Cliftonville Primary wins international recognition for fostering multilingualism and inclusivity
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Cliftonville Integrated Primary School in north Belfast is proving that diversity can be a powerful asset in education. With over 400 pupils and a mosaic of cultures represented by 17 different languages spoken within its walls, the school has successfully embraced this multicultural backdrop, earning the prestigious British Council’s International School Award for the period of 2024-2027. This accolade positions Cliftonville as the only recipient of such recognition in Northern Ireland, celebrating its commitment to inclusivity and global awareness in the classroom.
Principal Bill Fletcher emphasised the unique challenges posed by the school’s diverse linguistic landscape. While a significant proportion of students hail from the local community, many others come from across the globe, often arriving with little to no English. “There are challenges in the sense that if you have children coming in who have no English, that’s difficult for the teachers,” he noted, highlighting the need for additional support from the Department of Education. Despite these obstacles, the school has taken proactive steps, including employing a dedicated international coordinator and offering English classes facilitated by an English as an Additional Language (EAL) teacher. 
Mr Fletcher advocated for the introduction of more comprehensive support systems, such as intensive English courses for newcomers, to help with the integration process. He explained that while many children adapt quickly to their new environment, some may require more structured assistance to fully engage with the curriculum and their peers. Currently, around 16% of students are classified as having an EAL background, with initiatives in place to ensure they receive the necessary support. “We have six designated school ambassadors who help integrate new children, promoting an environment of inclusivity,” he added.
The school's efforts to cultivate a multilingual atmosphere have not gone unnoticed. North Belfast MP John Finucane was present at the award reception in Westminster and expressed his pride in the school’s accomplishments, stating, “It’s fantastic to see that they’ve been honoured for the amazing work they do.” He underscored the importance of exposure to multiple cultures in fostering empathy and understanding among students, suggesting that the school serves as an exemplary model of how to successfully integrate international perspectives into education. 
Students are actively engaged in this ethos of inclusion. Nine-year-old Victoria Chen, an international ambassador, articulated her role in welcoming new pupils and ensuring they feel at home. Her classmate Charlotte Ogunleye echoed these sentiments, sharing how learning about different cultures has enriched her educational experience, particularly in her Mandarin studies. “I can see patterns in other languages,” she observed, reflecting the interconnectedness of language learning and cultural appreciation.
This focus on cultural exchange is echoed across the region, as schools in Northern Ireland become increasingly diverse; recent reports indicate that nearly 90 first languages are now spoken in local schools. The rising number of newcomer students—over 5,000 in the past five years—reflects broader demographic shifts influenced by migration patterns. As educational institutions like Cliftonville Integrated Primary adapt to these changes, they play a pivotal role in preparing children for a multicultural world.
The British Council chose Cliftonville for the launch of its language trends report for 2025, which identified Spanish as the most popular language in local schools but also highlighted a trend of reluctance among students to pursue language studies at a qualifications level. Dr Ian Collen, author of the report, praised Cliftonville as a “linguist melting pot” and as a model for other schools, highlighting the shared cultural experiences that foster understanding among students.
As Cliftonville Integrated Primary continues to champion both local and international insights, it not only enriches the lives of its students but also sets a benchmark for other educational establishments to aspire to in fostering inclusivity and celebrating diversity within the classroom.
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