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ABSTRACT 

The principal objective of this research is to identify primary schools teacher’s attitudes and 

feelings towards the effective implementation of the Social, Personal and Health Education in 

Irish Primary Schools. Prior to the 1999 curriculum introduced by the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment, SPHE was not recognised as a stand-alone subject. While training 

is provided to some staff throughout the year, not all teachers are offered training which has 

been identified as a shortcoming within primary education. The aims of the investigation were 

to therefore, identify any barriers to effective implementation of the subject and determine if 

teachers feel that training along with time allocation for curricular delivery is sufficient. Data 

was collected using a mixed methodology of both qualitative and quantitative methods, namely 

a focus group and an anonymous online survey. The findings suggested that not all teachers 

are adequately trained for delivering specialist programmes contained within the curriculum. 

It was also found that teachers believed that time allocation was not sufficient and should be 

increased to at least 45 minutes for junior classes and one hour for the senior classes. Teachers 

concurred that there needs to be improved training for all teachers in every primary school and 

that a single manual for SPHE would greatly enhance the teaching of this subject. Other 

findings with regard to school policy and planning were identified to ensure there is 

accountability for implementing the SPHE curriculum at a set time each week as a whole school 

approach.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Background to the Topic and Rationale for the Study 

In 1999, the Department of Education and Skills (DES) unveiled the new and revised 

curriculum for Irish primary schools. This ‘new’ curriculum was the first curriculum document 

in 28 years, since 1971. It was a greatly anticipated educational landmark which was welcomed 

by teachers and educators across the country. The Irish Times reported the atmosphere at the 

launch of the new curriculum as ‘euphoric’ (Irish Times, 1999). It comprised of large hard 

copies, two for each of the eleven curricular subjects, one included the curriculum and the other 

a set of teacher guidelines, which every schools in the country received. Training was provided 

over the years by various government agencies such as the Primary Curriculum Support 

Programme (PCSP) and the Regional Curriculum Support Services, to assist teachers in their 

implementation of the curriculum (Department of Education 2005, p.8). Teaching 

methodologies were one of the key new features of this curriculum, as was the introduction of 

Social, Personal and Health Education (SPHE) as a stand-alone subject (Irish National 

Teachers Organisation 2005, p.4). SPHE had previously been incorporated into the Physical 

Education curricular area however the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 

(NCCA) after consultation with the Government Review Body decided that SPHE 

encompassed many of the underlying principles of this new curriculum and it was now 

allocated discrete time as a single subject in schools. The curriculum places emphasis on the 

child at the centre of all teaching and learning (NCCA, 1999 p.4). The importance of a positive 

school ethos both inside and outside of the classroom was also placed at the core of the 

curriculum and SPHE was to reinforce this positive school climate in which children would 

flourish. 30 minutes was allocated for teachers to implement the SPHE curriculum each week. 

Linsky and Lawrence (2011) suggests that education is not only concerned solely with 

education but the ‘challenges facing society’. The NCCA have recognised that schools and 

curriculum combined are seen as the source of many societal resolutions. SPHE is therefore 

becoming one of the crucial subjects of the overall curriculum which can help to foster 

wellbeing and positive mental health in children from a very early age. In 2005, the Irish 
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National Teachers Organisation (INTO) published a discussion document which followed the 

Consultative Conference on Education. It noted that the greatest obstacle to teaching SPHE 

was “time, followed in order by, lack of resources, overcrowded curriculum, multi-grade 

classes, class size, lack of parental support, lack of training, broadness of subject, children not 

being serious, lack of focus among teachers, suitable content and lack of knowledge” (INTO 

2005). In the past 12 years since that statement, class sizes have increased, there are more 

children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in mainstream classes and multi-grade 

classrooms are more commonplace than ever before across the country therefore it is believed 

by the author that these problems have only increased. 

The minister for Education, Richard Bruton, recently announced his plans to provide all 

teachers working in disadvantaged or DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) 

banded schools to have the opportunity to avail of training for two programmes used in the 

teaching of SPHE; namely these are “Incredible Years” and “Friends”(Department of 

Education, 2017). Both of these are evidence based training programmes. The Incredible Years 

programme aims to “reduce behavioural difficulties and strengthens social and emotional 

competence in primary school-age children” (Department of Education 2017), while the 

Friends programme aims to eliminate anxiety in children and encourages stimulating coping 

and resilience skills in children and young adolescents. These programmes can be delivered by 

teachers, universally or to targeted smaller groups of pupils. Minister Bruton said “Ensuring 

the wellbeing and mental health of all students is a key priority of mine as Minister. Friends 

and Incredible Years are internationally renowned programmes which can help our children 

develop the emotional resilience and coping skills which are key for flourishing in modern 

society.  Commencing the rollout of these programme’s is an important action in this year’s 

2017 Action Plan for Education, which sets out my ambition to make Ireland the best education 

and training service in Europe within a decade” (Department of Education, 2017). This strongly 

suggests that the government are recognising that SPHE training for teachers has not been 

adequate and there is need for further professional development for teachers in order to 

implement programmes such as The Incredible Years effectively and to see the positive results 

such programmes can have on children. 
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1.2 Problem Statement 

This study will aim to identify some of the problems that face teachers in the effective 

implementation of the SPHE curriculum in the Irish Primary Classroom. This study will 

provide findings and recommendations that will be predominantly useful for the stakeholders 

in education such as policy makers within the NCCA and the Department of Education and 

Skills.  

1.3 Aims and Objectives 

This research will examine some of the primary theoretical and conceptual frameworks that 

underpin the  curricular area of SPHE in order to effectively implement the curriculum in order 

to adress the effectiveness of the SPHE curriculum in primary schools in Ireland today. The 

author believes that the promotion of a child-centerd curriculum, such as that of the 1999 

curriculum, echoes the beliefs of French educationalist Fredrich Froebel along with the work 

of John Dewey who believed that children should be encouraged to learn and experience things 

in their own natural environment (Dewey 2004, p.27).  In addition, Bandura’s theory of self-

efficacy can also be linked to this research. Bandura wrote about developing a strong sense of 

‘well-being’ and ways in which we can ‘enhance accomplishments’(Bandura 1994, p.1). It is 

important to condiser teacher’s attitudes towards the SPHE curriculum and the manner in which 

they deliver the curriculum each week will have consequences on the outcome for the children.  

The aim of this research is to examine primary school teachers attitudes and feelings towards 

effectively teaching and implementing the SPHE curriculum in their classrooms. 

The objectives of the study are; 

• To identify barriers to effectively implementing the SPHE curriulum in the classroom, 

• To determine if teachers feel that training is sufficient in order to deliver the specific 

programmes included in the SPHE curriculum, including the ‘Stay Safe’ and ‘Walk 

Tall’ programmes.  

• To identify if teachers feel that the time allocated to the teaching of SPHE is sufficient 

(30 minutes per week). 

 

The research question, taking the aims and objectves of the study into account, is therefore:  
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Do teachers feel that the SPHE curriculum is both adequately recognised and implemented in 

classrooms? 

1.4 Summary and Dissertation Outline 

This dissertation will be divided into six chapters. Chapter one set out the aims and objectives 

for this study and also the rationale for choosing this particular area of the primary school 

curriculum to examine. Chapter two will be a review of the literature which will be used for 

the purpose of this research. Chapter three will be a discussion  and a justification of the 

research methodologies used in this dissertation. Salient features of the discourse will be 

reported and analysed in Chapter four. Chapter five will be a review of findings which will be 

divided into themes and linked where possible to literiture reviewed in Chapter two. The author 

will outline in this chapter whether or not the research question has been answered and if aims 

and objectives were met. Chapter six will be a final conclusion summarising what was found 

throughout the duration of this research project. There will be a bibliography section at the end 

of this paper follwoed by an appendix.  
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CHAPTER TWO LITERITURE REVIEW 

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter will review and evaluate the literature surrounding the SPHE curriculum and the 

issues that are placed at the core of the curriculum which should be encompassed throughout 

the teaching of SPHE. It will examine some of the factors which are important to ensuring the 

correct implementation of the subject in Ireland, such as time allocation, training and reasons 

why this subject is increasingly becoming more important to children. The justification for the 

factors selected above is due to the reoccurring nature of these themes throughout an extensive 

review of literature. This study will also explore and examine subjects similar to SPHE in other 

countries in primary schools and compare and contrast the implementation of such subjects to 

Ireland. SPHE is a key component of the 1999 curriculum. Below is an outline of the stands 

and strand units that are taught on a yearly basis.  

Figure 2.1 Strands and Strand Units within the Primary SPHE Curriculum 

Strand Infants-2nd Class Strand 

Units 

3rd Class-6th Class 

Strand Units 

Myself ➢ Self-identity  

➢ Taking care of my 

body  

➢ Growing and 

Changing 

➢ Safety and Protection 

➢ Self-Identity 

➢ Taking care of my 

body  

➢ Growing and 

changing  

➢ Safety and 

protection 

➢  Making decisions 

Myself and Others ➢ Myself and others  

➢ My friends and other 

people  

➢ Relating to others 

➢ Myself and Others 

➢ My friends and 

other people  

➢ Relating to others 

Myself and the 

Wider World 

➢ Developing 

citizenship  

➢ Media education 

➢ Developing 

citizenship   

➢ Media education 
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Based on figure 2.1, it is noticeable that strand units are repeated on a yearly basis and 

developed as children get older and move through the school. This style of educational planning 

is rooted in Vygotsky’s scaffolding theory which will be further discussed in this chapter. 

Well-being is a relatively new term that is growing in terms of mental health. People are 

becoming increasingly interested in the idea of well-being and its effects on mental health both 

nationally and indeed globally. According to Patton et al (2003) schools can accommodate 

opportunities for children to fulfil their cognitive, emotional and social maturity. Government 

bodies are now taking notice of this and planning ahead for the future of children by introducing 

the idea of well-being into schools. Reasons for this shift in educational planning, taking into 

consideration the well-being of children and the introduction of well-being into primary 

schools are offered by Weist and Rowling (2002). They suggest that there is now information 

widely available that suggests young people are not receiving the mental health care that they 

require as early as they require it. They also suggest that there is an increasing realization that 

embedding such programmes into schools will have long term positive effects on children and 

young people and also that children’s educational success is influenced significantly by their 

mental health (Clarke, 2011).  

The World Health Organisation (WHO) defined mental health as ‘a state of well-being in which 

the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can 

work productively and fruitfully and is able to make a contribution to his or her own 

community’ (World Health Organisation 2001, p.10). According to the Royal College of 

Surgeons in Ireland, it is estimated that one in three young people will, by the age of thirteen, 

experience some form of mental health disorder (Malla et al 2016). The Irish College of 

Psychiatrists in 2005 estimated that 8 per cent of young people would suffer from moderate to 

severe mental health difficulties while 2 per cent would require specialist intervention. Ireland 

is an ever changing society with the family unit changing and evolving. There are many factors 

that affect a young person’s mental health and well-being including social and economic 

factors, identity issues and poverty which has swept across Ireland in recent years putting 

pressure on young people and families alike (Kirby, 2016) 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) recognise parents as the most 

important people in a child’s life however, in the past twenty five years schools are now playing 

more than the role of educators (NCCA, 2018 p.9). In primary schools, teachers are working 

with children up until the age of approximately twelve or thirteen, making them prime 
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educators in mental health and well-being for the children in their care. The Education for 

Persons with Special Education Needs Act (EPSEN), 2004, identified the importance of 

education for all persons inclusive and schools now have a responsibility to ensure that any 

persons with specific learning needs are treated in an equal and fair manner and that the 

necessary provisions are put in place so that the school and education is accessible for all. 

(P.19) Research has shown that health promotion best serves people when it is implemented 

early in life (Oireachtas Library & Research Service, 2012). As teachers, within primary 

schools in Ireland, are a consistent factor in a child’s life each day for eight years, they can play 

a vital role in this implementation stage with progression being made throughout the eight years 

in primary education (Department of Education and Skills, 2009 p.5). Schools can evaluate 

their own SPHE plan to ensure that mental health topics and well-being issues are being 

covered and that any children that may present with specific issues are cared for and looked 

after in an appropriate manner with the assistance of other relevant bodies such as the National 

Education Psychological Services (NEPS) and the Health Service Executive (HSE). 

2.1 Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

The 1999 curriculum placed the child at the centre of all teaching and learning; This child 

centred philosophy endeavoured to change the way teachers taught and students learned 

(Department of Education and Skills, 2005 p.6).  The traditional method of direct teaching with 

the teacher at the front of the room was challenged and new methodologies such as active 

learning and guided discovery were introduced (NCCA, 1999). For certain subjects such as 

SPHE the introduction of these new methods were important. Jean Jacques Rousseau, a 

philosopher in the 18th Century, aspired to allow children to develop exempt from restrictions 

(Wills, 2009). As noted in chapter one, this philosophy of child centeredness was echoed and 

implemented by French educationalist, Fredrich Froebel, who advocated creativity and active 

learning (Flood et al, 2013). Koops (2012) noted that a prominent style of Rousseauian 

educationalist could be found in a German ‘model-school’ which was established by Johann 

Bernard Basedow in the 1700s. Educationalists such as Basedow were devoted to promoting 

an environment that allowed children to be free in their learning and development and their 

objective was to craft a ‘cheerful…attitude to life’ (Koops 2012, p.51). This positive climate is 

what teachers endevour to create in their classrooms through various ways including the 

implementation of an effective SPHE curriculum. John Dewey’s pragmatic approach to 

education was that of absorbtion in ‘experiential learning’ (Dewey 2004, p.27). Dewey 

believed that in order for learning to trasnspire the environment needed to be considered as the 



 

17 
 

place where knowledge, beliefs and emotions were developed. Bandura (1994) explores the 

various ways in which self-efficacy can be created, he mentions experiences, the modelling 

behaviour of others and also social persuasion. Bandura observes that having a strong sense of 

self-efficacy ‘enhances human accomplishments and personal wellbeing in many 

ways’(Bandura 1994, p.1). Children who can inherent these valuable traits will attempt tasks 

and trials and value such challenges as a learning experience rather than others who may view 

expericences as something to be avoided. Self-efficacy can also be viewed through the teachers 

lens as to how they can find motivation to teach as effectively as possible and also how they 

can instil motivation on the children in their care. These characteristics are importat for all 

areas of curricular delivery however they are particulary important in the context of the SPHE 

curriculum. The Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) can also be extended to this context. This 

theory which originated from the Polish psychology professor, Icek Ajzen, links one’s beliefs 

to behaviour which can be seen in Figure 2.2 (Ajzen, 2002). 

Figure 2.2 Model of the Theory of Planned Behaviour  

 

(Cammock, Carragher & Prentice, 2009, 'Undergraduate intentions to apply to the Northern 

Ireland Civil Service: the application of a theory of planned behaviour model', European 

Journal Of Social Psychology) 

The three strands of the SPHE curriculum are concerned with educating children about their 

actions and dealing with the actions of others as shown in figure 2.3 ‘myself and others’ and 

https://www.google.ie/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiFh76ErYXYAhUCAcAKHaixD-IQjRwIBw&url=https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_planned_behavior&psig=AOvVaw1g5eApz4I6AaadKzYm0GqF&ust=1513198284668627
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‘myself and the wider world’. Teachers endevour to educate children as comprehensively as 

possible in a resticted time frame with many other barriers that exist in classrooms at present. 

The aim is to encourage children to beieve in themselves and their capabilities so that they can 

exercise self-efficacy and make the right decisions in their own lives. Ajzen’s theory along 

with Bandura’s self-efficacy theory are therefore arguably rooted in the SPHE curriculum. The 

theory of Emotional Intelligence (EI) can be decribed as a person’s ability to manage their 

emotions. Goleman decribed emotional intelligence as a skill that ‘must be learned’ (Goleman, 

2012 p.27). SPHE encourages and endevours to engage children in this type of thought 

processing and emotional management. Vygotsky’s theory of Zone of Promimal Development 

(ZPD) can be linked to SPHE in Ireland and other curricula internationally. Vygotsky believed 

that a child’s development was dependant not only on what they could do alone but what they 

could do under the instruction of an adult. ZPD is concerned with social skills and interaction. 

These skills can be attained with the guidence of an adult or ‘peer collaboration’ (Fani and 

Ghaemi, 2011).  Schools are aiming to deliver instruction that will lead the children to 

eventually act independently. Vygotsky specified that ‘instruction is only useful when…it leads 

the child to carry out activities that force him to rise above himself’ (Smit, van Eerde and 

Bakker, 2013). The theory of scaffolding within education and Vygotsky’s ZPD can also be 

linked to the teaching methodolgies of these programmes.  

Assessment is a vital part of the Irish primary curriculum. The curriculum places emphasis on 

the importance of effective assessment and the curriculum offers teachers a wide variety of 

methods and tools for effectively assessing the learning.  This includes assessment for and of 

learning, what a child already knows and what they still have to learn. Towler and Broadfoot 

(1992) argue that self-assessment a means in which we can extend the practice of a child-

centered classroom, which is a key principal in the delivery of an effective SPHE programme. 

Dunphy (2010) noted that the child’s agency is an integral part of learning and assessing. The 

children should know what they are able to do on their own but also know when to seek help 

or assistance. This is an important theory in the context of SPHE which links back to the idea 

of self-regulation. The ultimate goal is to enable children to assess situations that they 

encounter themselves. Therefore it can be argued that teachers are assessing children’s ability 

to assess themselves.  

2.2 National and International Variations of the Social, Personal and Health Education 

Curriculum. 
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Ireland has been and remains renowned for placing enphasis on its ‘core’ subjects; English, 

Irish and Mathematics (Mc Coy et al, 2012). A study carried out in 2012 by The Economic and 

Social Research Intstitute (ESRI) shows that this is still and issue in Ireland. Time allocation 

figures for classrooms in which typical 9 year olds were taught showed that the majority of 

time was spent teaching English followed closely by maths and subsequently Irish (Mc Coy et 

al, 2012). SPHE was at the bottom of the eleven subject areas in time allocation. Time 

allocation of SPHE is very limited, thirty minutes per week. Within this time frame teachers 

have many different programmes to cover throughout the year including Stay Safe, a 

mandatory child sexual abuse prevention programme for all children (Lawlor and MacIntyre 

2003) and Walk Tall, a substance abuse educational programme for children, to name only two. 

Substance Abuse programmes such as the Walk Tall programme used nationwide in primary 

schools aims to educate children about the risks and effects of abusing substances such as 

tobacco and other narcotics. According to Van Der Kreeft et al, (2009 p.2), at the start of the 

1970’s ‘new approaches to substance-use prevention were developed, mostly based on 

psychological inoculation techniques and behavioural rehearsal to strengthen attitudes and 

skills that aid in resisting pressures towards drug use’. The aim of such programmes was also 

to educate young people about the dangers of substance abuse but to also provide them with 

the confidence to repeal social influences of others. This is not in contrast of what 

educationalists are striving to do nowadays worldwide. The importance of substance abuse 

programmes are needed from an early age. Children are now being educated about the risks 

and harm of substances from as early as 5 years of age. According to the Professional 

Development Service for Teachers (PDST), children are now facing new challenges in relation 

to drug misuse as they are more widely available than ever before with the internet playing a 

vital role in making drugs available to anyone with access to the internet (PDST, 2016). 

Statistic arguably indicates that children need to be educated about substance misuse and 

schools are a safe and well positioned to engage children in this type of learning.  The idea of 

early intervention from a young age coould be linked to Ajzen’s theory of planned behaviour 

and also Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy. If children are able to learn how to ‘exercise control’ 

and manage their own self-efficacy, it can be argued that this would reduce the level of 

substance abuse as the children enter into adolescence (Bandura, 2004 p.2).  

The Safe Programme was introduced in the 1980’s due to an increasing statistic of children 

presenting having being sexually abused in ‘residential psychiatric treatment centres’ in Ireland 

(Jeffers and Fitzgerald, 1991 p.145). Schools were proposed as the most suitable place to 
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engage children in a comprehensive sexual abuse prevention programme. Teachers were 

deemd the most suitable people whom children were believed to approach if they were to 

disclose information regarding such abuse if they needed to. Schools were recognised as a 

constent element in the child’s life and teachers were regarded as trustworthy individuals whom 

children felt safe and familiar with. Training was an important part of the planning process 

before the Stay Safe programme was delivered to any children in any schools. Connections 

were strengthened between social services and schools in order to make any required reporting 

of disclosures or concerns as straightforward as possible.  A later evaluation of the Stay Safe 

programme indicated that it had ‘clearly influenced children who were taught the programme 

to approach their teachers about their problems’ (Jeffers and Fitzgerald, 1991 p.146). 

Furthermore, the evaluation also revealed that bullying, which was already regarded as a 

problem, was more severe, especially among boys, than previously thought. Bullying, as 

outlined by Jeffers and Fitzgerald is known to have long-term negative effects on mental health 

and self-esteem (Kaltialia-Heino, 2000; Salmon, 1996; Rigby, 1998 in Jerrfers and Fitzgerald, 

1991). Stay Safe, can therefore be viewed as an invaluable resource which provides children 

with the opportunity to engage in improving their self-esteem and to empower them to learn 

and use the skills they need if they are ever faced with a bullying or abuse issue. The negative 

aspect of the Stay Safe programme is still however, that all teachers are not trained in the 

programme which will be expanded on in chapter four. 

A further additional programme that is available to primary schools to educate children about 

road, water and fire safety is the ‘Be Safe’ programme. This is a resource pack for schools 

provided by the National Safety Council. It aims to aid the implementation of these three safety 

elements of the curriculum. It comprises of a range of activities that teachers can choose from 

to cover these topics. Material is introduced to classes at an age appropriate level and is 

developed as children get older and move up through the classes. The advantages of the Be 

Safe programme is that is very clear in structure and in content. It is set out for each class 

individually and encourages for as much activity based learning as possible. Teachers can 

engage children in individual, pair or group work. Children are enabled to make decisions about 

what the ‘right’ thing to do is throughout the lessons.  

‘Making the Links’ is a handbook for teachers to support the use of the Stay Safe, Walk Tall 

and Relationships and Sexuality Education in the classroom (PDST, 2017). It aspired to 

identify shared themes within the three named programme and be a comprehensive planning 

tool for teachers. The primary curriculum for SPHE identifies strands and strand units which 
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must be covered each year however it does not specifically identify these programmes as being 

mandatory. Making the Links endeavours to assist teachers in their planning for SPHE. The 

manual outlines the specific aims for the three specialist’s areas and connects the common 

themes within each. The positive aspects of the guide is that it also gives an exemplar as to 

how teachers can plan their lessons in order to link these areas with the curriculum. It also has 

standardised classroom planning records that teachers can use to plan their lessons. While there 

are many positive aspects of the manual and the motive for the production of such a 

collaboration must be commended, it is not entirely useful for all teachers. While Stay Safe, as 

mentioned is a ‘mandatory’ subject, as set out in circular 65/2011 (see appendix), every teacher 

does not leave teacher training college with this training completed. This manual therefore is 

not entirely useful for teachers who are not familiar with the aims and objectives of one or more 

of these programmes identified. Making the Links is however a good start for teachers to 

familiarise themselves with as it provides an opportunity for teachers to ascertain what parts of 

the curriculum are obligatory such as the RSE  which, as outline in Making the Links is a 

‘mandatory component of the SPHE curriculum and consequently the sensitive lessons must 

be taught.  The RSE manuals act as a guide for teaching these areas. Circular22/10 outlines 

best practice when teaching the sensitive lessons and areas of SPHE’ (Making the Links, 2017) 

Training, again is an issue for many teachers in relation to RSE which will be further discussed 

in chapter four. 

Research conducted examining other countries’ comparable subjects unveiled many 

similarities and many government bodies attempting to put into practice a comprehensive 

curriculum that provides children with the knowledge and social skills to make informed 

decisions and provide a curriculum simliar to that of the SPHE curriculum in Ireland (MindUp, 

2013, SEL, 2015, and Kidsmatter, 2008). However, it was noted that some of the programmes 

that are being employed in other countries such as America, Australia and Finland seem to be 

more comprehensive and many are focusing on the mental health and well-being of the child 

not in one sucject such as SPHE but rather are trying to implement and embed it throughout 

their curriculum. One example of this is noted in the American initive created by actress Goldie 

Hawn called ‘MindUP’.  MindUP is a programme that empowers children to self-regulate their 

minds and encourages them to think and navigate their thoughts in order to make decisions in 

a clearer way. One of the aspects of the MindUP programme is that it involves allowing 

children to have ‘brain breaks’ three times a day for three minutes. It also invlolves social and 

emotional thinking around areas such as kindness, expressing gratitude and being optimistic, 
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among others. Teachers are encouraged to use strategies and language associcated with the 

programme throughout the school day and parents can also be a part of this learning by 

continuing the programme at home. There is therefore a home school link in place as a 

fundamental part of this programme and its success. It has four ‘strategic pillars’ which are 

noteably that it is based on neuroscience, stimualated and motivated by mindfulness and an 

awareness of being mindful and enthused by optimism (MindUP 2013). Many American 

schools are adopting this social and emotional learning programme and some schools in the 

EU are also rolling out the programme. During this research, it was discovered  that a school 

in very close proximity to that of the researcher,  has been training teachers to deliver the 

MindUP programme which will be further discussed in chapter three. The training for this 

programme is lengthly and comprehensive in comparison to the training provided for the Stay 

Safe programme, for example. Logically, training is a key factor to successful implementation 

of any SPHE programme. 

Another model similar to SPHE that is being used in schools worldwide is the Social Emotional 

Literacy Programmes (SEL). Countries that have adopted the SEL policies include Finland, 

Australia, Sweden, Normay, Denmark and Canada among many more.  In 2005, Australia 

created a SEL syllabus that encorporates all areas of social and emotional learning (SEL) which 

they named “Kidsmatter”. It is centrally focused however on the mental health and well-being 

of children (Goleman, 2002). It is similar to the SPHE curriculum because it aims to create a 

“positive school climate” (Kidsmatter, 2008) and educates children in the areas of social and 

emotional development. There is however, a distinct focus on mental health issues and 

recognising mental health issues in children from the earliest possible age. Kidsmatter also 

encourages parental involvement where possible which is similar to Ireland where the 

curriculum recognises that parents are an indespensable component in the delivery and review 

of the SPHE programme (NCCA, 1999 p.10) 

In New Zealand, around the same time as Ireland recognised the need for a sexual abuse 

prevention programme, it also undertook the task of planning and implementing such a 

programme to address the inreasing issues of sexual abuse among children. A programme was 

establised enitled ‘Keeping Ourselves Safe’ which was a nationally designed, school based 

programme which was supported by the New Zealand police in partnership with the minister 

for education (Briggs, 1991 p 635). As recognised still by the police in New Zealand, abuse 

can occur at any time and in all socieites. Keeping Ourselves Safe recongises that a child who 

has experienced any form of abuse will encounter low self-esteem which can in turn have a 
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negitive effeect on their overall mantal health and also their education. School was outlined as 

the best place for this programme to be delivered for similar reason to that of the Stay Safe 

programme as outlined above. Similar to the Stay Safe programme, this also engages children 

in learning skills  that they can use in interactions with others. These skills are taught 

progressively from pre-school aged children and into secondary school education. Skills are 

taught and developed so that children can acquire them and feel confident and comfortbale 

enough to use them not only in childhood but also in adolescence and adulthood. The 

programme differs from Irish programmes because when a school is implementing the 

programme, they take a whole school approach in which all staff members, members from the 

board of management and parents are all involved. Professional development workshops are 

provides to all staff, ‘both teaching and non-teaching’ (New Zealand Police, 2017). 

2.3 Link to Educational Theory 

The aforementioned programmes, both nationally and internationally, were found to share 

common features in their syllabi. Governmant bodies and privately owned organisations 

aiming to implement such programmes are noted to have parallel aspirations; to put the child’s 

needs at the cenre of all learning and instil an independence in children to grow and flourish 

into teenagers and adults who are resilient and confident. When linking educational theorists 

to programmes and curriculua implemented worldwide, it is noted that Vygotsky’s scaffolding 

is evidently underpinned in many revised curriculums including Ireland’s 1999 curriculum. 

Smit, van Eerde and Bakker (2013) outline that the ‘ultimate aim of the scaffolding process’  

is for children to be independent. They continue that this is done in three stages namely 

activities modelled by the teacher, jointly practised and in due course performed independently 

by the pupils themselves. In Ireland, programmes such as the Stay Safe programme also can be 

linked to a systematic scaffolding appraoch to teaching and learning where the teacher delivers 

the lessons and the lessons are to be reinfored by parents at home. The Stay Safe programme 

continues from junior infants up to sixth class for all children and lessons are built on as the 

children gets older (MacIntyre, Carr, Lawlor and Flattery, 2000). The MindUP curriculum is 

another prime example of scaffolding in education. Its curriculum is embedded in the school 

and is not soley concerned with a selected time slot each week like that of the SPHE curriculum 

in Ireland. MindUP is a teaching practice rather than a methodology in which children engage 

in from morning to evening and throughout the day with their peers and teachers, who are also 

encouraged to participate in the ‘brain breaks’ throughout the day. This style of teaching 

encourgages resilience, enforces a deeper understanding and fosters superior learning for all 
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involved. Kidsmatter can also be linked to this scaffold theory. Eucators are taught to look out 

for early signs of mental health concerns among the children in their care and the programme 

encourages parental support in order for parents and guardians to support in turn their 

children’s mental health and well-being (Kidsmatter, 2008).  

Research found that the MindUp programme valued beginning and ending the school day 

positively. Basedow’s belief that school children should be happy and ‘cheerful’ echoes the 

underpining primciples of the MindUp programme. Dewey’s ‘hands on’ approach is evident in 

almost all programmes mentioned. Educators realise that there is a need for children to be 

active in their own learning. Dewey took a pragmatic approach to education, his beliefs and 

philosophies about education being of value when it is experienced in such an active manner 

is clearer now in the Irish Primary Classroom than ever before. In a recent inspectorates report 

on a school in a rural location in North West Ireland, it was noted that learning during an SPHE 

lesson was more enjoyable and engaging for children when it was collaborative and active. 

Special comment from the inspectorate was also given to children with SEN in the school who 

were included as actively as possible in SPHE lessons to ensure inclusion and learning for all 

was delivered (Anon, 2018). Vygotsky’s theory about learning and experiencing education 

within one’s ZPD must be also explicitly noted for its link to SPHE both national and 

internationally. A child’s social interactions with adults and children, both in a school setting 

and in the wider community provide valuable learning opportunities. Vygotsky believed that 

social factors can have an impact on a child’s intellectual ability and growth. Schools are a 

primary social setting for children where they engage with their peers and other children of all 

ages. That said, the environment in which a child grows up in can influence them and their 

decisions. A thorough SPHE curriculum therefore that includes and engages all children, yet 

provides for differentiation is vital.  

 

2.4 Conclusion 

According to Hart (2005), pragmatists see ‘practical links between theory and a problem, 

especially in the workplace’. It can be argued that philosophers such as Froebel and Vygotsky 

were ahead of their time in their forward thinking about education. They forecasted the problem 

of children sitting at a desk and rote learning and understood the need for a more active 

classroom where children experienced their environment and were enabled to use the skills 

they learn at they mature. These skills can be seen in such programmes that are within the 
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SPHE curriculum such as the Stay Safe programme and Walk Tall. Without considering 

adapting a teaching style or methodology in which children have the time and space to be free 

to express and practice the skills that they are expected to acquire, it could be argued that such 

programmes are ineffective. In addition to this distinct link between historical theory of such 

scholars aforementioned and the practice which occurs in the classroom setting, it could also 

be debated that theories such as that of Vygotskys Scaffolding Theory could be applicable to 

the education of teachers in relation to the SPHE curriculum. The training that is currently 

provided is for selected teachers on designated training days.  Even though the Minister Bruton 

announced in 2017 that training would be provided for the ‘Incredible Years’ and ‘Friends’ 

programme, only teachers in all DEIS schools would be offered training. It seems that there is 

therefore a discrepancy in the manner in which teachers are trained depending on the location 

and status of their school. In order for learning to be meaningful and ensure that educators are 

adequately trained in all relevant areas, it could be suggested that training should be provided 

for all teachers regardless of school location or type. The underpinning value of the scaffolding 

progress for students, including teachers who are learning a new skill, is to have the opportunity 

to see a skill modelled and then have the opportunity to practice the new skill before 

transferring it to others.  
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CHAPTER THREE METHODOLOGY 

3.0 Introduction to Methodology 

This chapter will explore the variety of research methodologies that have been used in this 

study. The emphasis of the research is to identify if primary school teachers feel that they are 

proficient to effectively implement the SPHE curriculum in their classrooms. This study will 

take a pragmatic approach to research.  Bryman (2006) argues that by taking a pragmatic 

approach, the research question is highlighted throughout the discourse of the study. Bryman 

states that a pragmatic approach to research through the use of a mixed methodology of both 

quantitative and qualitative date ensures that the results are ‘not only feasible but more 

importantly desirable and required for answering a combination or questions’ (Bryman, 2006 

p.118). 

Data was gathered using a mixed methods approach which included a survey/questionnaire 

using Survey Monkey and a focus group, therefore the researcher gathered both qualitative and 

quantitative data. The anonymous questionnaires/surveys were believed to be best suited for 

this project as they were completely anonymous and data could be gathered from a wide variety 

of teachers teaching in a range of primary schools. Teachers that participated in the focus group 

have not been named to ensure their schools are kept anonymous also. A profile of participants 

will be outlined below. The author continuously adhered to ethical guidelines throughout all 

stages of the data collection of this project. 

3.1 Methodologies Applicable to Research Question 

The overall purpose of this research was to obtain primary teacher’s attitudes and feelings 

towards the effective implementation of the SPHE curriculum in the primary classroom 

nowadays in a curriculum that is often regarded as being ‘overcrowded’ (Looney, 2014 p.17). 

The research question emerged after much thought from the researcher and discussions with 

fellow colleagues. The researcher identified that primary schools are identifying an increasing 

number of young children with various issues and difficulties which the SPHE curriculum aims 

to address, however the researcher believes that not all primary teachers are offered adequate 

and sufficient training in the specialist areas, such as Relationships and Sexuality Education, 

The Stay Safe Programme and the Walk Tall programme, among others, to effectively 

implement the curriculum. It is also believed that there are a number of other factors which 

hinder the effective implementation of the SPHE curriculum such as the increasing class sizes, 

multi-grade classes and time allocation to name a few. These issues were framed into a research 
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question and build a number of sub questions which were aimed to be answered through the 

use of a focus group and a survey. 

Prior to this proposal, ethical clearance was sought and granted from Letterkenny Institute of 

Technology.  

3.2 Mixed Methods Approach 

3.2.1 Purposeful Sampling 

The use of purposeful sampling in qualitative methods such as the use of a focus group can be 

disputed as a means for the research to ‘defend their sampling strategies as reasonable for their 

purposes’ (Sandelowski, 2000 p.338). For the purpose of this study, a range of teachers were 

selected so that there was a respectable combination of teachers participating. The range of 

primary teachers were believed to complement each other and provide information about the 

large range of primary schools in Ireland at present. The use of a focus group as outline by 

Sandelowski (2000) is to act as a ‘counterpart to quantitative surveys. This was true in this 

particular case as the teachers were able to offer their views and opinions which varied 

depending on their schools location and setting, i.e. multi-grade class settings, DEIS and non 

DEIS schools, small rural schools along with large urban schools. Age, gender, role and 

experience were the four main priorities for purposeful sampling of the qualitative data method 

for the study.  

Three out of the five participants have completed masters and two of these three participants 

had conducted focus groups in previous years.  The first participant was a 50 year old, female, 

teaching principal who works in a rural disadvantaged school. She has 30 years teaching 

experience working in all classes from junior infants up to sixth class and also including 

learning support. The second member of the group is a 37year old female who is also a teaching 

principal in a rural school. She has been principal for one year and has fourteen years teaching 

experience, also in all classes including the special education sector. This teacher has is one of 

the three members that completed a master’s in education recently and also one of the members 

that used a focus group as one of her selected methods therefore she was very comfortable with 

it. The third contributor was a 37year old male newly qualified teacher who works in a large 

urban school. This is his first full year teaching and he teaches forth class but has experience 

teaching in a learning support setting and also has completed teaching practice recently in a 

variety of classes including multi-grade. He also has recently completed his masters, his second 

masters. He also was familiar with the function of a focus group. The fourth participant was a 
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48year old female who has recently been appointed principal in a disadvantaged urban school. 

She has twenty-eight years teaching experience mainly in the senior end of the primary school, 

fourth to sixth classes, however she has taught in all areas at some point throughout her career. 

The final member of the group is a 38 year old female who works in a rural school. She has 

completed her masters in special education and she has been working as a resource teacher for 

almost ten years. She has fifteen years teaching experience in total. Some of the teachers that 

were selected for the focus group were familiar with each other and some had previously 

worked together and there was a sense of ease among participants when we began. The 

participants were led by the researcher who had questions to keep discussion centred on the 

topic in question. The questions ensured that everyone was kept on track and participants were 

concentrated on the research aims and objectives. They were all able to provide valuable 

experiences and opinions, along with identifying both positive and negative aspects associated 

with the implementation of the SPHE curriculum, which was an aim of the focus group in order 

to able to begin to answer the research question.  

This research was conducted using a mixed methods approach, as mentioned above. Bryman 

(2007) identifies barriers that can hinder the correct analyse of using a mixed methodological 

approach. He argues that while using a mixed method approach is becoming increasingly 

popular among researchers, there has been inadequate consideration given to analyse of both 

qualitative and quantitative data. Some barriers that he identifies will be reflected on while the 

author gathers and analyses data for this particular study in order to give equal methods equal 

weighing. Such barriers, Bryman suggests, are writing for specific audiences and 

methodological preference. Some researchers prefer one method over another however may 

use a variety of methods to validate another (Bryman 2007, p.17.). This type of validation can 

also be recognised as an advantage; where one type of method does not substantially answer 

all research questions, a researcher may decide to adopt a mixed method approach. The author 

believed that this would be the case for this project. By using a mixed method approach, 

researchers can eliminate some of the disadvantages associated with using either qualitative or 

quantitative as a single method. This can reinforce a study and can also add value to the piece 

of work. Qualitative and Quantitative methods complement each other and in turn can give 

valuable results (Cresswell et al, 2003). 
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3.2.2 Quantitative Data 

The use of quantitative data in any research is considered numerically. Bell (2010) advises that 

when using quantitative methods such as surveys in which the author used and in particular the 

use of the Likert scale, it is important that questions and statements are clear for the participants 

to ensure that no claims are made about the findings. For this particular study questions were 

tested with friends and family members that were not going to be participating in the study 

which ensured that questions and statements were kept clear and easy to understand. By testing 

surveys prior to distribution with people who are not in the education sector, misleading or 

leading questions were able to be identified. Every effort was made to make surveys as 

accessible as possible to all primary teachers and ensure that no questions were leading or 

unclear. Feedback from some participants suggested that the surveys were clear and short 

which would encourage people to take part and complete surveys. The importance of piloting 

surveys cannot be ignored for both execution and operational reasons (Bryman, 2015, p.260). 

A survey/questionnaire was sent to various different primary schools who were asked to 

distribute the email to their staff. This ensured anonymity of all participants who wished to take 

part. Quantitative data was also collected by using the Likert scale in a number of questions as 

mentioned before. Quantitative results will be presented using statistics calculated using 

Survey Monkey. Results will be discussed and interpreted in the findings chapter of the project. 

3.2.3 Qualitative Data 

Qualitative research during this research project was done using a focus group. The benefits of 

qualitative data is that it offers as much ‘transparency as possible’ (Life, 1994).Qualitative data 

facilitates the inclusion of participant discourse and therefore facilitates the inclusion of voice 

and semantics to support analysis. The focus group method used as part of this study for data 

collection was decided as the best method for qualitative data collection as it gave the author 

an opportunity to have a range of primary teachers in the one place to discuss and exchange 

views. It provided deeper understanding as to what teacher’s opinions really are in relation to 

the research questions and it also provided the author with some previous factors that can hinder 

implementation of the curriculum which had not been thought on previously which was 

interesting. Through the use of qualitative data, different approaches that various schools take 

to ensure quality implementation of the Social Personal and Health Education programme were 

encountered and investigated. These will be discussed in the recommendations of this project. 

The use of a focus group allowed for clarity and an insight as to what real teachers experience 
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in the classroom from others perspectives and it also allowed for an interactive discussion. This 

deeper insight is an advantage of using a focus group rather than individual interviews as a part 

of qualitative research methods (Baumgartel, 1989).   

Participants were offered a choice of locations including the use of one of the classrooms in 

the Letterkenny Institute of Technology (LYIT). Participants were reluctant to meet in the 

LYIT and decided to meet at a location that is often use by the teachers for various meetings. 

They all agreed that it would be more comfortable and free from distractions for recording 

purposes. They were reluctant to be recorded in such a formal setting but agreed that they felt 

comfortable in a house which they described as ‘more informal’. This was something that had 

to be approached at the beginning of the focus group. A number of times were suggested for 

the focus group. The participants are all working in primary schools and therefore were not 

available until after 4pm. They decided that they would rather meet at 7pm mid-week rather 

than gathering at the weekend. Participants were given a time to ask questions about the 

research prior to recording starting. It was outlined to everyone that there were certain questions 

that would be asked in order to keep on track.  

3.3 Reliability and Validity 

The author aimed to use the best methods that were thought to be suitable for this research. 

There was an aim throughout the data preparation and collection stage to ensure that all 

information collected was reliable and also valid. This is essential in any research project. The 

use of a mixed methods approach was also considered by the author to provide more reliability 

to the project and also to aim to prove validity of the study. The additional material and 

evidence that the use of two or more methods provides is better than the use of a single method 

(Abowitz and Toole, 2010). Beliefs and attitudes as a primary schools teacher have been clearly 

set out in the research in the introduction and the author was very aware of observing their own 

opinion throughout. Questions were piloted using friends and family who are not primary 

teachers to identify if any questions or statements were deemed to be leading in any way for 

participants. Questions for focus groups were also piloted with non-teachers to ensure again 

that there were no leading statements and that questions were open ended and allowed 

participants to answer freely. This, again provided clarity and avoided leading or misleading 

questions. The title, aims and objectives were outlined to all participants at the start of the focus 

group. When selecting participants for the focus group, the author tried to get a gender balance 

however this was not possible and the focus group only included one male participant. The 
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focus group consisted of a mixture of teachers, teaching principals, learning support and 

resource teachers, teachers from both rural and urban schools and a wide range of experience 

from 1year to 30 years. Again, this provided the author with a more reliable method of data 

collection and allowed for research to be collected objectively. 

It can be said that triangulation allows information to be collected in such a way that nothing 

escapes from the findings. Figure 3.4 below shows how triangulation in this case was used. 
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Figure 3.1 Use of Triangulation in a Pragmatic Approach to Data Collection 

 

*Diagram variation based on Cresswell et al, 2003 p. 226 

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

Questionnaires were unproblematic to oversee and collect data from. Both Hopkins (2008) 

and Mc Kernan (1991) agree that this form of data collection offer good feedback for 

analysis. Data was analysed using reoccurring emergent themes. Triangulation was also used 

throughout data analysis. Triangulation is useful when analysing data in terms of themes as 

noted by Creswell and Miller (2007). For the purpose of this particular study, the same topics 

and many of the same questions and opening statements were used in both the focus group 

and questionnaire/survey. Thematic analysis was conducted as part of this study by analysing 
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the focus group data. They are considered to be one of the most common types of data 

analysis in qualitative research because they allow the researcher to discover and analyse in 

more depth patterns that occur throughout the session. (Creswell, 2007).Themes can present 

themselves throughout data analysis. As this data was analysed using a thematic approach, it 

meant that qualitative data was arguably more meaningful. The transcripts were reviewed a 

number of times and the session which was recorder was listened to repeatedly to ensure 

nothing was left out and that the entire focus group was put correctly into context when 

analysing it. The qualitative themes that emerged were then compared to that of the 

quantitative data analysis and from this emerged the main themes. Of the entire project from 

which late recommendations were made. 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

On the 25th of October 2017, an ethics application was submitted to Letterkenny Institute of 

Technology’s Ethical Department. Included in the submission was a sample consent form for 

participants of the focus group, a sample list of questions for the anonymous survey and also a 

participant’s information sheet. On the 16th of October 2017 ethical clearance was granted for 

this study. 

The aim of the research was outlined and a research ethics checklist completed. Sample 

questions and statements that were proposed to be used in the research were: 

• I teach SPHE on a weekly basis in my classroom 

• I feel that 30minutes allocated to the teaching of SPHE is sufficient. 

• 30minutes allows me to implement the curriculum effectively  

• I feel adequately trained to deliver the SPHE curriculum 

• I am trained in one or more of the following SPHE specialist programmes (Please tick 

one or more if necessary) 

Stay 

Safe 

Walk Tall Zippy’s 

Friends 

Incredible 

Years 

RSE Friends 
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1) There are ample opportunities for teachers to become trained in one or more of the 

above mentioned specialist programmes. (Please state which programmes) 

2) According to the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland (2013) it is estimated that one 

in three young people will, by the age of 13, experience some form of mental health 

disorders. Mental Health and Wellbeing issues are becoming increasingly prevalent in 

primary schools. 

I feel that I am prepared to deal with such issues should they arise in my classroom. 

After much consideration of which would be the most effective method of research collection 

to use, it was believed there should be no ethical concerns for this particular study. All parties 

were informed prior to focus group and questionnaires about the nature of the study. 

Anonymity and confidentiality were assured. Data that was collected has been stored on a 

password-protected personal computer. Data was accessible to the researcher and the 

supervisor of this research. All data has been stored securely and in conjunction with LYIT 

guidelines. The research questions were open and participants were informed of the purpose of 

the research prior to participation. This was achieved via a short introduction at the start of the 

focus group and same for questionnaire, online. This ensured that participants understood the 

nature of the study and what was required from them. The importance of ethics in research 

cannot be argued especially within the area of social science. By specifying that all data 

collected will be maintained confidential, participants in a focus group or volunteers taking a 

survey or questionnaire, provide more accurate and honest answers throughout which engages 

individuals and allows for more accurate research (Haney-Caron, Goldstein & DeMatteo, 

2015).  
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CHAPTER FOUR DATA ANALYSIS 

4.0 Introduction to Data Analysis  

This chapter will examine the data collected through the use of a mixed method approach. Both 

the anonymous online survey and the focus group findings will be analysed simultaneously. 

The use of a qualitative method has many benefits which have been outlined in previous 

chapter, one of which is to supplement and support the findings that were presented in the 

quantitative data collection phase.  To begin, it must be stated that the participants of the focus 

group were asked questions that were set out in the questionnaire, with the focus group 

providing an opportunity to progress into greater detail with members of the teaching 

profession. The use of a ‘mini-group’, with only four to six participants is favourable to some 

research as it allows for ‘in-depth’ gathering of information (Greenbaum, 1998 p.3). The focus 

group lasted approximately 25minutes and flowed effortlessly throughout with all participants 

very eager to voice their opinions and share their practices in confidence. A profile of 

participants was provided in Chapter Three and location of focus group discussed also. An 

online anonymous questionnaire was sent out randomly to schools in one geographical area of 

Ireland through the use of Survey Monkey. Unfortunately the response rate was extremely low 

with only 5 responses. Consequently, a link was added to a social media website and primary 

teachers were invited to take the survey and in turn, share it with their colleagues. Due to time 

constraints, 100 of the 300 surveys received were randomly selected for analysis using the 

random selector option within Survey Monkey.  Results were interesting with both the survey 

and focus group presenting with similar statistics and responses with the focus group providing 

suggested reasons for answers within surveys. A summary of the transcript from the focus 

group can be found in the appendix. Full results of the survey are also available in appendix. 

The focus group was an effective methodological tool for explaining results from 

questionnaire. Arguably, using mixed methodologies is more reliable as it allows for diversity 

and ensure that results are collected in a more efficient and reliable process which also aims to 

eliminate or reduce ‘cultural bias’ (Cresswell, 2011). For the purpose of this study, teachers 

were surveyed from random schools and focus group members were chosen whom work or 

have worked in a variety of different primary educational settings as outlined in 3.2.3, 

purposeful sampling. 
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4.1 Limitations of the Study 

While every effort was made to ensure that data was collected  from a wide range of sources, 

it must be acknowledged that participants of the focus group were predominately female and 

there was only one male participant therefore result may have been different a more balanced 

gender ratio was available. Results therefore may have been different if more male participants 

were available for inclusion in the focus group. As surveys were anonymous, it was not feasible 

to identify whether participants were predominantly male or female. 

4.2 Data Analysis 

SPHE is set out in the primary curriculum of 1999 as a discrete subject which is allocated 

30minutes each week. Its aims and objectives are clearly fixed and teachers are expected to 

deliver a variety of programmes in order to fulfil the curriculum however when surveyed about 

the delivery of the SPHE curriculum, teachers responses were quite surprising. When surveyed, 

51 per cent of teachers surveyed said they teach the subject each week while four out of the 

five teachers who participated in the focus group said they also taught it weekly. Some of the 

suggested reasons why more teachers might not teach SPHE every week were suggested by the 

participants of the focus group. They pointed out that often teachers ‘block teach’ SPHE as 

they believed that 30 minutes a week was too restricted to successfully implement the full 

curriculum.  

‘It is down on my timetable so I suppose I do, it is a special allocated time in the week’. 

’30 minutes is too short to teach SPHE so often I block teach it every fortnight’. 

 

Discretionary time that is outlined in the curricular time allocation model can be used to 

implement the subject as well as implementation through linkage and integration with other 

curricular areas such as English or Drama. It could be disputed that this discretionary time 

should be used for other non-curricular activities during the school week. If discretionary time 

is a prevalent time where teachers are using to implement in totality a subject, this suggests 

that time allocation is not appropriate for SPHE. Only 20 per cent of the people surveyed agreed 

that 30 minutes was adequate to implement the subject which was conclusive with the focus 

group. Teachers were asked if they enjoyed teaching SPHE. 60 per cent of the survey responses 

said they did and 34 per cent said sometimes which was also interesting as this was similar to 

the responses of the focus group, the teachers that said they did not enjoy teaching it offered 
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reasons why they did not enjoy teaching it and why they only enjoyed teaching it sometimes. 

One member pointed out that she would rather teach English. 

‘With other areas of the curriculum, teachers are given a very clear programme to follow 

which is often broken into fortnightly plans for them. SPHE differs in this respect as it has 

so many different programmes, some of these programmes carry really important messages 

and teaching for children but are almost impossible to cover in the school year and 

especially in 30minutes each week’.  

 

Others suggested that training was not sufficient for all teachers which was also concurrent 

with the responses from the surveys; only 26 per cent of teachers agreed that they felt 

‘adequately trained to deliver the SPHE programme’ while 47 per cent of teachers either 

‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ with this statement.  

 

Figure 4.1 Percentage of Teachers Trained in a Variety of SPHE Specialist Subjects. 

 

The Walk Tall programme is considered to be one of the specialists programmes that has the 

greatest ability to ‘deliver much of the SPHE’ curriculum (PDSP, 2016). Based on the above 

figures, it is evident that not all teachers are trained in the two primary specialist programmes, 

nor are they correctly trained to deliver the other valuable programmes available to schools. 4 

out of the 5 focus group participants had been trained in Walk Tall recently however the 
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training too place on the same day as the training for the revised Stay Safe programme and they 

all agreed that it was too much for one day and ‘too rushed’ as one member pointed out.  

‘Training is too rushed, I felt like they skimmed over it, you know, it definitely is good but 

you know I think if it was done properly, it needs to be done for a longer period of time’. 

 

Another participant mentioned that only two members of staff were allocated training therefore 

they had to come back and relay information onto other staff members which the all agreed 

was not ideal for a number of reasons.  The Stay Safe programme is a very important part of 

the SPHE curriculum which is taught from junior infants to sixth class. There are five topics 

which need to be taught in succession to each other. There is an average of 12 lessons in total 

to order to complete the programme, this varies from class to class with senior classes having 

slightly more lessons to cover. According to the Department of Education and Skills, all 

schools must implement the Stay Safe programme in its entirety in the SPHE time.  The content 

of the Stay Safe programme is sensitive in nature with some of the language and issues 

discussed are very complex. Its aim is to prevent sexual abuse and to educate children about 

topics such as bullying, feelings, touches and secrets. From teachers surveyed, 68 per cent did 

not feel that there were adequate opportunities for them to be trained in specialist subjects 

including Stay Safe. Effective training is key to successful implementation of these 

programmes and teachers in the focus group commented on the importance of training and time 

allocated to training.  

‘Every teacher needs it (training) to get it delivered properly’ 

Some of the participants said they did not feel comfortable implementing areas of the Stay Safe 

and Relationships and Sexuality Curriculum however the participants that did feel comfortable 

said it was because they had invited an outside trained professional to deliver the programme 

to the older classes and they had observed how it was delivered and therefore felt more 

comfortable to teach it themselves. 

‘What we do is we have a designated block for RSE and the teachers from infants to third 

teach it and forth, fifth and sixth, we have a facilitator come in… she takes forth on their own 

and then fifth and sixth together, boys on their own, girls on their own.  

 When asked why a facilitator was brought in the response was: 
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‘Because I want to make sure it is done right, and I know, like, in the past my sixth class 

teacher was not happy or confident in delivering it so, it helped for to implement it’. 

  

A reoccurring theme emerged throughout the review of literature and also throughout data 

collection using qualitative data, this was the effect of environment on a child’s learning. As 

Vygotsky (1987, p.157) noted, a child’s environment can determine how they think and what 

they become. During the focus group, an interesting point was raised during discussion about 

time allocation for certain strand units and lessons within the SPHE curriculum. Two of the 

participants noted that while teaching in a disadvantaged school such as a DEIS school, whole 

school planning may need to include more time being spent teaching children about basic life 

skills whereas in other schools in different locations, children have these basic skills that are 

inherent when they come to school. 

A: ‘I think it depends on your area, I mean we are disadvantage and quite a percentage of 

our children aren’t being guided correctly by their parents because I mean their parents 

don’t have the ability to do it so, you know, there needs to be a lot more support in areas 

where you have greater numbers of disadvantages’. 

B: ‘But I mean you probably have to go over hygiene as well as all the other internet safety 

stuff’. 

A: ‘Absolutely’. 

B: ‘Whereas say for us, we are not disadvantaged, our children come in clean and you don’t 

really need to teach them that because they are taught at home’. 

A: ‘Yes definitely and we have had many discussions about this as a staff so many times, that 

we need to keep teaching it and teaching it so that the older ones get it into their heads and 

they know how to do it themselves so they become aware that they are not washing 

everyday… we are probably doing twice the amount or more, especially as they get up the 

school’. 

 

As outlined in Chapter two, this identifies again the theory of scaffolding that children in certain 

circumstances need for learning to be repeated and learning needs to accumulate in order for 

children to acquire the skills they need to become active and accountable members of society 

(Smit, van Eerde and Bakker 2013).  
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After analysis of both methods, the qualitative approach provided a more in depth insight to 

teacher’s beliefs and attitudes about the teaching of the SPHE curriculum. The quantitative 

approach supported the opinions of the focus group in quantity however it would have been 

more beneficial to further investigate these respondents on ‘why’ they answered as they had. 

For the focus group, the author was enabled to do this and it provided rationale and validation 

for answers. The focus group provided further considerations of the SPHE curriculum that had 

not been thought on before such as SPHE within the Special Educational setting from the point 

of view of the Special Education Teacher (SET). The resource teacher alleged that because she 

is the only member of staff trained in ‘Friends for Life’ in her school and she takes groups out 

to deliver the programme however the class teacher is not familiar with the programme so she 

does not ‘really know what the full content is’. There is lack of consistency in delivery of the 

curriculum because all teachers are not trained in all programmes. When the group were asked 

whether or not they thought a SET should be involved in the teaching of SPHE their responses 

were interesting and somewhat conflicting in opinions. 

A:“Special Educational Teachers wouldn’t have time’ to teach SPHE” 

B: “I recently heard that the PDST are recommending that SET’s should be taking part in 

SPHE curriculum for children that have autism or other complex needs”. 

C: “Even though most of the time is spent focusing on Maths and English, part of the job is 

taking into account the social skills and social stories based on the child and their needs”. 

 

This area was not addressed in the survey as it was not considered at the outset. This was one 

of the negative aspects of carrying out the focus group after the surveys were sent however 

there were positives associated with sending surveys prior to focus groups too and one of these 

was that the focus group were able to be questioned on why they thought so many teachers had 

answered the way they had and they were able to provide suggested reasons for such answers. 

Participants were asked if they thought parents needed to be more involved in SPHE as parents 

had been mentioned at various times throughout the focus group. 

‘Friends for Life involves parents but I found that they didn’t really do it, like we have very 

good parents but they didn’t really do it. They didn’t take the home link on at all and I mean 

like the best parents in the groups didn’t take it on…I think when they get to the senior 

classed they don’t see, like the really good kids don’t see benefits in that, the ones that are 
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being pushed are being pushed into English, Irish and maths, that’s what we found in our 

school and everything else, it’s like what are we doing that for? 

 

‘It’s a schools job, yeah I think so too.’ 

 

Another positive of the focus group in comparison to the surveys was that information about 

other special programmes were discussed, some of which other teachers were not familiar with 

one of these such programmes was the MindUp’ programme which the teacher felt took a lot 

of preparation time but was worthwhile. He said that a few of the lessons took a couple of 

weeks to gather all required material for it in order to deliver the programme to the children.  

He was then asked about the MindUp programme and if that was about incorporating SPHE 

into all areas of the curriculum and throughout the day rather than segregating it to a 30minute 

lesson. He said that they were told that this was their SPHE programme for this year. He also 

assumed that the school also teach RSE in the school year. He then explained the programme 

to the other teachers; Three times a day the children engage in a mindfulness breathing exercise 

with one lesson each week. It is a programme that is based on neuroscience and understanding 

the chemistry of the brain. It was stated to the group that mindfulness was nothing to do with 

religion, the programme is about giving the ‘brain a break’. The school collectively agreed on 

what times throughout the day to give the breaks to the children. The group thought that it 

sounded like a great programme and were especially impressed that the whole school had 

adapted the programme and were implementing it as a whole. The teacher then shared with the 

group that some children hate it as they ‘have to sit still’ which they find difficult for three 

minutes.  

The members of the focus group offered suggested recommendations they believed would 

improve the implementation of the SPHE programme which the surveys did not. 

Recommendations will be discussed further in Chapter 5. An interesting point to note that was 

mentioned during the focus group was that while the DES have directed that all schools deliver 

the Stay Safe programme to all children, one of the group members pointed out that their school 

does not allow them to implement all of the curriculum due to the Catholic ethos of the school. 

This is something that also had not been considered before by the author and would be an 

interesting question to put to more teachers teaching in catholic schools.  
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Figure 4.2 Questionnaire Response in Relation to Time 

30 Minutes allows me to implement the curriculum effectively. 

 

The research finds that while the SPHE programme is a very important part of the primary 

curriculum, it is overcrowded in content and varied in delivery throughout different schools. 

There is evidence that there is a lack of consistency in teaching among teachers and this is due 

to a number of factors, predominantly including lack of teacher training and lack of time (see 

figure 1.1 above) to effectively implement the curriculum in its entirety. Planning of the subject 

in schools is difficult for principals to do because there is an excess of programmes that are all 

individually valuable to children however there is simply not enough time to effectively 

implement each one. While teachers are continuously trying to establish and implement an 

effective SPHE curriculum in which children will learn and develop their skills, because of the 

limits and constraints they face, it can be argued that the theory of scaffolding, while it takes 

place in some form, is not being practiced as well as it could be. Both Rosseau (Wills, 2009) 

and Dewey (2004) believed that children need to learn in an environment that is free from 

restrictions or barriers, it could be therefore suggested that in a restricted time frame that is 

allocated to SPHE, children are not reaching their full potential or having the experience that 

would be available to them if time was not an issue. Likewise, curricular overload in other 

areas could be said to be a problem for teachers in their planning and implementation of the 

SPHE curriculum. As Flood et al (2013) recognised, Froebel’s theory of active learning 

requires children to be active in their learning and for the classroom to be an active place. The 

SPHE curriculum, in some classrooms, contradicts this theory because of time restrictions 

again and also due to the lack of training for teachers. While Bandura (1994) suggested that 
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self-efficacy can motivate people to learn and also could be linked to motivation to teach, if 

training is insufficient for teachers it could be argued that this is not the reality in the primary 

classroom in Ireland at present.  If teachers believe that training is not sufficient or allocated 

enough time and resources, it could be said that their motivational level to teach SPHE is not 

going to be as high as it is for areas in which training is more extensive or areas in which they 

have an interest in.  
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CHAPTER FIVE FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.0 Introduction 

This project aimed to establish how Irish primary schools teachers experience the SPHE 

curriculum and whether or not it is being effectively implemented in primary schools. While 

there is evidence of past research, and curricular review bodies are annually trying to improve 

the primary curriculum to improve education in primary schools in Ireland, it was believed that 

there was a gap in the area of SPHE, a central subject in the primary curriculum which is often 

not considered a ‘core’ subject, yet equally, if not more important in an ever changing society. 

A number of factors that can limit effective teaching of any subject were presented in this 

research. A number of questions were sent out using the anonymous surveys online. These 

were the basis for the focus group also, however the focus group enabled the researcher to 

clarify why teachers had certain beliefs and attitudes to teaching SPHE. Data was collected and 

analysed in Chapter 4. This chapter will examine the findings in terms of themes. 

Consequently, three main themes that were found to appear throughout data collection. 

Recommendations will be made from these findings. It must be reiterated that there were some 

limitations to this study. A small number of participants were involved in the focus group and 

there were 100 teachers responses analysed during collection of the surveys therefore if this 

same question was to be examined and considered in a larger study results may be different 

and findings and recommendations in turn adapted.  

5.1 Findings 

5.1.1 Time as a factor in the effective implementation of the SPHE curriculum 

Teachers were confident that time was a key problem when ensuring the curriculum was 

delivered in a gradual and manageable manner. Teachers who participated in the focus group 

said that they felt 30minutes each week was not sufficient and suggested that 30 minutes each 

day would not cover all of the SPHE curriculum especially for children who are in 

disadvantaged areas or who are coming from homes where there is a lack of parental 

involvement and support. The surveys supported this view as only 42 per cent  of respondents 

agreed that 30 minutes was enough time however only 33 per cent of participants agreed that 

30 minutes allowed them to ‘implement the curriculum effectively’ showing that there is 

clearly a gap in what teachers believe is correct implementation.  
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5.1.2 Training is insufficient in the specialist areas of the SPHE curriculum 

There are many different programmes available to schools which aid the curriculum and 

ensures that the wide curriculum is covered. Teachers are not automatically trained through 

teacher training colleges in these specialists’ areas however. Furthermore, courses are usually 

only offered throughout the year biannually. Not all teachers are able to attend training with 

places limited often to two staff members. Many of the courses, as stated by the principals 

involved in the focus group, do not provide substitute cover, making it very difficult for 

teachers to leave classes for a full school day. These teachers are then expected to relay 

information to the rest of the staff which many believe is a huge undertaking and not essentially 

the best practice for training all teachers. Time was also mentioned as a key problem with 

regard to teacher training. Training days for specialist programmes were considered too short 

and often ‘rushed’. Stay Safe and Walk Tall are two of the central programmes that are 

delivered in all schools around the county yet when examining the figures presented by the 

surveys, only 39 per cent of teachers surveyed were trained in Walk Tall and 59 per cent in 

Stay Safe. Four out of the five members of the focus group were trained in these programmes. 

In relation to training, when surveyed, only 26 per cent of teachers felt ‘adequately trained’ to 

deliver the SPHE programme. Training for these specialist subject areas need to be accessible 

to all primary teachers including teachers in a SEN setting to ensure that schools are 

standardised when delivering instruction to children. It could be contested that the same 

guidance is not offered to teachers for SPHE in comparison to other ‘core subjects’ such as 

Irish, English and Maths.  

5.1.3. Content Overload in SPHE 

This was an issue that arose during the focus group. The researcher acknowledges that even 

though it was not part of the surveys, it is believed to be a central factor in why SPHE is perhaps 

not being as effectively implemented as it should be in the primary classroom. While there is 

no quantitative data to report from the surveys, teachers from the focus group categorically 

argued that there is a gap in planning and resource material provided by the National Council 

for Curriculum and Assessment. The teachers irrefutably stated that there is a desire for a 

solitary unique manual for SPHE which outlines a breakdown of what should be delivered and 

when. A timeframe, essentially, which is prevalent in other areas such as maths and SESE to 

mention only two, would be beneficial for teachers to follow and to keep on tract throughout 
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the year. The SPHE curriculum is a vital subject that children need to be immersed in each 

week and the content seems to be in excess for teachers to accomplish.  

5.2 Recommendations 

Constructed from the data that was collected, the following assumptions and recommendations 

were made; 

• It is a recommendation that SPHE is allocated more than 30 minutes each week, 

approximately 45 minutes for the junior classes, who have a short day and one hour for 

the senior classes. Discretionary time is also a suitable time to implement some of the 

key areas of the SPHE curriculum however it is suggested that this is not where the 

remainder of the SPHE curriculum should be implemented. It is paramount that SPHE 

is designated a special time each week. One member of the focus group suggested that 

all classes teach SPHE at the same time each week which would ensure that there are 

no disruptions from resource or learning support teachers during this time. SET could 

be involved in the delivery of the programme throughout the school at this designated 

time also. This is a recommendation that all schools could implement in their school 

policy for SPHE. This would ensure that this subject is unquestionably taught each 

week by all teachers.  

 

•  Training for all is of the utmost importance. It is recommended that all teachers are 

offered training in specialist programmes which are expected to be delivered to all 

children. It is not satisfactory to expect educators to teach material they are not familiar 

with or material that contains sensitive subjects and topics which are mandatory for all 

children to be taught such as relationships and sexuality education.  

 

• Teachers should be offered extra support or training for the delivery of RSE to the older 

classes as some teachers do not feel comfortable teaching RSE without prior help or 

observation of a professional RSE trained external tutor. 

 

• It is recommended that specialist training should take place for all teachers on a 

designated training day when schools are allowed to close for teacher training. This 

would ensure that teachers are focused on the learning that takes place and also will 
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ensure that the onus is not placed on any one or two teachers to communicate to other 

members of staff what was taught in one full training day.  

 

• All teachers should be provided with one manual that covers all SPHE areas for delivery 

rather than producing more programmes which many in principle carry similar 

messages. This would ensure that all teachers are coherently teaching the same 

programme and there is accountability for all areas of the curriculum that need fulfilled 

in the classroom on a yearly basis.  

 

• There should be a school policy on the time allocated to the teaching of SPHE so that 

all teachers including SET are involved and are aware of when SPHE is being taught to 

endure that no children are being removed from their classroom for other curricular 

activities such as learning support of resource teaching. It would also ensure that all 

teachers are teaching SPHE at the same time each week to ensure full implementation 

if the curriculum.  

 

 

• Further research is needed into the teaching of SPHE in primary schools. This small 

scale study merely identified some factors that can hinder the effective implementation 

therefore further research is needed to examine the gaps in training and teaching of this 

imperative subject.  

 

5.3 Conclusion 

This chapter identified the main findings of this research. Findings were presented in terms of 

themes; three main themes emerged throughout which were time, training and curricular 

overload in content. A number of recommendations were made based on these findings. While 

this research has addressed the issues that impact the correct implementation of the SPHE 

curriculum in the primary classroom, research has been carried on a relatively small scale, 

therefore there is evidence to suggests it would be worthwhile for educational policy makers 

and government bodies such as the NCCA and DES to examine in greater detail and review 

the SPHE curriculum content and implementation including teacher training, which should be 

available for all teachers to ensure that all children are receiving the same standard of curricular 

delivery regardless of what school they attend. The objectives of this study were believed to be 
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met throughout data collection and analysis; barriers were identified and discussed throughout 

the focus group session. Through examination of the online surveys, it was discovered that not 

all teachers are trained in the specialist’s programmes, some of which are mandatory in primary 

schools such as the Stay Safe Programme. Teachers who participated in the focus group also 

suggested that training was not sufficient and provided clear and substantial evidence as to why 

they hold this belief. The third objective that was met throughout data collection was that the 

study identified that while some teachers feel that 30 minutes each week is sufficient for 

teaching the SPHE curriculum, not all teachers agree. Some teachers believe that the time needs 

to be increased in order for effective implementation. The research question, as set out in 

chapter one was: Do teachers feel that the SPHE curriculum is both adequately recognised and 

implemented in classrooms? After analysis of both online surveys and focus group participants 

responses, it can be argued that while most teachers are implementing the SPHE curriculum 

each week, teachers are not satisfied with the training that is provided and the was manner in 

which training is provided. Teachers also feel that it is still not recognised or percieved to be 

as important as other ‘core’ subjects such as English, Irish or Maths,especially by parents. 

Teachers also feel that for correct implementation to be achieved there needs to be more 

consistency for all teachers in all classes including SET.  
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APPENDIX 1 

 

Questionnaire/ Survey Questions and Statements: 

Q1: I teach SPHE for 30 minutes every week 

Q2: I enjoy teaching SPHE 

Q3: I feel that 30 minutes allocated to the teaching of SPHE is sufficient. 

Q4: 30 minutes allows me to implement the curriculum effectively 

Q5: I feel adequately trained to deliver the SPHE curriculum 

Q6: I am trained in one or more of the following; Stay Safe, Walk Tall, RSE, Zippy’s 

Friends, Friends, Incredible Years, Others 

Q7: There are ample opportunities for teachers to become trained in each of the above 

mentioned specialist programmes 
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APPENDIX 2 

Focus Group Question Prompts 

1. Can you tell me a little about the schools that you teach in (Rural, urban DEIS, non 

DEIS, multigrade etc…)  

2. How long have you been teaching? 

3. Do you enjoy teaching SPHE? 

4. Do you teach SPHE every week? 

5. Would you say that you spend the 30 minutes teaching SPHE each week or does this 

vary? 

6. Why does this vary? 

7. What are the factors for the differences in teaching time allocated? Class size/other 

curricular areas taking priority 

8. Do you feel other subjects are more important than SPHE? 

9. Why?  

10. Do you feel that SPHE is an important part of the curriculum? Has this always been 

the case or has it become more important in recent times with children and families 

experiencing a variety of difficulties that ever before? 

11. Are you trained in any of the specialist SPHE programmes? 

12. Which ones? How long for? Have you been retrained in any of these over the years? 

13. How do you decide as a principal who goes on the SPHE training?  

14. Is SPHE training offered on a regular basis to ensure all staff members have the 

chance to train in the specialist areas?  
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APPENDIX 3 

Focus Group Transcript 

E: Thank you for coming tonight, as explained, I am currently completing a masters in 

teaching and learning and as part of that I have to do a research project. The title for my 

project is “Teachers Perspectives on the Effective Implementation of the SPHE curriculum in 

the Primary Classroom”. This is going to be confidential so any information you do share will 

be kept anonymous and you don’t need to mention any names of people or school names or 

locations etc... I am just going to start of by asking each of you to tell me a little bit about 

your experience teaching, the type of school you teach in and what class group you teach. 

A: I have been teaching 30 years. I am a principal in a rural DEIS school. I am in learning 

support at the minute. 

G: I have been teaching 28 years. I am a principal also in a rural type school, also DEIS. Most 

of my experience is in 4th/5th class but I have experience in all classes over the years. 

T: 14 years, principal in rural school I am in learning support for the first year. I have been in 

infants for the past 8 years roughly. I have experience in all classes too through. 

P: 15 years, I am a resource teacher in a rural school. 

D: 1 year! I am an NQT in a large urban school. I have 4th class. I have experience subbing in 

all classes though too. 

E: Thanks for that. So, do you teach or have you in the past when in a class taught SPHE 

every week? 

A: Absolutely I teach SPHE every week 

 T: yes I suppose.  

G: Yes 

P: Yes 

D: Yes  

Do you spend the 30 allocated minutes every week teaching it? 



 

60 
 

A: It is down on my timetable so I suppose I do, it is a special allocated time in the week. 

G: Yeah I definitely would have. 

T: Yeah, Sometimes more than half an hour.   

Would you ever spend less?  

T: it is impossible to spend less than 30 minutes covering a lesson in SPHE.  

G: It is really too short for such an important subject. 

D: Yeah it is too short, I would never spend less 

P: Same as that it is too short for the lessons. 

What length of time would you feel would be suitable in comparison to other allocated times 

for other subjects. 

A: 1 hour. 45 minutes to 1 hour  

P, G+D: 1 hour. 

T: Definitely an hour, minimum. Maybe 45 for infants.  

Why do you think some teachers might not engage in teaching SPHE every week or why it 

may be avoided in comparison to other areas of the curriculum?  

G: pressure from the core subjects, they want to get the core subjects taught and covered first. 

A: I think maybe more senior classes definitely they might want to cover the core first. 

T: yes definitely I agree with that the senior classes and you would block then SPHE. You’re 

still doing the time equivalent but just not according to the time guide. 

D: Our school is collectively doing the ‘MindUp’ programme it is great but takes a lot of 

preparation time. A few of the lessons took a couple of weeks to gather all required material 

for it in order to deliver the programme to the children.   

(The group were keen to know about the MindUP programme so a discussion/explanation 

about it followed). The group thought that it sounded like a great programme and were 

especially impressed that the whole school had adapted the programme and were 

implementing it as a whole.  

E: Is that incorporating SPHE into every aspect of teaching? 
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D: Well we were told that this was our SPHE programme 

E: So n stay Safe or walk tall? 

D: Well I mean there’s RSE and that but this is the SPHE curriculum.  

D: Some of the kids hate it because they have to sit still which they find difficult for three 

minutes. It’s all linked to brain chemistry.  We agreed as a whole school to have mind breaks. 

It is good. 

E: So I know one of you had mentioned to me before this about how you would like a whole 

book for SPHE... 

T: With everything in it… 

E: so for example the Stay Safe, the Walk Tall, RSE… 

T: Everything. 

G: You see these are mandatory, the stay safe… 

D: but even though they are mandatory, we were told there were certain things we weren’t 

meant to teach in it. 

T: but that is because of your catholic ethos. 

D: mmm, yeah. 

A: I think there are a few very strong stories in it and I know that is what some of my 

teachers have issues with teaching these.  

D+T: yeah 

E: Have you all been trained in the Stay Safe programme? 

A: A long time ago! 

E: so do you feel you need a refresher course? 

A: Well I mean I was at the principal’s day for it but I don’t think it should be just principals, 

I think it should be the whole staff  

T: no it should not be just principals I agree. 

A: The whole school needs to be briefed on it. 
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T: There was no sub cover for it ether. 

G: Two of my teachers, well myself and the vice principal went to that but there were courses 

offered later in the year so two of ours went, 4th and 6th class but the rest had all done the old 

training.  

P: I was trained in November, there are four of us now trained in it. 

E: So your principal let you do it even though you aren’t in the classroom, you are in 

resource? 

P:  Yeah, you see I end up taking a lot of groups out to do SPHE with them outside of the 

mainstream classroom that way.  

D: I haven’t had training in it. 

E: So you don’t think it is adequate that only some get to do the training? 

A: no, it is not adequate, to get it delivered properly everyone needs it.  

T: You are always getting the information second hand. 

A: Absolutely. 

E: What about Walk Tall? 

A: No I have books but was never trained.  

G: Same, 

T: Same, it was the same thing, there was a principal’s day but that was it. 

D: no I am not trained in that either. 

P: no 

E: and what about RSE…? 

A: What we do is we teach RSE in a designated block. Teachers from junior infants up to 

third class teach it to their own classes and an outside facilitator comes in to deliver the 

programme to the older classes; fourth to sixth class with boys and girls being separated for 

the delivery of this programme.  

Why did you recruit an outside facilitator? 
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 A: I wanted to make sure it was done properly and in the past my sixth class teacher was not 

happy or confident in delivering it so it helped for to implement it effectively.   

T: I got in the facilitator last year but she gave us all her notes and PowerPoints and I think 

we will do it ourselves this year. 

G: I might get them off you too. 

A: have you someone confident enough to deliver it? 

T: yeah, me! No do you know what, when I watched her do it, it was very scientific and last 

year we thought oh are these kids ready and able for this but you have to do it 

D: yeah you really do. 

The way she settled them at the beginning, she said you know if you aren’t mature enough 

you might giggle and that is ok, it’s alright to do it once and get it out of the way, but maybe 

if you keep giggling you might not be ready for it. And that was it. 

G: putting it back on them. That is very good. 

T: yeah and then she just did the talk and it was actually fine. 

P: I wouldn’t participate be confident delivering it. 

D: I would  

A: If I had to I would. It depends on the class. 

T: what the facilitator said to me last year was she doesn’t want to be coming out, she wants 

to get you confident enough to deliver it yourself. 

A: One of my staff who doesn’t; teach any of those classes said she would do it. 

T: she took the boys out just to talk about personal hygiene but 95% of it was together.  

A: two years in succession we have had two boys pass out, I know you might laugh but that it 

is. It is the innocence of them, they are shocked beyond belief. It is very scientific and 

graphic.  

G: they think they know everything and they don’t.  

D: yeah that is true. 

P: they don’t know the proper, yeah they don’t.  
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A: Yeah and the child this year that passed out comes from a home that he wouldn’t get it at 

home so I wasn’t; surprise, I felt sorry for him 

E: So are there any other SPHE programmes you are trained in? 

D: I have done the MINDUP 

G: Zippy’s friends, friends for life 

P: Same as that  

A: incredible years 

T: yeah, same here 

E: and would you all be comfortable delivering the programmes you had mentioned that you 

have had training in? 

All: yes 

E: Do you think they are all worthwhile programme, do you think there are any in particular 

that are really good and work well or ones that don’t work as well in the classroom? 

G: There are two of our teachers doing the incredible years now and they are very 

experienced but as they said it reinforces that what they are doing in the classroom is right 

but makes them mindful of continuing that on every day. It just is taught in 7 week blocks, 

once a month. 

A: I did that training but I felt it was rushed. I felt like we were getting skimmed over it, it is 

good but I feel like if it was to be done it needs to be taught to teachers over a longer period 

of time. We did the friends for life and we thought it was good in the school. We also had 

roots of empathy. 

G: They have stopped the funding for that this year. 

A: That’s right, they have.  

P: I loved Zippy’s Friends and they have stopped that as they didn’t have the funding for that 

and then NEPs took over that. But it was really good, it dealt with bereavement which was 

important. 

G: When you’re talking about bereavement, NEPs this year offered a course on bereavement 

and there are children of mine going to it, it’s an outside thing. 
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T: We were offered that too for a child but it was too soon. 

A: it was the same with us.  

E: Do you think that parents needs to be more involved than in SPHE or as you said about 

some parents not being able to do it at the house, do you think they need to be more 

involved? I know MindUP does involve parents for example..? 

T: it is part of the programme, 

A: yes it is 

T: I found that they didn’t really do it, now we have really good parents but they didn’t take 

the home link on at all. And I mean the best parents in the groups didn’t take on the home 

link. 

E: Why is that do you think? 

T: I think when they get to a certain stage, the senior classes, the really good kids are being 

pushed into English, Irish and maths, that’s what we found. 

D: yeah absolutely 

T: everything else, it’s like what are we doing that for? 

A: it’s the schools job…yeah I think so too. 

E: so the emphasis is still on English, Irish and maths? 

T: yeah and even for the parents that really push their kids, like when I think on last year four 

or five really good parents just didn’t see the value in friends for life.  

E: So that is probably seen as less important to parents? 

A: I think parents would definitely view it like that. 

E: and what about assessing SPHE, do you think it is difficult to assess or would you do any 

assessment of it? 

D: no, it’s too kinds of qualitative 

G: no,  

E: So more observations? 
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P: Yeah 

G: why would you assess it, it isn’t a subject that should be assessed. 

E: not even to see if they understand it? For example things like the RSE, do you think that 

should be assessed in some way? 

G: no 

A: no definitely not. 

E: What do you think are the main things that children are presenting with in school 

nowadays? 

G: Anxiety 

D: Anxiety 

A: no coping skills 

D: no resilience 

T: no none 

P: no coping skills at all. 

G: and the parents, anxiety is just… 

T: the buzz word. 

E: and there are so many children presenting with these problems, do you think the focus 

should be more on mental health and wellbeing? 

G: yeah 

D: yes 

T: yeah but you can’t do it in half an hour 

D: No! You couldn’t do it in an hour 

T: you couldn’t do it in half an hour a day! 

G: but you see as well when you are talking about this, the internet safety aspect of it, they 

are online constantly and the porn, the porn is apparently unbelievable. They say that young 

boys are so exposed to so much, it is unbelievable.  
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A: Well I had a group of 6th class boys up for art and they were talking amongst themselves 

and they were on about all the bloggers that they follow and every one of them were 

following the guy that put up the suicide… 

D: yeah they are obsessed with him 

G: he’s been taken off now though hasn’t he? 

D: yeah 

A: they are a weak group of boy’s ad on Friday we do art and I was listening to them and I 

was thinking oh my God. 

T: and they are probably impressionable too. 

A: yeah, and we have senior infants who have their own YouTube channels, now it is 

completely innocent because the parents told me but loads of them are putting up videos and 

they are all talking in American accents! 

T: yeah but then again you can’t monitor what they are going to do at home 

P: no you cannot 

T: you can teach them morning noon and night about internet safety and whatever but they 

can access whatever they want to 

A: yeah free to access whatever they want. 

E: Moving onto school planning, what school policies are in your schools or what school 

plans are in place and do you think there is as much emphasis put on planning for SPHE as 

there is for other subjects? 

A: I do teach definitely. Reviewed every three years 

G: we reviewed ours this year. 

E: and is that difficult to do? 

G: YES!! My head…there was so much 

E: and is that because there are so many different programmes or why? 

G: yes, so many and we were lucky because we have straight classes but if they would just 

make one programme. 
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E: it’s a lot to fit in, in half an hour. 

T: it’s too much 

D: we do circles of support in our school which takes longer than half an hour, basically it is 

where two children go out each week, and one targeted child and one ‘model’ child. They 

don’t know why they are being taken out but not everyone gets access to it, it is really good. 

T: that sounds really good. 

E: so in your own opinions, what could be done to fix or alleviate some of the problems that 

you have mentioned? 

D: I wouldn’t know where to start. They are really big societal problems,  

A: I think it also depends on your area. We are severely disadvantaged and quite a percentage 

of our children are not being guided correctly anyway by their parents because their parents 

don’t have the ability to do it so there needs to be a lot more support in areas where you have 

great numbers. 

T: I would say in a school like yours it’s probably a case where you have to go through things 

like hygiene whereas in our school they come to school clean and the come in knowing the 

basics. 

A: absolutely, twice a year 

T: and as well as the internet safety 

A: well we have to, and we have discussed it so many times, but we have to deal with the 

hygiene a lot and keep going over it so that they become aware as they get older that they 

need to do it for themselves.  

E: so you are probably doing twice as much SPHE as others 

A: yes and especially as they get up the school. 

T: Training is another recommendation, it’s no good taking one or two teachers and having 

no sub cover, and it means having to put 40 children into one class for a day  

A: if you want staff to buy into it you have to train them so that they understand, handing 

them another book and saying there you go, they aren’t going to care, some will but lots 

wont. 
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G: Whole staff training and one manual 

P: it is like me being trained in friends for life, I’m the only one so I’m taking groups out and 

the class teachers wouldn’t know what it is about only from me telling her.  

E: so she could be doing something similar 

P: Yeah exactly 

T: and she can’t back it up 

E: and what about SPHE in resource setting? 

G: They don’t have time 

T: yeah they don’t but a friends of mine trained to go and become and SPHE advisor and they 

were told that SPHE should be done in SET setting for children who have say autism, that 

there should be part of their plan. 

G: yeah well that is true, we have a teacher who spends a lot of her time in resource who 

deals with SPHE issues. 

P: I think part of the job is taking into account social stories and based on the child and their 

needs. 

E: Do you enjoy teaching SPHE? 

T: no I’d rather teach English or something 

G: I used to love teaching it, every Monday morning my kids knew it was SPHE time and 

before I would even come into the room they would have the tables and chairs moved into a 

circle. 

D: I enjoy it 

P: I do 

A: I like it, I don’t mind it 

D: I have a group that are good talkers and they just run with it. 

E: it must be hard in a big class like you have? 

D: impossible, it takes about 15 minutes to get them organised. 
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G: Monday morning was a great time to do it. They were telling you there news and it was a 

good chance to talk to them 

E: it is so hard to get a time when all children are in the room though do you not find to teach 

SPHE? 

D: yeah so hard there are always children coming and going 

A: we do it as a whole school and maths also. The SET teachers come into the rooms and 

assist in the teaching.  

P: that is a great idea. 

T: it really is.  

A: every single class gets it at the same time. 

E: so a good idea would be maybe to block SPHE in a certain time? 

D: yeah definitely.  

T: it would put the focus onto it I think 

E: Is there anything else anyone would like to add? 

Thank you very much for your time and comments, I really appreciate it. 

 

 

 

 

 


