DRAFT ADDRESS BY MINISTER OF STATE LYNCH AT THE EU SIDE EVENT ON YOUNG MEN AND YOUNG WOMEN, BOYS AND GIRLS AND GENDER EQUALITY

Chairperson and Colleagues

It give me great pleasure to join you here today at the European Union’s side event on the emerging issue of young men and young women, girls and boys and gender equality.

I am Minister of State with responsibility for Disability, Equality, Mental Health and Older People in Ireland.  Ireland has a population of about 4 and a half million.  We have a comparatively high birth rate for an advanced industrial country and therefore a sizeable young population, with about 22 per cent of our population in the age group 0 to 14 years.  
Today I am going to talk to you about some of the initiatives which have been taken to identify and address gender equality and relationships issues in our education system in Ireland.  These steps aim to ensure that the education system respects the needs of both girls and boys and to promote healthy relationships in order to avoid domestic violence.

We know how receptive young minds are to new ideas, good and bad.   We are all very much aware of the importance of addressing stereotypes at the earliest opportunity.  It is therefore essential that all educationalists are fully aware of the impact of gender sensitive teaching and the encouragement of gender neutral behaviours among young people.

Over the past six years, three separate sets of guidelines on the topic of equality, including gender equality have been published to provide guidance to educationalists at pre-school, primary and secondary levels.  The importance of these guidelines cannot be over stated.   All are available on the internet and I am happy to distribute a list of the web addresses for the various documents to help you explore them further.  
The guidelines for primary schools note that the Beijing Platform for Action recommends that Governments

Create a gender-sensitive educational system in order to ensure equal educational and training opportunities and full and equal participation of women in educational administration and policy and decision-making.
While the first educators of children are of course their parents, many children, particularly in the industrialised world, spend much of their early years in professional childcare facilities.  The guidelines on Diversity and Equality for Childcare Providers developed in Ireland note that 
If we do not want children to believe that boys/girls and men/women have difference areas or levels of competence, childcare practitioners must be aware of gender politics in play and challenge what children do and say.  

The guidelines recommend that practitioners do systematic observations to evaluate gender bias by 

· looking at gender dynamics between children; 

· recognising sexism in children’s play and interaction

· understanding and challenging sexist attitudes and behaviour
· ensuring books are gender-neutral and 

· promoting gender equity in interactions with children.

The European Social Fund made grant support available for the development of a comprehensive gender equality programme for primary schools.  Known as “Equal Measures”, this programme pack is designed to assist school boards of management, teachers, parents, pupils and the entire school community in formulating a gender equality policy and in promoting gender equality within the whole school context.  

Equal Measures consists of a manual and DVD.  The manual deals with issues including the legislative background, teacher guidelines and audit models to facilitate schools to conduct practical gender audits. The DVD aims to provide practical support on issues such as gender issues and the single-sex school and provides examples of good practice in schools.

These materials were designed to provide schools with a ready-made framework to enable them to formulate their gender equality policy in an efficient and user friendly way, while promoting gender equality within the whole school context. Speaking at its launch in 2006, the then Minister for Education noted that

"Irish society has changed dramatically in recent years and the promotion of equality is now a feature of all public policy.  A conscious effort on the part of society to change attitudes and to accommodate difference is essential for an inclusive society.  The school occupies a unique position and the role of the school is fundamental to this process.”
The importance of engaging with parents in this regard is very important.  This is done in Ireland through school boards of management who are responsible for the day to day management of schools, collaborating with the Principal Teacher and the teaching staff.   “Equal Measures” includes guidance packs for the school, for the board of management and for teachers.  It includes specimen classes to cover children of different ages within the primary cycle.  

The Equality Authority, the key element in the Irish gender equality machinery, collaborated with the School Development Initiative to establish guidelines on equality policies for secondary schools.  These guidelines deal with all the nine equality grounds covered in the Irish anti-discrimination legislation.  In relation to gender, the guidelines highlight issues such as linkages between the range of subjects offered and gender stereotypes; gender stereotypes and the content of course materials; the extent to which both sexes are represented in representative and decision-making structures.  
Issues in relation to the availability of particular subjects are particularly important in an Irish context where 40 per cent of girls still attend a single sex school (compared with 26 per cent of boys).  There is a direct correlation between subject choice at secondary level and future career/education choice.
The Equality Authority has also collaborated with our Department of Education in the development of guidelines to support schools to address LGBT issues for  secondary school pupils.  The purpose of the guidelines is to increase awareness among educators of the visibility of LGBT students and in particular the consequences of homophobic bullying.  The goal is to ensure a happy, safe and inclusive environment, regardless of gender identity. 
Apart from these guidelines on gender equality, the secondary school curriculum in Ireland also includes a compulsory course throughout the three years of the junior cycle known as Social, Personal and Health Education.  This subject aims to support the personal development, health and well-being of young people and helps them to create and maintain supportive relationships.  There are ten modules in the curriculum for each of the three years.  The module of greatest interest from the gender equality perspective is that of relationships and sexuality education.  This adopts a holistic approach encompassing all dimensions of life, including the physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, social and environmental, and the complex interplay between these dimensions which contributes to personal well-being and to positive inter-personal relationships.
The curriculum for first year pupils (who are normally aged about 12 years) includes a series of classes which deepen awareness of male and female stereotypes and their influence on attitudes and behaviour.  Another element of the first year enables pupils to identify responsibilities in various types of relationships.   This theme is explored further in the following two years, looking at feelings and emotions associated with relationships in second year, while the issue of conflict in relationships and conflict resolution and communication skills associated with conflict situations are explored in third year.  Rights and responsibilities within relationships are also explored in depth.  This educational initiative aims to teach young people about healthy relationship behaviour and links with efforts to deter episodes of domestic violence in adulthood.
Sexuality education is also an important element of this school subject and is taught in an age appropriate manner, throughout the junior secondary cycle.   Over the past ten years, the message of sexual health and safe contraception has also been the subject of a number of innovative television and other media campaigns aimed at young people.   It is believed that this has been a contributing factor in the reduction in the number of teen pregnancies from 5.3 per cent in 2001 to just 2.7 per cent in 2010. 
If you are interested in education, I hope that you will pick up a copy of the document which gives the web addresses of each of the documents to which I referred.  They are all available for consultation and download as necessary.
Thank you for your attention and I look forward to answering questions later.
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