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Abstract

The case study describes a community cohesion project in education as part of the 
UK government Pathfinder programme. The project, based on the performing arts 
and a South African theatre group, Mighty Zulu Nation, involved 250 primary pupils 
from 8 schools in Leicester. National and local contexts explained and project plan, its 
implementation and outcomes are described. 

The main focus is on the impact of the project on those involved, drawing on the 
perceptions of the teachers who coordinated the project in each school. The evaluation 
methodology is outlined and the impact on pupils regarding cultural diversity (attitudes, 
knowledge and skills) and their motivation and attainment exemplified. Parental 
attitudes and the effects on their knowledge and skills are also covered, as is the general 
impact of activities on local community relations. The case study concludes by reflecting 
on this model and the factors that led to successful outcomes.

In 2001 the British Government set up the Community Cohesion Review Team, chaired 

by Ted Cantle, to investigate the circumstances that surrounded racial disturbances in 

Bradford, Oldham and Burnley that year and to look at “how national policies might be 

used to promote better community cohesion, based on shared values and a celebration 

of diversity” 1. 

The review team found that “many communities operated on the basis of a series 

of parallel lives” and that local initiatives and programmes often reinforced a sense of 

separation and divisiveness.  They saw schools as being central to breaking down barriers 

between young people and helping to create cohesive communities and proposed the 

creation of inter-school twinning between schools representing the principal cultures2.
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The pathfinder project

One of the government’s responses to the Cantle Report was to set up local 

partnerships Community Cohesion Pathfinder Areas in 2003 to focus on strategies to 

address segregation. Leicester was chosen to be one of them because of its good track 

record in the area. Robert Vincent, of the School Development and Support Agency, and 

the author set up a school-twinning project, ‘Diversity and Cohesion through Theatre 

and E-Learning’ as education’s contribution.

This would appear to be needed at that time. 48% of Leicester’s school population 

were White British and 37% were of Asian origin and 38% schools had a white majority 

of more than 75% and 20% an Asian majority 3. Moreover, research in 2003 by the 

Improvement and Development Agency (IDeA) had shown that BME (Black & minority 

ethnic) students felt “that there were few opportunities for contact with other groups, 

either through school, extra-curriculum or other activities” 4. 

Mighty Zulu Nation

We were fortunate to have had, Mighty Zulu Nation (MZN), a South African theatre 

group, working with Leicester schools. They had already worked in 45 local schools, 

doing workshops and performances with children.

The Pathfinder Project sought to build on work that had already been done by MZN 

and use their dynamic and dramatic approach to performing arts to bring together pupils 

from different ethnic and religious groups. 

The structure

Eight primary schools came into the project. Four were largely Asian (from 75% 

to 93% of pupils) and mainly Muslim (43-69%). Four were largely white (from 40% to 

85% of pupils), with three mainly Christian (55%-93% of pupils) and one having 60% 

of pupils with no religion.  One of these largely white schools also had 27% pupils from 

Caribbean and Caribbean/white backgrounds.

Schools were paired up with culturally dissimilar partners. The focus for twinning 

activities was on a selected ‘target’ group of thirty pupils from each school. Year 5s (10 

year olds) were usually targeted so opportunities could exist over two years [primary 

school pupils leave for secondary school, at the end of year 6, aged 11] to develop their 

relationships. School co-ordinators (often teachers of these classes) were appointed and 

given two planning/professional development days and funding for replacement teachers 
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for those days. A further funded day was provided to de-brief at the end of the project. 

Implementing the programme

MZN came into four of the paired schools for a day in late September/early October. 

The whole school would be involved, along with thirty target group pupils from their 

partner school. MZN did a performance for everyone and then put on music, dance, 

story and art workshops for pupils for the rest of the day.  Target group children from 

both schools worked in the afternoon movement/dance workshops. The whole day 

culminated in an after school show for parents, with children performing with MZN.  

This process was repeated in March at the second set of paired schools. This time 

there were thirty target group pupils from the first school who worked with their target 

group peers for the second time.

MZN then revisited one of the paired schools in April to work with the two target 

groups on their joint contribution to the finale Freedom Day performance. Then, at the 

end of the school day, they performed before parents from both schools. 

Freedom day finale

240 target group pupils from the eight schools came together on 27th April at the 

African Caribbean Centre to celebrate ‘South Africa Freedom Day’: ten years of freedom 

for South Africa since the ending of apartheid. They rehearsed their pieces throughout 

the day, melding in their acts with those of MZN and the other schools. Some of the 

routines were based on South African themes reflecting the struggle against racism 

and others were based on elements from the children’s own communities, e.g. one 

multicultural routine combined stick (Asian) and Morris (English) dances. All 240 pupils 

joined for a glorious finale, to the acclaim of over two hundred parents and other guests. 

The event was videoed and copies are to be sent to all the schools.

The impact

All in all over 3000 pupils experienced seeing and working with MZN and 240 target 

group pupils had the more intensive community cohesion experience outlined above. 

Over 500 parents were involved as audiences. 

The project was evaluated by sending out evaluation questions. All 8 schools responded 

with written responses, largely from one or both of the project coordinators, with one 

school sending in responses from coordinators, the head and a teaching assistant (so all 
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in all there were 11 sets of replies). These were collated and analysed by the writer.  

The quality of the experience and the impact of the project on the children and 

parents are revealed below: 

1. What are your perceptions of the impact the project had on pupils on 
pupils in terms of awareness and acceptance of cultural diversity?

All 11 respondents commented positively, e.g.: “The project has had a major impact 

on yr 5, particularly the target group.  Prior to the project racist comments were not 

uncommon, particularly regarding dress e.g. turbans, veils etc. “

2. What are your perceptions of the impact the project had on pupils 
in terms of the development of knowledge and skills in this re cultural 
diversity?

All were positive about pupil knowledge and skills. 8 mentioned learning about South 

Africa, 5 the development of performing arts skills, 2 team work and inter-personal 

skills and 2 knowledge of other religions, 2 politics and ethics and 1 literacy skills, e.g. 

“Recently able to discuss the concept of oppression in class.”

3. What difference do you think the project has made to pupil motivation 
and levels of attainment?

All were positive, e.g.: “Levels of behaviour improved and attainment and ‘doing 

one’s best’ improved.”

4. What evidence do you have to back up your perceptions relating to 1., 2. 
& 3?

All but one mentioned children’s observable behaviours (including academic work) 

and talk with and reports from children (some of which were written down by teachers). 

Two also mentioned parental feedback, one mentioned a survey by questionnaire and 

one reported “little ‘concrete’ evidence”.

5. What are your perceptions of the impact the project had on parents in 
terms of their awareness and acceptance of cultural diversity?

Although 2 mentioned the reluctance on the part of some parents to support the 

project, all were positive, e.g.:  “Racist comments were not uncommon from parents. 

They would have been unwilling for the children to learn about other faiths.  Since the 

project I have become aware of a greater tolerance.  Parents visited the paired school 

for the Mighty Zulu performance and both sets of parents came together for four 

performances in all.  This would have been unheard of several years ago.  All parents 

were willing for their children to take part and were supportive all the way through.  

It was useful discussing why we covered legs and arms when making costumes for the 

Muslim girls and the discussions enabled parents to think about these issues when they 
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had never needed to in the past. “

6. What are your perceptions of the impact the project had on parents in 
terms of the development of their knowledge and skills in this area? 

4 had no comments/found it too difficult to evaluate, 2 referred to 5 above to cover 

this one and 1 answered in a way that did not address the questions. 4 responses were 

positive: e.g.: “Many parents helped with their children’s investigative work on apartheid, 

helping them find internet sites, library books, maps etc.  Some of our classroom 

assistants are also parents and their knowledge improved greatly as a result of working 

with their children.  Parents helped make costumes and worked with helpers and parents 

at the partner school to order leggings, shorts etc.  - This would have been unheard of 

several years ago.  The easy communication between the two schools has had a hugely 

positive impact on our immediate local area. “

7. What evidence do you have to back up your perceptions re 5. & 6?

3 had no comments/found it too difficult to evaluate. Most cited conversations with 

parents and some the numbers participating and attending events:

“Comments from parents who are classroom assistants who are also parents have 

been very positive. The project provided a means of communication with them which 

did not exist before. In other words, both communities were able to work together in a 

meaningful way sharing ideas, dialogue, practical work etc.”

8. What effect do you feel the project had on local community relations?

3 had no comments/found it too difficult to evaluate for the wider community and 1 

thought it had had no effect. 7 were positive, e.g.: “Parents at A told Mr D that positive 

reactions from our parents made them feel more secure in local environment. I feel that 

our white parents developed a more tolerant attitude towards our African-Caribbean 

parents. Staging the performances at the African-Caribbean Centre and the sheer 

enjoyment of the whole project helped break down barriers. The African-Caribbean 

parents definitely developed more tolerant attitudes towards Asian parents.”

9. What evidence do you have to back up your perceptions here?

5 made no comments or said there was no evidence. 5 cited conversations with 

parents and parental behaviour (sharing lifts etc.), e.g.: “One parent told Mr H that both 

communities would not have visited each other’s schools so freely in years gone by and 

times had definitely changed.”

10. We would be interested to know about the role of interactions around the 
workshops and performance.

2 made no comment. The rest (9) were positive about a range of interactions and 
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co-visits, e.g.: “In all of our waiting times at the African-Caribbean Centre all staff were 

gratified to see quite natural pairings of children between our partnered schools.”

11. We would be interested to know about the role of curriculum work 
around the project themes.

10 mentioned various aspects of curriculum development, especially around South 

Africa and Apartheid (6). Religious Education [RE], Information Communication 

Technology [ICT], Literacy, History and Persona/, Social & Health Education were  the 

curriculum areas used for project-related work, e.g. “We used ICT time to investigate 

apartheid, building up files and then linked this work to further work on Black Heroes. 

In RE we discussed other religions based on what we had learned at A: we also discussed 

ethical issues surrounding apartheid. In literacy we wrote letters of appreciation to 

MZN. The children reflected on their experiences of the project, e.g. role models, group 

work, self-esteem and wrote up their reflections in letters. At present we are working 

on literature of other cultures, Indian and African, and the children are much more 

open and enthusiastic to new cultures then would have been without the project. It was 

a welcome opportunity to work outside the curriculum in a way that reflected a whole 

child approach to music drama, literacy, history, ethics etc etc.” 

Conclusions

For schools, the project would seem to have productively linked their pupils, 

teachers and parents to others from different communities and enthused and motivated 

all participants. It also revealed a real thirst amongst pupils, teachers and parents for the 

performing arts and led to curriculum being developed to cover South Africa, apartheid 

and diversity. It also brought to the surface issues of racism and focussed schools on the 

need to do something about these. 

Our Future

These teacher quotes encapsulate the significance of the project:

 “These young people are our future. B is a very closed community the people 
here are slow to accept and welcome ‘in-comers’. However, the MZN 
project has enabled our target group, at least, to become a part of the 
wider world and forge links outside their usual environment. “

 “Discussion with the children has shown how much they have learnt: [one 
child said:] ‘Now I know that clothing may be different to mine, but I must 
still respect things that are different.’”

 “This experience, I am sure, will live with these children always.”
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