


The intrinsic right to an education is guaranteed to every child in Ireland under
Section 42 of the Irish Constitution. Articles 28 and 29 of the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child give further voice to those rights.

Educational disadvantage limits the ability of the child to reach their full potential both
in childhood and adult life. Their hopes and aspirations for the future are narrowed.

Barnardos works with children and families in designated disadvantaged areas and meets
many children who are experiencing difficulties in benefiting from education. We see the
intergenerational cycles of poverty, educational disadvantage and social exclusion that
are the daily lived experience of too many families.

Make the Grade is the first time Barnardos has brought together our experiences and
thoughts on educational disadvantage. This document gives a voice to children and
families to express what they experience in relation to education, how it affects them
and also offers evidence based policy recommendations in the following key areas:

* Literacy and Numeracy * School Costs

* Dropping Out / School Attendance * Out of School Activites

* Pre-school / School Readiness * Support for Children and Teachers

Internationally there is a growing convergence of interest in the education agenda
by agencies predominantly concerned with the social inclusion agenda and those
primarily concerned with economic development. The social inclusion of an
individual and the social cohesion of society are being viewed as the two halves of
the dominant socio-economic equation.

Barnardos advocates a rights-based approach to education where each child is
facilitated to reach their educational potential. A child’s education is of intrinsic
value in itself regardless of its potential social/economic contribution. We take a
whole child approach to analysing educational disadvantage and while we have
broken the elements down in Make the Grade for the purposes of accessibility, the
central message would be lost if they were taken in isolation from each other. Like
a child’s drawing book the real picture only emerges if we join the dots.

Reviewing the international policy literature, the New Zealand model is of interest in
that it has joined the dots to produce a forward looking national framework on youth
issues, one of which is educational disadvantage. It has adopted an innovative social
investment approach to measuring the effectiveness of childhood interventions based
on criteria of risk and protective factors. A risk factor has the potential to produce a
negative outcome for the child and a protective factor would decrease the risk of that
negative outcome occurring. Education was identified as a “key protective factor” in
mitigating against a range of risk factors detrimental to the child’s wellbeing. The New
Zealanders found that interventions were most effective when they took all aspects of
a child’s life into account - in other words when they embraced a whole child approach.
This approach poses a significant challenge to Irish policy makers as it puts a child’s
wellbeing as the ultimate goal with all interventions measured against how effective
they are at reaching this outcome.

Children do not begin school with equal chances of benefiting from it. As a society
we owe it to every child to address their issues so that their right to a meaningful
educational experience is vindicated.

Norah Gibbons
Director of Advocacy

April 2006
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What is Educational Disadvantage?

‘[Educational disadvantage is]…the impediments to
education arising from social or economic disadvantage
which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit
from education in schools.’

The term educational disadvantage is extremely broad
and therefore open to different interpretations. The
definition above, however, is set out in the Education
Act 1998 and is endorsed by Barnardos.

Research identifies a range of risk factors that can
impact upon a child’s educational experience

1
. Firstly,

circumstances within the home such as income of
parents, educational attainment of parents, attitudes
and expectations of parents of their children and
parent’s own experience within the education system.
The ethos, management style and teaching
methodologies of the school along with teacher
expectations and attitudes influence a child’s
educational outcomes. Likewise, the principles and
content of the curriculum, assessment procedures and
the values underpinning the educational system as a
whole also contribute to a child’s educational
experience. Lastly, the community context is another

element as communities that are blighted by poverty
and feel socially excluded from our society may not
view education as relevant in their lives.

Given that educational disadvantage is the result of a
complex interaction of deep-seated economic, social
and educational factors, the best models of practice in
combating it are programmes that are community
based, delivered in the school and in the home,
accessible and flexible, involve parents, support pupils
in enhancing their learning and avoid fragmentation
and duplication

2
.

Government Responses

The Department of Education and Science has
responsibility for the provision of education in Ireland.
While the overall expenditure of this Department in
2003/04 academic year was €6,384m, the breakdown
of the expenditure per pupil was €5,000 at primary
level, €6,788 at secondary level and €8,914 at third
level

3
. Barnardos believes that expenditure at primary

level should be equal to that at third level as it can lead
to an increase in children’s likelihood of success and in
turn benefit society as a whole.

The Social Inclusion Unit within the Department of
Education and Science was set up in 1998 with the aim
of co-ordinating policy to address educational
disadvantage at primary, second and third level. Over
the past decade the Government has implemented
numerous programme-based initiatives aimed at
targeting either specific groups experiencing
educational disadvantage or specific schools in
designated areas. These initiatives have included
Breaking the Cycle, the Traveller Education Programme
and the Home School Community Liaison Scheme.
Many of the initiatives provided extra financial
resources to schools to increase their number of
teachers, purchase extra ITC equipment such as PC’s,
undertake in-career teacher development training and
develop out of school activities.

Cox,T, (2000) Combating Educational Disadvantage: Meeting the Needs of Vulnerable Children, London 

Recommendation from Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Proceedings and Action Plan of National Forum, 1-5 July 2002, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin

Department of Education and Science (2005) Key Education Statistics, www.education.ie
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Introduction

“ I would prefer if my teachers

listened to me more instead of

making assumptions about me, ”

Girl, aged 15, Midlands



Educational Disadvantage Committee

This Committee was established under the 1998
Education Act to ‘advise the Minister on policies 
and strategies to be adopted to identify and 
correct educational disadvantage’. This Committee
recommended a shift away from the current
programme-based approach. This was mainly because
evaluations of the different initiatives repeatedly
revealed that their effectiveness was hindered by
insufficient flexibility and integration. Barnardos shares
the Committee’s view that it is not sufficient that good
practice is happening in individual initiatives, projects
and programmes targeted at marginalised groups.
Systemic change must permeate the whole
educational system itself ensuring cultural and
institutional change for the benefit of all if we are to
end inequality in education

4
.

The Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools
(DEIS) strategy has as its aim a more integrated
response to educational disadvantage through a single
pool of resources which will be allocated to schools
based on their level of disadvantage. The expenditure
on targeting educational disadvantage in 2006 is in
excess of €640m, this includes the €40m allocated to
the DEIS strategy.

Overall, the Committee’s view on educational
disadvantage moves beyond the DEIS strategy, which is
largely school based, to one that focuses on educational
equality, which would integrate the school based
responses with a whole child approach to educational
and social inclusion

5
. A whole child approach means

taking all influences which impact on a child’s life in and
out of school into account in policy design and
implementation. It is this whole child perspective that is
also being explored in other countries such as New
Zealand and Canada. In New Zealand, the
Government’s Agenda for Children adopted the whole
child approach to be applied to a range of issues
including education. Central to this approach is the
emphasis on a life course view of childhood in that
experiences and influences in childhood can affect a
person’s wellbeing at all stages of their life

6
. Barnardos

supports this holistic view to policy development.

Delivering Equality of Opportunity in
Schools 

This strategy was launched in May 2005. In recognition
of the diverse initiatives that have been in place, this
strategy aims to build on their strengths but also to
consolidate them into the School Support

Programme. This strategy, phased in over the next five
years, will include extra teachers, greater focus on
early childhood education, extension of the School
Completion Programme and literacy and numeracy
support such as Reading Recovery programmes

7
. It

aims to increase partnerships between the
Department of Education and Science and all other
relevant departments and agencies (statutory and non
governmental). In March 2006, 640 primary schools
(320 town/urban, 320 rural) and 200 second level
schools were identified for inclusion in this strategy
and it is expected that Phase 1 of the DEIS will be
implemented throughout 2006.

The process of identifying the eligible schools has also
changed. A new standardised system has been
established for identifying levels of disadvantage in
primary and secondary schools. This new identification
process uses a variety of indicators such as number of
pupils whose families have a medical card and failure or
poor results in the Junior Certificate. All schools
identified as disadvantaged will receive additional funds
but the amount allocated will be weighted according to
the needs and numbers of the pupils identified

8
.

While this ambitious strategy is to be welcomed,
Barnardos calls for resources to be put in place to

Educational Disadvantage Committee (2005) Moving Beyond Educational Disadvantage, Dublin 

Ibid

Jacobsen, et al (2002) Investing in Wellbeing: An Analytical Framework, New Zealand Treasury
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Department of Education and Science (2005) DEIS - Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools, Dublin 
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ensure its full implementation in a timely fashion. The
clear agreed timelines must be met and measurable
outcomes put in place in order to increase its
effectiveness. An evaluation strategy must cover all
initiatives or programmes being implemented to test
their effectiveness and must provide for the voices of
children and families to be heard. Although the
majority of the interventions are largely school based,
the strategy recognises the role of family and
community in tackling educational disadvantage.
Barnardos particularly welcomes the extension of the
Home School Community Liaison scheme to all
designated schools. Only through a concerted effort
by all parties involved can a decisive positive impact on
educational disadvantage be made.

Despite the roll out of the DEIS Barnardos believes
much more needs to be done to improve children’s
experience and performance within the educational
system as can be seen from the subjects in our Make
the Grade Report Card.

INTRODUCTION6

“ While initiatives and programmes have been introduced, they are

still not tackling the core difficulties that children are experiencing.

A combination of additional statutory resources and increased parental

involvement is needed. Children cannot afford to wait. Childhood is

time limited, ”

Barnardos project leader, Dublin 
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Department of Education and Science (2006) National Assessment of English Reading in 2004, Education Research Centre, Dublin 

Ibid

Department of Social and Family Affairs (2002) Building an Inclusive Society – Review of the National Anti-Poverty Strategy, Dublin 

Literacy and numeracy difficulties among pupils are
still a matter of serious concern with around 1 in 3
children in disadvantaged areas experiencing serious
problems. In fact overall standards have not changed
since 1980

9
.

The latest study from the Department of Education and
Science

10
reveals that there is no change in national

reading standards comparing 1998 data with 2004 data,
despite the reduction in class sizes and an increase in the
number of learning support teachers available.

This study of a sample of pupils in 1st and 5th classes
in 150 primary schools found that:

* Up to three times as many children from
disadvantaged backgrounds have serious literacy
problems in comparison with a national average
of 10%.

* Almost half of learning support teachers had not
completed a recognised one year course in
remedial education / learning support.

* 1st class pupils are twice as likely as 5th class pupils
to be taught by a temporary, substitute or
unqualified teacher.

These figures must be seen against the backdrop of
the Government’s own National Anti-Poverty Strategy
(2002) target to halve the proportion of pupils with
serious literacy difficulties by 2006

11
.

Lower pupil achievement is linked to a number of
pupil background characteristics including medical
card coverage, low socio-economic status,
unemployment and low parental educational
attainment. Other factors associated with poorer
average scores include being from the Traveller
community, new Irish children for whom English or
Irish is not the first home language, being a member of
a lone parent household or large family. Home
influences were also identified as being a determining
factor in achievement scores.These influences include
parents reading to their children, availability of
resources at home such as books and magazines and
parental rules over watching TV. It found that 4% of
5th class pupils watch TV or DVD’s for more than five
hours on school days and that these pupils scored well
below the average.

Literacy and Numeracy Levels :

“ My child’s maths teacher

understood  that he needed extra one

to one support but told me that she

could  not afford  the time with him

because of the other pupils in the class

so she gave him a colouring book

instead. But the previous year my

child’s maths really improved because

the teacher was able to give him more

one to one support, ”

Mother of three, Limerick



Department of Education and Science (2006) National Assessment of English Reading in 2004, Education Research Centre, Dublin 

Dail Eireann (2006) Parliamentary Question 7 February 2006

Higher Education Authority (2006) Who Went to College in 2004?, ESRI, Dublin 

Higher Education Authority (2005) A Review of the Higher Education Participation in 2003, Fitzpatrick Associates and Philip O’Connell, Dublin 
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Recommendation from Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Proceedings and Action Plan of National Forum, 1-5 July 2002, St Patrick’s

College, Drumcondra, Dublin 

Educational Disadvantage Committee (2005) Moving Beyond Educational Disadvantage, Dublin 
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School based factors influencing the teaching of
English in school were identified as the large class
sizes, shortage of learning support teachers and
inability to adapt teaching methodology to the needs
of pupils

12
.

Despite the current national average class size being
23.9, over a quarter of primary school pupils are being
taught in classes with over 30 pupils and in some cases
over 40 pupils

13
. Budget 2006 saw the provision of an

additional 500 teachers to be phased in over the next
two years in a bid to reduce the teacher pupil ratio.

A child’s inability to read and write affects their ability
to benefit from staying in school and going onto third
level education and their subsequent job prospects.
This in turn impacts on the next generation.The result
is considerable costs for the individuals, their families
and society.

The patterns of access to third level education mirror
the socio-economic backgrounds of those children
with literacy difficulties. Overall Ireland has a high
proportion of entrants into third level, with the
admission rate in 2004 being 60%. Although
participation of pupils from disadvantaged
backgrounds in third level education has increased, it
is from a low starting base. For instance the
percentage of students from the Dublin 17 area has
increased from 8% in 1998 to 17% in 2004

14
. In a 2003

survey, 89% of children whose father’s social class was
described as a professional worker were going to
college in comparison to 28% of children whose father
was unskilled

15
. This is despite the existence of free

fees and the work of the Access Offices throughout
the country trying to encourage participation of pupils
from disadvantaged areas.

Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Evaluate thoroughly over time the various
interventions to tackle literacy difficulties, for
example, the Reading Recovery programmes.

* Reduce class sizes in line with the
Government’s own commitment to reduce the
class size to 20 pupils and under for all children
aged nine and under by 2007.

* Recognise that smaller class sizes will not
automatically produce better results for children.
This means teachers need to be encouraged and
trained to: adapt their classroom experiences;
utilise group work and one to one interaction;
and use technologies, for example computers

16
.

The development of in-service training within the
classroom can also enhance their skills.

* Promote parental involvement in enhancing
children’s literacy:
- through relevent goverment departments

allocating a dedicated family literacy budget
17

- by developing relationships between teachers 
and parents to enable parents to know how 
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“ Now my child is in secondary school,

I find it difficult to help with

homework as I didn’t go that far in

school myself, ”

Mother of four children, Midlands
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Barnardos’ Recommendations continued

they can help their child’s reading ability
through using everyday reading materials such
as magazines, recipes and papers

- through the role of community arts in
promoting literacy

- through more emphasis on the school
premises being available for adult education
classes to integrate the child’s education
with an adult education strategy.

* Resource and promote school libraries so that
they are an accessible student and family friendly
facility. These libraries could also be a resource
within the community to promote community
based literacy programmes.

* Provide more culturally appropriate books,
materials and assessments in the classroom and
schools to assist children from different ethnic
minority groups.There is also a need to empower
parents whose first language is not English or Irish
so that they can be involved in their children’s
education. This should include the provision of
language and cultural supports.

“ We know that only 1 in 100 children from our catchment

area will go to college, despite the county average being

1 in 4, ”

Barnardos, Project Leader, Limerick



DROPPING OUT - SCHOOL  ATTENDANCE / EARLY SCHOOL LEAVING10

Under the Education Welfare Act 2000, the National
Education Welfare Board (NEWB) is mandated to
monitor school attendance and combat absenteeism.
The NEWB, however, is under resourced and can only
react to chronic instances of absenteeism rather than
proactively offering a prevention focused service as
envisaged in the Education Welfare Act 2000. At
present there are only 83 Education Welfare Officers
throughout the entire country.

Based on the annual school returns, the NEWB
statistics

18
reveal:

* Every primary student misses on average 10 days
in the 183 day school year but in the most
disadvantaged urban areas, the average absence is
17 days per student.

* 1 in 5 students from disadvantaged areas miss
more than 20 days in primary and secondary
school in a given year.

Absenteeism is one of the strongest factors associated
with early school leaving

19
. It also places great stress

on the parents of children who are absent from
school.

The numbers who are leaving school without
qualifications has remained unchanged since the
1990’s as Ireland continues to have a national Leaving
Certificate retention rate of 82%

20
.

There is a significant gender gap within this group as 79%
of boys and 85% of girls complete the Leaving
Certificate. The retention rate also varies between
school types and geographic areas with schools in
disadvantaged areas more likely to experience students
leaving school early. A breakdown of those who left
school in 2000 or 2001 by postal districts shows schools
in the less affluent Dublin 10 and 17 areas compared to
the relatively affluent Dublin 6W area had senior cycle
retention rates of 49% and 41% versus 86% respectively,
in comparison to the county average of 72%

21
.

The ESRI calculated that if young people could be
prevented from dropping out of school before their
Junior Certificate, a saving of at least €14m a year
could be made on social costs associated with early
school leaving such as welfare payments and further
education and training

22
.

Dropping Out - School Attendance / Early School Leaving: D

National Education Welfare Board (2005) Pre-Budget Submission, 2006, Dublin 

Ibid

ESRI (2006) Annual School Leavers Survey 2004, Dublin
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Department of Education and Science (2005) School Retention Rates for 1994 Cohort, Dublin 

End Child Poverty Coalition (2005) Child Poverty in Ireland, Dublin
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“ The caseload of our Education

Welfare Officer is so heavy that it is

totally unrealistic to expect one

person to be able to tackle the issue of

absenteeism. She can’t follow up on

cases so the situation continues, ”

Principal of a national school in a disadvantaged area



Furthermore, the employment prospects for those
who leave school early are worse than ever as
employers seek a more educated workforce. A 2004
ESRI study found that 21% of early school leavers
were still unemployed one year after leaving school in
comparison to 11% in 1999.

Barnardos is particularly concerned about the
children who fail to make the transition between
primary and secondary school. It is estimated that up
to 1,000 pupils fail to make this transition every year

23
.

This transfer from primary school is daunting for any
pupil, as the classes tend to be bigger, more subjects
need to be taken and there are more teachers to get
to know. However, this transition is even more difficult
for students who are already behind academically,
emotionally and socially.

These students are particularly vulnerable to falling
outside the education system and at present there is
no way of tracking their transition.Traveller children
make up the majority of these children as up to 80%
of 12 to 15 year old Traveller children do not attend
post primary schools

24
. Other children for whom the

transition can be particularly daunting are children
who have a disability. Special needs equipment
belongs to the school instead of the child so for

children who move from primary to post primary
they need to reapply for their special needs
equipment.

There is no comprehensive database of primary
school pupils based on PPS numbers. Such a database
has been recommended for years, most recently by
the Educational Disadvantage Committee, but despite
some preliminary groundwork being undertaken no
such database is in existence. Therefore, it is not
possible to track the transition of children between
primary and secondary school and more importantly
those children who drop out of school at this stage.

A secondary school pupil database exists and is based
on school principals doing annual returns on the
pupils in their school before September 30th. The

database is able to track the roll-over of pupils from
one academic year to the next.

Nevertheless if a pupil drops out of school it is still up
to the principal to notify the National Education Welfare
Board that the child has left and has not registered with
another school or has clocked up 20 days absence
indicating the likelihood of him/her leaving.

Department of Education (2005) Annual Statistic Report, Dublin 

Zappone, K. E., (2002)  Achieving Equality in Children’s Education: National Forum Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, July 1-5 2002, St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin 

23.

24.
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“ I reckon I will leave school after the

Junior Cert or maybe before that and

get a job just like my brother, ”

Traveller child aged 12, Dublin

“ A child came to this area but did

not register with any secondary

school and now he has been out of

school for over two years and the

system has not picked him up

because there is no tracking

mechanism, ”

Barnardos’ Project Leader, Midwest



Barnardos believes it is tragic for these children to fall
out of the educational system so young and not avail of
the educational opportunities that are their right under
the Irish Constitution.The negative impact of this loss
will be experienced throughout their childhood and
adult lives.The wider costs to society and the state will
also be felt through the loss of social insurance
contributions they would have made, the potentially
higher levels of draw down of state welfare benefits,
increased risk of involvement in anti-social activity and
crime and poorer physical and mental health

25
.

National Education Welfare Board (2005) Pre-Budget Submission, 2006, Dublin

ESRI and NCCA (2004) Moving Up – Experiences of First Year Students in Education, Dublin 

25.

26.
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“ My child only really settled into

secondary school in the 2nd year. As she

was the eldest I didn’t know what to expect

but I would have liked some support to help

me help my child. Even a simple thing like

what the parent teacher meetings were

going to be like,  ”

Mother of four, Midlands

Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Fully implement the Education Welfare Act 2000
to ensure that the NEWB is adequately
resourced and able to make a positive impact
on children experiencing absenteeism. The
NEWB estimates that an annual budget of
€14m is required to see it fully operational.

* Introduce a primary school pupil database as a
matter of urgency and link it to the secondary
school database in order to track attendance
and identify incidences of early school leaving.
The Minister for Children could be a key driver
of this database as the NEWB falls under the
remit of their office.

* Ease the transition of children from primary to
secondary school, by engaging children, parents
and schools in some of the following models of
best practice: introduction of student mentoring
systems, participation in induction programmes
open to both parents and pupils, provision of a
module delivered in 6th class on what to expect
in secondary school, encourage and develop
availability of extracurricular activities

26
.All 

Barnardos’ Recommendations continued

schools should be accessible to students with
disabilities and special needs equipment should
move with the child.

* All venues providing the Youthreach programme
should be prescribed as centres for education
under the Education Welfare Act and brought
fully within the system. All learners in these
centres should recieve supports as set out in
the act according to their needs.



A child’s preparedness for school can have a significant
influence on their ability to settle into and succeed within
the educational system.Early childhood is a time of great
opportunity for learning and early interventions
promoting the educational and social development of a
child are more cost effective than later remediation

27
.

Early childhood intervention programmes for children
from disadvantaged backgrounds have shown
improved cognitive development during early
childhood resulting in long-term improvement in
learning and school success

28
.

The US National School Readiness Indicators initiative
developed a set of indicators across 17 states with the
aim to inform public policy decisions and track
progress in meeting goals for young children

29
. These

indicators cross the three domains of school
readiness, namely:

* Children’s readiness for school - these include
physical, social and emotional development,
language development, cognition and general
knowledge and approaches to learning.

* School’s readiness for children – these include
transition practices between pre-schools and

primary and between primary and secondary
schools, class size and reading scores.

* The capacity of families and communities to
provide developmental opportunities for their
young people – these include families reading to
children, the educational levels of parents, the
number of families in poverty, in poor housing and
facilities available in the community.

It is hoped the data gathered using indicators within
these domains will enable policy makers to identify
areas most in need of intervention, track the results of
investments and monitor trends over time. Barnardos
recognises that a central component to the DEIS
strategy is monitoring and evaluating but believes
much more can be done in the area of developing
consensual childhood indicators to improve data
gathering and subsequent interventions.

In Ireland, the issue of availability of Early Childhood
Education and Care (ECEC) has remained high on the
political agenda with the announcement in Budget
2006 of a further 50,000 new childcare places to
come on stream under the new Childcare Programme
2006 - 2010.Approximately 10,000 of these places will
be for the three to four age group.

13PRE-SCHOOL - SCHOOL  READINESS

Pre-school - School Readiness: C-

Heckman J and Cunha F (2005) Credit Constraints, Family Constraints and Optimal Policies to reduce Inequality and Promote Productivity, Inaugural Lecture, Geary Institute, University College Dublin, 22 April 2005

Kellaghan,T (2002) Approaches to Problems of Educational Disadvantage in Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Proceedings and Action Plan of National Forum, 1-5 July, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin

Kids Count (2005) Findings from the National School Readiness Indicators Initiative, www.gettingready.org 
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“ My oldest child went to pre-school

and she really benefited from it. She

became less shy, more confident and

enjoyed what she was taught. My

youngest child did not go to pre-

school as we could not afford it and

she is struggling more in class than

her sister did, ”

Mother of six, Cork



However, these additional places will still not provide
sufficient places and does little to address the
affordability issue. Access to ECEC places is largely
based on the parent’s ability to pay resulting in many
children from low-income families being excluded.Yet
ironically the state of parental income at early
childhood is a predicator of a child’s educational
outcomes

30
. Barnardos believes part of the solution is

the implementation of one of the recommendations of
the NESF (2005) report, namely the availability of
universal quality free ECEC places for three and a half
hours a day, five days a week for all children the year
prior to joining primary school

31
. Priority should be

given to children who are experiencing disadvantage.

Furthermore, as the White Paper on Early Childhood
Education (1999) states ‘the provision of places is not
sufficient in itself to achieve developmental and educational
goals which are basic to the alleviation of disadvantage’.
Quality provision is the basic minimum requirement.This
involves ensuring not only a safe and clean environment
but crucially the appropriateness of activities and
expectations

32
.Training and development of the personnel

delivering the interventions is also crucial.

Barnardos favours a pre-school curriculum that is
developmentally focused. Barnardos’ early years services

use High/Scope,which is an established approach to early
childhood care and education and is underpinned by
development and learning theory and evidence from
longitudinal research. The research shows that ‘high-
quality pre-school programmes for young children living in
poverty contribute to their intellectual and social development
in childhood and their school success, economic performance,
and reduced commission of crime in adulthood’

33
. This

approach also benefits the parents as they are involved
throughout and can learn how best to help their child
prepare for school and indeed life.

At present the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment is finalising a Framework for Early
Learning within which a pre-school curriculum can be
developed. The work of the Centre for Early
Childhood Development and Education is another key
component in supporting quality ECEC.

The issue of school readiness also affects those who are
transferring between primary and secondary school.Not
only is the curriculum more academic in secondary
school but also the teaching methods are different
between the two levels. Both students and teachers have
identified this mismatch between subjects taught at
primary and those at secondary as being a hindrance to
children settling into secondary school

34
.
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National Women’s Council of Ireland (2005) An Accessible Childcare Model, Dublin  
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Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Fully implement the NESF recommendations to
formalise and improve the whole area of Early
Childhood Education and Care. In the short-term
Barnardos calls for the roll-out of universal quality
free places for all children in the year prior to
joining primary school and for these places to
begin with children who are disadvantaged. The
implementation of these places for all three and
four year olds is estimated to cost €1,482m and
once established the annual costs of these places
are set to run at €636m

35
.

* Promote developmentally focused curricula for
pre-school programmes involving children in their
own active learning. It is during the early stages of
development that dispositions for learning are laid
down and a positive disposition is a prerequisite for
the child’s preparedness for school. Involvement of
parents is crucial so they can assist their child to
learn and to be ready for school.

* Use teaching methods that reflect the
developmental stage of the child and need to
promote investigation, exploration, decision-
making, co-operation and problem solving.
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Barnardos’ Recommendations continued

Professional training should be provided for
teachers and childcare workers working with the
pre-school age group.

* Address the discontinuity between primary and
post primary education through increased
investment at in-service and pre-service on
developing teachers’ conflict resolution skills and
constructivist teaching methodologies.

* Invest in out of school programmes that provide
continuity of activities over a number of years
(such as the OASIS programme in
Blanchardstown and the AIB Schoolmate
Programme) to help bridge the transition.

“My children really enjoyed pre-school. They learnt so much,

became more independent and enjoyed being with other children of

the same age. Many of the same children went on to the same

primary school and that helped my son really settle into school.”

Mother of five children, Dublin



SCHOOL COSTS 16

A child’s ability to benefit from all the educational
opportunities on offer is obviously affected by the
household income. For parents, especially those who
are reliant on social welfare or in low paid
employment, the combined costs of school uniforms,
books, sports gear and school trips can be excessive
particularly at the onset of the school year. These
costs often result in families getting into debt or
having to sacrifice essential items such as healthy food
which in turn can impact negatively on children.

Although the Department of Social and Family Affairs
provides a Back to School Clothing and Footwear
Allowance (BSCFA) to those families who meet the
tight qualifying criteria it is still inadequate to assist
in the ongoing costs of their child’s education. The
impact is greater when a family has more than one
child in school and their weekly budget is reliant on
social welfare payments or minimum wage rates.The
current value of the BSCFA is €120 for children aged
two to 11 years and €190 for older children aged 12
to17 years.

Barnardos research in 2005 shows that the average
costs for basic uniform, sportswear, shoes and
textbooks for a primary school pupil is €225.60 and
for a secondary school child it is €408.75.These costs

exclude expenses during the year such as replacement
of uniforms, books or school tours. The costs
associated with school tours should be given close
examination as they place additional pressures on
families and serve to exclude some children.

The School Book Rental Scheme is not operating
nationwide but on an ad-hoc basis. A 2003 Saint
Vincent De Paul study found that where it was in
operation the scheme had a positive effect in reducing
the financial burden on parents

36
. Within the DEIS

strategy a small budget of €0.25m has been allocated
to support the establishment, development and
ongoing operation of the school book rental schemes
within a certain number of schools.

For the many families who experience poverty the
provision of a properly resourced schools meals
service would be a welcome addition. Proper
nutrition is one element that can contribute to
enhancing a child’s concentration at school and assist
towards tackling the scale of child obesity. Under the
DEIS strategy, access to the school meals programme
will be extended to the designated schools.

School Costs : C-

Saint Vincent de Paul (2003) Learning to Make Do – A study on educational disadvantage, Dublin 36.

Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Increase the Back to School Clothing and
Footwear Allowance to reflect the true costs of
sending a child back to school thereby easing the
financial burden on parents.

* Extend the school book rental scheme nationwide
as the budget allocated under DEIS is too small to
include all the schools designated as disadvantaged.

* Extend the school meals programme to all
schools in areas of disadvantage to ensure
healthy nutritional meals are provided.

“ They say we have free education but I haven’t

seen anything that’s free. We don’t want our

children to feel any different from other children.

Even simple things like they want to buy their

lunch instead of having a packed lunch but I can’t

afford the lunch money for them and there is no

school meals system in their school, ”

Mother of three, Dublin



Barnardos’ experience shows that the limitations of
the family budget also impacts on the child’s ability to
participate in both early childhood education and care
and out of school activities. The importance of early
childhood education and care to prepare children for
school has been highlighted above. A child’s
involvement in out of school activities, however, is also
beneficial in increasing their self esteem,
communication skills, assisting their transition to
secondary school and assisting them with their school
work. The environment of out of school activities also
provides the opportunity for children to have
improved adult child relationships as the adult child
ratio is low. Overall participation in such programmes
can be of social, cultural, psychological and educational
benefit to the child.

A Scottish longitudinal study on the ‘Impact of Study
Support’ programme found that participation led to
better academic results, improved school attendance
and improved attitudes towards school amongst all
attendees but particularly those from disadvantaged
backgrounds

37
.

The level of out of school provision in Ireland is
limited with only 1.2% of all six to 12 year olds using
this form of provision in 1999 - 2000

38
. The new

Government Childcare Programme aims to create
5,000 new out of school places. However, this will fall
far short of what is required when it is estimated that
over 360,000 school going children under 15 years of
age are in need of such services

39
.These services need

to be available before school, after school, during
school holidays and weekends.

Barnardos provides out of school activities in a
number of locations across Ireland. Academic
assistance is a key part of these activities through such
components as study skills, family literacy initiatives
and book projects.

17OUT OF SCHOOL  ACTIVITIES

Out of School Activities : D
Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Introduce comprehensive out of school activities
for all children particularly those who are
disadvantaged. Such activities should be available
year round and the programme offered should
provide academic support as well as meeting the
social and developmental needs of the child.
Literacy support should be a part of the out of
school programmes. It is projected that to create
nearly 290,000 places it would cost over €557m
per annum

40
. The Report of the Working Group

of the National Childcare Co-ordinating
Committee is a useful starting point from which
to expand this infrastructure in Ireland.

* Increase the capacity of children to participate in
out of school activities by providing funding to
cover transport costs. Such a service would
greatly benefit Traveller children and those living
in rural areas.

Department of Education and Skills (2001) Impact of Study Support, Scotland

National Women’s Council of Ireland (2005) An Accessible Childcare Model, Dublin  

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (2005) School Age Childcare in Ireland - The Report of the Working Group of the National Childcare Coordinating Committee, Dublin 

National Women’s Council of Ireland (2005) An Accessible Childcare Model, Dublin  

37.

38.

39.

40.

“ I was involved in an after school club

which helped me with my homework,

introduced me to new friends and gave me new

experiences, like I had never seen the sea

before even though it was only a bus ride away

but my parents could not afford to bring me.

This club was crucial to helping me get the

most out of school. It taught me the benefit of

education and it is a lesson that I have taught

my own childrenl, ”

Mother of three, Dublin



SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN AND TEACHERS18

A child’s ability to reach their educational potential
can be influenced by a number of factors including:

* Social context effect – this phenomenon sees
overall lower academic performance when there is
an increased number of children from disadvantaged
areas in the school. This is also linked to low
parental and/or teacher expectations for children.

* The lengthy waiting lists to have children assessed
by an educational psychologist to determine if
extra supports are required. This delay obviously
impacts on the child’s development and may mean
that critical learning opportunities are lost.
Children cannot wait. At present there are only
121 educational psychologists for the entire
country, resulting in only 50% of the country’s
3,284 primary schools having access to
psychological assessments directly

41
.

* Insufficient numbers of trained learning support
teachers to assist the children who are experiencing
literacy difficulties.

* Insufficient supports for teachers and parents to
assist children presenting with behavioural issues
such as Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity

Disorder (ADHD), Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome
and others resulting in these children under-
performing.

* If a child is a member of an ethnic minority 
such as Travellers or one of the newcomer
communities where English or Irish is not their
first language. Current teaching methods are not
being adapted to these childrens’ needs and the
accompanying appropiate resources are also not
available. In addition parents may not be able to
speak English to an adequete level and are
therefore unable to communicate with teachers
about their child’s education.

A key to a child performing well is the appropriateness
and adequacy of the teacher’s training. It is recognised
that teachers in schools designated as disadvantaged
have additional challenges to face and that they require
extra supports to teach effectively. Such supports could
include the newly announced teacher sabbatical leave
but additional training is also required. Such training,
available throughout a teacher’s career, should challenge
the stereotypes amongst some teachers who are
working in disadvantaged areas and promote ways of
working with parents in the child’s best interests.

Support for Children and Teachers: D

Dail Eireann (2006) Parliamentary Question 15 February 200641.

“ My child didn’t get the help

he needed in primary school even

though it was clear that he was

unable to reach the reading and

writing standards for his age. The

problem had got so bad that he could

not cope with school and the school

could not cope with him.  He is now out

of school, but his younger brother got

help early on and the problem is

being solved. Early intervention is

the answer, ”

Guardian of two children, Midlands



A pilot initiative called the Family School Community
Partnership in Education run by the Mary Immaculate
College in Limerick uses a similar model to the Home
School Community Liaison scheme to promote
partnership between families and teachers

42
. Another

initiative is the Bridging the Gap programme in Cork
offering a range of supports to 42 schools in the city.
These include professional development of teachers,
facilitating the sharing of best practice amongst
teachers and principals and combining school and
community interventions aimed at improving
educational experience and performance. The
evaluation of this programme found improved
performance of pupils and enhanced professional
development for teachers and principals

43
.

Other training modules for teachers on classroom
behavioural management and teaching children from
different cultural backgrounds might also be useful for
teachers and principals. The availability of classroom
assistants in addition to special needs assistants
particularly in the infant classes can benefit both
teachers and pupils

44
.

Increasing parental involvement is central to a child
reaching their potential.Addressing a parent’s negative
experiences or perceptions of school can lead to
increased partnership between parents and schools
and in turn raise parental expectations for their
children. Initiatives promoting parental involvement
and empowerment have included the APPLE project in
Clondalkin where a parent-mentoring system was set
up. This project targeted parents whose children had
speech and language difficulties.The parents were seen
as co-therapists and were trained on how they could
assist their child’s development and they in turn taught
other parents whose children also had speech and
language difficulties

45
. Parental participation in

behavioural management programmes is a well
recognised intervention strategy for children and can
be seen as beneficial to both parents and the children
suffering from conditions such as ADHD

46
.
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Mary Immaculate College (2005) Family School Community Partnership in Education, Limerick

McKeown K and Clarke M (2004) Educational Disadvantage in Ireland, Report for the One Foundation, Dublin (unpublished)

Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act 2004

42.

43.

44.

Paul Downes (2004) Psychological Support Services for Ballyfermot, Educational Disadvantage Centre, Dublin 

Ibid

45.

46.

“ There is a need to improve

the relationship between teachers and

parents so that they can be united on

improving the child’s education. At a

minimum there needs to be increased

communication between them but more

specifically parents need to be

informed how the school operates for

example the school’s discipline

policy and how it is operated, ”

Barnardos’ Project Leader, Midlands

“ The teacher’s training does not

seem to be up to date especially for

those who have been teaching for years,

they are unable to cope with the issues

facing teenagers today, ”

Mother of five, Midlands



At a statutory level, agencies such as the National
Educational Psychologist Service and the National
Education Welfare Board which both have a remit to
work with pupils, families and schools are so under
resourced that development of the necessary working
partnership is hindered. The lengthy waiting lists and
processes to access additional teaching supports can
also exacerbate this situation.

Education Disadvantage Centre Monitoring Group (2005) Monitoring Recommendations of the National Forum on Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Dublin (unpublished)47.

SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN AND TEACHERS20

Barnardos’ Recommendations:

* Build in compulsory modules on educational
disadvantage and also conflict resolution skills
into teaching training colleges and the H.Dip in
Ed. and also make it available to teachers already
in service.

* Introduce trained classroom assistants in all
primary schools in the infant to 2nd classes
beginning in schools that are designated as
disadvantaged.

* Adequately resource the National Educational
Psychologist Service to ensure speedy
assessments and subsequent availability of
supports for the child.

* Increase the number of training places as a
priority to remedy the chronic shortage of
speech and language therapists

47
.

* Initiate programmes where parents become
partners and mentors for each other, facilitated
by schools and community services, for example 

Barnardos’ Recommendations continued

with regard to speech and language, literacy and
behavioural management issues.

* Introduce cultural diversity training for teachers
and principals to reflect the diversity of the
pupils and improve relationships between
teachers and parents. School systems should
acknowledge and support cultural diversity.

“ Following assessments, we have to

have three or four pupils with serious

learning difficulties before a full time

resource teacher is available to those

children. Even then each child can only

access him / her for a maximum of five

hours a week which is totally

insufficient when a child has severe

learning difficulties, ”

Mother of five, Midlands



Barnardos, through our experience with children and
families, is particularly concerned about the effects of
educational disadvantage and its negative impact
throughout childhood and adult life.

Through our consultations with various stakeholders
working in the area of educational disadvantage it was
decided to concentrate on six main themes within the
broad topic.

Barnardos favours a child-centred approach to policy
design and implementation and believes that the
solution to educational disadvantage requires active
engagement of the family, school, community and
statutory agencies and departments.

Below are Barnardos’ recommendations in each of
these areas.

Literacy and Numeracy

* Evaluate thoroughly the various interventions to
tackle literacy difficulties, for example, the Reading
Recovery programmes.

* Reduce class sizes in line with the Government’s
own commitment to reduce the class size to 20
pupils and under for all children aged nine and
under by 2007.

* Recognise that smaller class sizes will not
automatically produce better results for children.
This means teachers need to be encouraged and
trained to adapt their classroom experiences;
utilise group work and one to one interaction and
use technologies, for example computers

48
.

* Promote parental involvement in enhancing
children’s literacy through a variety of measures
such as developing relationships between teachers
and parents to enable parents to know how they
can help their child’s reading ability through using
everyday reading materials such as magazines,
recipes and papers.

* Resource and promote school libraries so that they
are an accessible student and family friendly facility.

* Provide more culturally appropriate books, materials
and assessments in the classroom and schools to
assist children from different ethnic minority groups.

Dropping Out - School Attendance / Early
School Leaving

* Fully implement the Education Welfare Act 2000 to
ensure that the NEWB is adequately resourced
and able to make a positive impact on children
experiencing absenteeism.

* Introduce a primary school pupil database as a
matter of urgency and link it to the secondary
school database in order to track attendance and
identify incidences of early school leaving.

* Ease the transition of children from primary to
secondary school, by engaging children, parents
and schools in some of the following models of
best practice: introduction of student mentoring
systems, and participation in induction
programmes open to both parents and pupils

49
.

* All venues providing the Youthreach programme
should be prescribed as centres for education
under the Education Welfare Act and brought fully
within the system. All learners in these centres
should recieve supports as set out in the act
according to their needs.

21CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Conclusion and Recommendations 

Recommendation from Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Proceedings and Action Plan of National Forum, 1-5 July 2002, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra, Dublin 

ESRI and NCCA (2004) Moving Up – Experiences of First Year Students in Education, Dublin 

48.

49.



Pre-school - School Readiness

* Fully implement the NESF recommendations to
formalise and improve the whole area of Early
Childhood Education and Care. In the short-term
Barnardos calls for the roll-out of universal quality
free places for all children in the year prior to
joining primary school and for these places to
begin with children who are disadvantaged.

* Promote developmentally focused curricula for
pre-school programmes involving children in their
own active learning. Involvement of parents is
crucial so they can assist their child to learn and to
be ready for school.

* Teaching methods must reflect this developmental
stage and need to promote investigation,
exploration, decision-making, co-operation and
problem solving. Professional training should be
provided for teachers and childcare workers
working with the pre-school age group.

* Address the discontinuity between primary and
post primary  through increased  investment  at

in-service and pre-service on developing teachers’
conflict resolution skills and constructivist teaching
methodologies.

* Invest in out of school programmes that provide
continuity of activities over a number of years
(such as the  AIB Schoolmate Programme) to help
bridge the transition.

School Costs 

* Increase the Back to School Clothing and
Footwear  Allowance to reflect the true costs of
sending a child back to school thereby easing the
financial burden on parents.

* Extend school book rental scheme nationwide as
the budget allocated under DEIS is too small to
include all the schools designated as disadvantaged.

* Extend the school meals programme to all schools
in areas of disadvantage to ensure healthy
nutritional meals are provided.

Out of School Activites

* Introduce comprehensive out of school activities
for all children particularly those who are
disadvantaged. Such activities should be available
year round and the programme offered should
provide academic support as well as meeting the
social and developmental needs of the child. The
Report of the Working Group of the National
Childcare Coordinating Committee is a useful
starting point from which to expand this
infrastructure in Ireland.

* Increase capacity of children to participate in out of
school activities by providing funding to cover
transport costs. Such a service would greatly benefit
Traveller children and those living in rural areas.

Support for Children and Teachers 

* Build in compulsory modules on educational
disadvantage and also conflict resolution skills into
teaching training colleges and the H.Dip in Ed. and
also make it available to teachers already in
service.
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* Introduce trained classroom assistants in all
primary schools in the infant to 2nd classes
beginning in schools that are designated as
disadvantaged.

* Adequately resource the National Educational
Psychologist Service to ensure speedy assessments
and subsequent availability of supports for the
child.

* Increase the number of training places as a priority
to remedy the chronic shortage of speech and
language therapists

50
.

* Initiate programmes where parents become
partners and mentors for each other, facilitated by
schools and community services, for example with
regard to speech and language, literacy and
behavioural management issues.

* Introduce cultural diversity training for teachers
and principals to reflect the diversity of the pupils
and improve relationships between teachers and
parents. School systems should acknowledge and
support cultural diversity.

Education Disadvantage Centre Monitoring Group (2005) Monitoring Recommendations of the National Forum on Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage, Dublin (unpublished)  50.
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