Northern Ireland rural school forges new ties with Ukrainian pupils through UK-funded partnership
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A rural primary school in Northern Ireland, Kilmoyle Primary School in Ballybogey, has embarked on a noteworthy international partnership with a Ukrainian school, Pershotravensk Gymnasium No 3, located near the front lines of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. This initiative is part of the UK–Ukraine School Partnerships programme, a project launched by the British Council and supported by the UK government, which aims to foster cross-cultural understanding and enhance education by connecting 50 schools in the UK with 50 schools in Ukraine.
The overarching goal of this programme is to promote reading for pleasure and bolster English language skills, providing a unique platform for students to share stories, cultures, and experiences. According to the British Council, it has already attracted over 750 applications from various schools across the UK, highlighting the surge of interest in building international links even amid challenging times. Currently, around 3,000 pupils and 100 teachers are participating, engaging in collaborative educational projects that aim to strengthen resilience and wellbeing among young learners.
Jeff Scott, the principal of Kilmoyle Primary School, expressed the transformative impact of hosting 14 Ukrainian pupils in May 2022, an experience that markedly changed the school's demographic landscape. He commented, "Before then, we were a small, rural, predominantly white school. The arrival of Ukrainian families into our community brought real diversity." This integration has been further enriched by the school's dedication to cultural inclusion and the provision of English language lessons, fostering a supportive environment for both Ukrainian and local children.
In this partnership, the schools engage in joint activities centred around the book "Star Child," utilising weekly live video calls to discuss its themes and share presentations about their respective cultures and educational environments. Scott believes that these direct interactions provide valuable learning opportunities, saying, “This project opens our pupils’ eyes to the wider world. It makes global learning real – they’re not just reading about different cultures, they’re talking to children from them.” This immersive experience not only enhances empathy among students but also benefits Ukrainian children by exposing them to native English speakers.
Jonathan Stewart, director of the British Council Northern Ireland, underscored the significance of such initiatives, noting, “This programme shows the power of schools to build real connections – even in the most challenging times.” Such partnerships are a testament to the potential of educational institutions to act as conduits for understanding and solidarity, reaffirming the importance of international connections amid ongoing global crises.
The UK-Ukraine School Partnerships programme operates as part of the UK's broader commitment to support Ukraine through a variety of initiatives, reinforcing educational ties that can provide long-term benefits for students on both sides. As the impact of conflict continues to be felt, this initiative serves not only as a means of maintaining educational standards but also as an important stepping stone towards cultural enrichment and global citizenship.
In a world increasingly defined by its challenges, the collaboration between Kilmoyle Primary School and their Ukrainian counterpart stands as a beacon of hope, illustrating the power of education to foster connections that transcend borders. 
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