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Exemplar Unit of Work:
 

Responding to Sectarianism
Learning Outcomes
Pupils should have the opportunity to

• explore the causes of sectarianism in Northern Ireland

• identify the consequences of sectarianism in our society

• investigate how individuals, society and the government can respond to sectarianism

• present their vision of a future Northern Ireland

Conceptual Pathway 

The following map offers one possible conceptual pathway through the issue of sectarianism, making use of the 

material available on the Eyewitness web site. Each key concept is connected to a classroom activity, which is 

described in more detail in the following pages. 

Classroom Activity Key Concepts Potentially related issues

Lead in from introductory work 

on ‘what’s good and bad about 

groups?’ 

What are the 

consequences of 

sectarianism?

Reporter activity from 

Eyewitness 

Religious and political

tension in Northern Ireland

What are the 

causes of sectarianism?

Vox Pop simulation using 

Sectarianism Voices from 

Eyewitness

Religious

Cultural 

Political factors

How can we 

respond to 

sectarianism?

Spectrum discussion and 

group work

Individual 

Society, State

Unusual Suspects activity from 

Eyewitness

Can we always 

recognise sectarianism?

Changing Views Beyond sectarianism?
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Lessons

Setting the scene for the lessons

It is important that this issue is discussed in a climate that will encourage exploration of sensitive issues within 

a relevant context. For example, the approach outlined above could follow on from individual identity and/or 

community mapping exercises. Before engaging with the lesson suggestions outlined below, spend some time 

reading/refl ecting on the issue yourself. There are materials available on the Eyewitness web site to support this:

1. Learning More resources: Facilitators’ Notes and Sectarianism

2. Find out more in Sectarianism: Perspective

Lesson 1: What are the consequences of sectarianism?

Main resource: Eyewitness web site – Activities – Reporter Activity

Using the resource in the classroom 

The lead-in to the lesson will depend on the experience/background of the pupils. There is a need to have carried 

out some previous work on the idea of forming groups, group identity and the confl ict that can arise because 

of different/competing expressions of group identity. You can use this activity to move the discussion into an 

examination of the consequences of confl ict in Northern Ireland that are due to negative expression of group 

identity.

Progression

Explain to pupils that they are going to be reporting on an incident that happened in Northern Ireland because of 

competing notions of group identity.

Introduce the Reporter activity and direct pupils to produce a report on the Jubilee riots. Give pupils (as individuals 

or in small groups) enough time to produce their report – this may require a double period. Each pupil (or group) 

can then play back their report to the rest of the class.

In conclusion, ask the pupils to discuss which groups were represented in their reports. Did these groups respect/

understand each other’s point of view? Why do they think the riots occurred?  This will inevitably lead to use of the 

term ‘sectarianism.’ Ask pupils to defi ne the meaning of this term. Record and retain the agreed defi nition for use 

in other lessons (this defi nition will be added to and/or amended as the lessons progress). Ask pupils to list some 

of the effects/consequences of sectarianism on our society e.g. fear, suspicion, violence, bigotry, separation of 

groups etc.

These ideas could be represented diagrammatically e.g. write their working defi nition of sectarianism as graffi ti on 

a diagram of a wall. Words representing the consequences of sectarianism could be written on individual random 

bricks on the wall. Keep this diagram for future lessons.
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Extension

This activity could be extended to allow pupils to explore the role of the media in presenting reports on sensitive/

contentious issues. Each group of pupils could be asked to produce a report with a particular bias, allocated to 

them (secretly!) by the teacher. As each news report is presented to the rest of the class, ask the pupils whether it 

was a fair report? Was there any bias in the reporting? How did the reporter’s views come out in the fi nal report? 

This could lead to additional activities exploring bias in all aspects of reporting in the media.

Lesson 2: What are the causes of sectarianism?

Main resource: Eyewitness web site – Sectarianism – Voices

Using the resource in the classroom

Role play and simulation activities are extremely useful methodologies for handling sensitive and controversial 

issues because they provide distance from the issue, in terms of the pupil’s personal opinion, whilst at the same 

time encouraging empathy. However, these activities can be time consuming and younger pupils especially need 

support in playing out their role. The idea suggested below provides an alternative, less demanding approach.

 

Preparation

The information in Sectarianism – Voices could be easily adapted to produce a number of distinct role cards. e.g. 

You are a Catholic woman

You are from a republican area in North Belfast

You think that you can’t trust Protestants. You didn’t think like this before the Holy Cross 

incident but it has made you very bitter. You sent your son to an integrated school. You think 

it’s OK for him to learn to mix with Protestants at school but you don’t want him meeting them

outside school. You’ve told him not to trust them.

The amount of detail and language used can obviously vary according to the ability of your pupils. Make sure that 

the prepared role cards give a wide range of views on the causes of sectarianism.

Progression

Pupils can then be allocated a role (or in the case of older or more able pupils, they could be assigned a role and 

asked to research this person’s views on the web site). Ask pupils to spend a little time reading their role card 

and thinking about how their character feels about sectarianism. Each person should be very clear on what their 

character would say were the causes of sectarianism. 
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When pupils are confi dent with their role, select three or four pupils at random to play the part of a reporter on the street taking 

vox pop views from the range of characters (it may be useful to suggest and record on the board a few basic questions they 

could ask e.g. Have you experienced sectarianism? What do you think causes sectarianism? Do you think you’re sectarian? 

etc.). The rest of the class should pretend that they are ‘downtown’ and move around the room, as individuals or groups, until 

they are stopped and briefl y interviewed by the reporters. Remind them to answer the questions in role.

After a few minutes, select three or four new reporters and repeat the vox pop activity. Continue until all pupils have had an 

opportunity to express their character’s view and listen to a range of views from other characters.

In conclusion, ask pupils to form small groups and to list three or four factors that they think are the causes of sectarianism. 

Take feedback and record these words on the ‘sectarianism wall’ from the previous activity (it might be a good idea to record 

the causes on the bricks at the very bottom of the wall). Some of the ‘causes’ may repeat some of the words used for the 

‘consequences’ from the previous lesson. Use this to explain/discuss the idea of the perpetuation of sectarianism from one 

generation to the next (i.e. the consequences of sectarianism provide more fuel to keep causing it). Provide pupils with the 

opportunity to amend their defi nition of sectarianism.

Lesson 3: How can we respond to sectarianism?

Main resource: Eyewitness web site – Sectarianism – Voices

Using the resource in the classroom

Preparation

Use the role cards prepared for the previous activity.

Progression

Remind pupils of their conclusion to the previous activity. Display the sectarianism wall and ask the pupils this 

rhetorical question: What would we have to do to bring this wall of sectarianism crumbling down? How could we 

make cracks appear in it? Explain that this will be the focus of this lesson.

It is important that pupils retain a level of realism in this lesson. Remind them that individuals in Northern Ireland 

have had a variety of experiences relating to sectarianism and that whatever the class might suggest as ‘cracks’ 

in the wall would need to have an effect on all the characters they met in the last lesson. Explain that some 

people think that complete separation of the two communities is a good idea while other people think that the 

communities need to be totally mixed and that they should ignore their own identity; other people’s views are 

somewhere in between. 
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Redistribute a role card from the previous lesson to each pupil. Label one end of the room ‘TOTALLY SEPARATE’ 

and the other end of the room ‘COMPLETELY MIXED’. Ask pupils to think about where their character might stand 

along this spectrum. Tell the pupils to physically position themselves on the spectrum and invite some pupils to 

explain why their character would stand there – e.g. A pupil may say ‘I’m John Dunlop and I’m standing in the 

middle because I think it’s really important that people have a strong sense of their own identity but make room for 

people to be different.’

Once pupils have adequately explored this spectrum of views, ask them the following rhetorical question: What 

do you think different parts of our society need to do to reduce sectarianism in Northern Ireland and still make all 

these people feel comfortable with their own identity and the identity of others?

Place pupils into small groups. Explain that each group will be asked to represent a certain part of our society. 

They will have ten minutes to decide what they could do to answer the question posed above. Allocate a role to 

each group e.g. churches, religious groups, schools, universities, leisure facilities, sports groups, popular culture, 

politicians, employers, trades unions, police, young people, etc. Choose roles appropriate to the age and ability of 

your class. As the pupils are discussing their response, you may need to move around the room and remind them 

of the question posed above to help them to refi ne their ideas. Draw their attention to the bricks labelled with the 

causes and ask them to think what could be done to remove those bricks from the sectarianism wall (e.g. if one 

brick is ‘suspicion’ then suggest that it might be a good idea to encourage people to get to know each other better 

etc.).

Ask for feedback from each group and record the ideas on the board. Summarise the main suggestions arising 

from the discussion e.g. use their suggestions to reinforce, at a very basic level, the role of the individual, society 

and the government and the need for increased communication (e.g. cross-community contact), education (e.g. 

poster campaigns, anti-sectarianism training in the workplace, learning about other community identities in school 

etc) and aspects of legislation (e.g. laws to prevent discrimination etc). Record their ideas as ‘cracks’ on the 

sectarianism wall from the previous lessons. 

Lesson 4: Can we always recognize sectarianism? 

Main resource: Eyewitness web site – Activities – Unusual Suspects 

 

Using the resource in the classroom

This activity requires pupils to have quite a sophisticated understanding of how polite comments can hide 

underlying prejudice. It may require a good deal of teacher explanation, depending on the age/ability of the pupils. 

After carrying out the activity, pupils could be asked to consider comments they have heard that subtly give away 

an individual’s prejudice. The activity can be used to show pupils that sectarianism and prejudice are not just 

attitudes to be found at interface areas but are present in all levels of society. As a follow-up activity, ask pupils to 

watch news programmes or examine newspapers to gather some more examples.
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Lesson 5: Beyond sectarianism?

To end the series of lessons on an optimistic note, direct pupils to the Changing Views section of the web site. 

Place pupils into small groups and assign each group the task of exploring one of these issues: 

• Murals of the Future

• Off the Pitch

• Wedding Drama

• Seeing the Whole Picture

Each group should briefl y present to the rest of the class:

• A description of the issue investigated

• Lessons learned by the individuals involved

As a summary, why not ask the pupils to design a mural depicting their view of a future Northern Ireland or return 

to the idea of the sectarianism wall and ask the pupils to literally cover up the words on the bricks with words of 

hope e.g. replace ‘fear’ with ‘building trust’ etc. and to replace the defi nition of sectarianism with a defi nition of 

reconciliation etc.


