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Background to the study

• PISA assesses reading, mathematics and science in 15-year-olds

• Also collects a wealth of background data from pupil and school 
questionnaires

• 2018 was the first cycle in nearly a decade to have a primary focus 
on reading literacy
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Research Questions

Five research questions: 

1) How does the Republic of Ireland’s PISA reading performance 
compare to the UK nations’?

2) How has PISA reading performance changed over time in the UK 
nations and the Republic of Ireland?

3) What are the key policies aimed at increasing reading performance 
in the Republic of Ireland?

4) What has been the impact of policies aimed at increasing reading 
attainment in the Republic of Ireland?

5) Have the factors associated with good reading attainment in the 
UK nations changed since 2009?
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Data from the study

• A comparative review of policy relating to literacy development in the 
UK and the Republic of Ireland

• Comparative analyses of PISA reading data and trends

• A survey of national representatives/policy makers from the four UK 
nations and the Republic of Ireland on key policies and their impact

• In-depth interviews with selected senior educational professionals in 
the Republic of Ireland from the Department of Education and 
educational research organisations with a wide understanding and 
experience of policy history and implementation.
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Why the Republic of Ireland?

• In recent PISA studies, the Republic of Ireland has consistently scored 

significantly higher than UK countries in reading. 

• At primary – Republic of Ireland, England and Northern Ireland’s pupils achieve 

very high levels of attainment in reading in PIRLS* (scoring significantly higher 

than the international average).

• At secondary/post-primary the performance in UK countries is much closer to the 

international average, with more countries out-performing them. 

• The Republic of Ireland maintain their position among the highest performing 

countries in PISA at post-primary.

• In PISA 2018, The Republic of Ireland had significantly lower proportions of 

pupils working at the lowest proficiency levels than any of the UK countries.

*Scotland and Wales do not take part in PIRLS
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Reading trends
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Maths trends
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Science trends
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Ireland has a lower proportion of        
pupils at the lower benchmarks for reading
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Ireland has a lower proportion of        
pupils at the lower benchmarks for reading
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ROI maintains the smallest attainment gap across cycles 

while gaps in other countries grow, except in Scotland
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Policy in the Republic of Ireland

Two major policy strands

• DEIS - 2005: Delivering Equality of Opportunity in 
Schools (PISA cohort were 2 years old)

• National Strategy – 2011-2020: Literacy and Numeracy 
for Learning and Life (PISA cohort were 8 years old)
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DEIS built on a number of 
previous initiatives

The origins of the DEIS scheme go back to 1984 and include:

1980s – various initiatives to support children from travelling communities

1990s - Disadvantaged Areas Scheme 

1993 - remedial teacher scheme was expanded to cover all schools

1993 - Home School Community Liaison teacher scheme was given official 

recognition

1996 - Breaking the Cycle 

1997 – Back to school initiative

1999 – Early school leavers initiative

2000 - Giving Children an Even Break
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Rationale for bringing together 
previous initiatives into DEIS

‘ … rates of educational underachievement and early 

school leaving remain much higher for pupils from 

disadvantaged communities than for other pupils’ 

(Department of Education and Skills, 2005).

Also: ‘… research indicating a ‘multiplier effect’: the 

effects of disadvantage on educational outcomes are 

worse if students attend a school with a concentration of 

other disadvantaged students’ (Educational Disadvantage 

Committee, 2003).
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DEIS: 
School Support Programme 
• The Home/School/Community Liaison (HSCL) and School Completion

Programme to all urban/town primary schools and second-level schools

• Urban/town primary schools with the highest concentrations of disadvantage to 

benefit from maximum class sizes and rural primary schools to access to a 

teacher/co-ordinator serving a cluster of schools. 

• Measures to tackle problems of literacy and numeracy, focus on family literacy, 

early education, primary and second-level education and the role of the local 

authority library system. 

• Measures to enhance student attendance, educational progression, retention 

and attainment. Enhanced guidance counselling provision, targeted at 

supporting junior cycle students, provided in second-level schools with the highest 

concentrations of disadvantage.

• A planning template and a common set of indicators developed on a partnership 

basis to facilitate progress reporting on the implementation of school action plans.

• Professional development for principals, teachers and other personnel in schools 

enhanced.
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Key findings from DEIS evaluations to 

2011

• Statistically significant improvements in both the mathematics and 
reading levels of pupils in 2nd, 3rd and 6th class (primary school)

• significant improvements in the overall attendance of pupils in 
almost all DEIS primary schools and nearly half of post-primary
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DEIS evaluations to 2015

Found variation among DEIS schools in student outcomes over the 
period 2007 to 2013. 

• The most disadvantaged schools, urban Band 1 primary schools, 
are found to have much lower reading and mathematics scores 
on average as well as a higher concentration of students with very 
low test scores. 

• Students attending rural DEIS schools have significantly higher 
achievement test scores than their counterparts in urban DEIS 
schools. 

• At post-primary level, there has been a slight but significant 
narrowing of the gap in average Junior Certificate grades as well 
as in English grades between DEIS and non-DEIS schools over the 
period 2003 to 2011. 
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National Literacy and 
Numeracy Strategy 2011
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Key elements of the National 
Strategy

Key elements: 

•Enabling parents and communities to support children's literacy and numeracy 

•Improving practitioner skills in literacy and numeracy teaching and assessment 

including extended teacher training from 2014 

•Ensuring a cross-curricular approach to literacy and numeracy and increased 

literacy time for pupils

•Supporting those with learning needs to achieve their potential (including via 

access to the Professional Development Service for Teachers)

•Improving assessment and evaluation (sharing data with parents and settings)

•Systematic school evaluation - Support from inspection teams (eg. seminar on 

Assessment literacy for teachers).
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Impact on overall literacy outcomes 
in RoI to 2015

• Improved National Assessment results in 2014: first significant 
improvements in performance by primary pupils in English reading 
in 2nd and 6th Classes in over 30 years

• Fewer students are now in the lowest performing category for 
reading in PISA 2015, compared with previous PISA studies

• But, the gap in literacy and numeracy achievement between schools 
with the highest concentration of disadvantage and other schools 
remains significant.
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How were these policies 
implemented?

Integrated and autonomous policy

All policy experts in ROI view the support under DEIS as “joined up”
and allowing autonomy of deployment:

• “Hard to disentangle one aspect of policy from another, but DEIS is 
more comprehensive; all the elements are integrated… schools 
are allowed a lot of discretion in line with the school context.” 

• “The predominance of small schools means there is a huge local 
community interest, so giving local identity ownership is key.”

• “An understanding that long-term policy is the right one, providing 
a high degree of autonomy.”
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How were these policies implemented?

Enhanced and reformed teacher training and CPD

Similarly, there were common responses about the availability of 
supportive CPD and the importance of enhanced teacher training: 

• Professional Development Service for Teachers [PDST]

• Teacher training courses lengthened and focused to be more on 
pedagogy and assessment skills.

• Droichead ‘bridge’ year for NQTs.

• Making teaching an attractive profession
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How were these policies implemented?

Engaging families and local communities

A strong family and community engagement theme was reported in both 

DEIS and non-DEIS schools:

• Home School Community Liaison is used to help target and support 

those at risk of falling behind. 

• Support is school community based e.g. NEPS are made available to all 

schools: psychologists build a suite of evidence-based suggestions 

– these range from light touch to deeper level programmes and fits 

alongside other supports that are available to DEIS schools.

• School self evaluations are used less as part of an inspection and 

more as a way of the school holding themselves accountable, the 

findings from these evaluations are reported to the parents and wider 

community.
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How were these policies implemented?

Collaboration with key stakeholders

Commitment to engagement with stakeholders during any policy 
review:

• Policies are put through periods of consultation that are “truly 
meaningful” to the participants, where reform is guided and seen as a 
collaborative effort to ‘co-create the policy’.

• “There really is no way to introduce a policy ‘to’ teachers, it has to be 
done with them.”
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How were these policies implemented?

Recognition of cultural factors

Reading is valued culturally throughout the country:

• Ireland has a long history of literacy, from famous authors to literacy-
focused education reform and ‘to appreciate the value of education’.

• “We see, consistently, a very strong trust in the education system 
within our communities.”

• “Schooling is recognised as not just economically powerful, but 
socially powerful as well.”
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Conclusions on why Ireland may have seen 

such sustained success

Key factors

• Building upon previous policy rather than wholesale change

• Autonomy around implementation

• Community focus

• Focus on teacher training and CPD

• Stakeholder collaboration

• A culture that values literacy

• “Regarding the literacy/numeracy balance in the Strategy, we envisaged that it would 

tackle both literacy and numeracy, but in schools, in the early years of the 

strategy, the emphasis was certainly on literacy. It has proven harder to improve 

maths outcomes, despite major revisions to maths education at the second level. “
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Differences between Republic of Ireland 

and UK countries PISA 2018

In PISA 2018, pupils in the Republic of Ireland reported 
significantly:

• Fewer hours of English instruction per week

• Greater resilience

• Greater enjoyment of reading* 

• Less tendency to relate schooling to a good job/life

• Expected occupational status (but similar to 
England)* 

• Less time in pre-school than pupils in England, Scotland 
and Wales, but more than pupils in Northern Ireland 
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Differences between Republic of Ireland 

and UK countries PISA 2018

In PISA 2018, pupils in the Republic of Ireland also 
reported:

• Lower levels of family wealth 

• Lower levels of home educational resources 

• Fewer ICT resources 

• More cultural possessions*
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Key findings that can be 
applied more widely

• An approach to integrated policy making which is co-created with 
teachers encourages greater commitment and engagement

• Work towards building a collaborative culture between schools, 
families and local communities

• Continue to identify and support pupils working at the lower end of 
the attainment distribution

• Explore the key elements of teacher training and CPD in the 
Republic of Ireland
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Evidence for excellence 
in education
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