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INTRODUCTION. 

 

A constructivist approach. 

Our task is to work together to create learning contexts to promote awareness and mutual 

understanding amongst young European citizens. In this paper (1) I introduce the 

constructivist approach, (2) present results of three studies of baseline attitudes of Irish 

primary children towards children from (a) France, (b) Greece and (c) from the Third World, 

and (3) provide data of effects of classroom discussions on their views. I believe that this 

work is useful in understanding the problems associated with our task. The approach I take is 

explicitly constructivist and has grown out of the work of John Dewey, George Kelly, and 

Jean Piaget. It has historical roots in Giambattista Vico's epistemology (Gash & Von 

Glasersfeld, 1976). For twenty years I have taught student teachers about ways in which 

children's thinking changes during the primary school age range, how to explain these 

changes, and what this implies for teaching and education. The fundamental ideas and their 

implications are very simple. (1) Children's ideas are very different from adults. (2) Children 

seek to discover regularities in their experience using existing ideas. (3) This process is a 

construction. (4) This constructive process is circular and recursive. (5) Learning is 

constrained in two ways, that is, by two sorts of conservations, intra-individual consistency 

and inter-individual consistency.  

 

In Ireland the 1971 Curriculum for National schools (for children aged between 4 and 12) 

made specific reference to Piaget's theory as a theoretical basis for child centred education. 

There was a programme of inservice work for primary teachers at the time this curriculum 

was introduced. Those familiar with Piaget's theory (1972) will recall that “assimilation” 

means that new experience is interpreted by using prior knowledge. In other words, there are 

constraints on what can be understood. So it is understandable that in spite of these attempts 

to change educational practice in Ireland in 1971 with the introduction of a new curriculum, 

there is little evidence that there were changes in how teachers taught (e.g., Gash 1985).  

 

In an analogous way, Piaget's theory also implies that it would itself be assimilated, that is, 

interpreted in terms of ways in which people previously thought about knowledge related 

issues. One can expect therefore that qualitative changes in understanding the theory could be 

                                                         
1  This work is an extension of a paper which was presented at a conference in June 1996 at 

the Teachers' Centre, Drumcondra, Dublin: Intercultural education in Ireland "Celebrating 

Diversity", financed jointly by the Department of Education (Ireland) and the European 

Commission. That paper will be published in Intercultural Education - Celebrating Diversity. 

Ed. Marian Hackett. under the title “Attitudes of Irish primary school children to Europe and 

Third World”. 
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characterised loosely as "stages", just as occurs in domains such as number and moral 

judgement with which are familiar. I would like to propose three stages in the understanding 

of Piaget's type of theory to explain the relevance of the constructivist approach to reducing 

prejudice. 

 

Initial forms of understanding Piaget's theory define learning as a result of interactions 

between the child and her or his environment. In introductory lectures in developmental 

psychology, this interaction between "nature" and "nurture" is proposed as a compromise 

between strong environmentalist positions like that of Skinner, and strong nativist or innatist 

positions like that of Chomsky. In this first stage the child is seen as initially possessing 

inferior knowledge, and by interacting with the environment comes to understand the world 

in a way which progressively approaches that of adults who populate this environment. The 

differences between child and adult are eventually resolved by the child recognising the 

superiority of the adult's ways of thinking. An implicit assumption is that the child is thinking 

in an invalid way. The first three elements in the constructivist model, as I presented them 

above, fit comfortably as an explanation of this type of understanding.  

 

Applying this to intercultural education, one can see how children may move from a position 

of ignorance about another culture to a position of greater knowledge through a constructive 

process. Later I will present evidence from the studies on perceptions of French, Greek and 

Third World children illustrating this type of learning. 

 

In my view radical constructivism is the hallmark of a second stage of understanding Piaget's 

type of theory. Ernst Von Glasersfeld in introducing the phrase "radical constructivism" in 

the 1970s sought to clarify what a consistent constructivism implied (e.g., 1987, 1995). I see 

two features as crucial: (1) the circular nature of thinking; and (2) a recognition of the limits 

on what is known. Circularity is simple to explain because we have experience of piano 

players playing a short piece of music, playing it again and again, in a repetitive or circular 

way, so that eventually it can be played flawlessly and with exactly the right expression. A 

crucial part in this process is the exercise of control by the learner. Control, in the form of 

negative feedback, is exercised on the outcome of each repetition, so that eventually there is 

no discrepancy between what is experienced and what is desired. This is an observable 

commonplace example of circularity. In the act of trying to understand any experience the 

repeated efforts of a person can be regarded as circular, but they must also be regarded as 

recursive: that is, the results of each effort to understand will feed into the next such act. In 

my scheme, radical constructivism prioritises intra-individual consistency such as this.  

 

This has implications for what can be known. It implies that the environment is never 

experienced directly. Our sense experience is direct, but our experience of our environment is 

always through the filter of past experience and present expectations. In understanding 

anything we are always limited by our previous knowledge of the phenomenon. So no two 

individuals can be assumed to experience the same environment. In fact, the notion of the 

environment is a myth because we each perceive different environments. The other side of 

this is that each way of thinking has in its own validity, based on its own assumptions. It is an 

uncomfortable position, and I have described it as inconsistent with common sense (Gash, 

1983).  
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In this second stage we represent children as isolated systems struggling successfully, for the 

most part, to break out of this isolation by constructing categories of experience which 

approximately the categories of their group and or culture. Von Glasersfeld (1995) has 

insisted that this match be one characterised by viability, meaning it does not have to be 

exact, it has to work. In spite of the strangeness of this position, it has ethical implications 

which are attractive in the context of intercultural studies. It affirms that there are different 

ways to think about events, different ways to interpret culture. There is no one version of the 

Truth. There is no one received Reality. It follows that it is an illusion to think that one has 

the only right answer, or to believe that the manner of living of ones' culture is correct or 

superior. 

 

A radical constructivist position implies that we take seriously our own role in making the 

concepts with which we understand our experience. It implies that we take responsibility for 

the way we think and act, and that we recognise that our way of construing is but one of 

many possible ways of construing. In this, constructivism invites respect for the different 

constructions that others may put on their experience. This recognition encourages us to 

invite explanations of different viewpoints; and conversely encourages us not deny different 

points of view without seeing whether we can find some common ground between our point 

of view and the view which is different. The common ground can only be tested by 

examining the manner in which the viewpoint has been constructed, in terms of its 

assumptions and meanings. It may be that we will find no common ground, but paradoxically 

this view of people as isolated systems struggling to construct our common humanity, invites 

and challenges us to take seriously our different perceptions and to be tolerant and respectful 

of difference.  

 

The third stage in my formulation of different ways in which Piaget's type of theory can be 

understood is more recent in my own thinking (e.g., Gash, 1993a). Where a critical aspect of 

the second stage was the importance of the personal nature of the act of constructing, the 

critical aspect of the third stage is the recognition that personal constructions require social 

support to be viable. Thus, there is a move from prioritising intra-individual consistency in 

the second or radical constructivist stage, to a recognition in the third stage of the importance 

of inter-individual consistency. In recent times some have spoken about social constructivism 

or constructionism to call attention to the importance of the social milieu in providing 

conditions for constructions to grow (e.g., Ackermann, 1990). There have also been 

movements away from Piaget and towards Vygotsky. I see this as part of a general 

development from an earlier stage in which the importance of the personal nature of 

constructions was recognised , to a stage when, without relinquishing this recognition, there 

developed an awareness of the importance of social support for such constructions. In 

previous work I have drawn attention to the importance of social support in the maintenance 

of prejudice. The attitudes which one is known to have about value laden issues are part of 

one's identity, they form part of a coalition of relationships in one's groups of friends. As 

Dunne (1995) put it recently, "self-understanding is always an understanding of one's 

relatedness to others and to the good." To alter such an attitude will be noticed immediately, 

and if the attitude is important to one's group of friends, one is likely to be challenged or 

rejected for changing one's mind. If a group is prejudiced, affirmation of the prejudice 

ensures group membership.  

 

The context of this work - classroom attitude change.  
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The context to the work on children’s representations of children from other countries is that 

in 1988 I had an opportunity to apply these constructivist ideas in a field new to me, that of 

gender stereotypes. The aim of our study was to see if teachers could teach about gender 

issues in ways which would challenge or invite children to reconsider these stereotypes in 

schools. Stereotypes were explained as regularities which children had discovered in 

experience (e.g., Gash 1991). Two basic teaching strategies were recommended: question-

asking and providing counter-examples. These strategies were intended to provide the 

children with opportunities to have experiences which might challenge their preconceived 

ideas. There was evidence that this programme was effective in reducing the children's scores 

on a test of identification of gender stereotypes (Gash, & Morgan, 1993; Gash, Morgan & 

Sugrue, 1993).  

 

Subsequently we refined our ideas on the basis of our experiences with the study on gender 

stereotypes and used similar education strategies to promote positive attitudes towards 

children with mental handicap (Gash, 1992, 1993b; Gash & Coffey, 1995). So the possibility 

of using constructivist techniques to help children reconsider their prejudices in different 

domains was established. In the course of this process refinements in related fundamental 

ideas emerged. The first was a strengthening of our awareness of the self’s importance in 

maintaining prejudice, and the second of the importance of the social support for identity. 

These are the two constraints on construction mentioned above: the self reflects conservation 

of intra-individual consistency, and the social nature of learning reflects conservation of 

inter-individual consistency. It was our experience in these projects that both teachers and 

student teachers were very aware of the difficulties in teaching about value laden topics, and 

of the consequent possibility of turning the children against the topic by "preaching". Huston 

(1983) had warned about this possibility in her authoritative chapter on sex typing.  

 

The implications are clear. If positive attitudes are to be promoted, and if interventions are 

not to be counter-productive, classroom interventions on value laden issues such as these 

must respect the pupils' identities. In other words, these classroom approaches must challenge 

intrapersonal ideas about others in ways which to not threaten interpersonal coordinations 

with the pupils' peer group. Pupils who deviate in discussion from what was expressed 

previously surprise listeners and challenge group identity as previously co-constructed. 

 

In the work changing attitudes towards gender stereotypes or towards children with mental 

handicap we found a number of demographic variables which were important, for example 

gender and age (Gash, 1993b; Gash & Morgan, 1993), and location (urban-rural) (Gash & 

Coffey, 1995; Gash, Morgan, & Sugrue, 1993). For this reason, these demographic variables 

are included in the design of the studies discussed in this paper.  

 

Images of children from other countries. 

A recent article on cognitive and affective components of English children's concepts of 

European people reported that since 1973 very little has been published in this area (Barrett 

& Short, 1992). That study presented interview data on English children's thinking about 

their fellow Europeans and on the formation of national stereotypes. The questionnaire used 

in the present study of Irish children's perceptions of French children was based on Barrett 

and Short’s (1992) work.  

 



Paper presented at a Comenius Seminar in Angers October 1996. 

  5 

 

METHOD 

 

The French study. 

 

This study was undertaken in the context of the Inservice B.Ed. at St Patrick's College. Six 

teachers elected to do this project as part of the requirements for their degree. Each teacher 

taught lessons about France and French culture in a classroom in their school. To assess the 

effects of these lessons they gave a questionnaire to this class and to a comparison control 

class before and after the lessons were taught. A detailed technical report is being prepared 

on this study (Gash et al., in preparation). For the purposes of this present paper I will 

describe the sample, the methods used, and give an outline of the results concerning some of 

the ways in which Irish children think about French children. A similar study was undertaken 

by one teacher in which the focus was Greece and Greek culture. The questionnaire was 

identical except that the focus was Greece and Greek people.  

 

Subjects. 

There were just over 400 children in the sample of pupils. There were 161 children in sixth 

class, 222 children in fifth class, and 22 children in a mixed third and fourth class. There 

were approximately equal numbers of boys and girls, and of experimental and control 

children. The location of the children was determined by the school in which their teachers 

taught. There were three schools in Dublin, three in towns of less than 20,000, and two 

schools which could be described as rural. A total of 65 of these took part in the Greek study 

in a small rural school, 34 in the experimental group and 31 in the control group. 

 

Questionnaire. 

A questionnaire was prepared based on the work of Barrett and Short (1992) which describes 

English schoolchildren's images of European people. In the present study we prepared a 

questionnaire to use so all children could be assessed together during class. The questionnaire 

consisted of three parts, each in the form of a checklist: first, a series of questions about 

physical characteristics, clothes, jobs, spending money, and food; second, a set of 

psychological characteristics; and third, questions about where the pupils got their 

information about France, with some additional questions about their preferences for Ireland, 

England, France, Spain, Germany, Italy and Greece. The questions about the psychological 

characteristics were all arranged as a three point scale of the following form: fights, 

sometimes fights, does not fight; shares, sometimes shares, greedy; strong sometimes weak, 

weak; good sometimes good, bad, poor, in the middle, rich. The questionnaire is presented in 

the appendix. 

 

The lessons. 

The lessons from one of the teachers (J. O'Rahilly, 1995) went as follows: 

(1) Introduction to life in France - French people and farming. 

(2) A look at French customs and school life in France. 

(3) Food: taking a look at the way we assume that food eaten by some in a country is the only 

food eaten by all the people of the country. 

(4) Holidays in France: things we notice about the French and how they treat us as visitors. 

(5) Take a look at French towns and compare with Irish towns. 
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(6)To demonstrate that life on a French farm is quite like life on an Irish farm, we have many 

points of contact. 

(7) To develop an understanding that peoples' basic needs are much the same, wherever they 

live. To develop admiration for French enterprise.  

(8) Understanding a people and respecting them would help us enjoy a holiday among them, 

and also help us to welcome them as visitors when they come here. It is possible that 

increasingly French people will come here, and Irish people will go to France to work.  

 

Results 

 

In presenting results I will present them non-technically, so when talk about differences 

between groups of children please note that these differences are significant statistically and 

can be assumed to occur by chance rarely, i.e., fewer than 5 times in 100.  

 

Factor analyses. 

The pre-test data set were factor analysed, to identify independent groups of questions which 

children answered in very similar ways. The first factor analyses of the pre-test data showed 

that the different parts of the questionnaire focused on separate dimensions of the children's 

thinking. To examine the ways in which Irish children think about French children, the 

attitudinal (second) section of the questionnaire was factor analysed with the variable from 

the third section about liking French people. Four independent factors were identified in this 

analysis. Items which correlate over 0.35 with each factor are described below and item 

correlations reported. Scores on these items were then summed to create dependent variables 

to compare independent variables (gender, location (rural, urban), and treatment (taught or 

control)). In forming these composite variables, negatively loading items were transformed 

(3=1) and (1=3). 

 

The first factor could be described as racist. The following characteristics defined it: bad 

(r=0.58), dirty (r=0.57), greedy (r=0.57), I don't like them (r=0.45), lazy (r=0.68), lies 

(r=0.60), not nice (r=0.74), stupid (r=0.50), and unhealthy (r=0.57). The second factor could 

be described as reflecting the easy life. These are the characteristics which define it: rich 

(r=0.69), easy life (r=0.67), clever (r=0.35), happy (r=0.37), clean (r=0.43), enough to eat 

(r=0.35). The third factor reflected difference between the pupil responding and his or her 

image of the French: sad (r=0.40), does not look like me (r=0.72), does not dress like me 

(r=0.69). The fourth factor reflected a passive image and consisted of the characteristics 

does not fight (r=0.67), weak (r=0.64), and good (r=0.43).  

 

French factors or images. 

1. Racist: greedy, bad, stupid, dirty, unhealthy, lazy, lies, not nice, don't like them. 

2. Easy life: rich, easy life, clever, happy, clean, enough to eat. 

3. Difference: sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me. 

4. Passive image: does not fight, weak, good. 

 

Pre-test analyses. 

Grade and sex differences were analysed using pre-test data. On the first factor concerning 

racism (bad, dirty, greedy, I don't like them, lazy, lies, not nice, stupid, and unhealthy) boys 

scored higher than girls. On the third factor on which pupils think of French children as 

different and sad (sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me) boys scored higher than 
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girls. There were differences between grade levels on the fourth factor indicating a greater 

tendency to think of French children as passive (does not fight, weak, and good) in the sixth 

class. (Other comparisons have not yet been made.)  

 

Programme effects. 

The analyses done on this data set to assess the effects of the lessons are incomplete, however 

the programme effects are encouraging and the sex differences are similar to those found in 

other studies which I have done. At present the results are limited to comparisons of pre-test 

with post-test data for the treatment (taught) group and for the control (untaught) group 

separately. These analyses will allow inference about the effects of the taught programme as 

compared to the effects of testing and not doing any teaching which was what happened in 

the control group. It may be that there are differences between boys and girls, differences 

between the effects of the taught programme on different grade levels, and differences due to 

location of school but such differences will not be presented here. The pre-test post-test 

changes in taught and control groups were analysed also for each teacher separately, so it is 

possible to talk about differences in programme effects.  

 

First, I will describe the effects of the overall programme. On the first factor concerning 

racism (bad, dirty, greedy, I don't like them, lazy, lies, not nice, stupid, and unhealthy) the 

post-test scores for the taught experimental group were lower than their pre-test scores. On 

the third factor about difference (sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me) the 

French children were seen as less different after the lessons. In the control group who 

received no lessons on French children there was actually an increase in the number of racist 

responses on the post-test as compared to the pre-test; otherwise the control group did not 

change from pre-test to post-test. This is extremely encouraging evidence about the 

effectiveness of the lessons. 

 

As might be expected some teachers were successful on some dimensions of the children's 

thinking, and some were not. Turning to the results for individual teachers, the experimental 

groups of Teachers 2, 5, 7, and 8 had lower post-test scores compared with pre-test scores on 

the third variable about difference between the pupil responding and his or her image of the 

French (sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me). Teacher 2 had a decrease on the 

post-test scores as compared to pre-test scores on the fourth factor reflecting a passive image 

(does not fight, weak, and good). Teacher 4 and 8 had a decrease in post-test scores as 

compared to pre-test scores in racist responses (bad, dirty, greedy, I don't like them, lazy, lies, 

not nice, stupid, and unhealthy). The pupils in the taught group of Teacher 8 also perceived 

French children as having an easier life on their post-test scores as compared to pre-test 

scores (rich, easy life, clever, happy, clean, enough to eat). Teachers 1 and 3 had no 

significant changes in the taught experimental groups. The control groups were quite stable 

with no significant differences in any groups except one which recorded an increase in post-

test racist responses and another which recorded a decrease in post-test responses in their 

perception of French children as different. It seemed as though the teachers had a feel for 

whether they were likely to achieve positive results. For example, one teacher who reported 

that a small group of boys regularly made fun of French children in the classes about France.  
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The Greek Study. 

 

As in the analysis of the pre-test data on attitudes toward French children, exploratory factor 

analyses showed that different parts of the questionnaire focused on features of the children's 

thinking which were separate. Therefore the attitudinal (second) section of the questionnaire 

was factor analysed with the variable (from the third section) about liking the people from 

the country in question. Six factors emerged which are presented in the order of their 

statistical importance. The first factor accounted for 17% of the variance with the others 

contributing decreasing portions of the variance as follows: 11%, 9%, 8%, 8%, and 7%. In 

describing the factors only characteristics which were correlated at 0.35 or above were taken 

into account. The actual correlations are given to allow inference into the meaning of the 

factors. The first factor could be described as racist it was made up of the following 

characteristics: greedy (0.61), bad (0.40), poor (0.34), sad (0.54), dirty (0.72), unhealthy 

(0.39), not nice (0.69), all of them (0.43). The second factor may remind one of the Greek in 

the film Shirley Valentine as it consisted of the characteristics: bad (0.54), easy life (0.72), 

happy (0.35), lazy (0.68), lies (0.40). The third factor might be called bandit and consisted of 

the following characteristics: greedy (0.46), clever (0.39), lies (0.40), does not dress like me 

(0.80), and I don't like them (0.47). The fourth factor might be called nerd, and consisted of 

the following characteristics: weak (0.74), stupid (0.63), some of them (0.53), I don't like 

them (0.41). The fifth factor makes reference to the easy life, and consisted of the following 

characteristics: happy (0.46), eats well (0.62), does not look like me (0.80), don't like them 

(0.35). The sixth factor might be called the slob, and this was the image of the Greek as one 

who doesn't fight (0.78), is rich (0.58), and unhealthy (0.55).  

 

Greek factors or images. 

1. Racist: greedy, bad, poor, sad, dirty, unhealthy, not nice, all of them. 

2. Shirley Valentine: bad, easy life, happy, lazy, lies. 

3. Bandit: greedy, clever, lies, does not dress like me, don't like them. 

4. Nerd: weak, stupid, some of them, don't like them. 

5. Easy life: happy, eats well, does not look like me, don't like them. 

6. Slob: doesn't fight, rich, unhealthy. 

 

Next composite variables were computed for each of these factors and on each of the five 

variables grade and sex differences were analysed on the pre-test data. On the fifth factor on 

which high scores indicates a perception of Greek children having an easy life (weak, stupid, 

some of them, I don't like them) there was both a tendency for fifth class children to 

subscribe less to this image than the sixth class pupils; and there was a tendency for the boys 

to think in this way more than the girls. 

 

Greek  Racist Valentine Bandit Nerd Easy life Slob 

Expt 1 12.63 9.19 10.35 7.67 9.48 6.22 

Expt 2 12.40 9.23 8.74*** 7.03* 8.62** 6.06 

Cont 1 12.48 9.85 10.15 7.28 10.13 6.67 

Cont 2 12.76 9.46 10.07 7.28 9.45* 6.33 
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In this project there were significant decreases from pre-test to post-test in the taught 

experimental group on three of the variables: bandit (greedy, clever, lies, does not dress like 

me, don't like them); nerd (weak, stupid, some of them, don't like them); and the factor 

identifying the Greek way of life as easy (happy, eats well, does not look like me, I don't like 

them). There was also a significant tendency for the control group to decrease in their 

tendency to think of the Greek children as having an easy life on the post-test as compared 

with the pre-test.  

 

The Third World Study. 

 

This study was undertaken in the context of an evaluation of the Windows on the World 

curriculum (Level 2). A detailed technical report is being prepared on this study also (Gash, 

in preparation). For the purposes of this present paper I will describe the sample, the methods 

used, and give an outline of the results.  

 

Subjects. 

There were 366 children in the total sample of matched pre-test and post-test pupils. The 

children were approximately equally divided in groups by age (eight and nine) sex (boys and 

girls) location (rural and urban) and treatment (experimental and control). The teachers tested 

the children at the beginning and end of a four week period during which the Windows on the 

World Programme - Level 2 was taught to the children in the experimental group. 

 

Questionnaire. 

The idea for the questionnaire in this study was based on the one used previously by Gash 

(1993) in a study of attitudes of primary school children towards children with mental 

handicap. The children were asked to imagine that a Third World Child was going to come to 

their school. The first part of the questionnaire consisted of 21 questions on attitudes towards 

this Third World Child. The questions asked children how sociable they would be towards 

this child, how socially concerned they felt, how like oneself this child seemed, and there 

were a number of questions about schooling arrangements and the child's experience of Third 

World children whether in school or outside school. The 21 attitudinal items were read to the 

children by the class teacher and the children noted "yes" or "no" on the answer form. The 

second part of the questionnaire provided 15 bipolar Likert-scale descriptors, based on 

dimensions which had been established in pilot testing as relevant to children's perceptions of 

children from the Third World. These were presented to the children as words which might 

be used to describe the child and in each case the child was asked to circle one option. The 

first one was "fights - sometimes fights - does not fight"; the second was "shares - sometimes 

shares - greedy"; and the third was "strong - a bit of both - weak". The complete questionnaire 

is presented in the Appendix.  

 

The teacher gave out the questionnaires and said: "I would like you to pretend that a new 

child came to your class this year. He/She is from the Third World (e.g., Africa)." At this 

point the teacher pointed to a picture of children from the Third World from the Windows on 

the World programme was pointed to and said: "I would like you to answer some questions."  

 

 

 

The lessons. 
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The suggested lessons to all teachers teaching lessons in this project were from the Windows 

on the World: Shaping and being shaped by culture level 2. Five sets of lessons were 

suggested. 

 

(1) Lesson 2 (page 13). This was an activity game to show how hurtful names can "wall" 

children off from other children and how healing names can help children to grow.  

(2) The children were given an activity to help them to reflect on the power of words (page 

14.) 

(3) The mouse with seven tails. This was a lesson about teasing. The mouse tried to remedy 

his situation by having his mother cut off all his tails - to discover that the others laughed 

because he had no tail. His wise mother advised him to laugh with the other children. He took 

this advice and now he plays with the others, and studies.  

(4) Activity 1 (page 22). The children drew pictures of people from different countries. This 

activity was followed by a discussion on the assumptions being made by the children when 

they did their drawings.  

(5) There were three lessons on "reading pictures". These were designed to help the children 

to think about the images which they see of children from other countries and what is implied 

by the picture. What sorts of objects are in the picture, and what is implied by their presence? 

There were also questions on how the children were the same and different to themselves. In 

concluding the children were asked that had surprised them about the lesson and the pictures 

which they had seen. 

 

Results 

 

Factor analyses: The 21 attitudinal items. Initially the 21 attitudinal items in the pre-test data 

set were factor analysed, to identify independent groups of questions which children 

answered in very similar ways. Five independent factors were identified. The items which 

correlate over 0.40 with each factor are described below and were then summed to create 

dependent variables which were used to compare independent variables in this study such as 

sex, location, and treatment (taught or control). In forming these composite variables 

negatively loading items were transformed (2=1) and (1=2). (A technical report in being 

prepared describing this process in detail.) 

 

The first and most important factor seems to be about friendly acceptance. It consisted of 

the questions about whether a pupil would tell the Third World child secrets (item 4, r=0.56), 

invite him or her home (item 6, r=0.70) or to a birthday party (item 8, r=0.58), would (not) 

feel angry if he or she did not keep the rules of games at play time (item 7, r= -0.62). (The 

(not) is added here because the correlation is negative and so needs to be interpreted 

accordingly; e.g., children were saying no to this question and yes to the others.) The second 

factor was about perceived similarity in terms of interest and ability. It consisted of the 

items dealing with the pupil's perception of the Third World child's ability to do or enjoy the 

same maths (item 12, r=0.72), reading (item 13, r=0.64), and hobbies (item 14, r=0.57). 

Factor three was like the sociability factors in previous studies on the perception of mental 

handicap by primary school children. The prosocial items which loaded on this factor 

included the child's willingness to smile at (item 1, r=0.55), sit beside (item 2, r=0.42), make 

him or her a best friend (item 5, r=0.45), to pick onto one's team in a game (item 9, r=0.47), 

to believe he or she should be in the same classroom (item 16, r=0.40), and (not) to be afraid 

of the Third World Child (item 15, r= -0.50). Factor four was like the social concern factor 
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which occurred previously in perceptions of mental handicap. It consisted of the items about 

chatting to the Third World child (item 3, r=0.52), picking him or her for one's team in a 

game (item 9, r=0.48), being concerned about teasing the Third World child (item 11, 

r=0.44), and affirming that the Third World child can be identified by his or her looks (item 

18, r=0.60). Finally, the fifth factor was about knowing a child from a foreign country. It 

consisted of items 19 to 21: are there any children from another country in your school (item 

19, r=0.71), in your classroom (item 20, r=0.43), or do you know anyone from another 

country (item 21, r=0.65). 

 

The descriptor scale. The descriptor data were factor analysed separately. Five independent 

factors were identified using the same procedures as for the first set of factors. The first 

factor reflected a negative racist image of Third World children (does not fight r=0.63, 

greedy r=0.59, bad r=0.62, stupid r=0.61, sad r=0.50, dirty r=0.56, lazy r=0.78, and tells lies 

r=0.71). The next factor seemed to reflect a hungry famine image (poor r=0.51, dirty r=0.64, 

and hungry r=0.83). The third factor seemed to be about identity and the difference between 

the pupil and Third World children (does not look like me r=0.85, and does not dress like me 

r=0.74). The fourth factor seemed to reflect an other aspect of the famine image, an 

unhealthy famine image (weak, r=0.80, poor r=0.42, and unhealthy r=0.47). The final fifth 

factor stood in stark contrast to the other factors but remained intuitively a possible idyllic 

image of an ideal Third World society for a few (rich r=0.41, easy life r=0.78, and happy 

r=0.54).  

 

Third World factors or images. 

1. Racist: bad, dirty, does not fight, greedy, lazy, stupid, sad, and tells lies.  

2. Hungry famine: dirty, hungry, poor.  

3. Identity and difference: does not look like me, and does not dress like me.  

4. Unhealthy famine: poor, unhealthy, weak.  

5. Idyllic: easy life, happy, rich.  

 

Pre-test Analyses. 

I am going to present some pre-test results for scores on these factors to indicate ways in 

which children can be expected to differ. There are for example, sex and location differences 

on some of the variables constructed on the basis of these factors. In previous studies I have 

found that attitudes towards children with mental handicap vary according to whether the 

child has experience of such children. In the present analyses statistical techniques were used 

to take account of differences between children in their experience of children from the Third 

World.  

 

On the pre-test the rural children were more friendly than the urban children on the 

composite attitudinal variable based on the first factor, friendly acceptance. There were sex 

differences on the attitudinal variable reflecting sociability, and on the item about social 

concern, in which girls were more sociable than boys.  

 

Turning to the second part of the questionnaire - the descriptors: boys were more negative or 

racist than the girls about Third World children (bad, dirty, does not fight, greedy, lazy, tells 

lies, sad, and stupid). There was a greater tendency for boys than girls to think about Third 

World Children with a "famine image" (poor, dirty, and hungry). The urban children were 

more likely than the rural children to think of Third World Children as different (does not 
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look like me, and does not dress like me), and as having access to the idyllic life (rich, easy 

life, and happy).  

 

Post-test Analyses. 

We have seen that there were differences in pre-test scores due to location, and sex. We 

know in addition that experience of children from other countries affected how children 

respond to the questions on this questionnaire because of the pre-test group differences 

(experimental, control) on the fifth factor of the 21 attitudinal items. In order to illustrate the 

effects of the intervention on the post-test scores, therefore, the effects of experience/ 

inexperience of people from other countries (Do you know anybody from another country?), 

and the effects of pre-test scores were removed statistically, and the influence of condition, 

sex, and location were examined.  

 

On the post-test the experimental group was more friendly and accepting (factor 1), more 

sociable (factor 3), and more socially concerned (factor 4), than the control group. In 

addition, the rural children were significantly more sociable (factor 3) towards the Third 

World child than the urban children.  

 

Turning to the descriptor variables, the racist image, and using the same type of analysis, the 

experimental groups were less racist than the control groups. Also the rural children were less 

likely to think of Third World children in terms of the unhealthy famine image.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Ways of thinking: the results of the factor analyses. 

First of all I will comment on the strong racist image present in Irish children in their 

representation of French children (bad, dirty, greedy, I don't like them, lazy, lies, not nice, 

stupid, and unhealthy), Greek children (all of them, bad, dirty, greedy, not nice, poor, sad, 

unhealthy) and Third World children (bad, dirty, does not fight, greedy, lazy, stupid, sad, and 

tells lies). It is important to realise that this negative image is not confined to any one 

national group. It is worth noting that these racist images are virtually identical and the 

difference between the Third World image and the others may result from slight differences 

between the two questionnaires. (The questionnaire about French/ Greek children included a 

question about liking French people, and it also included the dimension "nice - not nice" from 

Barrett and Short (1992).) The existence of prejudice amongst Irish children should not come 

as a surprise (e.g., MacGreil, 1977). The prejudice experienced in Ireland by the children and 

people from Vietnam has been described by McGovern (e.g., McGovern, 1993, and 1994).  

 

 

 

French factors or images. 

1. Racist: greedy, bad, stupid, dirty, unhealthy, lazy, lies, not nice, don't like them. 

2. Easy life: rich, easy life, clever, happy, clean, enough to eat. 

3. Difference: sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me. 

4. Passive image: does not fight, weak, good. 
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Greek factors or images. 

1. Racist: greedy, bad, poor, sad, dirty, unhealthy, not nice, all of them. 

2. Shirley Valentine: bad, easy life, happy, lazy, lies. 

3. Bandit: greedy, clever, lies, does not dress like me, don't like them. 

4. Nerd: weak, stupid, some of them, don't like them. 

5. Easy life: happy, eats well, does not look like me, don't like them. 

6. Slob: doesn't fight, rich, unhealthy. 

 

Third World factors or images. 

1. Racist: bad, dirty, does not fight, greedy, lazy, stupid, sad, and tells lies.  

2. Hungry famine: dirty, hungry, poor.  

3. Identity and difference: does not look like me, and does not dress like me.  

4. Unhealthy famine: poor, unhealthy, weak.  

5. Idyllic: easy life, happy, rich.  

 

 

The second French factor could be described as reflecting the easy life. The characteristics 

which defined it were rich, easy life, clever, happy, clean, and enough to eat. This is very like 

the final fifth factor about Third World children which stood contrast to the other factors, the 

idyllic image of an ideal Third World society for a few who were rich, with an easy life, and 

happy. It is also like the fifth Greek factor, happy eats well, does not look like me, and I don’t 

like them. Speculating wildly, might one say that there are differences in economic level 

being applied to the relevance of this type of factor? The third factor in each study is one 

about difference. The third French factor reflected difference between the pupil responding 

and his or her image of the French: sad, does not look like me, does not dress like me. The 

third Greek one being the most negative: greedy, clever, lies, does not dress like me, don't 

like them. The third Third World children factor is essentially the same one with does not 

look like me and does not dress like me as the defining characteristics. The fourth French 

factor reflected a passive image and consisted of the characteristics does not fight, weak, and 

good is specific to the French and the two factors on famine images for Third World children 

are unique to that data set. They were the hungry famine image with characteristics poor, 

dirty, and hungry and an unhealthy famine image with different characteristics: weak, poor, 

and unhealthy. There is more to be talked about in these images, but space does not permit a 

detailed analysis here. More detailed analyses are planned in the future with these data 

perhaps using other techniques like multidimensional scaling used in Forgas & O’Driscoll 

(1984). 

 

I hope that these images, these ways of thinking will help teachers to begin to find ways to 

approach children in terms of how they think about these issues. I wonder also to what extent 

these negative images depend on lack of information, and on insecure self-images. I may be 

able to investigate the effects of television on these images with the French and Greek data 

sets.  

 

Demographic differences. 

Rural urban differences have not yet been analysed in the study of attitudes towards French 

children. In the study on attitudes towards Third World children, the rural and urban children 
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differed in various ways on the pre-test. The rural children in contrast to the urban children in 

their attitudes towards Third World Children were (1) more friendly and accepting, and in 

terms of their descriptions were (2) more likely to see them as similar, and were (3) less 

likely to think of them as living in idyllic conditions.  

 

There were a number of sex differences in each study. In the study on attitudes towards 

French children boys were more racist, and more inclined to think of French children as 

different. In the study on attitudes towards children from the Third World the girls were (1) 

more sociable and (2) more socially concerned in their attitudes. On the descriptors the boys 

were more likely to have (3) a negative image, and (4) a hungry-famine image. This is very 

similar to the picture which has emerged in the studies which I have done with Irish children 

on attitudes towards children with mental handicap. My hope is that the negative attitudes 

which are so regularly displayed by boys are part of a natural developmental process, though 

it will take some time and further longitudinal study for me to be sure about this.  

 

Programme effects. 

It has been very encouraging in the first part of this paper to see how the scores on the racist 

image, and the tendency to see French children as different have diminished. There were also 

a series of significant changes in pro-social areas in the Third World study; on the attitudinal 

composite variables they were more accepting of the Third World children, they were more 

sociably disposed, and more socially concerned towards them. On the descriptor composite 

variables the experimental group were less racist. These results are most encouraging in a 

short term studies like this one. A suitable follow up of activities like this with an opportunity 

to meet French children and Third World children in a supportive environment would be 

most appropriate. 

 

In conclusion, I think that there are two clear sorts of effects here. First, and it is most 

encouraging, there is evidence that the Programme has measurable effects which in some 

cases are genuinely prosocial and in others may reflect the emphasis taken by individual 

teachers in their taught lessons. Both of these indicate the effectiveness of the programme in 

providing opportunities for children to reconsider their thinking about these issues. Second, 

in these studies I notice ways in which awareness by discussion or even by measurement may 

increase scores on the post-test as compared with the pre-test. The striking example of this in 

the present paper is the increase in racist responses in the control group in the study on 

attitudes towards French children. It is as though programmes or tests which focus attention 

on issues can increase latent ideas in pupils. I think that this has a number of implications. 

There are well known sayings which imply that it is often best to leave well alone, or to let 

sleeping dogs lie. However, the highlighting of issues is not necessarily bad, it is partly a 

question of drawing attention to something which may have been hidden. I believe that these 

issues are of profound importance to the future of our society, indeed all societies. It will not 

be enough to let sleeping dogs lie, to hope that the issue of racism and of negative prejudice 

will go away. If society is to be moral it requires the good for all its citizens. For me, the 

strength of the constructivist position is that it recognises the error of trying to change people 

too forcefully. What is needed, I believe, is not more frequent or more intense effort to 

change people, what is needed is gentle and consistent work to promote the positive, first 

personally and then socially. I hope that this will be possible cross-nationally in our networks 

of schools. 
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Appendix with: 

 

 

 

French questionnaire 

 

 

and 

 

 

Third World Questionnaire
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These questions are mostly about people who live in France.  
 

First there are some practice questions about your own country.  

 

1. What is the name of the country we live in?  ...................................................... 

 

2. Do you think of your country as big or small?   Circle one:   BIG SMALL 

 

3. Can you tell me if your country is bigger than Sligo?  Circle one:  YES  NO 

 

4. Can you tell me if your country is bigger than Dublin?   Circle one: YES  NO 

 

5. Can you give me the names of six other countries? 

 

 1....................... 2.......................  3........................ 

 

 4...................... 5.......................  6........................ 

 

 

Let's talk about French people living in France: 

 

Circle your choices: 

 

6. What skin colour do they usually have? WHITE.  BROWN.  BLACK.  OTHER. 

 

7. What hair colour do they usually have? BLACK.  BLOND.  BROWN.  OTHER. 

 

8. What colour are their eyes usually?  BLUE.  BROWN.  OTHER. 

 

9. Are they bigger, or smaller than Irish people?   BIGGER.   SAME SIZE. SMALLER. 

 

10. Are their clothes different than the clothes that we wear here?  DIFFERENT.  SAME.  

 

11. Are their clothes smarter or more scruffy than ours?  SMARTER.  MORE SCRUFFY. 

 

12. Do you think that generally they do  

the same sort of jobs as we do here?   SAME JOBS.   DIFFERENT JOBS. 

 

13. Do you think French people have a lot of money to spend?   YES. NO. 

 

14. What foods do they like to eat? 

 

 1....................... 2.......................  

 

 3....................... 4........................ 
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If you were to imagine a French boy or girl came to your school, and you were to describe 

him or her to your friends, which of these words do you think you would use? 

 

Circle your choices: 

 

 

15. FIGHTS - SOMETIMES FIGHTS - DOES NOT FIGHT 

 

16. SHARES - SOMETIMES SHARES - GREEDY 

 

17. STRONG - SOMETIMES WEAK - WEAK 

 

18. GOOD - SOMETIMES GOOD - BAD 

 

19. POOR - IN THE MIDDLE - RICH 

 

20. HARD LIFE - SOMETIMES HARD - EASY LIFE 

 

21. CLEVER - SOMETIMES CLEVER - STUPID 

 

22. HAPPY - SOMETIMES HAPPY - SAD 

 

23. CLEAN - SOMETIMES CLEAN - DIRTY 

 

24. HEALTHY - SOMETIMES UNHEALTHY - UNHEALTHY  

 

25. WORKS HARD - SOMETIMES LAZY - LAZY  

 

25. TELLS THE TRUTH - SOMETIMES TELLS THE RUTH - TELLS LIES  

 

26. HUNGRY - IS SOMETIMES HUNGRY - GETS ENOUGH TO EAT  

 

27. may look like me - may look a little like me - does not look like me 

 

28. dresses like me - dresses a little like me - does not dress like me 

 

29.  NICE - SOMETIMES NICE - NOT NICE  

 

 

30. You have told me lots of interesting things about people from France. Do you 

think that all of them are like that or just some of them?  

 

Circle one: ALL OF THEM MOST OF THEM  SOME OF THEM 
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How did you find out about France? 

each of the following reasons may matter a lot, a little, or not at all. 

Circle your choices: 

31. I had holidays in France   A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

32. I have relations living in France  A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

33. I have friends who have been there A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

34. From books     A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

35. From comics    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

36. From newspapers    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

37. From the TV    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

38. From the radio    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

39. From teachers    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

40. From friends at school   A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

41. From my parents    A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

42. From my brothers and/or sisters  A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

43. From my grandparents   A LOT  A LITTLE  NONE  

44. How much do you like them?  A LITTLE  A LOT  NOT AT ALL 

 

45. Why do you like or dislike them? What is it about them which makes you feel 

this way? 

 

46. Can you put in order your liking for these 7 countries, from the best (1) - to the 

least (7)? 

 

Ireland England Italy Germany Spain France Greece 

 

 

47. If you had to choose to live in one of the countries listed here, which one would 

you choose?  

Which one would you chose first? Which one would you choose second? Just 1 

and 2. 

 

Ireland England Italy Germany Spain France Greece 

 

 

Give a reason for each choice. 

First choice. 

 

Second choice.



Paper presented at a Comenius Seminar in Angers October 1996. 

  22 

 
SECTION 1 Pupil's answer sheet. 

 

For each question which the teacher reads out,  

please circle either yes or no. 

 

A. Yes No 

 

B. Yes No 

 

1. Yes No 

 

2. Yes No 

 

3. Yes No 

 

4. Yes No 

 

5. Yes No 

 

6. Yes No 

 

7. Yes No 

 

8. Yes No 

 

9. Yes No 

 

10. Yes No 

 

11. Yes No 

 

12. Yes No 

 

13. Yes No 

 

14. Yes No 

 

15. Yes No 

 

16. Yes No    20. Yes No 

 

17. Yes No    21. Yes No 

 

18. Yes No 

 

19. Yes No 
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SECTION 2 

Let's practise 

If you were describing cars which of these words would you use? 

On each line below circle only one you would use. 

 

A. Fast - Quite fast - Slow 

 

B. Noisy - Sometimes noisy - Quiet 

 

Now, let's go back to our "pretend" new boy or girl who is from another country. If you were 

describing him or her to your other friends which of these words do you think you would use? 

On each line below circle only one you would use. 

 

1. fights - sometimes fights - does not fight 

 

2. shares - sometimes shares - greedy 

 

3. strong - a bit of both - weak 

 

4. good - sometimes good - bad 

 

5. poor - in the middle - rich 

 

6. hard life - sometimes hard - easy life 

 

7. clever - in the middle - stupid 

 

8. happy - sometimes happy - sad 

 

9. clean - sometimes clean - dirty 

 

10. healthy - sometimes healthy - unhealthy 

 

11. works hard - sometimes works hard - lazy 

 

12. tells the truth - sometimes tells the truth - tells lies 

 

13. hungry - is sometimes hungry - gets enough to eat 

 

14. looks like me - looks a little like me - does not look like me 

 

15. dresses like me - dresses a little like me - does not dress like me 

 

Thank you for helping us. The teacher will now collect this questionnaire. 
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SECTION 1 

 

For the teacher to read to the children. 

Care needs to be taken to ensure that each child is answering the question on his/ her answer 

sheet corresponding to the letter (A, B) and then the number which the teacher reads out. 

This can be checked after the two practice questions A and B. 

 

I would like you to pretend that a new child came to your class this year. He/She is from the 

Third World (e.g. Africa). Show composite picture. Here are some questions for you to 

answer. 

 

This is not a test, and your answers will be kept private. Here are a few practice questions. 

Circle the answer you choose. 

 

A.  Are you a boy?   Yes No 

 

B.  Do you like Ice-cream   Yes No 

 

Are there any questions? Good now we can begin the questions about the new child who has 

come to your school. 

 

1.  Would you smile at him/her on the first day? 

2.  Would you ask him/her to sit beside you? 

3.  Would you chat to him/her at break time? 

4.  Later on, would you tell him/her secrets that you usually keep for your friends? 

5.  Would you make him/her your best friend? 

6.  Would you invite him/her to your house to play after school? 

7.  Would you feel angry if he/she did not keep the rules of your games at play time?  

8.  Would you invite him/her to your birthday party with your other friends?  

9.  Would you pick him/her on your team in a game? 

10.  Would you ask him/her questions about themselves?  

11.  Would you care if other children made fun of the new child?     

12.  Do you think the new child could do the same maths as you? 

13.  Do you think that he/she could read the same books as you? 

14.  Do you think that he/she would have the same hobbies as the other 

 children?  

15.  Would you feel afraid of him/her because they were from another country?  

16.  Do you think children from other countries should be taught in the same 

classroom  as Irish children?  

17.  Do you think children from other countries would prefer other children from their 

 own country as friends?  

18.  Can you tell if a child is from another country by just looking at his/her face?  

19. Are there any children from another country in your school?  

20. Are there any children from another country in your classroom?  

21. Do you know anybody who is from another country? 

 

 


