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executive summary
In September 2016, a study of the 13 Irish-medium DEIS2 primary schools in the 
Republic of Ireland commenced at Dublin City University Institute of Education and at 
the Educational Research Centre, St Patrick’s College Campus, Drumcondra. All of the 
schools with DEIS status took part in the study (i.e. six Band 13 DEIS schools and seven 
Band 2 DEIS schools). The research model was based on the 2010 National Assessments 
of English Reading and Mathematics in Irish-Medium Schools (Gilleece, Shiel, Clerkin and 
Miller, 2012), although some amendments were made which took socioeconomic factors 
into account. Research questionnaires were designed for teachers, for pupils of 3rd and 6th 
classes and their parents and for school principals. Focus groups including class teachers 
and Special Education Teachers (SET) were organised in four schools – two schools in 
each of the two bands – and school principals in these representative schools were 
also interviewed. Tests in English reading (Drumcondra Sentence Reading Test) and in 
mathematics (an abbreviated version of the Drumcondra Primary Mathematics Test) were 
administered in each school in May 2017. The same tests were used for this assessment 
as were used in the National DEIS Evaluations (Weir & Denner, 2013; Kavanagh, Weir & 
Moran, 2017) so that a comparison could be made between the test scores in the current 
study and DEIS scores nationally. The tests were administered by the pupils’ teachers or 
by a representative from the Educational Research Centre to ensure a high standard of 
procedure.

The National Assessments 2010 (Gilleece et al., 2012) reported that achievement levels 
in Irish-medium primary schools were significantly higher than in schools nationally, 
but that the differences in achievement were not quite so significant when the higher 
socioeconomic status (SES) of the pupils in Irish-medium primary schools, generally, was 
taken into account. National DEIS evaluations between 2010 and 2016 showed progress 
in mean scores in reading and in maths, although there were still gaps in achievement 
between national mean scores and DEIS mean scores (Weir & Denner, 2013; Kavanagh et 
al., 2015; Kavanagh et al., 2017). The following question arises, therefore, for the current 
study: where do the Irish-medium schools, which are situated in disadvantaged areas and 
have DEIS status, stand? 

1 Iniúchadh ar an tumoideachas do dhaltaí i scoileanna lán-Ghaeilge i gceantair faoi míbhuntáiste – 
Tá an tuairisc iomlán ar fáil ar líne ag / The complete report in Irish is available at the following 
link : https://www.cogg.ie/wp-content/uploads/Taighde_Sealbh%C3%BA-1-1.pdf References in 
this executive summary can be found in the full report. 

2 DEIS: Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools: An Action Plan for Educational Inclusion
3 The greatest level of disadvantage is in Band 1 schools.
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Traditionally, there was a view that Irish-medium schools mainly served middle class 
children and that the immersion system would be a further burden on pupils from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds (see, e.g., Ó Riagáin, 1979). Access for children from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds to immersion education in Ireland has increased, although 
the access could be even wider.  Due to this change from earlier years and insights from 
international research on the matter (Genesee, 1976, 2007, 2014; Bruck, 1985), there is 
another view. It posits that the child would have the same difficulties regardless of the 
school which they are attending and should not be denied access to immersion education 
and bilingualism because of their socioeconomic background. 

literAture revieW

The international literature often indicates a concern about the educational underachievement 
of pupils from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Demie & Lewis, 2011; Hoff, 2003, 2006; 
Sirin, 2005), in terms of the influence of the social context on the learning performance of 
the child (Chiu & McBride-Chang, 2006; OECD, 2010) and on the formation of the child’s 
language development (Molloy et al., 2016: 214). Certain studies suggest, for example, 
that children with low SES have a slower rate of vocabulary development in the preschool 
period and weaker achievement later (Hart & Risley, 2003; Peers et al., 2000). Another 
perspective in the literature, however, recognises the differences in the linguistic style of 
pupils with low SES, i.e. that more limited language ranges are used in the social contexts 
of working-class people which do not align with academic contexts (Bernstein, 1996). 

In the area of immersion education, information is available on students with underdeveloped  
first language skills and with low SSE (Genesee, 2004, 2007; Genesee & Fortune, 2014). 
Bruck’s study (1982) stated that pupils with a language impediment, who were attending 
immersion education, succeeded just as well as their peers in the non-immersion education 
system, but that they also achieved stronger skills in the second language. Studies which 
took SES into account revealed that pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, in the 
immersion system, were at the same level regarding their development in L1 as pupils from 
the same backgrounds, who were not attending an immersion school (Bruck et al., 2015).

Studies which examine the effect of socioeconomic status on achievement and progress 
in national samples (Kavanagh et al., 2014; Weir & Denner, 2013) show that schools, 
which are part of the DEIS Plan (Dept of Education and Skills 2017), achieve significantly 
lower mean scores in English reading and maths than the corresponding national mean 
scores. Irish-medium DEIS schools are no exception to this trend, despite the fact that 
Irish-medium schools nationally show significantly higher results in English reading and in 
maths in comparison with schools nationally. These significant differences are reported 
in the light of the advantages that are envisaged to be associated with middle class 
communities: stronger support from home, access to more books etc. (see Gilleece et 
al., 2012).

Achievement in english reAding

Results, in Band 2 schools, in the current study showed that Irish-medium DEIS schools had 
higher mean scores than DEIS schools nationally at 3rd class and 6th class levels, although 
the difference was only significant at 3rd class level. In Band 1, mean scores at 3rd class 
level in Irish-medium DEIS schools were significantly lower than in DEIS schools nationally, 
but by the end of the primary education cycle, pupils in Irish-medium DEIS schools were 
doing significantly better than DEIS schools nationally. It appears that these lower results 
in 3rd class are due to developmental delay in the immersion system, because children 
are dealing with two languages, including the later introduction of English language arts. 
By the end of primary level education, pupils in Irish-medium DEIS schools have had an 
opportunity to engage in literacy in both English and Irish and achieve higher results in 
English reading.

A greater number of weak pupils were noted at or below the 10th percentile in 3rd class in 
Irish-medium Band 1 DEIS schools than in the national DEIS sample. A large decrease was 
noted by 6th class, with the percentage (10.1%) of pupils who were performing at or below 
the 10th percentile was half that of the 3rd class level (20.2%). Despite this, it is important 
to pay urgent attention to the large number of weak pupils at 3rd class level in Irish-medium 
Band 1 DEIS schools in English reading. 



3

In Band 2, there were fewer pupils performing at or below the 10th percentile at both class 
levels than in the national DEIS sample. This means that there are fewer students in Band 
2 Irish-medium DEIS schools struggling with English reading, as might be expected due to 
the lower levels of disadvantage associated with Band 2 schools. 

More pupils, at both class levels, in both bands of Irish-medium DEIS schools, were 
performing at or above the 90th percentile than in DEIS schools nationally, in English 
reading. This is an important result in the context of pupils in low SES Irish-medium DEIS 
schools who might have great difficulties, but are learning bilingually and beginning English 
reading later in certain cases.

Results suggest that, over time, immersion education in a DEIS setting does not impact 
negatively on the English reading attainment of children in DEIS schools by the end of the 
primary school cycle. The benefits of bilingualism, particularly in relation to transferable 
skills in literacy, are highlighted in these results. Although mean scores reported in Irish-
medium DEIS schools are higher than DEIS national averages, mean scores from both 
Irish-medium DEIS schools and DEIS schools more generally are significantly lower than 
national averages across schools. Results therefore also indicate the need for strong 
language intervention for English reading with the introduction of English language arts.

Achievement in mAthemAtics

Statistically, a significant gap was noted between the achievement of pupils in 3rd class in 
Irish-medium Band 1 DEIS schools in maths and pupils in DEIS schools nationally, in that 
Irish-medium DEIS schools were significantly behind.  In 6th class Band 1, the mean scores 
for Irish-medium DEIS schools were slightly higher than the mean DEIS scores nationally. 
In Band 2, the mean scores for Irish-medium DEIS schools were behind at 3rd class level 
and slightly behind at 6th class level. Only the difference in 3rd class Band 1 was statistically 
significant. The low mean scores among both Irish-medium DEIS and all DEIS students 
are a cause for concern as they are well below the corresponding national mean scores.

There was a higher percentage of weak pupils performing at or under the 10th percentile 
in Irish-medium DEIS schools in maths at both class levels in both bands than the national 
DEIS percentages. This was particularly true at 3rd class level Band 1 in which there was 
twice the percentage of pupils performing at or below the 10th percentile in Irish-medium 
DEIS schools (31.4%) as pupils in DEIS schools nationally (15.7%). This showed the great 
difficulties pertaining to achievement in maths in Irish-medium DEIS schools and the 
urgent need to provide support and intervention for numeracy. Certain schools had very 
low mean scores, which pulled down the overall mean score. This showed the necessity 
for intervention on an individual basis in respect of some schools.

Data showed that a significantly lower percentage of pupils were performing at or above 
the 90th percentile in maths in Irish-medium DEIS schools than in DEIS schools nationally. 
This was true in both bands, but even more obvious in Band 1 in which 0.8% of pupils in 3rd 
class were performing at or above the 90th percentile, in comparison with 11.1 % of pupils 
in the DEIS schools nationally. Taken as a whole, the results show that there is an urgent 
need for support and intervention for maths in Irish-medium DEIS schools at both bands.

Profiles of school, stAff And clAsses

Three quarters of Irish-medium DEIS schools were situated in the cities or in suburbs of 
Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Galway and Waterford; the other quarter were situated in towns 
or other cities. A high average attendance rate of 94% in both bands was noted. Only 1% 
of pupils in Irish-medium DEIS schools identified themselves as members of the Traveller 
Community and all those were in Band 2.

In total, approx. three quarters of classes in Irish-medium DEIS schools were single grade 
classes and approx. a quarter were multigrade. Average class sizes were lower in the 
current Irish-medium DEIS study than in national assessments of Irish-medium schools 
generally.

Data showed that, on average, teachers in Irish-medium DEIS schools had fewer years 
of teaching experience than teachers in Irish-medium schools generally. A high rate of 
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permanency was noted among the teachers in this study (above 80%) but the rate of 
permanent teachers who are operating at 6th class level in Irish-medium schools and in 
Gaeltacht schools nationally is above 90%. A Diploma (in addition to the basic teaching 
qualification) was the most common qualification achieved by the teachers in the study 
(35% of them) and 20% had an M.Ed. or M.A. (Ed.). The lowest level of confidence was 
noted in relation to identifying pupils with learning difficulties in relation to English reading 
and in dealing with pupils with special needs in relation to maths. Teacher confidence was 
higher in relation to identifying pupils with learning difficulties in Irish and in developing 
pupils’ communicative language generally. Data show that principals of Irish-medium DEIS 
schools generally had a high average number of years working as a principal and as a 
teacher, but that principals of Irish-medium Band 1 DEIS schools had more experience 
generally as principals than those of Band 2. A higher percentage of Band 1 principals had 
fulltime teaching responsibilities. Most of the teachers in Irish-medium DEIS schools were 
female, c. 70%, but there was a higher percentage of males than females teaching at 6th 
class level.

A comparison of devices showed that pupils in Band 1 had slightly more access (7:1)4 
to computing devices on average, than pupils in Band 2 (9:1). Principals explained that 
resources for English and for Irish are shared with parents and that information sessions 
are made available in English to support parents. The data showed that the least support 
for parents was given for maths, whether in the form of a series of meetings, information 
sessions and sharing of resources.

Difficulties were noted in the teaching of maths - for example, pupils’ lack of language 
ability, complicated language used in the textbooks, terminology issues and lack of 
resources in Irish. No 3rd class teacher reported teaching maths through English only and a 
small number of teachers (9.1%) stated that English only is used to teach maths at 6th class 
level. Every other teacher reported that maths is taught through Irish only, or bilingually.

Teachers reported spending lots of time creating materials themselves because the limited 
number of Irish language resources that are available, and that are suitable for the ability 
levels and the interests of the pupils in Irish-medium DEIS schools, where the standard of 
Irish in the textbooks is often viewed as too complicated.

PuPils And their fAmilies

Data showed that the number of pupils who were L1 speakers of Irish who attended Irish-
medium DEIS schools was very small; no pupil in Band 1 reported Irish as a first language 
and only 0.3% of pupils in Band 2, which is lower than is noted for Irish-medium schools 
generally (c. 3%) (Gilleece et al., 2012). The number of students who reported having a 
mother-tongue other than English or Irish (less than 1%) was much lower than the national 
average rate (9.5%) and lower than the average rate generally in Irish-medium schools 
(less than 2%) (Gilleece et al., 2012). 

The average achievement scores of pupils in 3rd class showed that, in cases where even 
some Irish was spoken in the home, the scores in maths were higher, although the 
differences weren’t significant. The same trend was noted in 6th class for maths and for 
English reading, and in this case, there was a significant difference in English reading in 
Band 1.

Parents stated that there were more households in Irish-medium DEIS schools which had 
less than 50 printed books at home than the average national rate, and fewer households 
in which there were more than 100 printed books. Mean scores showed that pupils who 
had more than 100 books at home achieved higher mean scores in English and in maths 
than those who had less than 100 books at home.

It was reported that households in Irish-medium DEIS schools had far fewer books in 
Irish at home – 2% of households claimed to have more than 50 Irish books at home. The 
percentage of households without any Irish books at home was higher in Irish-medium 
DEIS schools (approx. 19% of 3rd class pupils and 6th class pupils combined, and 22% of 
6th class pupils only) than those in Irish-medium schools generally (12%).   

4 Indicates the ratio of pupils to devices. 
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78% of 6th class pupils’ parents and 41% of 3rd class pupils’ parents used a library. Reading 
books to children a couple of times a week before the child started primary school was 
the most common reading custom in households of children attending Irish-medium Band 
1 and Band 2 DEIS schools, and likewise children reading to someone in the household 
a couple of time a week when they were in Infants (classes) was the most common 
reading custom. A strong correlation was found between the children’s achievements in 
English reading and in maths and the frequency of reading to the child in the early years 
before he/she started school. The figures for reading for pleasure among Irish-medium 
DEIS school parents weren’t as high as the national average rate (English reading). Fewer 
parents strongly agreed that one person read at home with a child and that one person at 
home practised spelling, maths or other skills in 3rd class or 6th class.

There was a lower percentage of pupils in 3rd class Band 1 whose parents had a basic 
degree or higher qualification than in 6th class Band 1 or in Band 2. The study’s data shows 
a link between parents’ education and children’s achievements - those whose parents 
have a basic degree or higher qualification achieved higher mean scores in both subjects 
in both bands.

Most of the Irish-medium DEIS pupils lived in households in which at least one parent was 
in fulltime or part-time employment (approx. 86% of households). Favourable differences 
were noted in the mean scores being achieved in English reading and in maths where at 
least one person in the household is employed or studying but the differences were only 
significant in Band 2.

suPPorting PuPils Who hAve leArning difficulties

According to principals, 17.5% of pupils in the study have learning difficulties across a 
wide range. This rate is significantly higher than the prevalent rate in Irish-medium schools 
generally, which has been estimated at 9.4% (Andrews, 2020). The parents’ data in the 
current study revealed information regarding multiple disabilities; for example, in 6th class 
learning difficulties were noted for 16.1% of pupils; 12.2% of those had one difficulty, 
3.4% had two difficulties and 0.5% had three or more difficulties. 

The most common learning difficulties that Irish-medium DEIS pupils had were ‘Specific 
Learning Difficulties’, e.g. 5.8% of the population of pupils had severe dyslexic or dyscalculic 
difficulties, 2.8% of pupils had ‘Mild General Learning Disability’, and 1.8% of pupils 
had ‘Emotional Disturbance’. Teachers noted that behavioural difficulties such as ADHD 
(Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) were common among pupils but that a difficulty 
such as this didn’t pertain to language at all and it was felt that bilingualism mollified such 
difficulties. Often, ‘high frequency’ difficulties such as these were dealt with at class/
school level (Banks and McCoy, 2011: 65). 26.8% were getting in-class support and 53.7% 
school-based support. How support was given depended largely on the school’s resources 
and often, a mixture of in-class support and support outside of the class was provided but 
there was no single approach in Irish-medium DEIS schools. 

The main tools used by teachers for in-class assessment were observation, standardised 
tests, continual assessment of reading, spelling and oral skills and Féasta Focal5. They 
depended very much on the standardised tests to identify pupils with learning difficulties, 
but teachers weren’t fully satisfied with their use to measure a child’s development 
continually in-class.

A slow development was noted in the case of children with severe learning difficulties 
when they received learning/language support. However, an increase in self-confidence 
and in understanding of material was noticeable among such children. 

Psychological assessments in Irish-medium DEIS schools were generally conducted 
through English. Principals almost unanimously felt that this approach was deficient and 
that the child’s full needs should be taken into account on a more informed and caring 
basis in the assessments. The schools’ experiences regarding dealing with psychologists 
depended hugely on the school itself and on the psychologist, and a range of experiences 

5 Féasta Focal (‘Word Feast’) is a learning resource based on recognition of words, including the 
first 200 high frequency Irish words, which addresses difficulties with early literacy in Irish in an 
enjoyable way.
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from very unsatisfactory to quite satisfactory were reported. According to principals, 
children leaving an Irish-medium DEIS school because of learning difficulties was not a 
regular occurrence, although individual schools reported dissatisfaction where a child with 
learning difficulties or special educational needs is advised by an educational psychologist 
to move to a non-immersion school. Where this did occur, the children generally went to 
an English-medium school or to a special school. One school reported children returning 
to the Irish-medium schools after moving to an English language school for some time. 

The schools were satisfied where NEPS (the National Educational Psychological Service) 
was available, but the situation was difficult and serious when suitable services weren’t 
available.

The average rate of support posts was the same according to the school bands with an 
average of 1.6 GAM/EAL support posts (General Allocation Model/English as an Additional 
Language). However, an urgent issue is the fact that none of the schools in the study 
had an officially approved language support post. According to principals and teachers, 
a Language Support Teacher would be a major asset for Irish-medium DEIS schools to 
develop the Irish language profile in the school, as well as having other responsibilities; to 
support the implementation of Aistear; to develop the pupils’ social, informal language,  to 
develop Irish phonetics in Infant classes, and to support Irish language literacy interventions 
etc. Principals felt that, without these supports, pupils in Irish-medium DEIS schools were 
not being treated fairly 

Principals placed great value on staff continuity and on the support staff’s understanding 
of the school context but the recruitment of suitable Special Education Teachers (SET) 6 
and the retention of a consistent support staff were challenging. When there was extra 
support from the staff in terms of SET, the results of their work were clearly visible in the 
pupils’ achievements.

The percentage of pupils receiving language support for Irish was very small (0.5%) in 
Irish-medium Band 1 DEIS schools and no pupil in Irish-medium Band 2 DEIS schools was 
receiving language support in Irish. Support was often made available through Irish for 
maths and that was a school’s decision but there is a great difference between support 
for Irish and support through Irish. Support for reading was provided bilingually for the 
most part, according to 57.9% of teachers, and through English only according to 36.8% 
of teachers. Very little support for reading was made available through Irish only (5.3%), 
however. It was the opposite case for maths, where 52.6% of teachers reported that 
support was provided through Irish and 5.3% of teachers reported that it was provided 
it through English only. The rest (42.1% of teachers) reported that maths support was 
provided bilingually.

The proportions of pupils receiving learning support for English (15.8%) and for maths 
(15.9%) in Irish-medium DEIS schools were far greater than the small proportion of pupils 
receiving learning support for Irish (1.7%). Overall, 0.2% in total are receiving language 
support for Irish and 1.7% are receiving learning support for Irish7, but most of that learning 
support is in Band 2. This means that very few children who are struggling with accessing 
content (for example maths) through language (Irish) receive support that focusses on 
building linguistic skills in order to access content more effectively. A higher number 
of students, although still small, receive learning support for a content area like maths, 
through the target language (Irish) which increases exposure to the language but doesn’t 
specifically address linguistic competence. A higher percentage of boys than girls receive 
learning support for English and for maths, as well as for Irish, although differences are not 
statistically significant. Not one girl was receiving language support for Irish in 6th class but 
the proportion of girls receiving language support for English in 3rd class was higher than 
the proportion of boys. 

6 The term Special Education Teachers is now used for teachers working with SEN pupils. Before 
2017, there was a distinction made between special education teachers and learning support 
teachers.

7 A distinction is made between receiving language support (which mainly involves oral language) 
and learning support for Irish (which has a broader focus, and may include reading and writing as 
well). 
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It appears that support through the medium of English was available because of the 
difficulties identified in the children’s standard of English in disadvantaged areas when 
starting school. Teachers welcomed the introduction of the Primary Language Curriculum 
(Department of Education and Skills, 2019) and the advantages of addressing the two 
languages in an integrated way, but teachers were still somewhat doubtful of the practicality 
of this approach in Irish-medium DEIS schools. Several schemes and interventions were 
used to strengthen literacy in Irish-medium DEIS schools: Literacy Leap, Oxford Reading 
Tree, Toe by Toe, Reading Recovery and First Steps. 

80% of teachers said that group withdrawal from class was the method most widely used 
in Irish-medium DEIS schools in 3rd class and in 6th class for maths and for English. The 
approach depended very much on the class, the subject and the situation.

The biggest challenge teachers faced in supporting pupils with learning difficulties was the 
lack of time. Teachers were ‘greatly’ concerned that ‘the advice in reports from agencies 
such as NEPS was not suitable in the context of bilingual classes’. The ‘poor ability of pupils 
in the spoken language – Irish’ concerned 31.6% of teachers ‘greatly’. These challenges 
highlight the needs of the pupils and the urgent requirement to address the standard of 
the schools’ main language (Irish) so that pupils will be able to access the full curriculum 
successfully. 
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