversity; and Environmental Stewardship.  
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6.2.1 Concern for Others 

Concern for Others generally involves (Chi et al., 2006): being kind to 

others and helping those in need or with problems; being aware of other 

peopleôs feelings; and reflecting on how oneôs decisions affect others. The 

workshops endeavoured to develop those qualities in the children. Lá-

Gaeilge provides an illustration of óConcern for Othersô.  

Lá-Gaeilge 

Lá-Gaeilge was an intervention devised so that pupils could take action on 

an identified need. Boys in third- and fourth-class in School-D (n=32) had 

been alerted to watch for opportunities to teach some skill to volunteers 

which they might not have known. Part of their workshops at School-D 

involved singing as Gaeilge. Pupils discovered that when people aged 70 

and over were singing with them as Gaeilge, they were unable to read the 

words of the songs. Cormacnalámha, a volunteer, explained that while he 

knew what they were saying or singing, he could not read it because the 

print had changed since he left school in the mid-1960s, i.e., from the Cló 

GaelaǙ to the Cló Rómhánach. In his day lenition was marked by placing a 

dot over the letter, instead of writing ñhò after it as is done today. For 

instance, one of their shared songs,ôS® mo laoǙ mo ǣile ἂear now reads as 

óS® mo laoch mo ghile mhear. It looks and spells differently. Thence, 

Cormacnalámha and others of his birth cohort could not read it. 

Consequently, pupils, with assistance from the research-practitioner and 

their teacher, devised an intervention called Lá-Gaeilge whereby they would 

interact with older-old participants through speaking and reading as Gaeilge 

while seeking support from the younger volunteers present as necessary. 

The class teacher confirmed that Gaeilge was revised for homework in 

preparation for Lá-Gaeilge. Role-play exercises were taught ahead by the 

research-practitioner, to prepare the boys for how to work with possible 

physical impairments which might obstruct learning in volunteers aged 70 

and over (hearing, sight, speech, memory or limb). The intention was that 

the boys would become competent at their Irish reading; develop confidence 

from delivering an Irish reading task; show care for older volunteers by 
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offering them help to overcome Irish reading difficulties; and connect 

through speaking and reading as Gaeilge. In short, the Lá-Gaeilge plan was 

to engage the pupils in positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2003) and 

teach them how to offer social support (Tracy and Whittaker, 1994) to 

another. To do this, they were supported at workbenches by the younger 

volunteers (aged 60-69 years) who became ókey informantsô (Schwartz et 

al., 2001) for Lá-Gaeilge. 

On Lá-Gaeilge, participants introduced themselves as Gaeilge. Pupils 

offered volunteers a choice of topic from their readers, e.g., ag 

siopadóireacht/shopping. With younger volunteers supporting, participants 

got to work. Field-note observations read:  

Children reading óas Gaeilgeôéwriting words on bigger 

cardsébending over seats to be heardéCraic m·r ar fad. Children 

learning new vocab. Workbenches ar fheabhas. Very busy with 

Alúsrú, Cormacnalámha agus [and] TomásÁine. 

Álúsrú suffered a stroke some three years earlier, with consequent partial 

speech loss. She was now aged 89 and liked to dialogue as Gaeilge so as to 

practice her speech, have fun with children and enjoy a day out. In her 

words:  

I was delighted down with the childrenéso helpfuléand they laughed 

with me and were delighted to see me because I was talking about 

their grandmothers and great grandmothers. Am I telling it right? It 

meant a lot to me. 

Álúsrú is accompanied at the workbench by another volunteer, Peigín-an-

tSui neaǙ who minded her while also observing this workbench. Peigín-an-

tSui neaǙ reports the experience of seeing how the boys responded to 

Álúsrúôs need for learning: 

The boys took wonderful care of her and explained the Irish words to 

her. Then when she knew one they ópraisedô her and told her she was 

greatéYou could see them looking at her and wondering. I would say 
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that day they changedéthey were much quieter and very conscious of 

Álúsrú.  

Following up afterwards on how óthey changedô, Peigín-an-tSui neaǙ 

explained:  

They were more settledéthey were less about showing themselves 

offéMaybe more about showing off what they could do for Álúsrú. I 

think they realised thatépeople need to be helpedéthey just rose to it 

reallyéWe all helped them to help too.  

Peigín-an-tSui neaǙ sees that young children need to be made aware of 

anotherôs difficulties and then they are enabled to help when shown how. 

Those who helped Álúsrú felt they had made a worthwhile contribution, as 

reported by Leamhóir_OisBláth, a third-class boy:  

She learned loads of Irish from uséshe was the bestéif she couldnôt 

say it we helped heréand when the teacher asked us questions 

afterwards, we put up Ćl¼sr¼ôs hand for her and told her what to say, 

and she said itéand our table won. 

Such appraisal of their contribution seems to corroborate what Peigín-an-

tSui neaǙ already suspected: that instead of self-adulation, they placed 

Álúsrú at the centre of their world helping her overcome her difficulties, as 

she herself confirms:  

It meant an awful lot that these children couldéThat I was able 

toéthinkérememberéI wasnôt as skittled up altogetheréIôm much 

better than I thought I waséDo you understand? I can 

rememberéand I could probablyéafter a while be better again. I 

thought everything was gone and it isnôtéIf I could rememberéthatôs 

the problem. Peig²n was so helpful and the young fellaséOhhh! they 

were great.  

While the boys thought they gave Álúsrú her speech as Gaeilge, and maybe 

they did, perhaps her long-term memory was activated by sitting in their 

midst speaking Irish. With support from the boys, she experienced hope 
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because they supported her speech while being supported by Peigín-an-

tSui neaǙ to do so. In short, there is evidence of social support being given 

and received so that Álúsrú could speak and read as Gaeilge. Social support 

is key to youth engagement (Dolan et al., 2012).  

Across the classroom, similar developments were taking place. Volunteers 

understood Lá-Gaeilge as a reciprocal gesture for what they had already 

taught to the pupils. As Cormacnalámha found:  

They were concerned with helping us revive our long-lost Irish. It 

showed that by teaching them some of my skills, they showed 

appreciation for what I was teaching them. 

Afterwards, on reflection, the boys generally found that competence in their 

Irish reading offered an opportunity to reciprocate what was done for them. 

As Leamhóir-Séamus, a fourth-class boy, puts it: 

It was good to teach them Irish ócos then you feltéit was a pay-back 

for when C [Cormacnalámha] taught us about wood and trees. 

However, not all boys felt the responsibility to learn their Irish so as to ópay-

backô or help another, until after the event, at least, as Leamhóir-Gimín, 

another fourth-class boy discovered (field-notes): 

We were supposed to know our Irish reading. I didnôtésoéI couldnôt 

help Cormacnalámha and he really wanted to readébut...how did I 

know heôd care? I just sat there watching him learning Irish 

[reading]éIf I knew it Iôd have helped him surelyéHe thanked the 

boys at our tableéeven me. Now I know it from being pure 

embarrassed.  

Children who had prepared reported gaining confidence from the experience 

as Leamhóir-Séan, a third-class boy, found (field-notes): 

Our table helped T [TomásÁine]. Heôs a bit deaf. We had to say it into 

his ear with [flash]-cards. Then he read a whole page with his finger 

under itésaid óso nowô. We knew he could read then. We clappedéhe 
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said we were powerfuléócos we teached him good. Gaeilge showed 

me how to care about them.  

All told, this cohort found that through practice they developed competence 

from which they derived confidence by successfully delivering a reading 

lesson as Gaeilge to another. There is evidence of character development in 

that students identified otherôs learning needs and devised ways to teach 

him/her. They connected to them through the written and spoken word. 

Unconsciously, they have reported the ó5Côsô of positive youth development 

(Lerner et al., 2003) as variously logged by the boys.  

While some were less motivated before Lá-Gaeilge, they showed more 

interest afterwards. For instance, Leamhóir-Sámót, a fourth-class boy and 

Slovakian by birth, wrote that it motivated him to learn Irish by teaching the 

older volunteers. His reflections:  

It helped to develop my brainséIt helps me teach other people who 

did not understand the Irish wordséI was happy for teaching 

theméIf she can learn [Gaeilge] at 89éI can learn at 9 and I am 

now.  

Sámót is motivated to learn Irish/Gaeilge from copying the positive 

behaviour of Ćl¼sr¼ who can still learn óat 89ô. It demonstrates the value of 

providing opportunities to practice socially responsible behaviours that can 

help promote identity development in Sámót, and reinforce his self-efficacy 

in the civic domain as Wray-Lake and Syvertsen, (2011) would understand 

it. Furthermore, Sámót seems to have derived a feeling of belonging to 

something bigger than himself (Sherrod et al., 2002) from helping another 

less fortunate than him.  

Generally, the pupils saw the eagerness in the older people to learn and 

thence they worked all the harder to help them. Lá-Gaeilge set out to teach 

the oldest of the volunteers how to read Irish in the Cló Rómhánach. 

However, its effects were more far-reaching, as evidenced by Nísio, a third-

class boy, not long afterwards when his grandmother suffered a stroke and 
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he was able to advise his family óthat she will forget things and we have to 

make her rememberô(Figure 6.2). 

 
Figure 6.2: A pupil learns how to give social support 

Nísio is better equipped to extend care to his grandmother because he has 

received from, and learned how to offer, social support to another. In 

essence, he has experienced responsive acts of assistance between human 

beings (Tracy and Whittaker, 1994).  

Nísioôs mother, a key informant, confirms that óeducational influenceô 

(Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) has reached their home. Her evaluation 

shows that not alone has her son learned how to offer assistance to another 

but also that óhe has established his own relationship with them [volunteers] 

and he has learned from themô (Figure 6.3).  



181 

 

 
Figure 6.3: A parentôs evaluation of her childôs learning 

Consistent with living theory (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006), an insider and 

inter-relational state of being is conveyed in the parentôs evaluation. There 

is the suggestion that values for practice, connectedness and dialogue have 

been transmitted as educational influence in the childôs own learning, his 

familyôs learning, his classmatesô learning and the volunteersô learning.  

Perhaps the students would have learned Concern for Others in alternative 

environments, but in this study they learned it through reaching peopleôs 

abilities to read An Cló Rómhánach. Lá-Gaeilge was the learning tool 

through which children reported behaviours consistent with Chi et al. 

(2006): kindness to others; help for people in need; awareness of other 

peopleôs problems and a willingness to help in solving them; and 

consideration of how their decision (to teach Irish) might affect others. This 

theme could also have been used as a main theme example of Personal 

Responsibility or Leadership or, indeed, a subtheme for Value of Group 

Work, as discussed next. 
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6.2.2 Value of Group Work 

Following Chi et al. (2006), Value of Group Work infers: learning the value 

of working with others; and learning new skills from working with others 

that one might not learn alone. This subtheme was addressed through a 

weaving workshop. Volunteers taught children how to weave different types 

of Saint Brigidôs Cross to honour different county traditions, starting with 

the simplest (Roscommon) under-over weave and progressing to the more 

difficult (Sligo) 90-degree weave. Both designs have a common theme: 

twenty-eight straws, one for every day in February; and four limbs, one for 

every week in February. Then practice began (Figure 6.4).  

 

Figure 6.4: Practice: young and old learning to weave 

Weaving was chosen as an intervention to promote cooperative learning. 

TomásÁine, a volunteer, took responsibility for showing young and old how 

to weave. When asked to explain the secret of his teaching success, 

TomásÁine replied: 

Simplicity gave them the confidence. Once they had the confidence, 

they were able to do the harder one. There is nothing that they wonôt 

conquer if they have the confidence. Just like ourselveséand then of 

course we were chipping in. 
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TomásÁine is unconsciously suggesting the value of practice based on 

social constructivist learning (Vygotsky, 1978) whereby children learned 

from more capable others. In óchipping inô, the cúairteóiri óscaffoldedô 

(Bruner, 1996) childrenôs learning, such that all took home a cross after the 

intervention as well as helping another to make one (Figure 6.5).  

 

Figure 6.5: Practice: Weaving  

In Pilot School-A, children proceeded to teach weaving to fifth and sixth 

class. The result of such ócollective scaffoldingô (Donato, 1994) was that the 

younger children appeared to grow in confidence and self-esteem for being 

able to teach the older children something that they could not otherwise do. 

As reported by Grás, a third-class girl:  

We showed them how to do it andéWe put them with whoever could 

do the different ones [from Third/Fourth]éWe copied how ye showed 

us and we just asked again if we werenôt sure. It was cool to show 

them what we knewébecause we felt important.  

Not alone did third/fourth class learn and teach the skill of weaving, but the 

volunteers did too. Such action suggests that the value of practice was 

conveyed as educational influence (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) in each 

otherôs learning. Moreover, each child, who taught another, took 

responsibility for knowing how to do it or they ójust asked againô (Grás). 

Such an attitude suggests that the children developed the ability to engage in 

collaborative learning which required pursuing a common goal. The 

common goal (learning to weave) enabled key skills of: ódoing (skills), 

showing (skills), telling (knowledge) and explaining (understanding)ô, 



184 

 

consistent with cooperative/collaborative learning (Pritchard and Woollard, 

2010, p.26).  

Feedback from pupils in the other centres suggested that their individual 

successes depended on the success of the group at the work-bench, as 

Brídín, a third-class girl in School-B, reported for herself and her friends:  

I liked working with my group ócos then we all got them done 

together. We had to remember for when we got homeéand me and my 

friendsédid them in our house on Sunday to see could we [weave].  

This child showed, consistent with Johnson and Johnson (1989), that 

through cooperative learning she was better able to contribute to the group 

goal and share group successes being more interdependent than when 

working alone. Generally, children learned the value of group work through 

cooperation in social learning.  

However, not all children valued group work, as Tírnan-óg, a fourth-class 

boy in Pilot School-A, proclaimed: óYou donôt need to teach me anything. I 

know everything. I work better on my ownô. He preferred such solitude, 

explaining that he could concentrate better alone. Later, when making a 

cross he preferred to design his own. But he still needed help. In the words 

of Micheál-na-Croise, a volunteer:  

He asked me how he would do that, so I told him to get pencil and 

paper, create in his head what he wanted to do, then put it downéHe 

did a triangle, with a centre piece to support the Cross member. I 

added that [centre piece] to it and he thought that was an excellent 

ideaésaid he would do his own Galway Cross.  

Micheál-na-Croise saw that the boy needed support to design his own 

different cross. He supported him by designing with him what was different, 

thereby facilitating Tírnan-·gôs creativity. While Tírnan-óg still preferred to 

work alone, he did accept that older people might have something to teach 

him:  
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I prefer doing it myself but I liked that M taught me how to do a 

different one to all the otherséI was surprised how much they know 

for old people really. 

Tírnan-·gôs experience of group work led him to reconsider, at least in part, 

his stereotypical assumptions about old age. There is no other adverse 

commentary across the dataset which challenges the value of group work.  

Overall, consistent with Chi and colleaguesô (2006), children learned the 

value of working with others and of learning new skills that they might not 

have learned alone. Educational values of practice, connectedness and 

dialogue are evident in how young and old practiced weaving; connected 

through shared traditions around LáFhéileBhríde; and learned 

collaboratively through action-based dialogue. Care for Community is 

analysed next.  

6.2.3 Care for Community 

Chi et al. (2006) understand that Care for Community generally infers: 

spending time and helping on projects with others in community; believing 

that one can make a difference; and changing things that are unfair in 

community/society. The third- and fourth-class girls wanted to learn knitting 

and sewing. In collaboration with teachers and the research-practitioner, 

knitting was taught by volunteers to fourth-class girls and embroidery to 

third-class girls. These interventions are cited as specific examples of Care 

for Community, but other interventions could also illustrate the concept.  

The knitting workshops were inspired by Máiréad-na-dTéidí, a volunteer, 

who had earlier given a presentation on knitting artefacts, including her 

grandmotherôs darning mushroom from 100 years ago. She also showed 

samples of Trauma Teddies which she knits for the Irish Ambulance Service 

to comfort sick children going to hospital. On seeing her work, fourth-class 

girls were eager to learn knitting so as to participate in the Trauma Teddies 

project. As knitting leader, Máiréad-na-dTéidí organised young and old into 

knitting cooperatives, setting out structured guidelines that encouraged 

group collaborations and programme completion. Supported by the 
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cúairteóirí, every child learned to knit and produced some artefact, e.g., 

hairband, scarf and/or Trauma Teddy depending on their proficiency. 

Children were taken from basic stitching through to project completion and 

were enabled to connect to sick children through a knitting project. A value 

for connectedness to sick children guided this intervention (Figure 6.6).  

 

Figure 6.6: Connectedness: Knitting Trauma Teddies for sick children 

Children generally reported outcomes for: meeting deadlines; building 

social connections and bonds of trust with the older people; and believing 

that they could make a difference.  

The children reported learning to take the task through to completion, and 

meet deadlines: fundamental features of effective engagement (Finlay et al., 

2010), as testified in Figure 6.7. 

 

Figure 6.7: A pupil testifies to meeting deadlines  

Pupils further reported that being able to perform the task allowed them to 

show care for another. Cníotóir-Márta, a fourth-class girl, summed up the 

general sentiment: 

Knitting the teddies makes you think about sick children in hospital 

and appreciate your health and not be selfish andéyou can always do 

something for sick children when you can knit. 

Such feedback echoes Sherrod et al. (2009) who recognise that through 

civic actions, people become concerned for others less fortunate than 
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themselves. A value for connectedness was evident in how the Trauma 

Teddy can knit a community of young and old togther through caring for 

sick children.  

Volunteers reported building bonds of trust and reciprocity which showed 

how easily the children adapted, as observed by Máiráine: 

Amazing how the children told us what they knew or didnôté when 

they trusted us. They fell in with uséno differenceéjust age. Itôs great 

for us to be able to give something backéthey can give something too. 

Volunteers, by volunteering, prompted trusting, caring relationships with 

children. Children were comfortable sharing the limitations of their 

knowledge with volunteers once trust was established. In short, seeds of 

social capital (Putnam, 2000, 1993) were sown because there is evidence of 

networks of relationships, reciprocity, norms, trust and participation. 

Overall, the feeling amongst the pupils was that, as well as learning to knit, 

they generally felt that they were getting a chance to know the older people 

of their community. As a result, they were embedding a deeper sense of 

belonging to their neighbourhood because they had opportunities to care 

about the people of that community, including sick children, and they 

discovered that the people who live there genuinely care about them and 

want to teach them. According to Portney and Berry (2001), this feeling 

describes social capital (see also Chapter Seven). Feelings of belonging are 

encapsulated in the reflections of Cníotóir-Saoirbhín, a fourth-class girl: 

Knitting gets you chatting. I like getting to know the cuairteoirí. It 

makes me like my home town moreéWe can speak to them nowéThey 

like getting to know us tooésaying óI know your grannyéor 

whoeverô. You can tell them things that worry youélike if someone is 

sickéand they listen to youéandécare about youéand thatôs 

niceéand still keep knitting. 

Indeed, volunteers and children seemed to bond through the conversations 

that went with the knitting as much as through the knitting itself as captured 
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in the volunteersô dialogue concerning how children took them into their 

confidence:  

Máiráine: Afterwards one child said to me ómy grandmotheréahmmé 

sheôs deadô and another little one then said ómy granny died of 

cancerô. They were delighted they could talk to us. You were almost 

one of them.  

Maedbhíseach: Yeséone even told me about her sister dying when she 

was 14éThey were eager to tell all. 

As time progressed, the children made the cúairteóirí feel welcomed as 

Cealla, a volunteer, noticed:  

What struck meéwas how lovely and relaxed the whole classroom 

scene was and how welcomed we were by the children, which when 

we were children and an adult came in to the classé[you werenôt 

allowed] to speak or even look at theméThe welcome they had for us 

was lovely. 

Feedback from children and volunteers alike suggests that they are making 

new connections and finding that they care about each other. Through their 

reflections they describe the idea of social capital arising from: mutual trust, 

norms of reciprocity and social networks (Putnam, 2000, 1993). Like 

Putnam, they see that in a continuous reciprocal relationship there is a 

mutual expectation of a benefit bestowed. As Máiréad-na-dTéidí, put it:  

The conversation was going around and the knitting needles were 

clickingéI got an awful lot out of it. And they got a lot out of it too, 

because some of them were able to do part and some of them were just 

about able to knit...and they all learned to finish it for the sick 

children.  

Additionally, children enjoyed being consulted as to what type of design 

they would put on their own individualised teddy. As Cníotóir-Rós, a 

fourth- class girl, said: 
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You get to decide what you like to makeéYou get to put whatever face 

you like on it so long as itôs a happy face because it has to make sick 

children happyéyou get to do it in your own favourite colourséand 

thatôs good. 

Quizzed as to why it was ógoodô, fourth-class girls were unable to develop 

the point any further, as evidenced by Cníotóir-Seoga: 

Itôs good to get to decide your own teddy. [Why?]: Wellélikeéitôs 

just good.  

However, Cníotóir-Cloetín, a fifth-class girl, better explained why it was 

ógoodô: 

Because someone would ask you why you put this face and that colour 

on and youôd give your own opinionéand make your own 

decisionéSo, youôd feel more responsible and be more grown up.  

Admittedly, Cníotóir-Cloetín is more mature than fourth class being a class 

older, and indeed is not part of the research community, except that she is in 

the classroom and shows what another year can contribute in terms of 

maturity. She can convey that her participation is óchild-initiated and 

directedô (Treseder, 1997; Hart, 1992).  

Simultaneously, next door, third-class girls were learning embroidery with 

volunteers, having seen M§ir§ineôs ósamplerô [Exemplar] on Artefacts Day. 

Máiráine, a volunteer, explained that it was an instructional tool used for 

teaching embroidery stitches long ago. On seeing the sampler, the girls 

asked to be taught embroidery so as to decorate a Santa Stocking fitting for 

Santaôs many presents expected for Christmas. First, they had to provide 

fabric, draw out plans, anticipate problems and devise solutions. Then, they 

cut and embroidered the fabric with volunteer assistance. Every third-class 

girl (n=22) succeeded in making a Santa Stocking for Christmas 2011 and 

later presented it at the schoolôs pre-Christmas fashion show. Adults were 

paired with pupils, oftentimes in the ratio of 1:1, optimising their 

opportunities to practice and complete their Santa Stocking in time (Figure 

6.8).  
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Figure 6.8: Practice: Learning to sew 

While some motivations might be questionable, third-class girls learned that 

they were able to undertake a basic embroidery task and complete it on 

time. Here are some honest reflections captured in the childrenôs dialogue 

with the volunteers:  

Fuáileóir-Milseainín: I just want to make the biggest Santa Stocking 

ever so that it fits all the toys Santa will bring me for ChristmaséI 

want [it]  to hide my sweets from my brotheréI can put all them 

decorations on itélike on the thingy [Sampler] andéheôll never find 

them.  

Fuáileóir-Áine: I loved working with Méand she was so helpfuléand 

then I helped others who were slower than meéthe cuairteoir² made 

sure everyone got finished for Santa.  
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The general motivation was to finish for Santa. This way they learned to 

follow a task through to completion. They found that the adults cared about 

them in their wanting them to get finished. They learned to support other 

children so that everybody got finished for Santa.  

Teachers were delighted with the work done, agreeing that they could not 

have undertaken the project alone. As one third-class teacher reported: 

It would have been impossibleéjust wouldnôt have happened. Now we 

have a database that we can call on in future for projects like 

thiséThe children trust them and love to see them coming in. Theyôd 

never miss Tuesdays.  

Teachers saw, like Balatti and Falk (2002), how trust, reciprocity and social 

networks might benefit children through collective action in future. 

óTuesdayô is cited again as the metaphor for improved school attendance as 

already reported (see 6.1.2).  

The knitting and embroidery projects were cited as examples of Care for 

Community. However, any intervention, with either third- or fourth-class 

boys or girls which was seen to build social capital (Putnam, 2000, 1993) 

likewise reflected Care for Community. For example, the teacher of third- 

and fourth-class boys, in his year-end evaluation, wrote (Appendix 21):  

All age groups, both young and not so young, benefitted from the 

weekly interactions which help[ed] all progress and develop in 

different wayséThis project has brought much joy to all who invested 

their time and hard work in giving so much to the pupils.  

The social interaction, articulated by the teacher, resulting from time-

investments, can also be interpreted as caring for community. All told, 

outcomes consistent with the Chi et al. (2006) definition of Care for 

Community were reported by participants and key informants alike, namely: 

spending time and helping on projects with others and believing that they 

can make a difference in anotherôs life, whether it is that of a sick child, a 

child trying to embroider for Santa, or an older person learning a skill. 
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Pupils showed that they could meet deadlines and build social connections 

and bonds of trust with the volunteers through generating social capital.  

The subtheme Appreciating Diversity is analysed next.  

6.2.4 Appreciating Diversity 

Appreciating Diversity, according to Chi et al. (2006), infers appreciating 

having friends with different backgrounds to oneself; and being open to 

learning from people with backgrounds and experiences different to oneself. 

The concept was mediated through European languages (French, German 

and Spanish). The idea was that in learning European languages in 

collaboration with older people, children would learn to appreciate different 

ways of speaking and different peoples and their cultures. Thence, they were 

taught to show respect for another through learning the courtesies and 

vocabulary necessary to conduct mannerly conversation. They were also 

taught about expected behaviours in different countries/cultures; given a 

flavour of different sounds so that they would be able to make more 

informed decisions about language choice later; and the cúairteóiri were 

facilitated to learn a European language that they might otherwise not have 

learned.  

Language tutoring was delivered by retired language teachers. Typically, 

lessons consisted of greetings and courtesies, counting numbers, days, 

months, family members, pronouncing names and cities (e.g., Jacque/Jack; 

Jerez/Herrrr eeth), and food/drink menus. School-A/B learned French; 

School-C learned Italian, French and German; and School-D learned all 

four. While the research-practitioner taught Italian in School-C/D, data 

arising from these workshops are not reported here. 

Children nowadays can learn language from television. Therefore, it was 

important to establish prior knowledge so as to extend it. Prior knowledge 

was ascertained using the KWLH technique (Ogle, 1986): What I Know; 

What I Want to know; What I have Learned; How I can learn more.  

Generally a language lesson would entail words and phrases being 

introduced by a volunteer language teacher, and repeated by young and old 
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who would then dialogue in role-play in the language being taught. 

Learning ópropsô would typically include that countryôs national flag, use of 

the electronic whiteboard to display words and phrases, slides and aspects of 

that countryôs architecture, and music and song (Figure 6.9).  

 

Figure 6.9: Dialogue: Learning to speak a European language 

The effect of these interventions was that pupils generally felt that they 

could now speak to a person from France, Spain or Germany; they would be 

able to greet them, show them respect and make them feel included in their 

community. Jacques, a third-class boy, wrote in his log:  

óWe can talk to a French person so that they wouldnôt feel left outô 

(Figure 6.10). 

 

Figure 6.10: Dialogue: inclusion of another through French language 

Perhaps, through dialogue in French, Jacques has gained, consistent with 

Selman (1980), ability to step outside of himself to take a self-reflective 
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look at his interactions with others and to realise that they may do likewise. 

Learning French, albeit basic, has given him and his cohort the opportunity 

to put themselves in anotherôs shoes, as Selman would say. 

In similar vein, German language was facilitated. Children reported that 

because they could speak a few words, they were better able to show respect 

to/for another. As Jakob, a third-class boy logged:  

óWhen you go to Germany you can treat them with respectéYou can 

speak to people from all over the world and in their countriesô.  

In learning another language, Jakob has discovered that travel has become a 

possibility for which he is better equipped to interact and integrate.  

Spanish followed the structure for French and German. Again, the notion of 

respectful interaction was foremost with the children. They found that by 

learning Spanish, they would be able to use the language to interact 

respectfully. As Juan, a third-class boy in School-D, wrote: 

 óWe can speak to a Spanish person on the street or in Spain and 

speak it on holidays and make new friendsô.  

The desire to interact in Spanish suggests that Juan is open to friendship 

with people different from himself.  

At year-end evaluation, when children were asked how they saw the value 

of learning European languages, foremost again was the notion of respectful 

dialogue, as reiterated by Michillín, a fourth-class boy:  

óIf someone came over from a different country we could greet them in 

their own language and make them feel at home and welcomeô. 

Taken together, children appeared to fulfil the Chi et al. (2006) criteria for 

Appreciation of Diversity, because, through learning different languages, 

they became aware of the possibility of having friends with different 

backgrounds to themselves. They also showed willingness to express 

respect for others through learning with people from backgrounds and 

experiences different to theirs. Furthermore, pupils wanted to learn the 
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languages so that they could show respect and inclusion of another. In short, 

they were expressing a value for dialogue akin to the subject-to-subject óI-

Thouô relationship theorised by Buber (1958): reverential, inclusive and 

equal.  

The volunteers who delivered the language workshops reported the benefits 

that derived from the social interaction. For example, Máiróchóng, the 

volunteer who taught French saw that the learning ripples outwards from the 

child at the centre to his/her family, community, and eventually to the wider 

world as a result of sharing interactions in French, German, or Spanish. In 

her words: 

I see this projectélike a stone dropped in a pondéYou have the pupil, 

at the centreélearning a skill/task from the older generation 

[which]éripples out to the homeéand the children can help them 

nowéIn turn, those adults are talking to other peopleéthinking of 

their involvement in Frenchébringing the ripple further out because 

they are learning about other cultureséother languageséappropriate 

behaviour and how otherécultures manage their systemséand they 

have new awareness of that. So, from one little classrooméI see that 

the interaction extendséinto the community, and then further into the 

world. 

In M§ire·ch·ngôs submission there is the suggestion of exosystemic levels 

of child development as theorised by Bronfenbrenner (1979), whereby a 

childôs internal developmental capacities are bi-directionally connected to 

the proximal contexts including community and the wider world. Such 

connections, as perceived by the French teacher, further create linkages and 

channels of communication between and among the actions and interests of 

social fields in line with interactionist theory (Wilkinson, 1991; Bridger and 

Alter, 2008; Bridger et al., 2009).  

Perhaps children might have learned to appreciate diversity in other ways 

throughout an academic year, but they learned it through educational 

influence in a value for dialogue in this study using European languages as 

the learning tool. Environmental Stewardship is analysed next.  
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6.2.5 Environmental Stewardship 

Environmental Stewardship, according to Chi et al. (2006), infers: re-

cycling awareness; keeping community clean; and doing oneôs part for the 

environment. Lá-na-Luibheolaiochta2013 (Botany Day 2013) was the 

intervention organised to promote environmental stewardship through 

learning about the eco-system. Lá-na-Luibheolaiochta2013 was divided into 

two parts: children presenting potted wild flowers correctly labelled; and 

volunteers presenting on curative plants plus a ótalkô by a botanist on wild 

orchids and the pollination process. If children were unable to identify and 

categorise the plants, MiǙe§l-na-Liu eola²oǙta, the botanist, helped them to 

do so. He then gave a presentation on the 30 different species of wild orchid 

growing in Ireland of which about 20 bloom in County Roscommon. He 

explained the pollination process necessary for the survival of the different 

species; and the soil types conducive to their survival. Lá-na-

Luibheolaiochta2013 concerned learning about the connectedness of 

everyone and everything in the eco-system. Thus, a value for connectedness 

guides the learning about the eco-system (Figure 6.11).  

 

Figure 6.11: Connectedness: pollination and the orchid 

MiǙe§l-na-Liu eola²oǙta explained the value of the long grasses on 

roadsides as an environment conducive for insect habitation and pollination:  

Roadside verges should not have to look like putting greens 

[and]éwild grasses should be left until the pollination and re-seeding 
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season is over...I hope you will never see an insect on a leaf again and 

not wonder what heôs doing there. 

The greatest outcome of Lá-na-Luibheolaiochta2013 for third- and fourth-

class boys was in learning about how the pollination process and the eco-

system work. Consequently, they felt obligated to initiate action on behalf of 

the orchid after learning that it takes 12 years to reach bloom. Under their 

teacherôs guidance they wrote a protest letter for homework, from which 

one was selected, signed by the class and delivered by hand to the local 

government representative. They protested that, on account of how local 

authorities trim grass verges on roadsides prematurely, pollination and re-

seeding cannot be completed. Lá-na-Luibheolaiochta2013 instigated a civic 

action in the polis or public sphere (Arendt, 1958) which showed that 

students had developed capacity for civic action through having gained a 

deeper awareness of their environment as stated in the letter written by 

Buachaillín-na-Luibheolaíochta, a fourth-class boy (Figure 6.12): 
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Figure 6.12: Civic action on behalf of the orchid 
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A key point in the letter that showed developing notions of justice was that 

if hedges are preserved to accommodate birds, then grasses should be 

preserved to accommodate bees so as to sustain the eco-system. The letter 

was duly responded to and the local government representative confirmed 

that he had raised the issue with the local authorities as a result of the 

pupilsô letter of protest.  

In his reflections at year-end, Buachaillín-na-Luibheolaíochta reports what 

he learned: he had to streamline his thoughts to write up his log/reflections; 

he was propelled to initiate civic action after learning about eco-processes; 

and he was awarded a prize for his handwriting by consequence of having to 

write so many reflections (Figure 6.13). 

 

Figure 6.13: Reflections of a fourth-class boy on initiating civic action 
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At year-end, parents/guardians were invited to submit their evaluation of the 

programme. The parent of Buachaillín-na-Luibheolaíochta acknowledged 

the value of intergenerational collaborations in her sonôs education, 

particularly the botany lecture which enlightened him greatly on local flora. 

She testified to his civic action on behalf of the orchid, reasoning that his 

character grew as a result of this intervention, because in being óinformed by 

the senior citizen he became an active and informed citizenô (Figure 6.14). 
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Figure 6.14: Parentôs testimony to her sonôs civic action 
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The parent is suggesting that because her son gained a deeper awareness of 

the environment, he was spurred to defend the orchid. Perhaps he saw that 

an injustice had been perpetrated against the orchid, and, in its destruction, 

indirectly against the people. There is a mild suggestion of social justice 

youth development in the class response which takes into account a social 

change objective resulting from critical understanding about the root causes 

of social and community problems (Brady et al., 2012; Ginwright and 

Cammarota, 2002). Heretofore, children may have learned environmental 

stewardship from their textbook. However, learning it in collaboration with 

the volunteers prompted them to initiate civic action, something a textbook 

might not instigate. Overall, children appeared to develop a deeper sense of 

environmental stewardship, consistent with Chi and colleaguesô (2006) 

understanding of doing oneôs part for the environment through learning 

about it. They did this through developing a value for connectedness of 

everyone and everything in the universe. 

A summary for the main theme of Civic Responsibility now follows.  

6.2.6 Overview: Civic Responsibility 

The interventions were intended to develop Civic Responsibility which 

generally inferred care for others and community. In Chapter Five, 

significant statistical improvement was evidenced by the Intervention Group 

for all subthemes of Civic Responsibility whereas the Control Group did not 

achieve significance. A possible explanation may lie in the qualitative 

findings. Firstly, Concern for Others was realised when students saw that 

volunteers, aged 70 and over, succeeded in reading as Gaeilge as a result of 

their intervention. Secondly, Value of Group Work was realised when 

students, through group collaboration, showed they could weave and teach 

the skill to others. Thirdly, Care for Community was evidenced when 

children learned to knit and then participated in a Trauma Teddies project 

whereby they knitted teddies for sick children; and through embroidering 

Santa Stockings and then, helping each other to get finished for Christmas. 

Fourthly, Appreciating Diversity was evidenced when children showed 

willingness to engage in European language dialogue whereby they believed 
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themselves better able, as a result of the language learning, to express 

respect for another different from themselves. Lastly, Environmental 

Stewardship was learned through exposure to modelling pro-social 

behaviour, hearing value messages, and getting opportunities for practice.  

Generally, developing civic responsibility required a focus on childrenôs 

emotional, cognitive, and identity development plus providing environments 

which cultivate such responsibility whereby a citizenship process rooted in 

care and driven by obligations to contribute to society was activated as also 

shown in their study by Wray-Lake and Syvertsen (2011). Overall, children 

showed skills and dispositions of Civic Responsibility consistent with Chi et 

al. (2006). Additionally, values of practice, connectedness and dialogue 

were conveyed to/by the participants, young and old, such that each had 

educational influence in the otherôs learning, in their families, and in their 

school. Such explanation may account for why the Intervention Group 

achieved significantly improved scores for skills and dispositions of Civic 

Responsibility over a school year.  

Leadership is discussed next as the third theme of civic literacy.  

6.3 Theme Three: Leadership 

Following Chi et al. (2006), and to fulfil the criteria for leadership, óthe 

student takes initiative and acts as role model to help group, class or school 

to make a positive differenceô (p.11). This process requires skills 

incorporating: óleadership efficacy; civic thinking; and civic participationô 

(p.16). Discrete workshops were organised to address some of these 

subthemes; others emerged through existing workshops, as discussed next.  

6.3.1 Leadership Efficacy 

Leadership efficacy was defined by Chi et al. (2006) as ódemonstrating the 

attitudes and actions of taking leadership positionsô (p.16). Thence, 

evidence is sought for young childrenôs ability to: (a) plan and deliver a task 

including organising a team to perform the task and making others believe 

they are important members of the team; and (b) stand up for what is right 

and try to change what they perceive to be wrong. Leadership Efficacy 



204 

 

emerged from the interventions and was not addressed through any specific 

workshops. Examples of planning and delivering a task are taken from 

third- and fourth-class girls in School-B; standing up for what is right cites 

the reflections of third- and fourth-class boys in School-D.  

(a) Planning/delivering a task 

Planning and delivering a task emerged through Word-Club and Focal-Eile. 

These were interventions aimed at raising literacy levels through developing 

vocabulary in English and Irish/Gaeilge. Young and old read a favourite 

extract from a preferred source. The KWLH technique (Ogle, 1986) (What I 

Know; What I Want to know; What I have Learned; How I can learn more) 

applied in order to determine prior knowledge. As each participant read, 

others noted new words on flash-cards. They then worked collaboratively on 

the new words, constructing sentences that gave meaning to the words. 

Children practiced writing the words while also discussing them, putting 

them into sentences and connecting to each other through them (Figure 

6.15). 

 

Figure 6.15: Working through word-meanings 

The result of the team collaboration was that children made word-

presentation sentences to the assemblage (class, teachers, and volunteers). 

Each child, as she presented, took questions from the assemblage, consulted 

with her team, and gave sentence-examples as responses. Volunteers helped 

children to get their presentations ready and accompanied them in 
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presenting if necessary. When the team had finished their word-

presentations, they placed their words on the blackboard and returned to 

their tables to learn from other teams. The process was repeated until all 

children had articulated their word-meanings/sentences to the assemblage. 

They did this in English and Irish.  

In class discussion afterwards, the third- and fourth-class girls reported that 

when they realised they would be presenting, they cooperated to ensure that 

they knew all the words for their team. They reported that volunteers helped 

them to do what they would not have been able to do alone, namely: to 

correctly pronounce and articulate words; plan and organise the table/team 

to present word-meanings; and believe themselves able to lead their table in 

making a presentation. Eibhear, a third-class girl, captured the general 

feeling of support coming from volunteers:  

You picked the wordéand P helped you say it and understand itéShe 

just wouldnôt let you go up there until you could make loads of 

different sentences of your wordéwe learned the meanings from 

reading and thinkingéand chatting about them with P.  

Eibhear is describing how the volunteer supported her contribution. She is 

brought to believe that she can communicate her ideas to others through 

good oral and written competencies. Moreover, she can overcome the 

challenges of presenting/speaking in public, gain confidence in her opinion 

and consequently make a worthwhile contribution. This was also found by 

Redmond et al. (2013) when researching leadership outcomes for 

adolescents. Like Hanafin (2014), the volunteer taught to, for and through 

the childrenôs different intelligences so as to help them understand their 

word-meanings. The volunteer was their óscaffoldô (Bruner, 1996) to 

perform leadership functions without whose support they would not have 

had the confidence to present as Muinín, a third-class girl confirms:  

B [volunteer] helped me to go firstéI was afraid Iôd go wrongéwith 

everyone looking at meéThen our team just copied me and they 

werenôt a bit afraidéItôs easier now ócos people just say óYouôre good 

at doing thatô.  
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Muinín knows that she has undertaken a difficult leadership role. Consistent 

with the literature (Coyle, 2009; Hannah et al., 2008; Hoyt et al., 2003; 

Murphy, 2002), her leadership has impacted positively on follower 

outcomes, thus creating an expectation for Muinín and her team that they 

can lead in future. 

As well as developing their personal confidence, the volunteers instilled a 

sense of team-efficacy in the students using word-meanings as the 

teaching/learning tool, as Nóinín, a fourth-class girl explains:  

M came up with you when she knew you were afraidébut now I think 

I could do it again ôcos once you did it, you knew you could...I can do 

it againéwe all canéôcoséwe all got a go.  

Nóinín showed that, with adult support, she was able to plan and deliver a 

task that she and her team could not have done alone. There are resonances 

of socio-cultural learning (Vygotsky, 1978) which implies that pupils 

reached a level of potential development whereby they seemed to increase 

the distance between their actual and potential level of leadership through 

being helped by M and, therefore, what they did with her assistance more 

accurately reflected their ability to lead than what they might do alone. For 

example, Nóinínôs use of the three personal pronouns, óyouô, óIô and óweô, 

conveys a sense of the teamôs transition from self-doubt to self-belief. óYouô 

could be any team-member working through self-doubt. Perhaps the óyouô is 

afraid of the presentation-leap, whereas the óIô connects the leap to Nóinín. 

She reverts to óyouô while still negotiating between self-doubt and self-

belief. Then she asserts that óI can do it againô. From the óIô, she arrives at 

the óweô of the self-efficacious team/class whom she believes can all make 

the leap since everyone ógot a goô. The interplay between these pronouns -

óyouô, óIô and óweô- has created a narrative space in which their belief in 

themselves was interpreted as evidence of socio-cultural learning. This 

example shows the ease with which the volunteers brought the child, the 

team, and ultimately the class from self-doubt to self-belief so as to convey 

attitudes and actions of taking leadership positions. 
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Additional to the childrenôs reflections, the fourth-class teacher evaluated 

Focal-Eile as a word-building exercise:  

I would think that what was done todayéreading an úrscéal 

[novel]éyou come across words that you wonôt have in an ordinary 

Irish classélike they might have had sicín [chicken] but they wouldnôt 

have had clúidín [clutch]. I hope it will give them a love for reading in 

Irishéas in English.  

Generally, while Word-Club and Focal-Eile, were effective as vocabulary-

building interventions aimed at raising literacy levels, they were effective 

leaning tools used by the volunteers to help the pupils plan and deliver a 

task as a team exercise so as to demonstrate attitudes and actions of taking 

leadership positions in line with Chi and colleaguesô (2006) understanding 

of Leadership Efficacy. 

(b) Standing for what is right 

óStanding for what is rightô was another element of Leadership Efficacy 

according to Chi and colleagues (2006). This was not a discrete 

intervention. Rather, examples of leading by positive influence emerged 

from the data exemplifying educational influence. Evaluating the 

programme at year-end, third- and fourth-class boys in School-D were 

asked: In what ways did working with the older people help youé? The 

boys generally responded that, through working with the older people, they 

learned to have the courage to stand up for what they believed to be right 

and speak out against what they perceived as wrong. They generally wrote 

in their logs that they would show respect for others, for community and the 

environment and they would encourage their friends to do likewise. A 

sample of reflections from the boysô logs included:  

Seosamh: I would make sure that none of my friends would ever laugh 

at old people again. Iôd say óThatôs not rite [right]ô. 

Eoinín: I can tell my family about things they mightnôt have known 

about. I can tell them and then they will know. I would make sure 
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thatépeople would not pull up an orchid. Iôd put good thoughts into 

other peopleôs heads (Figure 6.16): 

 

Figure 6.16: Reflections to convey educative influence to another 

There is evidence of óeducational influenceô (Whitehead and McNiff, 2006) 

emanating from the boysô attitudes and actions of standing up for what they 

believed to be right and showing the courage to change what they think is 

wrong, like abusing people, or environmental destruction. They learned 

these things through the interventions from which these reflections emerged. 

Putting ógood thoughts into other peopleôs headsô is a metaphor for respect 

which has been transmitted to Eoinín, and his classmates, through values of 

practice, connectedness and dialogue. Pupils showed willingness to adopt 

the I-Thou not I-It attitude (Buber, 1958) of subject-to-subject relationships 

with the older people based on principles of respect, inclusion and equality 

to which volunteers also attest throughout. For example, they showed 

willingness to learn French, Spanish and/or German in order to greet people 

with manners so that óthey wouldnôt feel left outô (Figure 6.10). 

Overall, the above examples provide evidence of students showing attitudes 

and actions of taking responsible leadership positions consistent with the 

subtheme of Leadership Efficacy as defined by Chi et al. (2006). The 

children may have learned Leadership Efficacy in their day-to-day 

schooling. However, in this study, they learned it through intergenerational 

collaboration by learning how to plan, organise and deliver a task and make 

others believe they could do it too; and stand up for what is right and try to 

change what they see wrong. Civic Thinking is analysed next.  



209 

 

6.3.2 Civic Thinking  

Desired outcomes for Civic or Critical Thinking include developing ability 

to (Chi et al., 2006, pp.13-14): (a) compare life long ago with life today; (b) 

demonstrate problem-solving/analytical skills; (c) gather, generalise and 

transfer information; and (d) conduct research skills. These topics are now 

analysed sequentially.  

(a) Life long ago 

The artefacts from life long ago were used as learning tools to develop 

pupilsô predictive abilities and connect them to the past. Pupils worked in 

groups with the cuairteoirí while another cuairteoir presented an artefact 

with questions-of-the-kind: óWhatôs this for?ô A value for dialogue guided 

this intervention. Examples of the artefacts are outlined in Chapter Four (see 

4.3.2). A volunteer, questioned the use of the hot-water jar (Figure 6.17). 

 

Figure 6.17: Developing predictive skills using an artefact  

Children offered suggestions as to its possible uses, supported by the 

cuaiorteoirí who answered their questions and asked further questions. 

Gradually they improved on their suggested uses for each artefact, as they 
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awaited verification by the presenter. As Seoilín, a fourth-class girl 

confessed:  

C [volunteer] told us nothingéHe gave us loads of clues when we 

asked questionsésometimes we guessed rightébut it took ages. It 

only warmed bedsélike electric blankets. It was boring...but it made 

us guess. 

However, not all pupils found the exercise óboringô, as Bróigín, a third-class 

girl confirms: 

The shoe last was very interestingéAfter loads of wrong guesses M 

put his shoe up on itéto see would it fitéand then we got itéThe 

people fixed their own shoes on it. 

The above data illustrate a value for dialogue which had the effect of 

enhancing pupilsô predictive ability through investigation and observation, 

as confirmed by the Principal who observed the activity: 

They [children] had no clue what the objects were and the actual 

people that were doing it were very skilledésaying óWhat do ye think 

this would be used for? Any idea?ô Adults wereégiving the children 

the freedom toéobserve and predict. Then as a result of more 

investigation, the children were able to test the accuracy of their 

predictions. Unbeknownst to [them], they were developingéscientific 

skills.  

By learning with the volunteers, pupils were facilitated to release their 

imaginations, as theorised by Greene (1995), through informed perception, 

appreciation and relationship with the people around them. In sum, they 

were enabled to question, reason and predict while comparing life long ago 

with life today, a key criterion of critical thinking (Chi et al., 2006).  

(b) Problem-solving and analytical skills 

This dimension infers identifying issues and needs, studying to build 

knowledge, and proposing possible solutions to identified problems (Chi et 

al., 2006). This was best illustrated on Interview Day when fourth-class 
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girls in School-B sought explanations for why there were financial problems 

in the banks in recent times. A volunteer and former bank manager, Seán-

na-B, worked the pupils through basic mathematical skills whereby they had 

to: compute interest on a principal sum of ú300,000 at 2.5 per cent interest 

per annum; apportion annual repayments on the principal over 30 years; and 

determine monthly, then weekly, mortgage repayments for a household 

(Figure 6.18). 

 

Figure 6.18: An interview excerpt: problem-solving and analytical skills 

The repayment of ú1458 per month, or ú365 per week, was accurately 

calculated by the interviewees who could now answer their own question as 

to why there was a financial collapse. Cúntóir-Máire, a fourth-class girl on 

Team-A, deduced: 

óCos people lost their jobs in shops and on buildings and they could 

not pay ú365 every week?...They had to buy foodéand all the money 

was gone and then the banks got in trouble.  
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The pupils arrived at this answer after doing calculations with volunteer 

support. The intervention demonstrates application of experiential learning 

(Kolb,1984). Seán-na-B facilitated concrete experience by enabling pupils 

to work out the mathematics of their own question. He invited their 

reflective observation through allowing them to make sense of their 

calculations. He got them to relate the learning experience to the problem so 

as to explain it or find solutions to it in abstract conceptualisation. In short, 

he engaged the students in cycles of active experimentation (Kolb, 1984) to 

facilitate learning. Following Wurdinger and Carlson (2010), he ensured a 

child-centred approach, explaining the desired outcomes so that pupils knew 

what and why they were calculating. Then, he helped them to identify their 

own reasons for the banking collapse. The learning was corroborated by 

their Principal who observed the interview: 

He [Seán-na-B] explained that when he was a bank manager if a 

person came in looking for a ú100,000 loan, theyôd have to have a 

tenth or 10% of that in the bank and he asked them then ówhatôs a 

tenth of itô? He was actually asking them a maths question as a way 

for interactionéThey got a greater understandingéof the whole 

recessionary process and why it evolvedéI was very impressed with 

the fact that the children were able to answer the questions and he 

[Seán-na-B] was able to ask such pertinent questions. 

To propose possible solutions to the banking problems identified, Seán-na-B 

asked the fourth-class girls on Team-B how they would propose to solve the 

financial problem (Figure 6.19): 

 

Figure 6.19: An interview excerpt: example of critical thinking 
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The team suggested that the banks should ask the borrowers to save up a 

substantial deposit óor else buy cheaper housesô. They also recognised that 

banks should lend responsibly: óThey should not have given the full money 

unless they [borrowers] had really good jobséô. 

The students learned that through an exercise in real-life mathematics, they 

came to find the answers within themselves, as Cúntóir-Eilis, a fourth-class 

girl on Team-C, reported: 

It was the hardest one [interview] because we had to do all the sums. 

He told you nothingéonly kept asking you questionsétill you got the 

right answer yourselféand thenéwhen you had the sums doneéhe 

asked you what the banks and the people buying houses should do 

anymore.  

Seán-na-B showed that he could provide óscaffoldingô assistance (Bruner, 

1996) to the children to help them work out problems so that they could 

answer their own questions. He supported students to derive their own 

answers, consistent with Polanyiôs notion of ópersonal knowledgeô 

(1958), namely that people generally know more than they say. The 

banking interview was a learning tool to enhance numeracy: pupils 

practiced numeracy skills having first identified a financial problem, built 

knowledge about that problem, and proposed possible solutions to the 

problem. Such outcomes are consistent with key criteria for problem-

solving and analytical skills according to Chi et al. (2006). 

(c) Gather, generalise and transfer information 

The forestry interview addressed being able to gather information and begin 

to generalize and transfer understanding to other experiences. This interview 

occurred between fourth-class girls in School-B and Micheál-na-Learóige, a 

retired forester and volunteer. Their general line of questioning 

encompassed: how to recognise different species of trees; and forestry as a 

career. Values for connectedness and dialogue guided the foresterôs 

interview with the students. He wanted them to connect better to nature 
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through teaching them how to recognise trees through their foliage (Figure 

6.20). 

 
Figure 6.20: Connectedness: recognising trees  

Micheál-na-Learóige generally revised the natural rules of vegetation and 

took questions from the students: 

They mostly remembered the vegetation from the talk last year but we 

revised it againðcanopy, shrub, ground and undergroundðand the 

different foliage and what the trees are used for. I did the two [types]: 

broad and conifers. Mainly, they wanted information on the 

careerépointséjobséoutdoor lifeéA few little lassies said they were 

going to be foresters as a result oféthis entire interview. 

Micheál-na-Learóige facilitated a heightened awareness of the beauty of the 

different trees, as Dairín, a fourth-class girl on Team-C, observed: 

We learned that thereôs tons of different types of trees andéhe 

[Micheál-na-Learóige] told us that they [leaves/branches] were all 

from around the school so itôs nice that we have such a vary of trees 

around the schooléNow we know the different trees and we know to 

plant trees and help out the environment. 

As well as heightening awareness of the environment, children were made 

more aware of natureôs beauty, as confirmed by the Principal who evaluated 

the intervention:  
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The children inevitably willélook for those [trees] when they go 

outéwill be more appreciative of being closer to nature and seeing 

the difference betweenétrees. There are so many children if you 

asked them how many trees are outside at the front of the school, they 

mightnôt knowéand they could be watching theméfor four/five/six 

years but the very fact that M mentioned those points I think it would 

inevitably heighten their awareness.  

Some children felt confident to look up further information later:  

Coilltín-6
th
 Class: I think I might become a forester when Iôm olderéI 

could look it up in books or somethingébecause I think itôs very 

interesting.  

The idea that she might ólook it upô suggests that she has discovered the 

need to source information, a key component of critical thinking (Chi et al., 

2006).  

Thus, the fires of emotion, perception and appreciation may have been set 

alight in these children through the forestry interview because, as Dewey 

(1934) noted, they have started to look beneath the surface realities of the 

world and have released their imaginations through imaging new 

possibilities (e.g., forestry careers). The volunteer seemed to have brought 

the children to a deeper awareness of their environment as Blathín, a fourth-

class girl, noted: 

We learnedéto care for our treesébecause without trees weôd be 

breathing bad oxygenéand we also should say every day that we are 

really grateful for the fresh air that we breathe because in some 

countries they have to wear masks. 

Overall, the heightened awareness, gained through interviewing a retired 

forester and reflected in the childrenôs data, shows that they can gather 

information and begin to generalise and transfer understanding to other 

experiences in accordance with Chi and colleaguesô (2006) understanding of 

critical/civic thinking. 
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(d) Research Skills  

This last dimension of Civic/Critical Thinking requires evidence of finding 

multiple sources for information, analysing validity of information, drawing 

conclusions and presenting the findings (Chi et al., 2006). Interview Day 

was the chosen intervention for developing research skills. Prior to the 

event, pupils were inducted in research skills and ethics. They had to 

prepare interview schedules by first sourcing information so as to inform 

pertinent questions. An outcome for Interview Day was that pupils having 

heard, for example, the World War Two stories undertook a project by 

compiling a portfolio of data derived from the interviewees/storytellers, as 

testified by the Principal afterwards:  

They went on subsequently to do projects on the Second World 

WaréIôd say they will be motivated to do more research at a later 

date because of the actual subjects that were broached that day. 

The act of compiling a project on World War Two required that they be able 

to: source information; analyse the information; draw conclusions and 

present the findings. They would not have learned this skill only that they 

needed to interview the cuairteoirí during that school year. Such ability to 

conduct research is consistent with the Chi et al. (2006) understanding of 

critical thinking.  

No one example from the interventions demonstrated above would be 

adequate to satisfy the Chi et al. (2006) definition of critical thinking for 

any one pupil. However, when the interventions are aggregated, it is 

plausible that as a result of intergenerational collaborations, pupils became 

better able to: compare community life long ago to life today; demonstrate 

problem-solving and analytical skills; take the perspective of others to 

understand how they feel and what they intend by what they do; and gather 

information and begin to transfer understanding to other domains of 

learning. Civic Participation is discussed next.  
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6.3.3 Civic Participation  

Desired outcomes for the Civic Participation subtheme include developing 

ability for perspective taking, communication, group membership and 

conflict resolution (Chi et al., 2006). Conflict resolution was not a research 

concern of this study because schools nowadays have a discrete Anti-

Bullying Policy which deals with conflict. The remaining criteria were 

mediated through interventions pertaining to: (a) perspective-taking (b) 

community issues; (c) social networks; (d) communication; (e) group 

membership; and (f) cooperation. Outcomes for these dimensions are 

analysed sequentially. 

(a) Perspective-taking  

Following Chi and colleagues (2006), perspective-taking infers taking the 

perspective of others to understand how they feel and what they intend by 

what they do. Storytelling was the tool used to develop perspective-taking in 

the pupils through real-life and fictional narration.  

Real-life storytelling 

Fourth-class pupils at School-D wanted to hear stories about World War 

Two so as to connect their textbook to volunteersô real-life experiences of 

war. One volunteer, AnnG recounted her story of evacuation during World 

War Two. Briefly, on 1 September 1939, when she was 11 years old and 

living in England, her school summoned their students with the directive 

that they were to pack bare essentials. They were then taken by train to the 

safety of the Worcestershire countryside where they remained for the 

duration of the war. AnnG read from her memoirs over several workshops 

with the intention of connecting the pupils to her experience of being an 

evacuee. The children interviewed her as a primary data source for their 

history project. A value for connectedness guided the intervention. It is 

AnnGôs wish that her story would pass down from generation to generation 

through her telling of it and writing about it: 
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I feel strongly that the memories of óWorld War Twoô should be kept 

alive for future generations to learn about and by taking partéthese 

children will always remember [my] story. 

Indeed, the children became fully engaged with her story, as observed by 

the Principal: 

When [AnnG] was reading about her experience as an evacuee during 

WW2, because she had experienced itéit struck a real chord with the 

children. You could hear a pin drop. That was the actual evidence that 

they were all totally engaged because she has such a beautiful 

speaking voice and she spoke at the right pace and the children all 

absorbed and analysed that particular information (Figure 6.21). 

 

Figure 6.21: Connectedness: An evacuee recounts the horrors of war  

In similar vein, Áine-na-h-Áirde was evacuated as a baby to relatives on the 

Ards peninsula (County Down, Northern Ireland) to escape the Belfast 

bombings. She stayed near Millisle Farm, made famous in Faraway Home 

(Taylor, 1999). She recounted stories about the Belfast bombings and read 

from Taylorôs book about the evacuation of Jewish children from Vienna to 

Millisle to escape the Holocaust. She also read from Good Night Mister Tom 
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(Magorian, 1981) to remind the students of what life was like for children 

like them, evacuated from London during World War Two.  

The evacuation stories had the effect on pupils that they were able to 

demonstrate empathetic understanding. When asked afterwards what 

impressed them most about the wartime stories, Máir- ea as, a fourth-class 

girl, revealed: 

We all felt so sorry for those ladies when we heard their stories about 

the siren for air-raidséand Ćôs mother [Áine-na-h-Áirde] used to put 

her under the stairs till the silenceéand you didnôt know whose house 

was going to be there when you peeped out or if anyone was thereéso 

scaryémy worries are tiny besides thatéand it all started because 

Hitler was greedyéwanted to rule the worldéand thatôs what S 

[Sean-na-B] told us about the banks too. People got greedy to make 

money.  

Máir- ea as is demonstrating ability for perspective taking (Selman, 1980) 

resulting from storytelling experience. Generally, wartime stories created 

opportunities for students to ask critical questions about the causes of war. 

While unable to articulate it, pupils also showed signs of being able to 

connect the content of one interview to that of another. For instance, Máir-

Fheabhas can see the power imbalances that cause war, political or 

financial, explaining it as ógreedô. The students learned about how conflict 

arises and how to avoid it, as reported by Seoisín, a fourth-class girl:  

It makes you think about what can happen when there is war between 

countries. Makes you appreciate peace. We learned about how people 

managed on rations and getting evacuated and split from their 

families. AnnG said itôs important to play our partéobey rules and 

control drinking and not be bad-temperedéôcos that causes rows in 

the home andéthat spreads.  

Further, the pupils showed ability to transfer understanding to other 

situations by taking the volunteerôs advice on board and applying it in their 

own lives, as Cló, another fourth-class girl, reports:  
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Ann told us to always put your interest into something and if you are 

doing it, do it properly and set a good example to other people by 

doing your best. She said óanything thatôs worth doing is worth doing 

wellô. She helped me do my best anymore and give good example at 

home.  

Here there is evidence of AnnG offering óadvice assistanceô, which can be 

readily generated through any civic opportunities with youth (Dolan and 

Brady, 2012).  

Asking Ann afterwards what it meant to her to be able to tell her story to the 

next generation, she reported being delighted with the reaction: 

I felt that they were learning somethingéthey are always going to 

remember. When they are reading other fictional storieséthey know 

that mine is a true story and I think that they are always going to 

remember itéand I think this is a memory they are going to take with 

them for the rest of their lives and tell their grandchildren about it. 

AnnGôs reflections suggest that she has connected to the next generation 

through facilitating the pupils to fulfil the Chi et al. (2006) criteria on 

perspective-taking, namely to take the perspective of others so as to 

understand how people feel and what they intend by what they do. Selman 

(1980) identifies such a stage as the sequential perspective-taking stage, 

whereby children between ages seven-through-twelve, become able to see 

themselves in another personôs shoes (see Section 2.1.5).  

Fictional narration  

Fictional story also had the effect of developing perspective-taking. 

Volunteers narrated, for example, LabhraighǇLoinsigh, an old Irish legend, 

and The Freedom Bird (Hartley, 1996). Both stories have freedom of speech 

as their central theme. Manacha, a volunteer, narrated the story of 

LabhraighǇLoinsigh to the boys of third and fourth class in School-D. 

Briefly, the story goes that, having horseôs ears, the King of Leinster had a 

haircut only once a year. His barber was sworn on the pain of death never to 

divulge the secret. Unfortunately, the secret got out, and death followed for 
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all the Kingôs barbers until the last barber alive in Leinster devised a scheme 

to unburden himself of the secret without telling a soul. He whispered the 

secret to the salley tree whose wood was used to make the Celtic harp. In 

turn, the unaccompanied harp played to the strains of The King has Horseôs 

Ears, a taunting melody which caused the King to summon his barber to 

court for the inevitable punishment. When the King heard that the barber 

merely told the secret to the salley tree, his life was spared and he was the 

last barber in Ireland to die for revealing his thoughts.  

Initially, children interpreted the story quite literally as Barbóir-Séamus, a 

third-class boy, showed: óThe message passed down from person to person 

to thing to thingô. However, through more intense group discussion with 

volunteers, the children came to attach deeper meaning to the story, as 

logged by Barbóir-Eamon, a third-class boy: óYou can kill a person but not 

their thought. How can you stop someone from thinking?ô (Figure 6.22). 

 

Figure 6.22: Freedom of thought 

Some weeks later, Micheál-na- ®arsa²oǙta, another volunteer, narrated The 

Freedom Bird (Hartley, 1996). In similar vein, the central message from The 

Freedom Bird is that nobody can suppress anotherôs freedom of expression. 

Unassisted this time, the boys quickly discerned the storyôs message 

because they associated it with LabhraighǇLoinsigh, as was evident in their 

written submissions which generally amounted to: you can kill a bird (the 

messenger) but you can never kill the spirit of freedom, or freedom of 

expression, because like the bird, it is free. Fictional storytelling gave pupils 

the opportunity, while supported by volunteers, to abstract deeper meaning 

from stories and relate them to other experiences, thereby supporting 

Donaldsonôs (1978) thesis that young children are capable of critical 
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thought if trained into it. They showed, consistent with Chi et al. (2006), 

that they had learned to take the perspective of the metaphorical barber, or 

bird, to understand their feelings or thoughts and what they intend by what 

they do. 

 

 (b) Community Issues 

This requires ability to analyse community issues and needs and work on 

proposed solutions; engage in dialogue about important personal, school, 

and/or community issues; and apply knowledge to propose and implement 

civic action (Chi et al., 2006).  

To fulfil these criteria, pupils attending Pilot School-C taught volunteers 

how to use iPad, having discovered that while they possessed basic skills in 

regular computer, they needed to learn iPad/iPhone so as to participate more 

fully using modern technology. Interventions were conducted over three 

workshops and involved up to five children at a time. In their teacherôs 

words: 

The children discovered in conversation with the cuairteoirí that some 

knew the basics [computers]éand had iPad gifts that they couldnôt 

use. They offered to teach them what they knew. We have iPads here. 

We could take five [volunteers].  

Children prepared lessons supported by the research-practitioner and their 

teacher. They did this as part of their SPHE school/homework and their 

teacher checked it out before letting the children give the instructions. A 

value for dialogue guided the intervention. The body language observed in 

this workshop conveys the childrenôs endeavours to connect the older 

people to iPad (Figure 6.23).  
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Figure 6.23: Dialogue: child-teachers of iPad 

The children showed that they could analyse the volunteersô learning needs 

and, consequently, plan and deliver instructions such that effective learning 

took place. Cuairteoir_Daire, a volunteer, echoed the sentiment of the i-

learners when he spoke to the child-teachers at the close: 

I had already decided that PC was enough for me, but you kids 

brought me right into the 21
st
 century. Iôm so happy I can fit in again. 

Iôm writing to Santa for one. A phoneécameraédiaryéskypeébank 

all in one. Iôm chuffed at what I learnedéthought I was past it. 

Nothing was ever as easy as learning from you whizz-kids. 

The above commentary shows that child-instructors, with adequate 

preparation, could facilitate the volunteersô participation in the world, not 

just socially but technologically too, through the participation tool of iPad. 

This is an example of positive youth development being applied through an 

assets-based approach (Dolan and Brady, 2007). In short, instead of 

focusing on problems, this approach seeks to identify the childrenôs 

ódevelopmental assetsô which they demonstrate through their ability to teach 

another. Such competencies and resources within young peopleôs lives can 

enhance their chances of positive youth development (Brady, 2010).  

Children grew in confidence from being able to teach another as reported by 

Moghilechliste, a fourth-class boy, who taught iPad to Séamus-na-Locha, a 

volunteer: 
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He said I was a good teacheréI wrote out the instructions for him in 

case heôd forgetéjust wanted to really. I liked that I did something 

good for him. He asked me about my family [in Slovakia] and 

weégoogled them andélakes and rivers around hereéWe talked 

about different fish and gearéhe said always wear a life-jacket.  

In how the boy taught iPad to Séamus-na-Locha, he showed ócapacity to 

engage in thoughtful civil dialogue about important personalé issuesô (Chi 

et al., 2006, p.14) namely, teaching another so that he could better 

participate using technological tools. He prepared a lesson so as to be 

competent on the day. He showed consideration in writing out the 

instructions for someone who might óforgetô. He experienced the 

volunteerôs appreciation and care towards him shown through the 

metaphorical ólife-jacketô and he connected to the learner through the shared 

ólakes and riversô. Essentially, the experience offered the boy and his other 

peers an opportunity to develop the ó5 Csô of positive youth development 

(Lerner et al., 2003).  

Children developed participatory skills through teaching iPad because they 

showed capacity to analyse a community need and they worked to 

communicate their skills to another. This opportunity would not have arisen 

for these participants in any other environment, other than through 

intergenerational engagement, at that time. 

 (c) Developing social networks 

Developing social networks entails initiating contact, and demonstrating the 

ability to build a relationship with a community member (Chi et al., 2006).  

Fourth-class girls at School-B showed capacity for networking when they 

were able to conduct an interview and subsequently build a relationship with 

An-F²ǙeallaǙ, an interviewee and volunteer, whom they chose to interview 

in his capacity as a former company director and stone cutter. They needed 

to learn about different types of stone and how to recognise them. There is a 

value for connectedness in this intervention: connectedness of young to old 

through knowledge of stone (Figure 6.24).  
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Figure 6.24: Connectedness in stone 

Answering their probes, An-F²ǙeallaǙ showed them different types of stone, 

its consistency, what each type is suitable for and where it is to be found. 

Using his tools, he showed them aspects of carving and lettering which led 

them to probe: óHow did you find school?ô In his words: 

I didnôt do well at school because I could not work out what was on 

the pageéBut I found my confidence through my handséworking 

with stoneéand as my confidence grew I went back to the page and it 

revealed its meaning to meéI tell ye this in case any of ye feel like I 

didéWe can all learnéonly figure out howédyslexia opened an 

alternative creative way of thinking in me.  

He explained to the pupils that from his carving tools he etched out a 

confidence that sent him back to learn to read. The Principal, an observer on 

the day, noted that there would be children there who currently have reading 

difficulties and for whom building such a relationship was so beneficial:  

Certain people in the group thatéhad difficulty learningéwould have 

got great ós·l§sô from the fact that they were not going to be 

permanently in that particular situation. So that would have opened 

up a whole vista and world for them.  



226 

 

As well as initiating the contact, pupils showed ability to extend the 

relationship beyond the confines of the interview schedule as evidenced by 

Éagáin, a fourth-class girl:  

I was so glad I was able to talk to himéand be able to ask him these 

thingséand he didnôt mind telling us eitheréIôm dyslexic tooéIôm 

not as worried now because Iôm good at art like heôs good at stone.  

The Principal confirmed the childrenôs experiences of being able to 

establish a relationship with the interviewee such that he gave them hope for 

their own similar situations:  

He made very strong points to the children about how he felt he was 

stupid in school but that it was only later in life when he realised that 

he had a great talent in his ability with stone that he said his self-

confidence just went through the roof and I think that had an effect on 

some of the children because sometimes they would feel stupid in that 

situation.  

This intervention shows how the interviewee gave social support to pupils 

who suffer dyslexic conditions. By the act of participating in the interview 

process, the pupilsô social supports and resilience were strengthened, 

because pupils were facilitated to discover supportive relationships. It is the 

hope that, as theorised by Dolan (2010), such civic activities might buffer 

these children from adversity thereby helping them to develop resilience and 

enhance well-being. The interview with An-F²ǙeallaǙ provided pupils with 

access to social support in the form of positive adult leadership. This is a 

key function of positive youth development because such access enables 

youth to withstand stress and develop coping skills which help the transition 

to adulthood (Dolan and Brady, 2012; Dolan, 2010; Shaw et al., 2012; 

Cutrona, 2000).  

All told, pupils showed capacity to initiate contact, hold a conversation with 

and demonstrate the ability to build a relationship. These criteria are 

consistent with the Chi et al. (2006) definition of a participatory skill. 
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 (d) Communication skills 

Communication skills are demonstrated by listening carefully to others and 

using appropriate language to accurately express oneôs ideas and opinions 

(Chi et al., 2006). Communicative ability was conveyed by the boys of third 

and fourth class at School-D when they wrote prose and poetry in response 

to the volunteersô creative writing for them. At year-end evaluation, when 

asked what was the greatest thing they learned from the cuairteoirí, the boys 

generally responded that, for them, creative writing was the best. They felt 

that because the cuairteoirí were able to compose prose and verse for them, 

they could too. One third-class boy recorded in his log: óIf M could write a 

poem I could write a poemô. The boys enjoyed discovering that they had a 

new talent that they would otherwise not have discovered at that time of life. 

For example, Raftaire-Féin, another third-class boy, wrote: óI think poetry 

was the greatest thing we learned. I discovered I am a [poet]. It is my new 

hobbyô.  

The effect of hearing the older people reading or writing their own work 

infused in the boys a belief that they could do likewise, consistent with 

Banduraôs (1977) social learning theory of imitative behaviour. With the 

support of more competent adults (Bruner, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978), they 

were enabled to read their compositions to the assemblage. By listening 

carefully to the cuairteoirí, they were better able to demonstrate their own 

ideas and opinions through prose and verse, as two fourth-class boys 

revealed during class dialogue afterwards:  

I usenôt like writingébut now if you just close your eyesélike A 

[volunteer] saidéand imagine youôre a birdéyou write down 

ówingôéthen all the words that end with óingôélike fling, king, sing. 

Put them at the end of each lineéand that gives you four lines of 

poem and then just fill in the start of every line and thatôs how I got to 

be a poetéI could write songs next (Cumadóir-Eala).  

You could write how you felténot be worrying about was it 

rightéjust say it likeéor if you had problemséyou could pretend you 
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were someone else and then you could write loads of ways to help 

them (Cumadóir-Éanna). 

The above reflections resonate well with Eisnerôs (2002) notion that it is 

judgment more than rules that is paramount in the arts and that problems can 

have multiple solutions because learning through the arts requires a 

willingness to surrender to unanticipated possibilities in emergent work. It 

also resonates with Rogoffôs (1990) notion of óguided participationô 

whereby children are guided by the volunteers as they learn to communicate 

with them.  

Supporting the pupilsô reflections, the class teacher found the creative 

writing workshops beneficial because óchildren were easily motived to write 

and edit their workô and used the stories of the older people as inspiration 

for their own compositions (see Figure 6.25). 

Figure 6.25: A teacher reflects on the creative writing intervention 

In sum, the creative writing workshop facilitated listening carefully to others 

and using appropriate language to accurately express oneôs ideas and 

opinions in keeping with the Chi et al. (2006) definition of communicative 

ability.  
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 (e) Group Membership 

Group membership requires that one be able to demonstrate ability to share, 

take turns, be considerate of others, listen to different ideas in a group 

setting and collaborate to formulate suggestions that work for the group (Chi 

et al., 2006). The intervention, Interview Day, demonstrated how students 

cooperated in group situations, taking turns, and showing consideration for 

others. They rotated roles for the different interviews so that every child had 

responsibility for some aspect of team membership (Chapter Four: 4.3.2). 

As the Principal observed on the day:  

They had difficulty maybe in hearing some of the adults and, even by 

their body language, they just went over the desks and they put their 

heads closer to the centreéthe children were very much 

engagedéand motivated to listen carefully. 

The body language described by the Principal, reflects a value for dialogue 

(Figure 6.26). 

 

Figure 6.26: Dialogue: Interview Day  

Pupils showed evidence of turn-taking when able to rotate assigned roles. 

As the Principal reported: 

They had practical hands-on experience of taking turns, it allowed 

them to give a practical demonstration of their roleséand when 
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assigned to different roleséshowed amazing tolerance and patience 

in taking their turns and in listening.  

It must be highlighted that improved group membership skills may not be 

totally attributable to intergenerational engagement. Nowadays, teachers 

assign different roles to pupils who may have difficulty working with each 

other so as to increase their awareness of collaboration and listening to 

othersô opinions. Hence, they would learn to take turns and engage in group 

work. Also, children were thoroughly prepared by their class teachers, in 

collaboration with the research-practitioner, for their roles on Interview 

Day. This may explain their exemplary group membership behaviour. 

However, there would not have been an opportunity to practise as group 

members if the cuairteoirí had not consented to be interviewed. Thence, 

through intergenerational engagement, children were facilitated to practise 

group membership skills like sharing, turn-taking, being considerate of 

others, listening to different ideas in a group setting and working with others 

to interview the older people. Such skills are consistent with the Chi et al. 

(2006) criteria for Civic Participation. 

(f) Cooperation 

Cooperation entailed learning how to cooperate with peers and help others 

avoid and settle conflicts (Chi et al., 2006). Teaching Irish proverb was seen 

as a way to enhance cooperative learning. Teaching Ni neart go cur le chéile 

(no strength until joined together), Manacha, a volunteer, conveyed the idea 

to third- and fourth-class boys that interdependence is essential for 

cooperation. Manacha sketched a shoal of fish, sought the childrenôs 

cooperation as active miming participants, and used bi-lingual approaches 

(Irish and English) as the collaborative learning tools. A value for dialogue 

as Gaeilge guided the intervention (Figure 6.27). 
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Figure 6.27: Dialogue: Ni neart go cur le chéile 

Manacha needed to teach the idea that óunited we stand; divided we fallô. A 

shoal of tiny fish is in danger of annihilation if the big fish sailing into the 

harbour attacks them. They must work together to ward off the attack. 

Therefore, pupils must cooperate in the mission of salvation. They do this 

by learning the Irish words for the fishôs body parts so that when it is time to 

defend they will know what parts to attack as Gaeilge. Pupils learned the 

vocabulary as Gaeilge and were ready to participate as Manacha narrated 

the story (Figure 6.28):  
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Figure 6.28: Dialogue: Cuairteoir narrates the concept of cooperation 

Childrenôs learning through seanfhocal conveyed that they generally 

understood the meaning of the proverb and the importance of participation 

as logged by Cuanín, a fourth-class boy:  

No strength until we come together; together we can do anything. 

Volunteers appreciated being shown how to teach the concept of 

cooperation through proverb. They would now be better equipped to 

transmit educational influence to others. For example, Peigín-an-tSui neaǙ, 

in an email to the research-practitioner, relayed her joy at being able to 

transmit this learning to a class of seven-year-olds in San Francisco in 

September, 2013: 

I donôt think I would have had the confidenceéthat day if I had not 

got the experience with your projectéI explained it [the proverb] like 

she [Manacha] did with her illustration of the fish (Figure 6.29). 
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Figure 6.29: Dialogue: educative influence through proverb 

Peigín-an-tSui neaǙ has spread educational influence from a classroom in 

Ireland to San Francisco through a value for dialogue. She has conveyed to 

the pupils that cooperation entails learning how to collaborate so as to 

survive together. Her lesson has been clearly learned because the San 

Francisco cohort could give her examples of how they could accomplish 

things if all were to work together.  

Summary for  Civic Participation  

Unlike the Control Group, the Intervention Group showed significantly 

improved scores for Civic Participation (see Chapter Five: 5.3.3). There are 

plausible explanations. Firstly, in teaching a skill to the cuairteoirí, children 

showed ability to analyse anotherôs need to learn. They devised solutions 

which facilitated that need and the participants testified that they indeed 

learned. Secondly, through the interview process, pupils showed they were 

able to initiate contact, hold a conversation with and demonstrate the ability 

to build a relationship with an interviewee. Thirdly, they showed 

communication skills by listening carefully to the creative writings of 

another and by ówriting backô for them. Fourthly, they displayed group 


































































































































































































































