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SUMMARY

A number of recent initiatives in Ireland have begun to develop services for pupils who experience
learning difficulties. However, reservations and uncertainty continue to surround the topic of
dyslexia. Teachers are often unsure how to support the student with dyslexia in the classroom.
Parents of children who have been assessed as having dyslexia will make every effort to be an
advocate for the child in order to gain extra support. This extra support may take place in the
child’s mainstream school from the learning support or resource teacher, or in a special setting such

as enrolment in a reading unit or in a reading school.

This study sets out to examine and evaluate special provision for pupils with dyslexia in these three
different settings. The study asks how effective is the special education support to the student with
difficulties arising from dyslexia. The research focuses on the teaching and learning context for
pupils with dyslexia, the support teacher, the mainstream teacher, and the experience of the student,
which is always central. The main participants in the study were teachers and tutors supporting
pupils with dyslexia, and the parents of these children. The survey methods employed included
questionnaires, focus group discussions, interviews and quantitative data on pupils’ reading

attainment. Six case-study schools were also examined.

In the context of the current trend towards more inclusive provision of support for pupils with
learning difficulties, the present study questions if this is the most effective use of resources. The
study identifies organizational factors and also systemic factors which affect the provision of extra
support in each of the different settings. The case-study schools provide an insight into how schools
are reorganizing the provision of special support to all pupils. Pupils in reading units, however,
were outside this re-organization. The existence of a reading unit in a school may not mean more

whole-school support for dyslexia.

A distinctly medical—categorical model of disability is evident among the participants in this study.
Support for the dyslexic learner continues to be provided in a separate and parallel system of
special support .The present identification and assessment process relies on an exclusionary and
discrepancy-based diagnosis of dyslexia. The concept of a ‘discrepancy’ between intelligence and
reading attainment in identifying dyslexia is found to be a barrier in developing the competence of
teachers in identifying dyslexia. The instruction methods and approaches used by teachers and their
view of the effectiveness of each method points towards an imbalance in the current practice of

literacy teaching.

Teachers’ understanding of dyslexia has a direct influence on the teaching approaches and methods
used. Throughout the study the central issue of literacy teaching, and reading instruction is
examined in each of the different teaching settings. The main methods employed focus on reading

accuracy and fluency. All of the teachers supporting the child with dyslexia have a dominant



emphasis on teaching phonic skills. The skills of word knowledge, fluency, comprehension and
writing do not receive equal balance. Teachers do not prioritise writing skills as an integral part of
the teaching approaches used. Research has concluded that effective literacy instruction is a
balance between high quality reading and writing experiences and explicit instruction in basic
literacy skills (Pressley et al., 1996). The study includes the views of tutors who provide tuition in
weékly workshops organised by the Dyslexia Association of Ireland. These findings point to a

similarity in the teaching methods and literacy skills taught.

The study shows that there are positive factors associated with placement in a special setting and
evidence that these factors are also associated with progress in reading. The views of both the
parents and the pupils are clearly in favour of the special placement. There is evidence that
academic and social benefits of the special setting persist into second level. Inadequate links
between special and mainstream schools are frequently identified. The point of transition between

special and mainstream creates particular difficulty for pupils and parents.

The study concludes that transferring the successful elements to mainstream would require radical
changes in the system. The role of the learning support/resource teacher as it is presently organized
is not capable of providing appropriate and adequate support for children with dyslexia. There are
issues such as the duration and length of instruction time and constraints around ongoing
collaboration which need to be urgently addressed. However a more insuperable barrier appeared to
be the dominant ‘school code’, or perspective on disability and inclusion (Emmanuelson, 2003).
Recent changes in policy (DES, SPED 24/03) have meant that this support role needs to be more
consultative and less separate to mainstream. This has implications for teacher education, both at

pre-service and in-service level.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Special education in Ireland has undergone dramatic changes in the past ten years and it continues
to be in a state of transition. One of the most significant developments in special education in
Ireland since 1990 was the publication of the Report of the Special Education Review Committee
(SERC) (1993). The recommendations set out in this report provided a basis for the future
development of special education in Ireland. The ten years following the SERC Report was a time
of wide ranging changes and developments in the whole area of special educational needs. Recent
legislation has influenced the provision of support to students with special educational needs. High
profile court cases taken by parents of children with disabilities resulted in the provision of
education for pupils with severe and profound disabilities (O’Donohue case, 1993) and more
recently, the provision of appropriate education (Sinnott case, 2000/01). As the right to education

has extended to all persons, there is now an increasing concern about equality and inclusion issues.

The worldwide movement towards inclusion of pupils with special educational needs has had an
influence on developments in educational provision in Ireland. The principles enshrined in recent
Irish legislation, such as the Education Act (1998) and the Education for Persons with Special
Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act (2004) reflect an inclusive approach to special educational needs.
The EPSEN Act 2004 recommends that the education of pupils with special educational needs
takes place in an inclusive environment. The present system of special provision for these pupils
has developed along parallel and separate systems of support. However in recent years, many
children with special needs who would have previously been placed in a special class or special
school are now included in mainstream. Although the EPSEN Act recommends placement in
mainstream, in reality, the conditions for an inclusive environment may vary. In many instances
withdrawing pupils from class has been the dominant method of providing this extra support. This
has implications for the vision of an inclusive education, and how the child is perceived to be a

pupil with difficulties as opposed to being a pupil in difficulty.

A number of initiatives have begun to develop the services for pupils with learning difficulties and
special educational needs. Each of these initiatives has to some extent had an effect on the teaching
and learning situation for the child with dyslexia. First of all, the implementation of a revised
Primary School Curriculum (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), 1999a)
and the in - service support which accompanied the implementation of the revised curriculum, was
a positive initiative for all pupils. The revised curriculum endorsed the principle of ensuring the
development of each child’s full potential. For some pupils this implies extra support to achieve
that potential. With this in mind, in 2000, the Department of Education and Science (DES)
published the Learning Support Guidelines for primary schools. This document offers advice on the

development of in- school structures to support children with learning difficulties.



Despite the positive developments mentioned so far, in every classroom and school, a significant
number of children experience difficulty in learning to read. For these children, reading becomes a
source of anxiety and frustration to themselves and their parents. This frustrating and unexpected
problem in learning to read may be due to dyslexia. Pupils who have been assessed as having a
learning difficulty arising from dyslexia, may be enrolled in a reading unit' or reading school for a
period of up to two years. These pupils would be at the severe end of the continuum of need.
Alternatively, pupils may receive extra support in mainstream from the learning support/resource
teacher. This study will examine how each teaching situation is appropriate to the needs of the
individual student and his/her parents. The question is asked how does each setting differ in terms
of the teaching and learning context and is there any difference in the learning outcomes. To date,
there has been no systematic evaluation of the effectiveness of the teaching and learning situation

in each of the special settings for pupils with dyslexia. This study contributes to this area.

Significant concerns are sometimes raised by teachers or parents concerning a child’s learning
needs. The needs of children are met most effectively where parents, teachers and psychologist
work collaboratively. In an attempt to address this issue, the National Educational Psychological
Service (NEPS) was established in 1999, as a statutory agency with its aim to support the personal,
social and educational development of all children having particular regard to children with special
educational needs. This is a welcome development, despite being inadequately resourced in its
present form. Teachers who are supporting pupils with special educational needs also need ongoing
professional development and training. The recent development of the Special Education Support
Service (SESS) has begun to address the professional needs of teachers who support pupils with a
diversity of needs. The SESS was set up in 2003 to provide dedicated and ongoing support and
professional development for all teachers with particular emphasis on topics related to special
educational needs. The SESS is also a means of teachers accessing information on special
education in Ireland and internationally. All teachers, not only support teachers, need an

understanding of the educational implications for pupils with dyslexia.

There is an ambiguity or even suspicion around the topic of dyslexia. Teachers are uncertain as to
how to support the student with dyslexia in the classroom, and believe there is a need for an
individualised approach and specialist teaching for the dyslexic learner. In our present system in
Ireland, there are difficulties arising from the identification and assessment of dyslexia, and
consequent outcomes for the student and his family. There is no standard screening process for
dyslexia. Unrecognised difficulties in reading and writing may become embedded as the child
reaches the senior classes in primary school with consequent difficulties when he/she transfers to
second level. Parents of children who have been assessed as having dyslexia are concerned that

their child receive an appropriate education and that literacy difficulties do not hinder their progress

' Note: the term ‘reading unit’ is used in preference to ‘reading class’ by the teachers, parents and pupils who
attend. This term will be used throughout the study.



in school. Parents generally have high educational expectations for their child and will make every
effort to be an advocate for the child in gaining appropriate support as needed. The teacher’s
understanding of the educational implications of dyslexia will influence the teaching methods and

approaches used.

The Task Force on Dyslexia (TFD) (2002) was set up to review the current range of educational
provision and support services available to children with specific reading disabilities in Ireland and
also to

Assess the adequacy of current educational provision and support services, having regard to

the range of special needs which can arise and the need to address such needs either in
integrated settings or by way of special dedicated provision (TFD, 2002, p. 3)

The TFD recommended a continuum of provision of support for pupils according to the severity of
need. The minister promised to match the continuum of severity of need arising from dyslexia, with
a range of provision that would be flexible and responsive to the needs of parents, teachers and
students alike. This echoed the earlier recommendations of the SERC report that also suggested a
continuum of provision. The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) (2003) has again

underlined the commitment to a range or ‘continuum’ of provision as required.
The TED however, could not comment on provision for pupils with dyslexia:

No comparative information was available on the effects of special education provision on
the achievement and general development of students with specific learning difficulties
arising from dyslexia who attend special schools or special classes, or who receive resource
teaching support. (TFD, 2002, p. 41).

It is one of the recommendations of the Task Force that:
The Department of Education and Science should commission a study to compare the
relative effectiveness and appropriateness to the needs of individual students and their
parents of the three models of special education provision that are in place for primary level

students with specific learning difficulties including those arising from dyslexia- resource
teaching support, enrolment in a special class and enrolment in a special school. (p. 111)

The contribution of this research is to address this issue.

The present study asks how effective is the special education support to the student with difficulties
arising from dyslexia. Current provision for these pupils is provided in three different ways:
support in mainstream from a learning support/resource teacher, enrolment in a special reading

unit, or enrolment in a reading school.

Support which is provided in a reading unit or reading school takes place in a special setting, in
many cases at a distance from the child’s own school. Parents and children may see the transfer

from mainstream to special setting and back again, as a disadvantage of the extra support.

Mainstream schools have begun to re - organise extra support for pupils with special educational
needs within the school, according to resources available. This study will look at the structural and

systemic issues that impact on this special provision in the context of a whole school policy of



inclusion. The question is asked how does the current policy impact on the special school or

reading unit, and how does the special setting contribute to the overall system of provision.

Pupils who are underachieving in literacy may receive extra support from the learning support/
resource teacher. The learning support/resource teacher in mainstream has a central role in the
whole school provision for pupils with dyslexia. H/she is in a pivotal position to enhance the
teaching of literacy throughout the whole school. From the perspective of the student with
difficulties arising from dyslexia, the present study will examine how extra support in reading and
literacy is organised and how effective is this extra support. It appears there may be barriers to
collaboration and communication between teachers who are supporting the child with dyslexia.
This study will examine the outcomes in terms of progress in literacy, and sustained benefit to

students and parents.

This study focuses on the teaching and learning context for the pupils with dyslexia, the support
teacher, mainstream teacher and the central experience of the student. The methods and teaching
approaches used by support teachers and specialist teachers will depend to a large extent on the
teacher’s understanding of dyslexia and how he/she understands the development of the reading
process. There has been no agreement in the research literature on a single definition of dyslexia
and this has caused problems for teachers, parents and schools. For example, difficulties may be
attributed to short term or working memory, to a discrepancy between cognitive ability and reading
ability. The notion of a discrepancy measure in the identification and assessment of dyslexia is in

itself controversial.

The study will discover the main literacy skills taught by teachers in the different teaching settings.
There may be a difference between the skills taught in the special setting and the mainstream
setting. One would expect teachers in the special setting to have more specialised knowledge and
skills. Many of the specialist literacy intervention programmes have a large emphasis on teaching
phonics skills. Other programmes emphasise phonological awareness. The importance of
phonological awareness has been identified as an essential element in successful reading. Indeed
many researchers believe a phonological deficit to be at the heart of dyslexia. However writing and
spelling skills are also important for the student particularly on transfer from special support to
mainstream. Developing pupils’ skill in writing is an essential component of an integrated approach
to literacy instruction. This is important for all pupils but especially for the pupil with dyslexia. The
study will examine how reading and writing is integrated for the student in each of the teaching
situations. The literacy instruction model used by teachers will be compared with an integrated
model of reading instruction as recommended in the international literature. The tutors in the
Dyslexia Association of Ireland (DAI) may be using a different range of teaching approaches and
methods. The study will find out the dominant literacy skills taught by the private tutors in the

workshops organised by the DAI.



The teachers’ understanding of literacy and the reading process will determine the methods used
and the priority given to reading accuracy, reading comprehension and writing skills. There may
also be other factors which make a difference to the success of the extra support, and the case study
schools will provide an opportunity for this to be observed. It is possible that the teaching
approaches and methods used by teachers in the special settings could be transferred to
mainstream. What is the most effective combination of elements of the literacy instruction provided
in each of the teaching situations? Is there any evidence of long term benefits to the special support
in the parallel systems of mainstream and special setting for the pupil with a difficulty arising from

dyslexia? This study will attempt to answer these questions.

The report of the study is presented in six chapters. Chapter Two introduces the reader to the wider
context of the study and reviews the relevant literature in the field. This chapter also outlines the
background to the identification of dyslexia and considers the main issues which have dominated
the debate on the subject. Chapter Three describes the methods of investigation and the instruments
used in the collection of data. A combination of qualitative and quantitative methods were used in
the study to ascertain the outcomes and the effectiveness of three models of special support. An in
depth study of six schools gave an opportunity to explore in detail how extra support for the child
with dyslexia is organised. Survey methods of data collection included questionnaires, interviews,
and focus group discussions. Quantitative data on pupils’ progress in reading attainment during the
period 2003-2005 was also recorded and analysed. Six case study schools were selected to examine
in detail the special provision for pupils with dyslexia in each type of situation. Triangulation of

methods was an objective of the mixed methodology used in the study.

Chapter Four introduces the findings from the main body of the study. This chapter is in three
sections. The first section presents the findings from the teachers and tutors who participated
through questionnaires and focus group discussions. The second section contains the case study
schools. This section also focuses on the voices of the pupils in group discussions with the
researcher presents their progress in reading over two years. The third section contains the findings
from the parents’ questionnaires, focus groups, and interviews. In Chapter Five the main findings
of the study are discussed and analysed. The key issues and the significant findings are discussed.
Chapter Six is the concluding chapter and this chapter summarises the main conclusions and makes
recommendations for further research.

Conclusion

In the past ten years there is no doubt that there have been dramatic changes in special education in
Ireland. However, for one group of students who have difficulties arising from dyslexia there are
unresolved issues surrounding provision of extra support. This study hopes to contribute to an
increased understanding of the educational implications of dyslexia from the perspective of

teachers, parents and pupils.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This review of the literature will introduce the reader to the context of the study and the main areas
of research in the field which are relevant to the main body of the study. The review begins by
looking at the assessment of reading in the international and Irish contexts. The changing/
developing concept of literacy has an impact on the identification of a group of students who may

have difficulty developing literacy skills.

Reading is fundamental to being literate so the current models of reading and the development of
the reading process are examined in this review. It was apparent to the author that some children do
not develop literacy skills easily and this raises many questions. Methods and instructional
strategies are discussed and the essential elements of evidence—based effective teaching strategies

are highlighted.

The present study focuses on the support provided to students who have been assessed as having
dyslexia. The review of research in the area of dyslexia highlights the key issues of phonological
processing for pupils and the difficulties surrounding the use of a discrepancy definition of
dyslexia. In Ireland, primary school pupils may receive extra support because of dyslexia in
mainstream school from their class teacher or from the learning support or resource teacher.
Alternatively they may receive special educational support in a reading unit or a reading school.
The existence of special provision for dyslexic pupils separate to and parallel to mainstream has its
advantages and disadvantages. It must be viewed in the current context of the movement towards
the inclusion of pupils with a diversity of special educational needs in mainstream. Current
research in this area has identified organisational factors and also systemic factors affecting the
provision of this extra support. Crucial questions about the continuing existence of a categorical
model of special need and the practice of withdrawing pupils from class for extra support are raised

in this review.

Literacy and reading standards in Irish schools

This section reviews the historical background to English reading instruction in Irish primary
schools. Standards of reading from the 1960s through to the 1980s and the definitions of reading
literacy at that time are considered. International assessments of literacy among students are also
reviewed. The author wished to examine the background to the development of reading assessment
in the context of the changing definition of literacy. Several recent international studies of reading

and related skills are considered and their implications discussed.



Historical background: English reading in Irish primary schools

Payment by Results 1872-1899

An investigation into the national school system by the Royal Commission in 1872 was critical of
the low attainment levels of literacy among primary school pupils. A total of 77% of school
children were what was termed ‘Book 3 standard’, which meant they were at a standard which
corresponds to the first two classes” in primary school. Today this would be equivalent to First
Class (Ireland) or Key Stage 1 in the UK system. ‘Key Stage’ refers to the national system of
assessment in the UK which monitors what children should be able to do at ages seven, 11, 14 and
16 years. At Key Stage 1 (age seven years), children can understand the vocabulary of reading and
writing, can match words and letters by sight and identify some words by sight. This is an early

stage in the development of reading. Children could recognise words but not read fluently.

In 1872, it was reported by the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Primary Education that almost
half of the children were at an even lower standard (Coolahan, 1977). Consequently a system of
payment by results was introduced to remedy the situation. Reading, writing, spelling and grammar
were treated as separate components of English and a specified fee was set for pupils who would
pass in each component subject. A prescribed textbook was used for the year and pupils were
examined on the mechanical aspects of the reading task. Comprehension of reading did not receive
much attention. This led to a considerable improvement in the standard of reading attainment, but
there were many criticisms by inspectors and teachers. The stress was on mechanical literacy,
which was assessed by a rigid and limited oral examination (Coolahan, 1977). If a student could
recite his® passage by rote, teacher’s payment was secure, even if the student did not understand the
content he had read. A large proportion of teachers were not formally trained. Textbooks used were
mostly political or religious texts. Although the standard of reading in the school and the
instruction methods used seems to have been unsatisfactory as reported by teachers and even
inspectors, the percentage of the population who could neither read or write declined from 33% in
1871 to 14% in 1901 (Coolahan, 1977, p. 16). The examination in reading and the effect of
‘payment by results’ for teachers dictated what was taught in schools and how it was taught.

(Kellaghan, 2001).

English reading in Irish schools in the nineteenth century

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, the Belmore Commission (1898) heralded a new change
in direction in teaching reading. Comprehension of text and understanding the meaning of words
was now emphasised. This was in direct contrast to the previous approach of teaching the

segregated skills of reading, writing, spelling and grammar. Inspectors assessed reading standards

% The term class is used here as distinct from standard or grade, as it is common usage in the Irish school
system.
? He/his: The masculine form is used to reflect the historic document



for the whole school. Books were reported to be more varied and ‘child centred’. Teachers were
encouraged to stimulate the child’s interest in reading. Payment by results was abolished. The
‘curriculum’ changed from the set ‘class book’ on which all children previously progressed
together. The individual pupil’s attainment was not reported. Attainment in reading during this
period was reported by the inspectors to be an improvement on the previous system. However the
government interest at the time was measuring illiteracy in the population. Government reports did
not measure the levels of pupils’ literacy. Literacy in schools was documented by a general report
of the schools inspector. These reports provided evidence of improved literacy among pupils
(Coolahan, 1977). It was likely that this enlightened approach to teaching reading removed the
pressures associated with the previous Payment by Results scheme. Unfortunately this child

centred approach did not continue.

Literacy in the Free State (1922-1937)
As society changes, literacy changes in response. In 1922 education policy reflected the emergence
of the new Irish state. Regeneration of the Irish language became one of the priorities for education

and this had a negative effect on instruction in English reading.

A system of national schooling was established and the Irish language became the priority language
of teaching and instruction. This meant that teachers spent a large portion of the school day
teaching Irish. Instruction in the infant classes (ages 4-5) was entirely through the Irish language.
Standards in English reading attainment were frequently criticised by teachers (Kellaghan, 2001).
Instruction in English reading took place in a traditional manner and class textbooks had a
‘national’ tone (Coolahan, 1977). No objective or empirical reports on reading attainment or
standards of achievement were undertaken until the 1960s. Standards in reading were assessed by
Department of Education Inspectors visiting schools and issuing reports. Sixth Class pupils had to
undergo the ‘Primary Certificate Examination’ in English, Irish and Mathematics. This exam

became compulsory in 1943 and it was discontinued in 1967.

Evaluating standards in reading in primary schools in Ireland

Studies in the 1960s (McNamara, 1966; Kelly & McGee, 1967) compared the reading attainment of
Irish pupils whose mother tongue was English with that of English pupils, and found that Irish
pupils in Fifth Class were 17 months behind their English counterparts. Irish pupils whose first
language was Irish were found to be 30 months behind. This is not surprising. English school
children spent twice as much time studying English as their Irish counterparts. The second study
(Kelly & McGee, 1967) found an even larger difference of approximately 26 months of reading age
between Irish children and children from England and Wales. The importance attached to teaching
the Irish language and the proportion of time spent on teaching Irish was a major factor in

depressing performance in English reading (McNamara, 1966). The teaching methods used were



directly influenced by the compulsory testing of English reading and writing at the end of the
primary school cycle. During this period, the Primary Certificate Examination was compulsory. In
1971 a new Primary School Curriculum Curaclam na Bunscoile (Department of Education, 1971)
was introduced. This marked a positive change in the teaching approaches for all subjects, and a

more child centred approach to teaching literacy to all pupils.

National Assessment of reading

The Department of Education carried out the first national surveys of reading attainment in primary
schools in Ireland in 1972, the second in 1980. The purpose of the surveys was to enable national
comparisons to be made between primary pupils in the Republic of Ireland with those in Northern
Ireland and England, and to establish base line data for future surveys (Mulrooney, 1985). The two
surveys focused on ten-year-old pupils in Fourth and Fifth Class. The results indicate that between
1972 and 1980 the reading standards of Irish ten year olds improved by about eight months. Irish
pupils were gradually closing the gap in reading achievement so that by 1980 pupils in Fourth and
Fifth Classes were about a year and a half behind their English counterparts (Mulrooney, 1985).

Since then, national surveys of reading literacy have been conducted at regular intervals. Although
standards improved significantly between 1972 and 1980, they have not changed significantly since
then despite improvements in the teacher pupil ratio, access to learning support and the provision of
library services to schools (Cosgrove, Kellaghan, Forde & Morgan, 2000). These surveys assessed
understanding of narrative, expository and document texts, mainly using multiple-choice items.

National surveys of this type do not assess pupils’ phonological abilities or word recognition skills.

In the 1998 survey it was found that girls” mean achievement scores were significantly higher than
boys’ on a range of text types and that boys were more strongly represented at the lower
achievement levels. Boys and girls whose parents held a medical card had a mean score that was
one standard deviation lower than that of students whose parents did not have medical cards (Shiel,

2005). Possession of a medical card was regarded as a broad index of low household income.

The data from the survey suggests underlying concerns among teachers about students’ literacy
levels. Teachers rated the reading proficiency of one in ten students as ‘weak’ or ‘inadequate’, and
an equal number as reading two years below their class level. Teachers judged the proportion of
students with very serious difficulties to be about 2-3% but more significantly, they judged that a
larger number (12.4%) would require support with the daily demands of reading. The most recent
survey of reading among Fifth Class pupils (Eivers, Shiel & Shortt, 2004) reported no significant
change in reading standards. It appears that reading standards have not changed dramatically over

time.

Reading assessment in the UK: Surveys of reading attainment have been conducted in the UK

since 1948. After the war years, as the education system recovered, the average scores rose slightly,



but scores remained unchanged from 1952 to 1979 (Brooks, 1998). In the 1970s OFSTED (Office
for Standards in Education) and the National Foundation Educational Research (NFER) conducted
surveys involving students aged 11 and 15/16 years between 1947 and 1979. Other surveys of
students in England and Wales (NFER, 1991, 1995) showed little change in reading standards since
1987. The introduction of a national curriculum (1990) was adduced as a reason for low standards
in achievement. There was considered to be less time for literacy instruction due to the broad
nature of the curriculum (Brooks, 1996). This was also a time when there was a shortage of trained
primary teachers in England. The NFER Reading Ability Series tests were used in these national
assessments. However, because of sampling difficulties in 1993, the results for pupils age 14 years
did not provide reliable evidence on the trend at that age between then and 1996 (Brooks, 1998).
National assessments of reading literacy also provided information about the variables associated
with reading achievement. Pupils’ achievement levels are not determined by the school alone.
National and international studies show an association between gender and reading achievement
(Cosgrove et al., 2000,) and between socio economic status and reading (DES, 2005b). It is clear
that gender differences in reading emerge at an early age and persist into second level schooling
(Shiel, 2005). Large gender differences in favour of girls are also evident in the highest scoring
countries in international studies (OECD, 2000). Socioeconomic status has been consistently

associated with reading achievement

Factors relating to reading performance

Teacher experience: Long-term studies of the effects of teacher characteristics on pupils show the
influence of teacher qualifications and experience on pupils’ achievement. Pupil achievement is
linked to teacher qualifications (Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1997). There is considerable agreement
that the teacher’s role is central to the effectiveness of schools and the competence of the
instruction. The Irish experience has also replicated this finding (Eivers, Sheil, Perkins &
Cosgrove, 2005). The more experienced teachers are generally assigned to senior classes, while
junior classes are generally assigned the least experienced teachers (Eivers et al., 2005). This may

not be such a wise decision.

Teaching approaches: The teaching practices and approaches used have been shown to lead to
improvement in reading achievement (Taylor, Pressley, Pearson, 2002) Small group instruction in
junior classes and teachers using a range of word recognition strategies were found to lead to

improved reading.

Home background factors: Factors such as socio- economic status, parents’ literacy level and
parents’ support for the child’s reading also have an effect on standards of reading attainment.
Children from disadvantaged families tend to start school with poorer academic ability than their
more advantaged peers (Kellaghan, 1977; Snow, Burns & Griffin, 1998). Early disadvantages

affect the child’s enduring experiences within formal schooling, because such disadvantages tend
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to be both persistent and cumulative (Government of Ireland, 1995, p. 16). In Ireland a range of
programmes have begun to address the issue of educational disadvantage e.g. Early Start (DES,
1994), Giving Children an Even Break (DES, 2001), Breaking the Cycle (DES, 2001), Home
School Community Liaison Scheme (DES, 2001), School Completion Program (DES, 2003). These
programmes do not specify targets linked to reading achievement specifically, but one would
expect reading attainment to improve over time for the pupils and the families targeted by the
intervention programs. However this is not always the case (Ryan, 1999; Archer & Shortt, 2003;
Weir, Mills & Ryan, 2002). Recent reports recommend a stronger focus on literacy in schools
(Eivers et al., 2004). As the definition of literacy has changed and become broader, this has
influenced the curriculum, instruction and assessments associated with literacy. The idea of a
‘balanced literacy instruction approach’ (Morrow, 1999) advocates an integrated language arts
approach to literacy instruction in school. A balanced view of reading instruction enables teachers
to base instruction on the needs of individual students rather than using a single approach or a
particular focus. This has implications for pedagogy and will be discussed later. Successful
implementation of balanced reading instruction requires continuing professional development of

teachers and professional preparation at pre- service stage.

International frameworks for literacy

Definitions of literacy have changed over the years. International studies of reading literacy have
defined reading literacy according to various levels of interaction between individual competency
and social demands. Reading is usually included as a component in the definition of literacy, as
reading is fundamental to being literate. But literacy is a broader concept than reading. Literacy is

described as the

ability to understand and use those written language forms required by society and valued
by the individual. Young readers can construct meaning from a variety of texts. They read to
learn, to participate in communities of readers and for enjoyment (Campbe<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>