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ABSTRACT 

‘They are giving me a license to radically change my classroom practices’ 

(Grace, former DEIS advisor and DEIS classroom teacher) 

 

Background: In 2005, a national initiative was launched in Ireland, supporting designated 

schools in disadvantaged areas, known as Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 

(DEIS). DEIS promotes national policy initiatives, with a major focus on increasing literacy 

levels, and diminishing the academic achievement gap of students in DEIS and non-DEIS 

schools. 

 

Purpose of Study: The study explored the process of implementation of new literacy1 

initiatives in urban DEIS primary schools in Ireland. The study also examined the affect that 

literacy initiatives in DEIS schools had on educators through their engagement and 

professional development.  

 

The DEIS Initiative: The initiative supports DEIS schools to engage in school improvement, 

receiving additional financial support, extra teacher resources, after-school clubs and strategic 

planning support. DEIS primary schools implemented a suite of literacy initiatives, based on 

a phased delivery programme. 

 

Research Design: The research question was answered through a comparative multi-case-

study approach. The study stemmed from an interpretative paradigm stance, rooted in the 

qualitative method, with the dominant instrument being semi-structured interviews. The 

learning experiences of nineteen educators in four urban DEIS primary schools and four DEIS 

advisors were collated. Other documentation, where available, supported and refined the 

triangulation of evidence.  

                                                 
1Literacy and Numeracy: the integration of writing, reading, listening and speaking and mathematics from 

everyday life experiences. 
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Findings: A theoretical ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ emerged, 

encompassing a suite of three interconnecting components: infrastructure, professional 

learning and development, and stimulants for engagement. The study found that change 

needed to be (a) connected to the school’s vision and self-authored targets, (b) driven by key 

leaders in the school (c) amended and reflected upon through an iterative process, and (d) 

effectively communicated. 

 

Conclusion: This research identified key components that impact school improvement, with 

an emphasis on knowledge production in literacy and its management. The study investigated 

practices that supported critical educators, with the potential to make knowledge production 

dynamic. On a national level, the study’s findings can provide discussion opportunities for 

future literacy development. 
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AN ANALOGY 

 

The research will explore the image of the principal as a conductor of the orchestra to highlight 

the complex elements of the research study. The conductor neither writes nor performs the 

music, merely picking the pieces and directing the musician to perform a harmonious sound. 

The teachers support the principal and adapt their music, augmenting their teaching to support 

the educational journey of their students throughout all the years in primary school. They are 

the leaders of the various sections of the orchestra, having their own style, developing with 

new knowledge and methods to get the best out of the musicians. The musicians are the 

teachers who perform a piece of music in harmony. Harmony cannot be achieved when 

everyone plays the same note. The musicians at the start of a piece will tune their instruments, 

ensuring precision, however, after or at times during a performance, further fine tuning may 

be necessary. The sound for the musician is acute and necessary, and at times needs 

refinement, to give justice to the pieces of music for the musician and the orchestra, as a whole, 

with hours of practice and a full repertoire of musical pieces that will be celebrated in front of 

an audience. Without the musicians, there would not be an orchestra; without practice, there 

would be discord; without the teachers and ‘conductor’, there would be no harmony. The 

active audience are the students who react to the music and are guided by the tones and 

rhythms of the piece. The reaction of the audience inspires additions, amendments, 

improvements, or omissions. The audience and the musicians respond to the performance, 

which is based on previous knowledge and current reflections for the performance. An 

orchestra needs time together, to get to know its culture and beliefs, with change to becoming 

the regular rhythm of the school. At times, the pace and tempos will meander from rehearsals 

of regular pieces, with experimentation to crescendo of rehearsals for a performance, with 

each orchestra having a penchant for particular genres. The rhythm for one piece of music will 

have variety; however, a ‘style’ genre and tempo will emerge. The orchestra is bigger than 

one musician is, however, one musician can cause a music shrill that can be embraced or 

refuted.  Over time, schedules change, pace of life altered, and, in turn, the tailoring of pieces 

of the orchestra will vary depending on mood, emotion, flair, talent, time, the audience, and 

demands on performance. 



iv 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

‘It’s that old thing, you don’t remember what they said. You just remember how you felt’ 

(Lori, Principal, Willow School) 

 

I am deeply appreciative of the educators who have supported me to fulfil this study, the 

principals, teachers of the participant DEIS schools and DEIS advisors who gave their time 

and wisdom to enable this research study. 

My thanks to Dr Jennifer Johnston and Dr Carol Callinan for helping me with encouraging 

words and advice.  

To my sweetest children, Lucy and James, who travelled the journey and kept my spirits up. 

To my younger sister, Susie for her positive feedback, Ken for supplying the chocolate and 

Gillian for her sound advice. A thousand thanks: ‘Míle Buíochas’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



v 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 
Abstract ..................................................................................................................................... i 

An Analogy ............................................................................................................................. iii 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................. iv 

Table of Contents ..................................................................................................................... v 

List of Figures ......................................................................................................................... ix 

List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... x 

Glossary of Terms and Acronyms .......................................................................................... xi 

Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 The Context of the Study .................................................................................................... 2 

1.2.1 The Positionality of the Researcher ......................................................................... 2 

1.3 The Aim and Research Questions ....................................................................................... 3 

1.3.1 Aim of Research Study: ........................................................................................... 4 

1.3.2 Research Questions: ................................................................................................. 4 

1.3.3 Methodology ............................................................................................................ 4 

1.4 The Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................... 5 

1.5 The Complexities of Schools’ Infrastructures that Support Knowledge Productivity in 

Literacy ..................................................................................................................................... 5 

1.6 The Contexts of Learning ................................................................................................... 8 

1.7 Stimulants that Support Knowledge Productivity in Literacy and Learning Experiences . 8 

1.8 Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 9 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ................................................................................................. 11 

2.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 11 

2.2 Definition of Literacy ....................................................................................................... 13 

2.3 Irish Historical Developments to Support Disadvantaged Schools .................................. 14 

2.4 The DEIS Programme ....................................................................................................... 17 

2.4.1 Applying for DEIS ................................................................................................. 18 

2.4.2 The Components of the DEIS Initiative ................................................................. 18 

2.5 Restructuring Teaching and Learning ............................................................................... 21 



vi 

 

2.6 Infrastructures in Disadvantaged Schools: Global to National Contexts .......................... 24 

2.6.1 Policies to Battle Educational Disadvantage: from a Global Perspective ............. 24 

2.6.2 Literacy Initiatives in DEIS Schools in Ireland ..................................................... 29 

2.7 Impact of the DEIS Initiative To-Date .............................................................................. 38 

2.8 Knowledge Productivity: The DEIS Schools’ Infrastructural Components and its 

Complexities ........................................................................................................................... 43 

2.8.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................ 43 

2.8.2. Research and Works of Fullan: Supporting School Improvement ....................... 44 

2.8.3 School Sustainability and its Complexities ............................................................ 46 

2.9 Elements of Professional Development ............................................................................ 55 

2.9.1 Teacher Learning ................................................................................................... 58 

2.9.2 Models of Professional Development .................................................................... 60 

2.9.3 Reflection on Professional Development Practices ............................................... 62 

2.10 Stimulants ....................................................................................................................... 63 

2.10.1 Evaluation ............................................................................................................ 63 

2.10.2 Motivation ............................................................................................................ 66 

2.11 Conclusion and the Development of the Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework

 ................................................................................................................................................. 69 

Chapter 3: Methodology ........................................................................................................ 72 

3.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 72 

3.2 Restructuring DEIS Primary Schools in Ireland ............................................................... 72 

3.2.1 Philosophical Underpinnings ................................................................................. 73 

3.2.2 Current Trends in the DEIS Context ...................................................................... 74 

3.3 Philosophical Underpinnings: Epistemology and Ontology ............................................. 75 

3.4 Paradigm: Interpretivist..................................................................................................... 75 

3.5 Research Approach and Design: Comparative Case-Study .............................................. 78 

3.6 Role of the Researcher ...................................................................................................... 79 

3.7 Qualitative Method ........................................................................................................... 81 

3.7.1 Conceptual Framework .......................................................................................... 82 

3.8 Data Collection Strategies (Interviews) ............................................................................ 82 

3.8.1 Sampling ................................................................................................................ 82 

3.8.2 Instrument: Semi-Structured Interviews ................................................................ 91 

3.9 Semi-Structured Interviews............................................................................................... 93 



vii 

 

3.9.1 The Journey ............................................................................................................ 93 

3.9.2 The Set-up of the Interviews .................................................................................. 94 

3.9.3 Triangulation .......................................................................................................... 95 

3.10 Research Ethics ............................................................................................................... 99 

3.11 The Researcher’s Positionality ....................................................................................... 99 

3.12 Data Analysis ................................................................................................................ 101 

3.12.1 Saturation ........................................................................................................... 107 

3.13 Quality of the Research ................................................................................................. 107 

3.14 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 108 

Chapter 4: Research Findings .............................................................................................. 110 

4.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 110 

4.2 RQ1:  What are the key components in DEIS schools’ infrastructures that impact DEIS 

literacy development in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland? .......................... 110 

4.2.1 Knowledge Building ............................................................................................ 111 

4.2.2 Moral Purpose ...................................................................................................... 118 

4.2.3 Change Process .................................................................................................... 121 

4.2.4 Relationship Building .......................................................................................... 127 

4.3 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 134 

4.4 QS 2: What professional development do DEIS educators practice in the implementation 

of DEIS literacy initiatives? .................................................................................................. 135 

4.4.1 Keeping Up-To-Date............................................................................................ 137 

4.4.2 Changing Practices ............................................................................................... 139 

4.4.3 Experimentation ................................................................................................... 141 

4.4.4 Reflective Practices .............................................................................................. 142 

4.5 RQ3: What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy developments? ................ 143 

4.5.1 Evaluation ............................................................................................................ 144 

4.5.2 School Culture ..................................................................................................... 149 

4.5.3 Intrinsic Motivation ............................................................................................. 154 

4.6 Conclusion ...................................................................................................................... 158 

Chapter 5: Discussion Chapter ............................................................................................. 162 

5.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 162 

5.2 The Rationale for the Study ............................................................................................ 163 

5.3 Thesis Contribution and Implications of the Research ................................................... 164 



viii 

 

5.4 Original Contribution: The Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework ............... 166 

5.5 The Learning Process ...................................................................................................... 169 

5.6 Stimulants that Promote Literacy Development in DEIS Schools ................................. 171 

5.7 Answering the Research Questions ................................................................................ 174 

5.8 Limitations of the Research Study .................................................................................. 176 

5.9 Suggested Future Research ............................................................................................. 177 

5.10 Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 178 

References ............................................................................................................................ 180 

Appendices ........................................................................................................................... 213 

Appendix A: Summary of Literacy Initiatives Implemented in DEIS Schools .................... 213 

Appendix B Linking the Research Questions ....................................................................... 218 

Appendix C: Schedule for Semi-Structured Interviews ........................................................ 220 

Appendix D: Brochure .......................................................................................................... 223 

 

 

 

  



ix 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Infrastructural Complexities that Support Knowledge Productivity in Literacy ...... 6 

Figure 2. Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework ................................................... 70 

Figure 3. Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework ................................................. 160 

  



x 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1 Irish Historical Developments to Support Disadvantaged Schools .......................... 15 

Table 2. Overview of Literacy Initiatives in DEIS Primary Schools in Ireland .................... 36 

Table 3. Average Reading Raw Score of Students in Urban Band 1 and 2 Schools at or Below 

the 10th Percentile .................................................................................................... 40 

Table 4. Percentages of Students Scoring at or Below the 10th Percentile in Reading .......... 41 

Table 5. Complexities of Schools’ Infrastructures................................................................. 46 

Table 6. Models of Learning, adapted from West-Burnham (2010), Kennedy (2005), Joyce 

and Showers (2002) ................................................................................................. 60 

Table 7. Overview of Methodology Trail .............................................................................. 73 

Table 8. Overview of Participants in the Research Study...................................................... 88 

Table 9. Cross- Referencing the Emerging Themes from the Interview Transcripts with 

Further Documentary Data ...................................................................................... 98 

Table 10. Stage 2 of Data Analysis Template ...................................................................... 104 

Table 11. Models of Professional Development: Adapted from West-Burnham (2010), 

Kennedy (2005), Joyce and Showers (2002) ......................................................... 136 

 

  



xi 

 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND ACRONYMS 

 

Band 1 and Band 2 schools: schools designated disadvantaged under the DEIS scheme with 

Band 1 being the most disadvantaged and Band 2 having high disadvantage. 

DEIS Advisor: a teacher on secondment who supports continuous professional development 

on a sustained basis in policy development, self-evaluation, and implementation of 

literacy and numeracy initiatives in schools designated disadvantaged. 

DEIS: Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools is an Action Plan for Educational 

Inclusion from pre-school through second-level education that commenced in 2005. 

Department of Education and Skills (DES): A government body whose mission is to 

provide quality education and evaluate educational attainment in Irish primary and 

secondary schools. 

Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI): The ERSI organization produces research 

through many mediums that develops understandings on an international platform 

concerning economic and social change in Ireland and internationally, using an 

empirical research base, in areas of national policy issues. 

Education Research Centre (ERC): The ERC is located in St Patrick’s College in 

Drumcondra, Dublin. The ERC‘s focus is on monitoring outcomes of national 

educational initiatives in Ireland. 

Educational Disadvantage: defined in the Irish Education Act 1998 as “the impediments to 

education arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevent students from 

deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools”. 

Educator: defined as a teacher working in a school, irrespective of current role and 

responsibility; principal, class teacher, resource teacher, learning support teacher and 

Home School Community Liaison teacher. 

First Steps Tutor: a teacher who is trained in First Steps Listening and Speaking, Reading or 

Writing and will then train and support teachers in their own school. 
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First Steps: (Listening and Speaking, Reading and Writing): a literacy resource created and 

developed in Western Australia since 1992. 

Growing Up in Ireland Study: The Growing Up in Ireland Longitudinal study commenced 

in 2006, facilitated by the ESRI and Trinity College Dublin, Government-funded, 

following the progress of two cohorts of children, nine month old infants and nine year 

old children, 10,000 and 8,000 participants respectively. 

Home School Community Liaison Teacher (HSCL): A scheme that was established in 

Ireland in 1990 in selected disadvantaged schools where a teacher is designed to develop 

links with parents and the school to support meeting the educational needs of students. 

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO): is the largest primary schools’ trade union 

in Ireland providing channels for expressions of teachers’ collective opinions, 

safeguarding conditions of employment between members and employees and 

promoting the interests of educational developments. 

Literacy and Numeracy: the integration of writing, reading, listening, and speaking and 

mathematics from everyday life experiences. 

Maths Recovery: A numerical programme developed in Australia focusing on students in 

first class on an individual, group and/or class basis. 

National Assessment in English, Reading and Mathematics (NAERM): The two National 

Assessments in English, Reading and Mathematics in Ireland discussed in this thesis 

were hosted in 2009 and 2014 to examine trends in performance. Students in second and 

sixth classes were assessed in 2009 and this was extended to fifth classes in 2014 to 

support the development of literacy and numeracy in all subjects, correlating with the 

targets set out in The National Strategy to Improvement Literacy and Numeracy among 

Children and Young People 2011-20. 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD): A global 

organisation, which was established in 1961, with a membership of 34 countries. The 

OECD supports countries to share their experiences and explore resolutions to common 

issues with the ultimate aim of improving the economic and social standards of member 

countries. 
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Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST): A cross-curricular support service 

established in 2010 to provide professional development for teachers. 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA): A global assessment of fifteen-

year-old students in the areas of literacy, numeracy, and science every three years. 

Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS): An international assessment in reading 

literacy, which is facilitated by the Educational Research Centre of students in fourth 

class in Ireland. 

Reading Recovery: an American literacy intervention programme incorporating reading and 

writing on an individual basis to the lowest achieving students in Senior Infants and first 

class. 

Ready Set Go Maths (RSGM): A resource developed in Northern Ireland that focuses on the 

development of number for students at infant level. 

School Completion Programme (SCP) was established to support the DEIS programme. Its 

main focus is to keep young people in school to complete the Senior Cycle, targeting 

and providing supports to students most at risk at an early age. 

School Development Planning Services (SDPS) provided a wide range of supports for 

schools in the areas of planning, organisational needs, and resources through workshops, 

seminars, training and on-site visits to schools. In 2010, SDPS was discontinued and its 

services came under the Professional Development of Services for Teachers (PDST) 

remit. 

School Self Evaluation (SSE) is a staff collaboration, encompassing a comprehensive and a 

contemplative planned process of in-school review. 

School Support Programme (SSP) is an integration of interventions and programmes that 

were established to support students in disadvantaged areas, such as Early Start, Reading 

Recovery and the Home/School/Community Liaison initiative.  

SMART targets: incorporating five elements into a target- specific, measurable, attainable, 

realistic, and timed. 
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The Inspectorate: A sector of the Department of Education that facilitates Whole School 

Evaluations, policy makers and provide advice on a suite of educational issues. 

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS): An assessment, 

facilitated by the Education Research Centre for Irish schools, by students in fourth class 

in primary schools in Ireland in Mathematics and Science that compares Ireland’s 

ranking on an international platform. 

Whole School Evaluation (WSE): The inspectorate facilitates WSE in primary and post-

primary schools to evaluate the quality of teaching, learning and assessment, 

management and leadership and self-review. Oral feedback is given to schools, followed 

by the feedback being published as a report on the Department of Education website.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

‘We are teachers, we just want kids to do something a little bit better.  

We can do things to the best of our ability but you can always see gaps.  

You are always reflecting. If you are not reflecting, you are just coasting along… 

You want to do the very best that you can for the children’ 

(Lara, Willow School, Class Teacher) 

1.1 Introduction  

At the turn of the century, the Primary Curriculum (NCCA, 1999) was implemented in primary 

schools throughout Ireland whilst a ‘Celtic Tiger’ economic boom was expanding rapidly. 

Less than a decade later, the bubble burst, leading to a devastating economic recession. In 

2005, during the economic flux, a new national initiative was launched by the Department of 

Education and Skills (DES) to support students in schools in disadvantaged areas, known as 

DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools). DEIS changes arose from national 

policy initiatives, with a major focus on increasing literacy and numeracy levels in schools 

that are designated disadvantaged. Whilst the over-riding responsibility of steering national 

policy is the responsibility of the DES, it is the teachers that are directly involved in the 

implementation of the DEIS policy, designing and tailoring their local educational context. 

This study will explore practices in new literacy initiatives and the impact of such in four 

DEIS schools in Ireland, using the DEIS initiative from the perspective of adult engagement 

in new literacy programmes as a catalyst for dialogue. The study will investigate the effects 

of literacy national policy on the DEIS infrastructures and systems that influence educators’ 

learning in the local urban DEIS school context. The study will critically analyse the factors 

that influenced literacy change in Irish urban DEIS primary schools since the inception of the 

DEIS programme in 2005. Through semi-structured interviews, the implementation of literacy 

initiatives will be explored, unveiling what commonalities lie within different DEIS urban 

primary schools, thus revealing practices in literacy and the factors that affect their 

implementation. Planning documentation such as DEIS plans, literacy plans, or Whole School 

Evaluation may be available to support or consolidate the developing portrait of change in 

DEIS schools through the lens of literacy. 
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1.2 The Context of the Study 

In the thirty years prior to the introduction of the DEIS initiative, standards in literacy in 

Ireland had stagnated. While many initiatives were introduced by the DES to schools in 

disadvantaged areas, prior to the DEIS programme, students in these areas were three times 

more likely to experience serious literacy difficulties (Barnardos, 2009; Kennedy, 2007a; 

DES, 2005; Eivers et al., 2004). The DEIS programme was established in 2005, funded by the 

Irish government. The School Support Programme (SSP) under DEIS, focusing specifically 

on schools, invited the most economically disadvantaged primary and secondary schools to 

engage in the new initiative. The DEIS scheme classified schools as Band 1 and Band 2, the 

highest level of disadvantage and second highest level of disadvantage, respectively, 

referencing their rural and urban location, with remuneration allocated accordingly. This study 

acknowledges that, in recent times, there have been improvements in literacy in Irish primary 

schools (Shiel et al., 2014; Weir and Denner, 2013), substantiated by employing a mainly 

quantitative approach, using student-oriented summative formalised assessments administered 

by teachers in their classrooms. Whilst Irish primary schools engaged in the DEIS programme 

have experienced an increase in their literacy levels (the first increases in thirty years), so too 

have non-DEIS schools nationwide. Thus, the literacy gap between Irish primary DEIS and 

non-DEIS schools has not diminished (Denny, 2015; Smyth et al., 2015). 

1.2.1 The Positionality of the Researcher 

It is important at an early stage in the thesis to outline the reflexivity of the researcher in the 

context of DEIS: her educational background, her experiences, and her professional 

background. The researcher is a parent and was a former student in a DEIS school herself, 

who then pursued a career in teaching, teaching solely in urban DEIS primary schools. For 

nine years, the researcher was engaged in the support services for schools and teachers under 

the DES in Ireland; initially in School Development Planning Services (SDPS), which was 

then subsumed into Professional Development Services for Teachers (PDST). In PDST, the 

researcher was given the opportunity to be trained as a DEIS advisor, providing sustained 

support to DEIS schools in literacy, numeracy, and planning. The researcher was also a First 

Steps Reading facilitator on a national basis, facilitating reading workshops and awarding 
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certification to teachers. For the last five years, the researcher has been a principal in a large 

independent school in Dublin, in a non-DEIS setting.  The researcher is cognisant of her 

experience in DEIS schools, from being student, teacher, principal, DEIS advisor, and 

extending this profile to being a researcher and an author (MacBeath, 2011). The researcher’s 

previous roles have ‘opened windows’ (Tickle, 2002) to schools that she had previously 

worked with as a DEIS advisor. This has also supported the researcher to gain access to DEIS 

schools as a researcher, acknowledging the researcher’s knowledge base of structures and 

programmes related to schools with DEIS status, incorporating political, social and education 

contexts. Currently, the researcher is an ‘outsider’ (Zeni, 1998) where engagement in DEIS is 

non-existent for the past five years, however, she was formerly an ‘insider’ (Zeni, 1998) 

through multifaceted platforms, as discussed. The DEIS schools participating in the study, 

originally know the researcher as a DEIS advisor, however her support to the schools was low 

and for short periods. Further discussion in Chapter 3 will clarify the boundaries of the 

researcher and also the fundamental negotiations that took place between the researcher, four 

DEIS advisors in PDST, and the four study schools and its participants.  

1.3 The Aim and Research Questions 

The researcher wants to build upon the statistics of literacy improvements in Irish DEIS 

primary urban schools and go beyond what currently has been gleaned from the DEIS 

programme, the literacy initiatives that have been promoted, and the statistical data 

acknowledging literacy improvements (Denny, 2015; Smyth et al., 2015; Weir and Denner, 

2013; ERC2, 2011). 

                                                 
2 Education Research Centre (ERC 2007, 2010, 2013) gathered data on pupils’ achievement in reading and 

mathematics of pupils, with 120 urban schools being assessed, averaging 17,000 pupils, designated DEIS in 

2007, 2010, 2013 and 2016. Follow-up testing was administered every three years in 2nd, 3rd, 5th and 6th class 

(5th class was introduced to the study in 2010) in the same school. The purpose of the assessments is to highlight 

trends and developing patterns in literacy and numeracy and whether targets in the National Strategy: Literacy 

and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-2020 are being reached.  
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1.3.1 Aim of Research Study: 

The focus of the study is to investigate the process of implementation of DEIS literacy 

initiatives in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland and its impact on schools’ 

infrastructures, and on DEIS educators. 

Objectives: 

 To investigate the key components in DEIS schools’ infrastructures that impact the 

implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives. 

 To investigate the affect that literacy initiatives have on DEIS educators through their 

engagement and professional development. 

1.3.2 Research Questions: 

1. What are the key components in schools’ infrastructures that impact literacy 

development in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland? 

2. What professional development do DEIS educators practice in the implementation 

of DEIS literacy initiatives? 

3. What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy development? 

1.3.3 Methodology 

The research is a comparative multi-case-study, comprising four Irish urban DEIS primary 

schools, stemming from an interpretative paradigm stance (Lichtman, 2013). It uses a 

qualitative method of semi-structured interviews, with participants rooted in the DEIS 

landscape, namely, principals, teachers, senior management, and DEIS advisors3. Semi-

structured interviews will be the main instrument used to investigate experiences and 

opportunities embraced by participants in the study in the area of literacy in the DEIS 

environment. All “legitimate types of data” (Lichtman, 2013, 147), such as the DEIS literacy 

plans, documentation, observation and ‘Whole School Evaluation’ reports, support and 

                                                 
3 DEIS Advisor: a teacher on secondment who supports continuous professional development on a sustained 

basis in policy development, self-evaluation and implementation of literacy and numeracy initiatives in schools 

designated disadvantaged. 
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triangulate the evidence gleaned from the main source of data, namely, the semi-structured 

interviews, helping to clarify the DEIS schools’ endeavours to improve literacy. 

1.4 The Purpose of the Study 

The proposed research will explore the characteristics that have developed in DEIS schools, 

through the educators’ voice, where their reflective thoughts on effective and efficient 

practices make an impact on literacy in the Irish urban DEIS primary school. The study will 

build upon the quantitative research that verifies that significant literacy improvements have 

occurred (McCoy et al., 2014a; Weir and Denner, 2013; ERC, 2011). Fullan (2008) succinctly 

stated that change does not automatically bring improvements, but for improvement to happen, 

change must have occurred. The study focuses on the schools’ infrastructures that support the 

development of knowledge, also known as “knowledge productivity” in literacy (Kessels and 

Keursten, 2002, 408). This concept encapsulates what urban primary DEIS schools have 

learned and experienced from the DEIS initiative, revealing the foundational infrastructures 

that have enabled or prevented deep and enduring change. Knowledge productivity in literacy 

entails “identifying, gathering and interpreting relevant information, using this information to 

develop new skills and to apply these skills to improve and radically innovate operating 

procedures, products and services” (Kessels and Keursten, 2002, 106). The study aims to 

explore how the production of knowledge in literacy can be aroused or dampened in the 

context of the DEIS school. The research investigates learning, both formal and informal, from 

the standpoint of educators and the infrastructures and stimulants that enhance “knowledge 

productivity” in literacy (Kessels and Keursten, 2002, 408), with the potential to create 

powerful learning environments. 

1.5 The Complexities of Schools’ Infrastructures that Support Knowledge Productivity 

in Literacy 

The research study explores infrastructures that have been formed in DEIS schools to scaffold 

knowledge productivity in literacy. Infrastructures in schools are “the basic systems and 

services that an organisation uses in order to work effectively” (Cambridge, 2016). Fullan’s 

writings, from 2002 to the present day, will be explored to capture the elements that impact 

on schools’ infrastructures in a complex world, aiming to increase capacity in teaching and 
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learning, ultimately with the focus on increasing student achievement (Figure 1). In 2003, 

Fullan’s direction on the Canadian national platform was pivotal from the start of an initiative 

to support and lead school reform in Ontario, focusing on school improvement and its 

sustainability. The study spanned over 4,000 schools in Ontario, with literacy and numeracy 

scores increasing and the achievement gap of disadvantaged schools being significantly 

reduced (Fullan, 2012). The morale and leadership of educators were pivotal factors in the 

study. Fullan extended the lessons learned from Ontario to the international stage, in 

California, Queensland, and Victoria in Australia, with a focus on the educational system 

making a positive impact on the educational lives of students.  

Knowledge Productivity in Literacy 

 

 

Complexities of Schools’ Infrastructures  

 Interconnection               

   

 

 

 

 

Knowledge Building          Moral Purpose   Change Process   Relationship Building 

Figure 1. The Infrastructural Complexities that Support Knowledge Productivity in Literacy 

(Fullan, 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002)  

 

In a complex school environment, Fullan’s aim was to mobilise teachers towards school 

improvement and its sustainability (Fullan, 2012). Fullan’s research focused on augmenting 

school capacity, immersed in the complexities of a school’s infrastructure. Capacity implies 

the “breath of vision” (Tuohy, 2008, 53).  In this study, the researcher merges a framework of 
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characteristics that outlines the complexities of schools’ infrastructures from Fullan’s studies 

and writings (Fullan, 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002). The four components in the framework 

are knowledge building, moral purpose, change process, and relationship building. The 

components of learning are not exclusively immersed in the school environment, with the 

localised setting, national and global settings also affecting it.  

Knowledge building interconnects with teaching and learning to support student learning, 

which is ultimately driven by the teacher. Knowledge building has the potential to enable 

teachers, which is at the heart of learning, to respond to challenges, ambiguities, and 

opportunities, using an “adaptive challenge” approach (Heifetz, 2003, 70). This framework 

practically applies how the production of knowledge can be supported, blocked, stimulated, 

and sustained in the school system in a personal, local, national, and global context.  

Moral purpose explores the moral compass in the school context, focusing on making a 

difference to student attainment. This is rooted in one’s personal beliefs and assumptions in 

an individual school, influenced by national and local policy. The moral compass streamlines 

one’s focus and targets improvements. Fullan encourages schools to understand the change 

process, thus enabling the school to challenge its journey, assumptions, and biases (Fullan, 

2005).  

The change process explores the school as a living system, enabling learning to transcend from 

policy to affect learning, ultimately making a positive impact on teaching and learning in the 

classroom. The change process is a channel to bring learning to life (Fullan, 2005). The study 

will investigate the cyclic process of change in DEIS schools and the important role of 

leadership. 

Relationship building is important for collaborative cultures (Fullan, 2017) to develop, 

supporting the professional needs of individuals, the school, and the wider community. 

Groupings and the quality of professional discourses are important when exploring 

professional relationships (Kennedy, 2005). Fullan (2016) highlights the importance of 

building rapport, both internally and externally, in the localised context of the school.  

The development of the framework outlining the complexities of schools’ infrastructures, 

encompassing its four elements, has evolved from the writings and studies of Fullan since 
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2002. This researcher devised the framework, influenced by the works of Fullan, focusing, not 

only on school improvement, but also on the sustainability of school improvement. It is this 

framework that will guide the researcher to explore school improvement in four DEIS schools 

in Ireland since its inception in 2005, using DEIS literacy initiatives as a catalyst for discourse 

amongst educators. 

 

1.6 The Contexts of Learning 

The requirement of knowledge productivity in literacy is synonymous with the prominence of 

continuing learning. For schools to add value to their literacy attainments in their respective 

schools, learning is a vital component. The research framework extends its focus to the context 

of learning (Geijsel et al., 2009; Kennedy, 2005; Senge, 1990), exploring the types of learning 

that promote teacher “knowledge productivity” (Keursten et al., 2006, 408). It is interesting to 

investigate the modes of professional development that have made an impact on the individual 

teacher and in turn the whole school (West-Burnham, 2010; Kennedy, 2005; Joyce and 

Showers, 2002). The researcher wants to identify, through the voices of teachers and DEIS 

advisors, the type of learning processes that are effective in supporting Irish urban DEIS 

primary teachers’ “participation in knowledge productivity” (Keursten et al., 2006, 408). 

Knowledge productivity in literacy occurs when teacher learning is transferred to the 

classroom, to augment the teaching and learning experiences of the students. Learning “is the 

work” (Fullan, 2008, 73) that heavily influences the route that change takes and it will be 

important to reflect on the length of time to embed literacy practices and the scale of resources 

that were applied, along with the exchanges that happen in the schools participating in the 

study. 

1.7 Stimulants that Support Knowledge Productivity in Literacy and Learning 

Experiences 

The third dimension of the study framework explores the stimulants that drive teachers in 

DEIS primary schools to engage in the process of knowledge productivity in literacy. There 

have been a dearth of evaluative studies on the improvement of literacy and numeracy scores 
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in the Irish educational setting (Shiel et al., 2014; Weir and Denner, 2013; OECD, 2010; 

OECD, 2009) and the study will investigate whether these evaluative studies support, deter, 

or neutralise teachers to engage in the change process, using First Steps literacy resources as 

the stimulus for discussion. In addition, the research will unearth, through the reflective voice 

of teachers, the rationale of what stimulates teachers to engage in the change process and the 

correlating motivational factors. 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment’s (NCCA) stance on change is “based 

in the optimism and belief that schools, notwithstanding the difficulties being faced, will 

always contribute directly to the potential of the next generation of learners to face and master 

the challenges of the future” (NCCA, 2009, 7). The learning culture and capacity for learning, 

“is much more important to organisational success than having the right strategy” (Pfeffer and 

Sutton, 2006, 145). Through dialogue and observation with teachers, principals, and DEIS 

advisors, the researcher wants to explore the elements that drive educators to support or oppose 

the educational lives of students attending DEIS schools. It takes individual and collective 

investment, by members of the DEIS school community, to achieve meaningful 

transformation in one’s school, re-examining what they believe and what route they are 

navigating on both an individual and school level. 

1.8 Conclusion 

The world “has become too complex for any theory to have certainty” (Fullan, 2008, 5), where 

a “theory is merely a way of organising ideas that seems to make sense of the world” (Wilson, 

2007, 16). Substantial change has occurred in DEIS schools through educational reform on a 

national platform. However, through a qualitative case-study exploration, learning can be 

gleaned from DEIS schools whose literacy levels have improved under the DEIS programme 

(Weir and Denner, 2013) in complex conditions. It is appropriate then to explore the voice of 

educators in DEIS schools to collate their experiences of learning from working together to 

improve literacy collectively, rather than leaving knowledge productivity in literacy to 

coincidence. Fullan provides a framework of the components that have the potential to create 

a fertile landscape (Figure 1) where learning can take place and, in turn, construct knowledge. 

The elements are merged and interwoven to form the foundational platform for ‘Knowledge 

Productivity in Literacy Framework Overview’, to reveal the infrastructures that support or 
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hinder learning contexts in urban primary DEIS schools. It is opportune then to unearth the 

infrastructures, the types of learning being implemented, and what stimulates change.  

Ultimately, the study will investigate whether the experiences of the DEIS initiative by schools 

have actually reshaped the literacy educational experiences for our educators in the DEIS 

context (NCCA, 2009). 

This thesis will aim to answer the research purpose, as laid out above. This chapter has outlined 

the main research questions and will seek to clarify the main issues through an extensive 

literature review. Chapter 2 incorporates a critical exploration of literature, from which the 

research questions and framework for analysis developed. The methodology utilised 

throughout this study, investigating the DEIS schools that participated, along with the 

development of a framework and the data analysis procedures, is outlined in Chapter 3. 

Chapter 4 conveys the findings of the study, linking them with the research questions while 

also making reference to the literature reviewed. The findings from Chapter 4 are then 

combined and synthesised to create the ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy’ framework. 

Finally, Chapter 5 assimilates all the information gleaned throughout this study and presents 

new knowledge, understandings, and the developed framework that have evolved from this 

research study, as well as recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

‘We tailor everything to suit the kids that are sitting in front of us… 

We don’t take everything the way it is. 

We change it to suit the kids and adapt it to suit the needs of the kids. 

And that we’re able to stand by that decision’ 

(Jackie, Beech School, Class Teacher) 

2.1 Introduction 

This research study is concerned with how literacy in the DEIS initiative has been 

implemented and developed in Irish primary urban DEIS schools in the Irish education system. 

The DEIS changes arose from national policy initiatives, which is only one dimension of the 

reality for the DEIS school. Local planned and unplanned foci also need to be taken into 

account when dealing with change. This chapter will examine the inception of the DEIS 

literacy initiative in Ireland and the research that has taken place to-date on the DEIS initiative. 

This chapter will investigate what supports and impedes teachers in their own learning and, in 

turn, the effect on the whole staff in their own context of national and international literature 

and research. It will also explore what schools and their educators, that is, the principal, class 

teacher, and learning support teachers do to create opportunities for students to learn through 

instruction in literacy. These opportunities may enrich or weaken learning experiences, 

ultimately creating a framework that identifies the elements to support school improvement. 

Since 2005, the Irish Department of Education and Skills (DES) subsumed initiatives that 

supported teachers and schools through a nationwide reform of literacy and numeracy. Their 

focus lies on student-oriented outcomes - in particular, students in disadvantaged areas - into 

an initiative known as Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS). The aim of this 

programme is to support designated schools in disadvantaged areas, known as DEIS schools, 

to engage in school improvement in literacy, in order to augment the school’s capacity to 

enhance teaching and learning, ultimately increasing student outcomes. In our knowledge 

economy, the education sector is promoting DEIS schools to combine and interpret 

information and knowledge to find solutions to literacy issues that occur to a greater extent in 

DEIS primary schools than in non-DEIS schools.  
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The improving DEIS school in literacy (Smyth et al., 2015; Sheil et al. 2014; Weir and Denner, 

2013; Weir et al., 2011) highlights the inter-relationship of an efficient and an effective school. 

With an emphasis on product, as well as process, the ‘value-added measures’ (Oates, 2008; 

Gray et al., 2003) of the improving school highlight “how much progress they make from their 

respective starting points” (Gray, 1999, 11).  Firstly, this chapter will identify the context of 

literacy development in DEIS schools, from its inception to its impact, to date. In addition, the 

restructuring of teaching and learning in literacy will be explored, such as the role of the First 

Steps Reading tutors4.  There will also be an exploration of literacy change from a national 

and international perspective, detailing the issues that research has discovered. There will be 

a further investigation of six initiatives in literacy that have been implemented in some Irish 

schools, along with their impact.  

The study will focus on three main elements of the DEIS school initiative. These elements 

support educators to develop knowledge and skills to improve the teaching and learning 

experiences for students in the localised classroom in literacy: infrastructure, professional 

development, and stimulants. Knowledge productivity represents the abilities and 

competencies to gather information and personalise it to develop, ultimately, innovations that 

can be potentially achieved in the area of literacy (Kessels and Keursten, 2002). The focus of 

this study is on knowledge productivity, which has the potential to support literacy instruction 

and, in turn, student learning. 

The first element of the DEIS school initiative in literacy explores the DEIS school’s 

organisational infrastructures, which has the potential to support knowledge productivity in 

literacy. Knowledge productivity in literacy is defined as a “process entailing identifying, 

gathering and interpreting relevant information, using this information to develop new skills 

and to apply these skills to improve and radically innovate operating procedures, products and 

services” (Kessels and Keursten, 2002, 106). In schools, “knowledge becomes productive 

when the creation and application of knowledge results in gradual improvements and radical 

innovations of operating procedures, products and services” (ibid, 106). The researcher will 

                                                 
4 Literacy coordinator and First Steps tutor are positions in the DEIS Irish primary school. The former position 

in this research study is part of middle management in the school and receiving additional personal finance. 

The First Steps tutor, often chosen by the principal has attended a 5 day course in either Reading, Writing or 

Speaking and Listening. In turn, the teacher returns to support First Steps implementation in the whole DEIS 

school, however does not receive additional personal finance. 
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identify literature and research that identifies the key elements in a school’s infrastructure that 

supports the production of knowledge. Fullan (2016) suggests that the characteristics that 

support a landscape of change and improvement are knowledge building, moral purpose, the 

change process, and relationship building. As such, a composite, evidence-based, framework 

of school characteristics that support professional learning and development will be outlined 

and critiqued. The second element of the DEIS school initiative, to be explored in this chapter, 

is professional development that, in turn, can support knowledge productivity in literacy 

(Kessels and Keursten, 2002). It is pertinent to explore the voice of educators in DEIS schools 

in order to acknowledge their experiences of learning, without leaving knowledge productivity 

in literacy to coincidence. There will be an investigation of teacher learning and the models of 

professional development that have been promoted both globally and nationally (West-

Burnham, 2010; Kennedy, 2005; Joyce and Showers, 2002).   

The third and final element of this chapter explores what stimulates DEIS educators to 

maintain and engage in literacy development, since the inception of DEIS in 2005. In addition, 

the stimulants that drive educators to sustain development will be explored in further detail. 

There is very little evidence, from DEIS schools, to date, of teachers’ desire to learn, improve, 

or how this is cultivated. Thus, the researcher will explore literature in order to view 

perceptions from educators of what drives schools to commence or sustain changing practices. 

The view of change is “based in the optimism and belief that schools, notwithstanding the 

difficulties being faced, will always contribute directly to the potential of the next generation 

of learners to face and master the challenges of the future” (NCCA, 2009, 7). A framework to 

support knowledge productivity, encompassing the key characteristics that have evolved 

throughout this chapter will be presented.  

 

2.2 Definition of Literacy 

The definition of literacy that will be adopted for this research study is based on a 

constructivist stance, incorporating a variety of elements. The Department of Education and 

Skills in Ireland embraced, in the ‘National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy 

Among Children and Young People 2011-2020’ (DES, 2011a), the following definition for 

literacy: 
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“the capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of 

communication including spoken language, printed text, broadcast media, and digital 

media” (DES, 2011a, 8).  

A constructivist approach prevails in this definition of literacy, with the reader being actively 

engaged with a variety of text forms. It also takes cognisance that literacy includes the 

elements of reading, writing, and oral language, using both print and digitised materials. 

Extending this concept of literacy, Aistear (NCCA, 2009, 54), the early childhood curriculum 

framework in Ireland views the early emergent phase of literacy with students as being active 

through play and life experiences: 

Developing a growing understanding of print and language as a foundation for 

reading and writing. Through play and hands-on experiences children see and 

interact with print as they build an awareness of its functions and conventions 

(Aistear, 2009, 54). 

 

2.3 Irish Historical Developments to Support Disadvantaged Schools 

Levels of literacy in Irish primary schools have remained constant since the 1980s, with one 

in three students living in disadvantaged areas leaving school with serious literacy difficulties, 

which is three times the Irish national average (Barnardos, 2009; Kennedy, 2007a; DES, 2005; 

Eivers et al., 2004). In 2005, the School Support Programme (SSP), financed by the 

government, welcomed the most economically disadvantaged schools to engage in a new 

initiative known as ‘Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools’ (DEIS). The DEIS 

programme brought together previously stand-alone projects and subsumed them into the 

DEIS programme. There were, in 2015, 657 primary and 193 secondary schools which are 

supported by the DEIS scheme (Smyth et al., 2015). Table 1 highlights the historical 

development of provisions for disadvantaged schools. The DEIS programme’s foundational 

concern follows on from the Education Act 1998, which defines educational disadvantage as 

“the impediments to education arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevent 

students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools” (Education Act 1998, 

s.32(9)). The inception of the DEIS programme, by the Educational Disadvantage Committee 

(2003), derives “from a belief that the disadvantage associated with poverty is aggravated 
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when large proportions of pupils in a school are from poor backgrounds (the “social context” 

effect)” (Educational Disadvantage Committee, 2003, 3)  

The key characteristics have been identified from the historical developments (Table 1) 

supporting disadvantaged primary schools in Ireland: class size, early interventions, creating 

development plans over a period, and the allocation of extra funding. The table is derived from 

reports that have been produced by the Economic Social Research Institute and The 

Department of Education and Skills (Smyth et al., 2015; DES, 2005) 

 

Table 1 Irish Historical Developments to Support Disadvantaged Schools   

Scheme Function 

1984 The Disadvantaged Scheme 

(DAS) 

Programme based on socio-economic and educational indicators 

where 33 most disadvantaged schools were provided with 

additional teachers and grants (DES, 2005) 

1990 DAS schools included in the 

Home School Liaison (HSCL) 

Scheme 

Increase links between home, school, and the wider community. 

This scheme had a greater impact on attitudes than behaviours, less 

influence on students (Ryan, 1999) 

1994 Early Start Programme Initially established in 40 primary schools with the focus to 

stimulate language and cognitive development (Kelly and 

Kellaghan, 1999) 

1996 Breaking the Cycle  New approaches to identifying disadvantaged schools where 

reduction in class size and grants for materials were made initiated. 

There was no evidence of improvement in literacy or numeracy 

(Smyth and McCoy, 2009; Weir and Ryan, 2000) 

2001 Giving Children an Even 

Break  

The ERC allocated disadvantaged schools extra funding on a 

sliding scale. A special per capita grant was granted in relation to 

students identified disadvantaged 

Establishment of Education 

Disadvantaged Committee  

Offer counsel on policies and strategies 

Establishment of an Educational 

Disadvantage Forum  

Offer advice to the minister relating to educational disadvantaged 

2002 The School Completion 

Programme (SCP) 

Invited to enter the programme for students at-risk with its aim to 

keep young students in formal education until the leaving 

certificate 

2005 Office of the Comptroller 

and Auditor General 

Undertook a Value for Money analysis where the need for 

increased coordination and cohesive approaches for disadvantaged 

programmes to make the allocation of funds more effective and 
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Scheme Function 

also to track its performance (Comptroller and Auditor General, 

2006) 

The publication of DEIS- 

Delivering Equality of 

Opportunity in Schools: an action 

plan for educational inclusion 

(DES, 2005) 

The commencement of DEIS in 2006/2007 where existing schemes 

were subsumed with new elements into the DEIS School Support 

Programme (SSP) 

 

 

 

The DES have maintained the lower student/teacher ratios in DEIS schools, in comparison to 

non-DEIS schools. The DES staffing allocation in DEIS Band 1 schools is  20:1 

student/teacher ratio in Junior schools, 20:1 student/teacher ratio in vertical schools, 

maintaining the student/teacher ratio of 24:1 in Senior schools (DES, 2017; DES, 2014; DES, 

2005). Thus, it is difficult to link smaller class size to increases in literacy and numeracy, in 

isolation (Weir and Denner, 2013). Reduced class sizes have been a feature in interventions 

prior to DEIS; for example, Breaking the Cycle or Early Start programme, both commencing 

in 1996. 

The DES targeted a one year ‘Early Start’ programme’ intervention scheme, mainly based in 

a DEIS primary school, to support students at risk in their educational, language, social and 

emotional development before commencing formal school. Kelly and Kellaghan (1999) 

compared the achievement of students who participated in the Early Start programme and 

found no evidence of student difference from those that attended and did not attend Early Start. 

Over a decade later, Lewis et al. (2011) found that students who attended Early Start received 

higher ratings from teachers, in relation to language and cognitive skills than students who did 

not attend the programme. There has been a student decline in the Early Start programme since 

the Irish government’s introduction of the Early Childhood Care and Education scheme 

(ECCE) in 2010. The ECCE centres have a longer day than the Early Start. In 2016, all parents 

in Ireland are entitled to receive two years free early childcare in both community and private 

childcare establishments (Túsla, 2016; DES, 2014) under the ECCE scheme before the 

commencement of formal education. This may be another reason for student decline. 

Another major influencer of the DEIS initiative was the office of the Comptroller and Auditor 

General, following a ‘Value for Money’ review in 2005 (Comptroller and Auditor General, 



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

17 

 

2006) of all disadvantage initiatives. The report highlighted the need for target setting by 

schools and the low levels of literacy and numeracy in disadvantaged schools who partook in 

schemes for disadvantaged schools. The study further recommended the development of a 

comprehensive database, highlighting the allocation of funding, resources, and student-

oriented outcomes (Comptroller and Auditor General, 2006). The elements recommended by 

the comptroller and Auditor General (2006) were incorporated into the DEIS programme. 

 

2.4 The DEIS Programme  

The DEIS programme commenced in 2006, amalgamating stand-alone projects (Table 1) that 

have specific foci. The rationale for merging the schemes with the disadvantaged focus, 

pertains to “the multiplier effect” (Smyth et al., 2015, vi), where there is a concentration of 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds, whose academic achievements are significantly 

lower than students not from disadvantaged backgrounds, with social backgrounds taken into 

account (Smyth et al., 2015; DES, 2005). Schools in the School Support Programme (SSP) 

under DEIS have received additional financial support, extra teacher resources, after-school 

clubs, strategic planning support, and have been exposed to numerous literacy and numeracy 

initiatives, with a focus ultimately on student-oriented outcomes at all educational levels: “The 

DEIS Action Plan (2005-2010) is based on the phased delivery of training, support, evaluation 

and funding to schools that have been designated as disadvantaged” (NESF, 2009, 33) 

Literacy and numeracy initiatives, extra teachers, and reduced class size (Band1 only) were 

solely made available to DEIS schools by the DES, through the DEIS initiative (DES, 2005). 

DEIS schools invested time, money, and resources in an effort to raise national standards, 

supported by the PDST, a sub-section of the DES. The National Action Plan for Social 

Inclusion 2007-2016 target was to reduce the proportion of students with serious literacy 

difficulties in disadvantaged primary schools, from 30% to 15%, by 2016 (Dáil Eireann, 2007; 

DES, 2005). This was revised in the National Strategy to improve Literacy and Numeracy 

among Children and Young People 2011-2020. In 2014, the National Assessment of English, 

Reading and Mathematics found that all of the targets of the National Strategy to improve 

literacy and numeracy had been achieved ahead of the scheduled targeted date (DES, 2016; 

Shiel et al., 2014). 
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2.4.1 Applying for DEIS 

Schools were encouraged in 2005 to apply for DEIS status with the Educational Research 

Centre (ERC), on behalf of the DES, irrespective of their disadvantaged status at that time. 

The process of permitting schools, both primary and post-primary level, into the DEIS scheme 

was coordinated by the ERC, on behalf of the DES and commenced in the academic year 

2006/2007. The ERC used socio-economic variables collectively to predict educational 

achievement (Dáil Eireann, 2007) to identify the most disadvantaged schools who applied. 

Accepted schools in the scheme were classified as Band 1 (highest disadvantage) and Band 2 

(high disadvantage), along with whether the school is urban or rural, with remuneration 

allocated accordingly. In 2015, there were 657 primary and 193 post-primary schools that 

were supported by the DEIS scheme (Smyth et al., 2015).  

2.4.2 The Components of the DEIS Initiative 

DEIS primary schools have implemented, on a gradual basis, a suite of literacy and numeracy 

initiatives to improve standards (Smyth et al., 2015; Weir and Denner, 2013). PDST provided 

workshops and facilitated DEIS advisors to visit schools to help support DEIS schools in 

creating strategic DEIS plans (DES, 2016; Smyth et al, 2015; DES, 2005). The following 

section will discuss each of these areas in further detail. 

Specific literacy and numeracy initiatives were introduced on a gradual basis by PDST, under 

the direction of the DES (DES, 2011b). First Steps (2004), originating in New South Wales 

Australia, was introduced in three phases: firstly First Steps Writing (First Steps, 2004), then 

First Steps Reading (First Steps, 2004), and finally Speaking and Listening (First Steps, 2004). 

One teacher from each DEIS school was invited to send a teacher for three days training to 

become a First Steps tutor, increasing to five formal training days (Smyth et al., 2015; DES, 

2011b). The tutor would then be obliged to support the whole school in the implementation of 

First Steps Writing, from resource dissemination, to providing sessions with staff members on 

the First Steps pedagogy. There is no formal report from the DES or the ERC to evaluate the 

success of the First Step tutor leading literacy in one’s own school; rather, success was based 

on student summative assessments (Weir and Denner, 2014). Reading Recovery (Clay, 1991; 

2005) was another literacy initiative that was offered to DEIS schools, running concurrently 

with all other literacy training in schools. The Reading Recovery teacher takes students 
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individually for an instructional period, lasting between twelve to twenty weeks, gaining on 

average twenty-one months in the student’s literacy level in Ireland (Reading Recovery 

Europe, 2013). Whilst teacher time in Reading Recovery is intensive for each individual 

student, the Reading Recovery Europe Report (2013) states that nineteen out of twenty 

students that attend Reading Recovery attained the equivalent reading standard of students in 

the respective class. A factor that is not discussed in the Report (2013) is the benefit of 

intensive individual time of 30 minutes each day per student over the instructional period; 

instead, the focus is on the Reading Recovery methodology. It is also not stated in the report 

if the gains that a student achieved during the Reading Recovery intervention are retained over 

long periods.  

Maths Recovery was developed by R.J. Wright in New South Wales (Wright et al., 1994; 

Wright, 1991), solely focusing on the number aspect of mathematics. The Maths Recovery 

team in Ireland was smaller than Reading Recovery, with only one full-time leader initially, 

Dr O’Loughlin, based in Mary Immaculate University, Limerick. A report on the Maths 

Recovery programme explored the links between the school system and the programme in 

Northern Ireland (Munn and Ellis, 2005). Unlike Reading Recovery, instruction could be 

either on an individual or group based. Another numeracy project, ‘Ready Set Go Maths’ (Pitt, 

2001) was devised following a two-year action research project, conducted by Eunice Pitt, a 

former inspector of education, in Northern Ireland. The project investigated mathematical 

language used by students and focused activities to support number development in infant 

classes. This programme focused solely on number facts and concepts that could replace or 

supplement the current number programme in infant classes in DEIS schools. The literacy and 

numeracy programmes outlined were implemented concurrently, initially for DEIS 1 schools 

and then for DEIS 2 schools thereafter. 

DEIS schools were required to document a school’s individual DEIS three year development 

plan, including a review process, devising specific targets, implementing actions, all the while 

monitoring and evaluating baseline data in five areas: literacy, numeracy, attendance, parental 

involvement, and community links (DES, 2011b).  The DEIS strategic plan has the potential 

to be evolutionary (Louis and Miles, 1992), which emphasises an approach that is flexible and 

individual to the school. The Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) had 

DEIS advisors who advised and supported schools in the implementation of strategic plans, 



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

20 

 

key literacy, and numeracy programmes, which are influenced by baseline school data. The 

DES report on the planning process found that targets were not specific and not necessarily 

linked to the actions in the plan (DES, 2011b). It is unclear from the report whether the targets 

directed or influenced the actions outlined in schools’ DEIS plans. The DEIS strategic plan is 

for a three year period and is replenished tri-annually. Recently, the DEIS plan has been 

replaced by the ‘School Self-Evaluation’ process, which applies to all schools in Ireland (DES, 

2015). Practically, the only change for DEIS schools is in name, with the process remaining 

the same. DEIS schools are working in response to “national purposes, local contexts, skills 

and attributes of individuals, and the demands and expectations of school communities” (Riley 

and MacBeath, 2003, 174).  

The area of parental and community involvement in the planning process is a major focus for 

DEIS schools. DEIS schools have Home School Community Liaison teachers support the links 

between school and home, from parent-focused workshops to home visits (Weir et al., 2011). 

Some DEIS schools have community centres or health centres based locally that support 

programmes and initiatives as a joint venture with DEIS schools, such as sports programmes, 

and before and after school clubs. Some literacy initiatives have merged parental involvement 

with literacy interventions (Table 2, section 2.6.2.2). The multi-faceted disposition of the 

DEIS programme means that it is not feasible to disentangle the effects of various elements of 

the initiative on student outcomes (Smyth et al., 2015). Teachers have the power to alter the 

systemic structures at school and classroom level, transferring the development plan to the 

school environment and extending it to the home environment.  

Students from DEIS schools tend to come from low-income households or economically 

inactive households, where the mother does not have a degree qualification (McCoy et al., 

2014b). The School Completion Programme focused on activities before and after school 

formal instruction, where healthy meals were provided and an emphasis was placed on social 

skills through play and activities, supporting students to remain in the school system (Smyth 

et al, 2015). McCoy et al. (2014a) uncovered that not all students from disadvantaged areas 

go to DEIS schools. This implies that DEIS funding does not reach students from 

disadvantaged areas who do not attend DEIS schools.  
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The DEIS Dormant Accounts Educational Disadvantage Programme provided extra funding 

to DEIS schemes.  This scheme was devised following the Fitzgerald Report (2007), which 

recommended that local schools should identify how they needed support, from developing 

facilities, to a range of activities both before and after school.  DEIS schools could apply for 

grants up to €77,000 to cover capital expenditure for after-school programmes and activities 

for students and parents over a period of two years. Under the fourth round of the Dormant 

Accounts grant aid in March 2008, €1.694 million was granted to Limerick DEIS schools, 

with the focus being on maximising community use of premises, facilities, and operating costs 

of before and after-school programmes from 2010-2012 (Oscailt, 2013).   

A support organisation known as School Development Planning for Schools (SDPS) was 

established by the DES, for both primary and secondary school levels in 1999, to support all 

types of schools to engage in strategic planning and, in turn, develop the skills to self-evaluate 

progress in schools by themselves. In 2010, SDPS was subsumed into PDST (Weir et al., 

2014). DEIS advisors were created, who combined the skills of planning and the DEIS 

programmes to offer a suite of combined supports to DEIS schools. Currently, in the Irish 

educational context, planning in all schools, DEIS and non-DEIS, under the School Self 

Evaluation (SSE) process is obligatory, with its foundations built upon the School 

Development Planning Service (SDPS) philosophy. On a micro level, deficiencies in planning 

were found in the area of assessment, both formative and summative, in collecting data and in 

its application (DES, 2011b). Several years later, the greatest challenge that DEIS schools 

found in planning was using data to set targets (DES, 2015). Weir and Denner (2013) have 

highlighted significant improvements in student-oriented outcomes in literacy, however, 

further investigation is needed in the Irish educational system to analyse whether 

improvements in literacy in DEIS schools have links with targets outlined in individual 

schools’ DEIS plans.  

 

2.5 Restructuring Teaching and Learning  

“Restructuring” of teaching and teacher professional learning is a common theme in the 

developing world (Coolahan, 2007, 24). Ireland is no exception to restructuring, which 

requires “new identities, new forms of interaction and new values” (Ball, 2006, 145), when or 
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if embedded in DEIS schools. The proposed research will investigate, with members of the 

DEIS primary school community, what restructuring has been implemented. “Principals are 

the prime movers of change” (Sugrue, 2003, 24) in schools, balancing their focus between 

routinely administrative daily duties and leading learning. Sugrue reported, following his 

research at the Irish Primary Principals’ Network Conference 2002, that there was a growing 

recognition that schools are involved in shared leadership, with educators participating and 

contributing in meaningful ways (IPPN Conference, 2002). The extent of these practices in 

Ireland remains unclear. With middle management structures, with its focus on sharing duties 

and responsibilities with the principal, it also created “new demands on principals” (Sugrue, 

2003, 18). As such, getting decisions made through shared leadership can extend time frames, 

while ensuring all relevant educators are available for discussions can be cumbersome, all of 

which may take time away from teaching time and student time.  

With a “rising tide of accountability, compliance with regulations and adherence to 

professional norms” (Conway and Murphy, 2013, 12) in Ireland, power of implementation is 

vested solely with the DES. Educators in DEIS schools in Ireland have been implementing 

literacy in their classrooms, with experiences gained from, their initial training, from fellow 

teachers, and from practices that had evolved in the school over time. Since the turn of the 

century, results of standardised literacy assessments are centralised by the DES, international 

assessments such as PISA are published and reported by the media. There is more emphasis 

on comparing Ireland’s educational attainment of students amongst international standards 

(Sahlberg, 2015; Merrill Lynch Bank of America, 2014; Alexander, 2012). It will be 

interesting to explore the standpoint of DEIS educators on whether published reports on 

Ireland’s literacy attainment has “disturbed national monologues” (Hulme et al., 2016, 229). 

Education of teachers and their changing practice is not straightforward and is “hugely 

contested and subject to considerable influence” (Kennedy, 2015, 1), internationally, 

nationally, and at local level, blanketed by “a climate of global competiveness” (Riley and 

MacBeath 2003, 174). Levin (1998) discusses the epidemic of educational policies that have 

been transported across borders. These include, policy borrowing of programmes from 

Australia, such as First Steps literacy resources for implementation in DEIS schools. 

Importing a solution or borrowing a problem from abroad to a unique local context (Kennedy, 

2015) can be problematic. Sahlberg (2015, 173) states that “it is easier to walk the paths that 
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others have travelled than to be in the lead”; however, the teacher has overall power on how 

policy is translated in the classroom and what students receive. Thus, a policy without 

discourse with educators would seem to ignore the importance of the cultural setting (National 

School Climate Council, 2007) in the Irish context and could negate the levers from policy to 

classroom setting. The DEIS teacher is the conduit of the ‘unfolding of authority’ (Dean, 1996) 

and how DEIS literacy initiatives are translated, either positively or negatively in the 

classroom setting. Sahlberg (2015) identifies initiatives that are promoted on an international 

platform as the Global Educational Reform Movement (GERM). The elements of GERM that 

resonate closely with educational reform in the DEIS programme include, competition 

between schools, standardised learning test-based accountability, and a narrow focus on 

literacy and numeracy. Finland is one of the top performing countries in the OECD’s 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and does not partake in GERM 

practices (Robertson, 2015). Alexander argues that school improvement is “as much about 

educational vision as student achievement” (Alexander, 2012, 3), that success should not be 

solely focused on student summative testing. The evaluation tool used in GERM is 

predominately test-based, as opposed to the Finnish system that leans towards trust-based 

responsibility (Sahlberg, 2011, 130-131). GERM highlights the tendency to prioritise national 

economic performances over local contexts and creativity. Studies in America and England 

conclude that high stake testing and marketization of schooling (Ravitch, 2010; Nichols and 

Berliner, 2007), also referred to as the “corporate world” (Gavrielatos, 2015, 1), is closely 

aligned to economic performance (Robertson, 2015). This may produce significant collateral 

damage and may not attain standards in literacy and numeracy (Alexander, 2010). Merrill 

Lynch Bank of America estimated the value of education globally at $4.3 trillion (Merrill 

Lynch Bank of America, 2014). The Cambridge Review’s evidence for the period 1998 to 

2010, with the implementation of the GERM approach by the British government, 

compromised a student’s right to a broad curriculum (Alexander, 2010, 497). In the United 

States, Nichols and Berliner found that GERM high-stakes testing is counter-productive also 

(2007). In Finland, Sahlberg argues that the professionalism of teachers is more important than 

accountability (2015, 2011). Finnish schools do not engage in standardised testing until the 

students’ final year in school. One of the main elements in the Finnish educational system is 

the promotion of equity and teaching quality (Alexander, 2012, 12); therefore, with 
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collegiality and systemic thinking, the composite stance is far more powerful than fragmented 

initiatives.  

The research aims to investigate the “value-added” measures (Gray et al., 2003, 391) of the 

DEIS improving school accentuates “how much progress they make from their respective 

starting points” (Gray, 1999, 11). The “value-added” measures (Gray et al., 2003, 391) are not 

solely based on assessments and student achievement, the culture of a school, and how 

teachers apply their new knowledge from DEIS initiative resources to support new learning in 

the classroom, known as the “invisible side of implementation” (NESF, 2009, 79) or the soft 

factors (Downes, 2007) can also enhance school improvement. In the next section, global and 

national studies will be investigated and the key characteristics of school change and reform 

that have been identified will be outlined.  

 

2.6 Infrastructures in Disadvantaged Schools: Global to National Contexts 

In this section, there will be an exploration of global initiatives in America, the United 

Kingdom, Australia, and Canada that focused on literacy change, along with a discussion of 

its key characteristics. Thereafter, a suite of literacy initiatives in Ireland will be investigated, 

from a national or local perspective. The researcher will then compare and contrast the 

initiatives under the following headings: targeted audience, literacy aspects, participants, 

assessment criteria and professional learning and development.  

2.6.1 Policies to Battle Educational Disadvantage: from a Global Perspective 

There will be an exploration of initiatives and studies that have taken place on a global 

platform, commencing with the United States. In recent times, the influence of globalisation, 

social change, and political change have put education to the forefront. There is not a simple 

map to success in school improvement, with some countries finding educational success 

through a multi-dimensional approach that was experienced in the United States (Slavin, 

2008). Heckman’s study (2011) showed strong effects on intensive early intervention with the 

United States taking on a “War on Poverty” (Heckman, 2011, 4), with intensive education in 

small groups and, concurrently, fostering parental involvement (Levin, 2009). With this 

layered approach, there were positive long-term effects, with the positive effects increasing 
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with the length of time in the initiative (Barnett, 1995). Ultimately, research found that the 

‘War on Poverty’ at an early intervention stage is the most cost-effective means of decreasing 

educational inequality (Levin, 2009; Heckman, 2006). A similar project in the United States, 

‘Project STAR’, in Tennessee, focused on students in the early years, where smaller class sizes 

lead to higher student achievements (Komstantopoulos, 2008) and how they became more 

effective when students spent more than one year in them (Finn et al., 2001). It is vital to note 

that these successful interventions for the early year students were not replicated in other 

studies, and it must be deduced that there are more factors that are fundamental to support 

positive outcomes (Milesi and Gamoran, 2006). Lamb and Rice (2008) used a mixed methods 

approach in 25 secondary schools in Victoria, Australia that investigated strategies used in 

schools with high retention rates. Lamb and Rice (2008) found a link with successful 

programmes that had a strong supportive culture in the school: shared vision, high 

expectations, flexibility and a drive for continuous improvement. There are limitations to the 

measured outcomes, such as the time period for projects displaying their effects may be 

considerable (Te Riele, 2012; Black et al., 2010). There a multiple elements that impact the 

outcome of programmes, such as finance and context, thus it is difficult to identify with 

accuracy the reasons for programme success or failure.  In Lamb and Rice’s study (2008), the 

findings evolved from interviews with 25 secondary schools in Victoria, which could be 

developed as a guide to support other schools in implementing appropriate strategies (Te Riele, 

2012).  

 

In the United Kingdom, programmes to support schools, with a focus on literacy and 

numeracy, were implemented. In 1995, the pass rate for students sitting the 11+ English SATs 

(National Curriculum Tests), taken at the end of Key Stage 2, was 48%; it was 65% in 1998 

and 75% in 2000 (Burkard, 2004). However, the Office for National Statistics found serious 

inadequacies in the ‘anchoring’ process, which should have ensured consistency of scoring 

from year to year (Tymms, 2004). The ‘Literacy Hour’ in the United Kingdom was launched 

nationally in 1998 to 400 English primary schools, which was first introduced in 1996 in the 

context of the National Literacy Project. The main emphasis of this initiative was to raise 

standards in literacy through a focus on the quality of teaching through literacy instruction and 

effective classroom management, alleviating low levels of reading (West and Pennell, 2003). 
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The experiences of the ‘Success for all’ in the United States had influenced the development 

of the National Literacy Strategy in England (Machin and McNally, 2004; Slavin and Madden, 

2003), with a framework outlining the teaching objectives, the structure of a lesson, and 

duration. The emphasis is not merely on increasing the amount of time on literacy. Instead, 

the Literacy Hour represents a change in how literacy is taught. The ‘Literacy Hour’ in the 

United Kingdom outlined a framework for teaching for students from five to eleven years old, 

a whole school approach, incorporating practical structures of time and class management 

directed towards a specific lesson objective. With such a focus on literacy, time spent on other 

subject areas could be affected; however, it is argued that reading affects every subject and 

other cognitive processes are linked to reading (Stanovich, 1986). Four years after the 

introduction of the National Literacy Strategy, OFSTED (2002) intimated that it has raised the 

quality of teaching in the other curriculum areas.  

The ‘Pupil Premium’ scheme commenced in 2011 in England, supporting disadvantaged 

schools with funding for additional resources, linked to the number of disadvantaged students 

in attendance (Foster and Long, 2018; Ofsted, 2013). The main focus is to raise attainment of 

eligible students and, in turn, narrow the attainment gap between the students in the scheme 

and those not in the scheme (Foster and Long, 2018). There is an obligation for schools 

receiving funding to author a ‘Pupil Premium Strategy’, outlining objectives, actions, modes 

of monitoring and evaluation and making it available on their website. Carpenter et al. (2013) 

explored how the premium was used, using case studies. It was found that over 90 per cent of 

schools surveyed decided how the premium would be used by the schools’ own experiences 

of what works for them (Carpenter et al., 2013). Carpenter et al. (2013) also found that the 

majority of schools in the study found their interventions to be effective, with 75 per cent 

recruiting additional staff to support children in disadvantaged schools in England. Having a 

strategy in place does not necessarily mean that schools are implementing it or using it as an 

informative tool base, however. Ofsted (2013) evaluated a cohort of schools participating in 

the scheme and found that ‘inadequate schools’ had insufficient analysis of students’ needs, 

monitoring, and evaluation.  This initiative allocates resources on the number of disadvantaged 

students in a school, which is in contrast to resources supplied to Irish DEIS schools, with a 

sharp withdrawal at a specified cut-off, rather than the tapering of funds. Therefore, students 

from disadvantaged areas in Ireland enrolled in non-DEIS schools do not receive additional 

resources.  
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In Chicago, Burch and Spillane (2003) investigated leadership strategies and subject matter 

for reforming literacy and mathematics instruction. The focus on this study is based on 

instruction rather than on student achievement, investigating opportunities for student learning 

through instruction. They explored leaders’ agendas for improving literacy teaching, which 

focused on input and skill development in a variety of academic subjects, illuminating the 

mutual relation between leadership practices and maintaining quality instructional practice 

(Spillane, 2015). Burch and Spillane (2003) found that leaders, who interacted on a regular 

basis with teachers and their teaching, stressed the importance of both internal and external 

expertise. Spillane’s (2015) main argument is that school administrative practice and 

instructional practice need to connect. Spillane (2015) argues the importance of policymakers 

engaging directly with educators and their practices in context, exploring the links between 

policy and practice (Spillane, 2015, 290). With research design, Spillane suggests that it is 

vital to investigate the best methods and process used to study “the effects of school 

administration on classroom instruction and by extension student learning” (Spillane, 2015, 

290).  

Focusing on numbers alone, traditional definitions of scale may neglect fundamental 

characteristics to demonstrate teachers’ capacity engaging in reform and can fundamentally 

make a difference to teaching and learning (Coburn, 2003). Coburn defines reform in four 

interrelated dimensions: spread, depth, sustainability, and shift in reform ownership (2003). 

In 2008, Coburn and Russell carried out a comparative case study of two schools engaged in 

‘Professional Learning Communities’, commissioned by the Learning Policy Centre, 

Pittsburgh, investigating how schools engage in professional conversations. In brief, Coburn 

and Russell (2008) suggested that simply getting teachers to collaborate or hire a curriculum 

expert does not in itself “establish the reoccurring patterns of communication necessary for 

teacher learning and positive instructional change” (Coburn and Russell, 2008, 1).  Their 

research found low to high depth interactions across two districts engaged in Professional 

Learning Communities, where the efficacy of the coaches co-ordinating the sessions depended 

on selection criteria, the coaches training experience, and defining the role. In their study, they 

observed two initiatives being introduced concurrently, both literacy and numeracy, cautiously 

outlining that time was limited for interaction and structured learning, therefore, hard to 

sustain multiple priorities. 
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In Ontario, a school improvement programme commenced in 2003, led by Fullan (Fullan, 

2015) where a team worked with schools, and other educational bodies linking with schools. 

There was an investment into capacity building leadership and resources, with the student 

voice being heard and in turn providing direction. Schools in Ontario were judged by high 

standards, which were transparent, and relentless (Linsky and Lawrence, 2011). Although the 

“emphasis of results and outcomes stifles imaginative teaching” (Little, 2001, 17), this project 

looked at standards, student interests, and student assessments. Rather than standardised 

assessments alone, Fullan (2016) advocates sharing our understandings collaboratively on a 

global scale. However, we also need “to explain it, account for it and also to legitimate it” 

(Mulford, 2003, 4) to others outside our school community. The research studies of Fullan 

will be discussed further later in this chapter. 

In Ireland, the DEIS programme focused attention towards literacy and numeracy, which 

mirrors the focus of international studies, Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA), Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)5, and Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)6. In 2011, 151 randomly selected 

schools in Ireland participated in PIRLS and TIMSS at fourth class level, with Ireland ranking 

10th out of 45 participating countries. Ireland’s educational mind-set is a “culture of 

compliance” (Menter, 2016, 19), with professional standards, standardised testing at primary 

level, and intense inspections. National standardised assessments in Ireland have placed a 

strong focus on standards, where knowledge that is measurable and relevant is prioritised 

(Hulme et al., 2016).  Post, the global and national Irish recession, from 2007, there was an 

increased focus on the profession of teaching and its quality and Irish performance in PIRLS 

and TIMSS was consistent with the performance in three consecutive PISA assessments. In 

2009, a further emphasis on literacy student-oriented outcomes was highlighted due to 

Ireland’s placing in the PISA study (OECD, 2010). This study of global literacy standards for 

fifteen-year-old students echoed Ireland’s decline, where ratings slumped from 5th place to 

17th place. This decline in PISA rankings received significant media attention, with a particular 

focus on DEIS schools being “very influenced” by this (Breakspear, 2012, 14). However, it 

                                                 
5 Progress in Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS): An international assessment in reading literacy which is 

facilitated by the Educational Research Centre of students in fourth class (9-10 year olds) in Ireland. 
6 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS): An assessment, facilitated by the 

Education Research Centre for Irish school, by students in fourth class (9-10 year olds) in primary schools in 

Ireland in Mathematics and Science which compares Irelands ranking on an international platform. 
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was questioned amongst educationalists if the decline in OECD rankings for Ireland in the 

PISA 2009 (OECD, 2010) results was a true reflection of literacy standards in Ireland or the 

increased placing in PISA 2012 (Smyth et al., 2015).  

The publication of the OECD/PISA study was a most significant educational 

event of the year 2010. Reading levels in Ireland have slipped from fifth place in 

2000 to 17th place – the sharpest decline among 39 countries surveyed. Almost 

one-quarter of Irish 15-year-olds are below the level of literacy needed to 

participate effectively in society (The Irish Times, 14th December 2010) 

 

2.6.2 Literacy Initiatives in DEIS Schools in Ireland 

In this section, the First Steps Reading (First Steps, 2004) initiative that was introduced in 

DEIS schools will be explored in detail. Next, a suite of literacy initiatives will be discussed, 

those introduced in DEIS schools in Ireland during the same period as First Steps, either on a 

national or a local platform.  

2.6.2.1 The First Steps Reading Resource 

Through the DEIS initiative, the Department of Education and Skills in Ireland identified key 

literacy and numeracy programmes, such as First Steps (2004), Reading Recovery and Ready 

Set Go Maths (Pitt, 2001) to support the aim of closing the literacy and numeracy attainment 

gaps in DEIS and non-DEIS schools. PDST supported DEIS schools to implement the 

initiatives since 2005, over a phased period. Developed in Western Australia, First Steps is a 

literacy resource that is a progressive developmental resource in reading, writing, and listening 

and speaking. First Steps Reading, First Steps Writing, and First Steps Speaking and Listening 

are divided into three resource elements. Whilst they all work in unison, they were introduced 

over a phased timeframe in Ireland. Teachers, selected by the principal, attended training that 

certified teachers to be First Steps tutors. As a tutor, the teacher was expected to lead the 

implementation of the First Steps Reading programme in one’s school. The literacy process is 

complex and multi-dimensional. As the layout and components in each of the First Steps 

literacy resources are similar, the research will focus on the First Steps Reading resource to 

outline the components mirrored in each resource. First Steps Reading programme was not 

authored to be prescriptively followed from start to finish; rather, it is a resource to be used to 
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support teaching. As such, the teacher, ultimately, is the intervening agent between the 

school’s target for literacy, the actions, and what students receive.  

First Steps Reading can be used in parallel to current established reading programmes in 

schools in Ireland. First Steps supports an inquiry-based learning model that can be used to 

teach literacy across all curriculum areas. There are six phases of reading development, known 

as the Map of Development (First Steps, 2004) with key indicators of attainment skills, with 

each phase increasing in standards: role play, experimental, early, transitional, proficient, and 

accomplished. The phases do not pertain to primary school level only; they extend to all levels 

of skill, considering “the life span developmental perspective” (Alexander, 1997, 413). The 

‘Map of Development’ enables the educator and student to track progress in four areas of 

literacy acquisition: use of texts (variety of literacy forms), contextual understanding (critical 

thinking), conventions (vocabulary development, phonics, phonemic awareness, word 

recognition), and processes and strategies (comprehension). Once the teacher has placed 

his/her students at a phase, the teacher is striving to support the student to acquire more 

advanced skills to reach the next phase of development. The targets at each phase are known 

as ‘major teaching emphases’ similar to key indicators, with an extended focus on the school 

environment and attitudes towards reading. First Steps Reading can be used in conjunction 

with any reading programme currently in Irish primary schools or real-life reading resources, 

such as newspapers, digital media texts, poetry, literature, or the student’s own work. There is 

a strong emphasis on formative and summative assessment, with a plethora of approaches at 

each phased level for teachers, students, and parents, both in the book or on a CD. In each 

phased chapter, approaches and activities are outlined to support skill development. Skills can 

be viewed as being constrained and unconstrained (Paris, 2005). Constrained skills included 

the mechanical aspects of literacy such as phonics, punctuation, grammar. Once the student 

has mastered the constrained skills, the impact is minimal to literacy development. 

Alternatively, unconstrained skills such as comprehension critical thinking and vocabulary 

continue to develop and enhance the student’s literacy development. First Steps support, at 

each phased level of literacy development, the importance of constrained and unconstrained 

skills that need consideration. As such, First Steps (2004) focuses on content of literacy and 

the methods of teaching. 
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Little research is accessible regarding the First Steps programme, which has its foundations in 

research (Joyce and Showers, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978). Instead, studies explored the 

implementation of First Steps (DES, 2011b; Deschamps, 1995).  Deschamps (1995) carried 

out a survey on 150 schools regarding the implementation of the First Steps project in Western 

Australia. The main findings of the survey informed the revised editions of First Steps 

thereafter.  Deschamps (1995) surveyed parents, teachers, principals, and students, where the 

implementation of First Steps was established or at an advanced stage, which had led to a 

moderate amount of change to literacy teaching methods and language programmes, with no 

reference to evaluative data or external assessments on the impact of First Steps on students’ 

literacy achievement for First Steps (Meiers et al., 2013). Deschamp’s study (1995) found that 

there was no need for class modifications or special equipment when implementing First Steps. 

Whilst Deschamps found that whole school programmes of teacher professional development 

were the most effective means of changing teacher methodology, the quantity and mode of 

professional development are not specified in Deschamp’s study (1995). It is unclear in 

Deschamp’s study (1995) the time allocated to training and implementation, with Conca et al. 

(2004) emphasising the importance of linking professional learning with interventions. 

Deschamps (1995) found that principals were uncertain whether change in student literacy 

attainment was due to First Steps in isolation, or other factors. In Ireland, although there has 

been an increase in literacy levels (DES, 2016; Shiel et al., 2014; Weir ad Denner, 2013), there 

is no evidence that the increases in literacy levels are directly linked with the First Steps 

resources in literacy. 

2.6.2.2 A Suite of Literacy Initiatives Implemented in DEIS Schools 

There are many initiatives and interventions in schools in Ireland striving to raise standards in 

literacy. The researcher will outline six programmes that have been implemented in selected 

DEIS schools throughout Ireland which ran either concurrently or post First Steps: Write to 

Read (Kennedy, 2010), Reading Recovery (Clay, 1991), individual early years’ literacy 

initiative (Clarke, 2011), Doodle Den (Reid and Kelly, 2013), Building Bridges (Gleeson et 

al, 2010), and Peer Tutoring (King, 2012). A summary of each literacy initiative is outlined in 

Appendix A and an overview can be found in Table 2. Each of the initiatives shows that “every 

child has the fullest opportunity to become an accomplished reader” (Mehigan, 2013, 99). In 

general, the key reading skills and strategies are; phonics, phonological/phonemic awareness, 
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word identification, reading fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (DES, 2011b) with some 

of the initiatives incorporating all the skills and others focusing on the depth of learning of a 

chosen few. A brief description of the key characteristics of each initiative is outlined in Table 

2.  
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Researcher/ 

Initiative 

Targeted audience Literacy aspects Participants Assessment Professional learning 

and development 

Effectiveness/Outcomes 

First Steps 

(First Steps, 

2004) literacy 

resources: 

Reading 

Writing 

Speaking and 

Listening 

All students from 

birth to beyond third 

level education 

Students placed on one 

of six phases that are 

progressive and 

continuous 

Key indicators: 

 Use of texts 

 Contextual 

understanding 

 Conventions 

 Processes and 

strategies 

Activities and 

resources to support 

each specific target 

First Steps tutor to 

lead implementation 

of First Steps 

All teachers can use 

the whole literacy 

resources or select 

component to support 

school targets 

Map of 

Development- 

formative and 

summative 

assessment  

Arrange of formative 

assessment tools for 

teachers, students and 

parents 

 

 

 

 

PDST facilitated a 

specific course to 

certify First Steps 

tutors 

PDST facilitator 

supporting schools on-

site and tailored 

Local schools creating 

professional learning 

communities 

 

 

Expansive 

implementation 

programme to DEIS 

schools of literacy 

programmes 

(PDST DEIS Annual 

Report, 2011)  

Continuous of PD for 

First Steps by PDST 



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

34 

 

Researcher/ 

Initiative 

Targeted audience Literacy aspects Participants Assessment Professional learning 

and development 

Effectiveness/Outcomes 

Reading 

Recovery 

Programme 

based on the 

works of Marie 

Clay (2005) 

Students in Senior 

Infants with the 

lowest literacy 

achievement with 

specially trained 

Reading Recovery 

teacher 

On average, four 

students receive this 

intervention annually 

Mainly in DEIS 

schools or schools 

identified with a need 

 Components of 

Lesson: 

 Re-reading of 

familiar texts 

 Running record of 

new book  

 Letter 

identification 

 Sentence writing 

 Orientation to new 

text  

 

 

Teachers trained 

especially for 

Reading Recovery for 

a year 

DES funded 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Observations at each 

thirty minute lesson 

Running Records 

Literacy testing 

specific to Reading 

Recovery 

Results of student 

assessment are 

collated on a global 

scale 

 

 

Eighteen initial 

professional 

development sessions 

Four assessment 

training sessions 

Professional Learning 

Community: 

Observation teaching 

with team feedback 

 

 

 

May et al., (2016) 

Strong short-term impact 

on students in 1st grade 

Analysis of retention of 

long term impact of RR 

was not significant 

Strong fidelity to First 

Steps programme  

delivery and design 

 

 

Eithne Kennedy  

Write to Read 

(2010) 

1 Urban Band I 

school as part of a 

dissertation in 2010 

Expanded to 8 DEIS 

schools to focus on 

raising literacy 

standards  

 Phonics 

 Vocabulary 

 Reading fluency 

 Writing 

 Comprehension 

1st class students class 

teacher SEN teacher 

parents 

Formative assessment 

tools: 

 Conferences 

 Checklists 

 Running records 

 Work samples 

On-site and tailored 

following an 

investigative stance 

Kennedy (2010) 

Collaboration amongst 

teachers 

Structured approach to 

literacy 

Significant increases in 

literacy attainment 
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Researcher/ 

Initiative 

Targeted audience Literacy aspects Participants Assessment Professional learning 

and development 

Effectiveness/Outcomes 

Clarke 

(2011) 

DEIS Band I School 

in North Dublin 

Linking student 

attainment and home 

environment 

Four-part programme: 

 Facilitating 

parental skills 

 Skills to support 

the student’s  

 Parents co-

teaching in 

classroom 

 Educational trips 

Link of class teacher 

and parent 

Junior Infant level 

(4/5 year old 

students) 

 In-school workshops 

on a fortnightly basis 

focusing on: phonics, 

comprehension paired 

reading 

 

Increased engagement of 

parents attending literacy 

workshops 

Literacy initiative with 

parents and students 

continued after the initial 

study 

Reid and Kelly 

(2013) 

Doodle Den: 

After-School 

Programme 

After-school literacy 

programme 

 

Based in West 

Tallaght 

Using story as a 

context to support 

phonics, writing, 

comprehension and 

oral language 

Parent education 

programmes 

 Educational trips 

Senior Infants (5/6 

year old students) 

Parents of students 

attending the 

programme 

Assessment: 

 Observation 

 Focus groups 

 Attendance  

 Evaluation by 

Queen’s 

University, 

Belfast 

Students  continuing 

attendance  

Assessing innovative 

methods and 

delivering  

Reading attainment 

increased 

Increased attendance at 

school 

Story at home was 

established with parents 

and students 
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Researcher/ 

Initiative 

Targeted audience Literacy aspects Participants Assessment Professional learning 

and development 

Effectiveness/Outcomes 

Building 

Bridges 

Glesson worked 

with a team of 

practicing 

teachers in the 

mid-west region 

(2010) 

 

Qualitative study with 

10 teachers in a 

variety of schools in 

the mid-west region 

 

 

 

 

Gradual release of 

responsibility (Duke 

and Pearson, 2002) 

8 key comprehension 

strategies  

Comprehension in 

English and across all 

curricular areas 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Student work 

samples 

 Teacher 

observation 

 Book reading 

 Student self-

assessment 

indicators 

 

Monthly seminars  

Visits on-site 

Debriefing sessions 

with students 

 

 

 

Structured programme to 

teacher comprehension 

strategies 

Whole school approach at 

all class levels 

Identified literature that 

marries with the 

programme 

 

King (2012) 5 urban schools 

designated 

disadvantaged 

Peer Tutoring in third 

class over a ten week 

period 

Exploring the impact of 

professional 

development and 

sustainability 

Third class (9/10 year 

old students) with 

class teacher and 

SEN teacher 

 

Qualitative 

interviews 

Assessments on 

reading attainment 

pre and post initiative 

of students in 3rd 

class. 

One day professional 

development 

Two school visits 

during 10 week period 

Support via e-mail 

and phone 

Sustained practice in most 

schools of Peer Tutoring, 

5 years after initial 

implementation 

Collaborative practices in 

majority of study schools 

 

Table 2. Overview of Literacy Initiatives in DEIS Primary Schools in Ireland 
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The interventions in Table 2 highlight approaches to literacy instruction, exploring flexible 

methodologies, development of classroom environments, and using assessment data 

effectively. Urban Band 1 schools received all the DEIS programmes first, with professional 

development being facilitated by PDST. Like First Steps, Reading Recovery is nationwide and 

Doodle Den, as of 2013 expanded its centres to other counties in Ireland All other initiatives 

were created in Ireland. Clarke’s initiative (2011) is the only intervention out of the seven to 

be independent of direct funding from an organisation. Clarke’s study (2011) school was also 

her place of employment. DEIS schools get funding as part of the Home School Liaison 

Scheme, however, it is unclear if any of these funds were used to support Clarke’s literacy 

intervention. First Steps, Reading Recovery and Doodle Den receive national funding. 

Gleeson (2010) and Kennedy (2010) have links with third level universities: University of 

Limerick and Dublin City University (formerly St Patrick’s College), respectively. King 

received financial support from the Irish National Teacher’s Union. The majority of the 

highlighted initiatives received customised professional development, the majority of which 

was on-site, except for Reading Recovery (Clay, 2005). Reading Recovery (Clay, 2005) has 

on-site training, with the majority being off-site, generally being hosted in the local Education 

Centre.  

All the literacy interventions were introduced initially in schools in disadvantaged areas, 

except for Building Bridges, which encompassed DEIS and non-DEIS schools. Whilst the 

focus of the seven initiatives supports literacy intervention in Irish primary schools, Clarke 

(2011) and Reid and Kelly (2013) have an increased focus on parental participation in literacy 

and support during their initiative. The majority of interventions focused on early years 

interventions, whilst King solely explored ‘Peer Tutoring’ with third class. However, although 

Gleeson and First Steps programmes embrace the early years, their interventions extended to 

students in the classroom setting at all levels of reading attainment.  

In general, the key reading skills and strategies are phonics, phonological/phonemic 

awareness, word identification, reading fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension (DES, 

2011b), with all initiatives incorporating all the skills to varying degrees of depth, except 

Building Bridges (Glesson et al., 2010), solely focusing on comprehension strategies. Peer 

Tutoring (King, 2012), Building Bridges (Glesson et al., 2010), and Reading Recovery (Clay, 

2005) have a clear and specific layout for a literacy session. Write to Read (Kennedy, 2010) 



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

38 

 

and First Steps Writing and Reading (First Steps, 2004) both worked with the educators to 

tailor the resource to the localised school context, supported by Kennedy (Kennedy, 2010) and 

PDST respectively. Interestingly, both initiatives emphasised the importance of writing and 

how this had a strong foundation and link with reading, with both merging and complementing 

each other as a literacy focus. The approach advocated in the majority of the initiatives for 

professional development for teachers is modelling and the scaffolding of reading strategies, 

that is, the gradual release of responsibility, with the levels of support for the reader reducing 

throughout the process (Duke and Pearson, 2002; Joyce and Showers, 2002; Pearson and 

Gallagher, 1983). All initiatives had assessment tools, both formative and summative, guided 

by a range of assessment procedures. With all initiatives, apart from Reading Recovery (Clay, 

2005), there is a greater emphasis on soft targets (Gaffney, 2009) rather than statistics 

(Downes, 2007) alone. These assessment procedures supported the initiative to meet the needs 

of the students and create appropriate learning opportunities for students to extend the 

student’s literacy levels, consolidating Vygotsky’s theory of the ‘Zone of proximal 

development’ (Vygotsky, 1978). With the initiatives, there was a focus on capturing 

assessment in an authentic context, such as reading a book or student work samples. Whilst 

parental information and involvement was a feature of all interventions, Clarke’s literacy 

intervention (2011) and ‘Doodle Den’ (Reid and Kelly, 2013) emphasise the involvement of 

parents in acquiring assessment information on the students.  

In this section, there was an exploration of the key characteristics of the First Steps initiative 

(First Steps, 2004). This was followed by a critique of a suite of literacy initiatives, on a 

national and local platform in Ireland. The next section will discuss the impact of the DEIS 

literacy initiatives, to date.   

2.7 Impact of the DEIS Initiative To-Date 

The DEIS programme has been evaluated mainly from a summative perspective with an 

evaluative focus, steered by The Department of Education and carried out by the Education 

Research Centre (ERC) from its inception to current trends. The DEIS programme for urban 

DEIS schools offers financial assistance and a multitude of supports to DEIS schools. The 

evaluations of DEIS have mainly focused on student achievement by ERC and its self-

authored assessments, at three-year intervals, starting in 2007 at four grade levels (second, 
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third, fifth and sixth), with achievement being defined in terms of literacy and numeracy 

testing.  In recent years, there has been improvements in literacy and numeracy attainment in 

Ireland, which contrasts with findings and evaluations of schemes in disadvantaged schools, 

preceding DEIS (Barnardos, 2009; Kennedy, 2007; DES, 2005). The ERC 2007 and 2013 

assessments (Smyth et al., 2015; Weir and Denner, 2013) on students highlights that 

attendance rates have improved in Urban Band 1 DEIS schools, however, there is a high 

concentration of students attaining low test scores in literacy in DEIS Band 1 schools than in 

DEIS Band 2 or DEIS Rural primary schools.  

Programmes prior to DEIS show little evidence that they made a positive impact on 

achievement (Weir et al., 2011). The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI)7 were 

commissioned by DES to carry out a report to examine the influence of DEIS supports for 

disadvantaged schools, using current research on DEIS schools, to date, by Shiel et al. (2014), 

Weir and Denner (2013), national and international best practice. The ERSI report was issued 

in April 2015, entitled ‘Learning from the Evaluation of DEIS’ (Smyth et al., 2015). Smyth et 

al. (2015) observed that there has been changes in the student profile in DEIS school; “some 

cross-sectional trends appear to be driven by changes in the profile of students rather than 

improvement in the scores of individual students” (Smyth et al., 2015, 27). Students, whose 

first language was not English or Irish, outperformed native English speaking students at all 

three grade levels (ERC, 2011). This is a new pattern that has emerged in recent times, where 

students attending DEIS schools, where English is not their first language, have increased the 

assessment results for DEIS schools. Smyth et al.’s report (2015) gained information, and data 

reports, mainly from the ERC 2013, 2010 and 2007 (Weir and Denner, 2013) outlining 

summative assessment scores of students attending DEIS schools, Growing Up in Ireland 

Report (McCoy et al., 2014b), and the National Assessment of English, Reading and 

Mathematics 2014 (Shiel et al., 2014b)8, which highlight changes in school organisation, 

processes, and student outcomes (Smyth et al., 2015, vii). The ERC carried out standardised 

                                                 
7 Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI): The ERSI organization produces research through many 

mediums that develops understandings on an international platform concerning economic and social change in 

Ireland and internationally, using an empirical research base, in areas of national policy issues. 
8 The National Assessment in English, Reading and Mathematics (NAERM 2009 and 2014) was 

administered to primary students in second and 6th class to a representative sample of more than 8,000 students. 

The NAERM 2014 study comprised of 150 schools nationally, with 30 schools on average being DEIS 

designed. Questionnaires were completed by class teachers, principals and parents. These assessments allow 

for comparison of results in 2009 and 2014 in all school types and trends to be explored.   
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testing in literacy and numeracy in 120 urban DEIS schools in May 2007 in 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 6th 

class. In May 2013 and 2010, the same urban DEIS Band 1 schools were tested, with the 

addition of 5th class (Table 3). The ERC evaluations do not allow for comparison with non-

DEIS primary schools. Weir et al. (2011) found that there was a small difference in results, 

which was statistically significant. Evaluations highlight variation amongst DEIS schools in 

student outcomes. Improvements in test scores were greater, at lower class levels, with the 

greatest gains in 2nd class, with students with age ranges from seven to eight years. The largest 

increase was in 2nd class where students achieved on average of 22.8 out of 40 reading items 

correct in 2007; this climbed to 24.3 items in 2010. However, the national average in second 

class for non-DEIS schools is 29 approved items (Weir et al., 2011). Table 3 illustrates further 

improvements in scores from 2010 to 2013 (Weir and Denner, 2013), showing the average 

reading achievement increased across all the grade levels from 2007 to 2013; however, the 

raw scores in DEIS Band 1 were lower than students in DEIS Band 2.  

 

Table 3. Average Reading Raw Score of Students in Urban Band 1 and 2 Schools at or 

Below the 10th Percentile  

 2007 2010 2013 

Class DEIS 

Band 1 

DEIS 

Band 2 

DEIS 

Band 1 

DEIS 

Band 2 

DEIS 

Band 1 

DEIS 

Band 2 

2nd Class 21.6  

(26%) 

24.3 

 (17%) 

23.3 

(18.6%) 

25.5 

(12.9%) 

25.3 

(13.2%) 

26.9 

(8.5%) 

3rd Class 20.5 

(31.6%) 

23.9 

(20.6%) 

21.6 

(26.6%) 

24 

(18.9%) 

23.6 

(19.5%) 

26.2 

(13.6%) 

5th Class NOT 

TESTED 

NOT 

TESTED 

18.1 

(25.5%) 

21 

 (14.5%) 

19.6 

(17.1%) 

22.4 (9.4%) 

6th Class 16.2 

(36%) 

19.9 

(19.1%) 

16.9 

(31.1%) 

20.1 

(19.4%) 

18.4 

(25.3%) 

24  

(10%) 

 (The number of items correct out of a total of 40 items, with the percentages, at 2nd, 3rd, 5th and 6th Classes in 

2007, 2010 and 2013) (Weir and Denner, 2013; Smyth et al., 2015) 
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The format of the results in the evaluation report of assessment carried out in 2016 from the 

ERC (Kavanagh et al., 2017) is not in the same format as previous years (Table 3). Table 4 

extends the literacy result of evaluations from 2007 to 2016. Changes in 2016 in literacy are 

smaller in magnitude than the corresponding reductions in students’ performing at or below 

the 10th percentile. Modest increases were observed from 2013 to 2016 in literacy; the 

composite gains observed were smaller than in previous assessments. Interestingly, greater 

gains have been found in mathematics than in literacy from 2007 to 2016 at all grade levels. 

The majority of schools have patterns of mixed changes during this period (Kavanagh et al., 

2017). 

 

Table 4. Percentages of Students Scoring at or Below the 10th Percentile in Reading 

 

Class 2007 2010 2013 2016 Norm 

Group 

Average 

2nd Class 22 15.9 

  

11.0 11.9 10 

3rd Class 26.4 22 16.8 14.4 10 

5th Class NOT 

TESTED 

20.6 13.6 12.3 10 

6th Class 28 25.6 20.2 17.6 10 

 (Kavanagh et al., 2017) 

In 2013, the same students in 5th class improved on their 2nd class 2007 results in numeracy 

and literacy (Weir and Denner, 2013). With the triennial testing of the same DEIS schools, 

longitudinal results are emerging in reading that support the unloading of the effects of the 

programme, with reading scores increasing in both groups (Weir and Denner, 2013). With no 

control groups, it is difficult to ascertain whether improvements are attributed to the DEIS 

programme or simply following national trends of improvements in literacy among all schools 
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(Shiel et al., 2014). The NAERM 2014 can provide trends in non-DEIS schools. Smyth (2015) 

used this assessment in place of a control group for DEIS comparisons and offers a platform 

to identify patterns and trends. It is uncertain whether the increases can be solely attributed to 

the DEIS scheme, as the NAERM 2014 (Shiel et al., 2014) shows that, nationally, there has 

been an increase in literacy results in DEIS schools (Smyth et al., 2015). Urban DEIS Band 1 

students in the NAERM 2014 have scored significantly lower on English reading assessment 

(urban school mean score 232) than all other school types (non-urban mean score 268), with 

a 36 point difference. Contrasting the achievement gap between DEIS and non-DEIS schools 

in literacy and numeracy, using ERC results and NAERM 2014 results, highlights that the gap 

has not diminished. Therefore, the gap of attainment levels between DEIS and non-DEIS 

schools has remained and not narrowed. In summation, there has been an increase in literacy 

in all types of primary schools nationwide, thus exploration is needed as to what the factors 

are that spurred such a rise in literacy results. 

The Growing Up in Ireland study is a longitudinal study of students, led by Trinity College 

and ESRI that involves students at the age of nine and thirteen being surveyed, with 

information collected from parents, principals, teachers, and students. This study “confirms 

that DEIS schools differ markedly from non-DEIS schools in terms of the social class 

background, parental education, household income and family structures of their students” 

(Smyth, 2015, vii). The proposed research feeds into the recommendations of Smyth et al. 

(2015), where “existing evaluations point to variation among DEIS schools in student 

outcomes, and case-study research could provide insights into which school and teacher 

factors influence such variation” (Smyth et al., 2015, ix) to capture the effects of the 

concentration of disadvantage, also known as the multiplier effect. Creemers (1994) extends 

this claim and places the focus on the classroom, which has a greater influence on students 

than the school. The following section explores the key elements that support a school to 

improve and increase its knowledge production, influenced by Fullan’s research studies and 

writings.  
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2.8 Knowledge Productivity: The DEIS Schools’ Infrastructural Components and its 

Complexities 

2.8.1 Introduction  

“Knowledge becomes productive when the creation and application of knowledge results in 

gradual improvements and radical innovations of operating procedures, products and services” 

(Kessels and Keursten, 2002, 106). Ultimately, the knowledge building will interconnect with 

teaching and learning to support student achievement, driven by the teacher. Fullan’s research 

(2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002) has focused on school reform, where knowledge building and 

its sustainability are vital in supporting school improvement. Knowledge productivity 

represents the competencies to gather information, personalise it, and support improvement in 

the area of literacy (Fullan, 2005; Kessels and Keursten, 2002). The focus of Fullan’s research 

and writings in this study is to investigate knowledge building (Fullan, 2005) and its 

sustainability immersed in the complexities of a school’s infrastructure: knowledge building, 

moral purpose, change process and relationships, ultimately to support student learning and, 

in turn, student achievement. The DEIS school’s infrastructural set-up is unique to each 

school. Infrastructures in schools are “the basic systems and services that an organisation uses 

in order to work effectively” (Cambridge, 2016). When a school is engaged in literacy 

development as a living system, then the ‘process dynamics’ (Keursten et al., 2006) alter; that 

is, the manner in which change is put into practice. Improvement depends on the capacity of 

the school and their application to change. Capacity refers to the “breath of the vision” (Tuohy, 

2008, 53) and accepts the past, lives in the present, and organises students and the school to 

thrive in the future (Tuohy, 2008). Schools develop on an individual and collective basis, 

enriching the “wisdom of a crowd” (Fullan, 2008, 47); however, the converse may also be 

valid. The study will explore the writings of Fullan over the past decade of investigation into 

school reform: building knowledge and its sustainability, whilst acknowledging its 

complexities. The following section will investigate the framework that has evolved from the 

writings and studies of Fullan. 
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2.8.2. Research and Works of Fullan: Supporting School Improvement 

Fullan is professor emeritus and former Dean of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 

at the University of Ontario. He has received numerous awards for his work on change in 

system reform in education, receiving the Order of Canada in December 2012. He also holds 

honorary doctorates from several universities, both in North America and abroad. Fullan’s 

book ‘Leading in a Culture of Change’ was awarded the 2002 Book of the Year award and 

‘Change Wars’, co-authored with Hargreaves won the American Association of Colleges for 

Teacher Education award. In Ireland in 2006, Fullan hosted a series of workshops in Ireland 

for school leaders and wrote a paper ‘Quality Leadership, Quality Learning’ (Fullan, 2006). 

Fullan was a special advisor to the Premier and the Minister of Education in Ontario from the 

commencement of education reform in Ontario since 2003, with a focus on improving school 

capacity, focusing on sustaining improvements and student achievement in Ontario. In Ontario 

(Fullan, 2012), reading, writing and mathematics results increased by 15 percentage points 

across 4,000 elementary schools in Ontario since 2003, with achievement gaps being 

substantially reduced for those in disadvantaged areas (Fullan, 2012). Morale of teachers and 

its leaders had increased, with a decrease in the attrition of teachers (Fullan, 2012), enhancing 

school conditions for sustainability. Fullan advises policy makers and local leaders globally, 

extending the principles of the Ontario project into other environments, such as California, 

Queensland, and Victoria in Australia, with a focus on the education system making a positive 

difference in students’ lives. Drawing on a vast array of research, Fullan focused mainly on 

the dynamics of school life and challenges of school systems to support and develop learning, 

ultimately ensuring the sustainability of the education system.  

The McKinsey Group (Barber, et al., 2010) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation 

and Development in Paris (OECD, 2010) have all carried out case studies in recent years 

incorporating Ontario’s education reform movement, which has ranked highly on the global 

platform. The Ontario Initiative in education focuses on relationships and increasing student 

achievement. In Ontario, there is a focus on communication with schools, their community, 

and the district, fostering communication, sharing practices, and developing a culture of 

teamwork. The main outcome of this strategy is to develop leaders and ensure its 

sustainability. Fullan, using his wide range of research studies, supports a framework of 

components, identified as ‘right drivers’ (Fullan and Rincon-Gallardo, 2017) that give schools 
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an opportunity to investigate their own school system more deeply (see Table 5), with the 

overarching focus being to maintain sustainability of learning achievements. Fullan is 

currently the Global Leadership Director of New Pedagogies for Deep Learning (NPDL), a 

worldwide group on educational reform, partnering over 1,000 schools in ten countries. The 

ultimate focus of NPDL is for schools to network and promote learning communities, known 

as a “collaborative culture” (Fullan, 2017, 2), to build knowledge that can develop deep 

learning in a school system: the school, the community, and policy, with their over-arching 

focus on supporting sustainability in whole school systems in order to transform learning. 

In an ever-changing complex environment, Fullan’s focus is to mobilise teachers towards 

school improvement and sustainability (Fullan, 2012). Working conditions needed to improve, 

where Fullan documented the essential components in a knowledge society:  

1. knowledge building (merging the components knowledge creation and sharing),  

2. moral purpose,  

3. the change process, and  

4. building relationships.  

In 2005, Fullan also used these essential components as characteristics of a successful leader 

in a tri-level reform modelled: in schools, school districts and on a national basis. Whilst 

Ireland does not have formalised school districts, there is an informal clustering of education 

centres in each county. “Knowledge becomes productive when the creation and application of 

knowledge” supports gradual improvements in the school system (Kessels and Keursten, 

2002, 106). Fullan gives a framework that practically applies how the production of 

knowledge can be stimulated, supported, and hindered in workplace systems. Fullan’s four 

components will be discussed in further detail below (Fullan, 2007, 2005, 2002), outlining the 

school infrastructure and its complexities towards school improvement. Fullan (2016, 2008, 

2002) emphasises the importance of providing better environments for educators to develop 

in their own context, which in turn provides them with the capacity to sustain student 

achievements.  

Sustainability is not “how to keep going in a linear fashion. It is not how to keep up relentless 

energy” (Fullan, 2005, ix) to build upon knowledge, ultimately striving to increase student 

achievement. Thus, the focus is not solely on outcomes and statistics. For sustainability to last, 
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key characteristics of the school system need to be identified that support dynamic 

sustainability. Claxton (2010) identifies components of learning powers, similar to 

Hargreaves’s “thinking” skills (Hargreaves, 2013, 30) inforce and extend the concept of 

sustainability in educational environments, such as resilience, resourcefulness, and reciprocal 

learning. He considers resilience important to focus on the learning, avoiding distractions, 

reflecting on actions both individually and collectively. Hargreaves’s concept of “thinking” 

skills (Hargreaves, 2013, 30) also gives power to learning. In the next section, there will be an 

exploration of Fullan’s four sustainability characteristics that have the potential to support a 

school system to be both ‘process smart’, where exchanging of ideas and plans have a channel, 

and also ‘people smart’, where interactions have the capacity to energise people (Perkins, 

2003). Table 5 gives an overview of the complexities of school change and its sustainability 

in Fullan’s studies and their development over a decade. 

 

2.8.3 School Sustainability and its Complexities 

Table 5. Complexities of Schools’ Infrastructures  

Adapted from Fullan (2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002) 

Components in a 

knowledge society 

2002 

System leaders 

committed to 

sustainability 2005 

Insights into 

Educational 

Change 2007 

The Six 

Secrets to 

Change 2008 

Professional 

capital: 

Professional 

learning and 

development 

(Fullan and 

Hargreaves, 2016) 

Knowledge 

Building 

 

Knowledge 

Creation and 

Cultivating leaders 

are at many levels 

(Capacity) 

Collaboration and 

capacity building 

 

The long lever of 

leadership: 

sustainability 

Continuous focus 

on capacity 

building 

 

‘Sustainable 

leadership spreads’ 

(Hargreaves and 

Fink, 2006: 95) 

Sustaining 

learning needs 

to have many 

leaders with 

humility and 

faith 

 

System’s 

learning 

Sustainable 

leadership 
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Components in a 

knowledge society 

2002 

System leaders 

committed to 

sustainability 2005 

Insights into 

Educational 

Change 2007 

The Six 

Secrets to 

Change 2008 

Professional 

capital: 

Professional 

learning and 

development 

(Fullan and 

Hargreaves, 2016) 

Moral Purpose 

 

Moral purpose 

Moral purpose: 

Reality test of 

current position and 

raising attainment 

 

Beliefs 

The overarching 

goal is to close the 

gap and ultimately 

raise educational 

attainment 

Love your 

employees: 

investing in 

people, support 

their learning 

(Human and 

social) 

Moral purpose: 

unique shaping of 

collaborative 

professionalism 

 Human capital 

 Social capital 

 Professional 

capital 

Change Process 

 

Understanding the 

change process and 

developing a social 

environment 

Getting the basics 

right 

 

‘Intelligent 

accountability’ 

(Milliband, 2004) 

and deep learning 

Attending initially 

to the three basics: 

literacy, numeracy 

and well-being 

 

Internal 

accountability 

which is linked 

with external 

accountability 

 

Transparency 

of data: 

assessment that 

guides 

behaviour 

towards best 

practices  

 

Learning is the 

work 

Purposeful 

collaboration: 

growth of the person 

and action 

 

Regular quality 

feedback related to 

improvement: from 

own school and 

others 

Relationship 

Building 

 

Ability to improve 

relationships 

 

Enhancing the 

teaching 

professional: 

Sharing and 

Coherence Making 

Opportunities for 

people  to interact 

with the big picture: 

relationships 

 

Communication the 

big picture: long 

and short term plans 

Driven by tapping 

into people’s 

dignity and respect 

 

Quality of the 

people working on 

change 

 

Socially based and 

action orientated 

Connect peers 

with purpose:  

 

Capacity 

building 

Growth of person 

and actions 

 

Learning and 

development; deep 

learning with self, 

colleagues, students 

and parents 

 

 

2.8.3.1 Knowledge Building in School and its Sustainability 

 Fullan’s writings, with a strong evidence-base, move us into the future and explore factors 

that support improvement to endure over time. Sustainability is “the capacity of a system to 
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engage in the complexities of continuous improvement consistent with deep values of human 

purpose” (Fullan, 2005, ix). This definition of sustainability is not focused solely on outcomes 

and the key characteristics of the school system need to be acknowledged and understood in 

its unique context. Not only is sustainability an internal concept, but the schools is also 

encapsulated in ‘tri-level reform’: the school, its district, and national level (Fullan, 2005). 

Sustainability is not about an initiative or lasting development, it is a matter of keeping the 

persistent focus and energy to the fore of developments surging forward, without 

compromising established developments. As such, sustainability needs support from 

individual leadership and also system transformation, two entities intertwined. Hargreaves and 

Fink extend Fullan’s concept of sustainability, which does “not simply mean whether 

something will last. It addresses how particular initiatives can be developed without 

compromising the development of others in the surrounding environment now and in the 

future” (Hargreaves and Fink, 2000, 30). 

Senge (1990) believes all schools should be viewed as living systems and school improvement 

should not be defined as ‘you don’t have to be ill to get better’ (Hopkins et al., 1994). At the 

core of school improvement, is teaching and learning, where the school’s capacity will 

determine how knowledge will be used. Fullan (2005) explored the collective abilities that can 

act together to bring about positive change, such as knowledge competencies, motivations, 

and beliefs. Ouchi (2003) investigated projects in Ontario, Seattle, Houston, New York, Los 

Angeles, and Chicago, highlighting the seven keys to success from his findings. Ouchi (2003) 

found that the principal was viewed as an entrepreneur, with the school being accountable for 

student performance, and student achievement, corroborating the beliefs of Fullan.  

If schools are striving to improve, it is important that educators have the skills and 

competencies to adapt to challenges, known as “adaptive challenge” (Heifetz, 2003, 70). When 

a problem needs to be addressed, with the resolution beyond the school’s current operation, 

then skills and competencies should support flexibility. Ideally the teacher is not working on 

their own, optimally would be working with each other in an interdependent and interrelated 

relationship. Fullan’s elements of sustainability (Fullan, 2005) have the potential to build a 

fertile landscape.  
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2.8.3.2 Moral Purpose 

Beliefs support schools to create a picture that incorporates the past, the present, and moves 

into the future (Tuohy, 2008). Beliefs (Fullan, 2002) encompass the vision that is personalised 

for each individual school and how to attain it. It is a process, “a sense of adventure” (Tuohy, 

2008, 38), where external forces impact on the journey. A school is challenged to explore its 

moral compass and has an autonomy to contemplate and re-direct to enrich it. “Learning is not 

doing; it is reflecting on doing” (Mintzberg, 2004, 228), challenging one’s moral purpose. 

Reflection in action embeds learning in practice and “develops deep and lasting change” 

(Fullan, 2008, viii), which consolidates Fullan’s concept of a reality test (Fullan, 2005). The 

DEIS school needs the vision and skills necessary to ensure innovation and improvement are 

reached. As such, one needs to learn from the past, reflect on the curriculum, procedures and 

resources whilst forgiving mistakes, but also remember the lessons learned (Fullan, 2008).  

Schools do not own their visions, they “rent them from other people” (Sahlberg, 2015, xvi). 

As such, the skills of generating creative turmoil and creative stability (Keursten et al., 2006) 

are pertinent to developing and applying knowledge to one’s DEIS context. The DEIS 

community will need to commit themselves to become “what we would naturally become, 

which is human communities, not machines” (Senge, 2000, 58). The DEIS school’s vision is 

more than just standardised testing, with the main moral purpose for DEIS schools being to 

support their students to raise the educational bar and also narrow the gap of students in DEIS 

and non-DEIS Irish primary schools (Fullan 2016, 2007, 2005, 2002). 

Fullan (2016, 2008) discussed two main approaches to investment in education in the United 

States, that of business capital and professional capital, with decisional capital developing 

later. Business capital is a short term focus, with instant returns, with a simple view of 

teaching, which can be driven by data. It would be important to reflect on whether the focus 

on development is a quick result that may or may not be sustained. Alternatively, professional 

capital in organisations focuses on three elements: individual, collaborative practices, and 

critical thinking. The OECD (2013) found that all high-performing schools invested in all 

three aspects of professional capital, enabling further growth, with educators having a focus 

and moral compass committed to making a positive difference in the lives of students (OECD, 

2013). The quality of return for the investment in literacy improvement is to develop over 
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time, last and progress, therefore the focus should be on professional capital (Fullan and 

Hargreaves, 2016). Professional capital encapsulates human, social and decisional capital 

(Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012), with the focus on knowledge, relationship development and 

solution seeking. Sahlberg emphasises the active nature of social capital in the Finnish 

educational system where schools individually and in the wider community create the 

curriculum together, with educators learning together in the group, with no one method, being 

the ultimate method. For example, in Alberta, Canada, one aspect of social capital emanates 

through a 50% investment in professional development resources. However, this is 

consolidated human capital, attracting the best people (Sahlberg, 2015; Hargreaves and Fullan, 

2012). Fullan has extended the concept of human capital to developing humanity, embraced 

in 2012 and refined in 2016, with schools becoming immersed in real-life issues both on a 

local and global platform.  

Findings from evidence-based research of Ericsson and Pool (2016) emphasise that expertise 

is gained from experience, and repetition of practices that are extended, consolidated, or 

curtailed over time. Ericsson and Pool (2016) view professional capital that grows through 

measured practices, in an environment of trust, reflection, and transparency. The concept of 

humanity is vital, in that some educators do not improve their practice, therefore, interaction 

and practice in new concepts are important to help those learning at varying paces, abilities 

and standards (Kaufman and Epstein, 2016). Sustainable leadership and integrating networks 

both internal and external to the school can support coherence, that is, “the shared sense of 

understanding about the nature of the work” (Fullan and Quinn, 2016, 10). The investment is, 

not only monetary, but also an investment in time to plan, discuss, and evaluate practices, such 

as those practiced in the Finnish educational system (Campbell et al., 2016; Sahlberg, 2015). 

With the development of collaborative practices, a higher platform would include an approach 

which is both critical and appreciative (Campbell et al., 2016).  

The DES in Ireland did not intend vision to be focused on “volume obsession” (Sheth, 2007, 

3). Its intention is to streamline and target improvements that are deemed important to each 

DEIS school (DES, 2011b). There is an emphasis on quality of actions, rather than too many 

changes. If DEIS schools are engaged in the mapping of assumptions and beliefs that people 

have, they have the ability to support the school’s transformational potential; “the discipline 

of managing mental models: surfacing, testing and improving our internal pictures of how the 
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world works, promises to be a major breakthrough for building learning organisations” 

(Senge, 1993, 174). Fullan promotes the school to understand its process, direction, and in 

turn, challenge its assumptions and biases, taking the tri-form model (Fullan, 2005) from 

national policy and localise it, using practices that achieve the best model for their students. 

The next section explores the change process and the school planning process that enables 

actions to be implemented using a cyclic process (Fullan, 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002). 

2.8.3.3 The Change Process 

There are many layers to leading and managing learning, from a systemic and procedural level 

to facilitate learning, to supporting staff to change their perceptions on student learning and, 

ultimately, at classroom level, a change in practice (O’Sullivan, 2011). This change process 

will be analysed under two concepts: leadership and the school development planning process. 

A school needs to be able to use knowledge that marries with one’s vision towards attaining 

targeted outcomes for improved student performance. Knowledge can be understood “as the 

potential for action that doesn’t only depend upon the stored information but also on the person 

interacting with it” (Malhotra, 2000, 249). The change process is a channel to bring learning 

to life and a forum to enable transformation (Fullan, 2005). 

The change process necessitates expansion towards delving into leadership issues (Fullan, 

2007). The leader, be it the principal, literacy coordinator, or the First Steps Reading tutor, 

helps teachers as individual learners and as members of the school learning community to 

grow “through a more organic form of management” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 410). The living 

system facilitates bringing learning to life. An imperative for effective change is leadership 

that postulates vision, focus, and support (Hord and Huling-Austin, 1986). Leadership needs 

to combine the vision with action, cultivating a context where change is respected (Fullan, 

1991) whilst ensuring the environment is conducive to change (Boyd, 1992). Management 

promotes order and consistency, whilst leadership’s main focus is on coping with change 

(Crawford, 2003), with both dimensions being vital to an improving DEIS school. 

Management and leadership have “high levels of personal artistry” (Bolman and Deal, 1997), 

which is at the heart of creativity. Leadership is one such process that has the potential to 

support the translation of intentions into reality (Block, 1987, 98). 
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Research is necessary to explore who takes on the role of leader in an Irish DEIS school, on 

an individual or team basis: the principal, middle management, the First Steps tutor9 or a 

combination of people. Delegation becomes a tool of staff development when people are given 

roles, freedom to enact those roles, supported with a belief in their abilities and given 

responsibility (Tuohy, 2008). There is very little known about team dynamics in the Irish 

context during literacy development and it would be timely to observe ‘trends’ (Oates, 2008) 

in the Irish urban DEIS schools’ context. The First Steps tutor is expected by the DES to 

cascade First Steps Reading knowledge to all staff members as part of one’s ‘adaptive 

leadership’ role and how this manifests itself (Linsky and Lawrence, 2011).  

The DES (2015) reviewed a sample of DEIS primary schools where planning was found to 

have a positive effect. On a micro level, deficiencies in planning were found in the area of 

assessment, both formative and summative, in collecting data and in its application (DES, 

2011b). Several years later, the greatest challenge that DEIS schools found in planning was 

using data to set targets (DES, 2015). Unlike Fullan’s collaborative culture (Fullan, 2017, 

2007, 1999), there is little evidence, to date, in Ireland of schools planning with target setting 

or sharing these practices with other schools, on an external basis. It is important for all staff 

members to be aware of “the different levels of participation: individual, face-to-face team, 

inter-departmental groups and the organization” (Tuohy, 2008, 61) and choose the most 

applicable to suit their purpose. Reactions to change may be juxta-positioning between 

reactions to change of anxiety, loss, and panic; however, it may also be risk-taking, 

exhilaration, and excitement (Fullan, 2002).  

Whilst DEIS schools author three year cyclic development plans, the focus is on achievement 

of the short-term goals however in tandem the school has another goal, enhancing the 

conditions for sustainability which are longer-term investments. With the cyclic process of 

planning, action, monitoring, and review, it is a reflective process to generate better practices, 

increase shared commitment and implement ‘intelligent accountability’ (Milliband, 2004). 

Whilst there is accountability for DEIS schools to submit their standardised literacy and 

numeracy to the DES, Fullan highlights the importance of self-evaluation as a more effective 

accountability medium. Munby and Fullan (2016) discussed the Education Development 

                                                 
9 First Steps Tutor: a teacher from a school designed DEIS, who is trained in First Steps Listening and Speaking, 

Reading or Writing on a 5 day course and will then train and support teachers in their own school, with no 

remuneration. 
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Trust’s Schools Partnership Programme with more than 400 schools where collaboration has 

moved to co-responsibility and forward to “a position of shared professional accountability” 

(Munby and Fullan, 2016, 8). To reach professional accountability, it is recommended to have 

a small number of shared goals, backed by good data, where strategies have a process where 

educators are learning from each other and themselves and, in turn, where reflection on 

progress is seen, in order to attain greater performance from both the students and educators. 

It is timely to explore the reality of DEIS schools and their position towards professional 

accountability.  

The fundamental nature of reality and school plans “is relationships not things…they are 

neither predictable nor controllable like machines, though they have patterns of behaviour that 

tend to recur and their future development can be influenced” (Senge, 2000, 52). Systems are 

entwined and it is necessary to explore how all the interconnecting parts work. The 

performance of the system is not secluded from the plans, environment, and space; it is unique 

to each school context. If taken apart, the system will not function to the same degree, as the 

functioning of the school depends on its totality (Tuohy, 2008; Senge, 2000). The system is 

“something that maintains its existence and functions as a whole through the interaction of its 

parts” (O’Connor and McDermott, 1997, xiii). The school and all its subsystems depend on 

how its members connect and this will be explored further in this research study.  

2.8.3.4 Relationship Building 

For professional development to be genuine and ultimately enrich student learning, the school 

needs to have systems and procedures “to facilitate embedding learning in practice, at whole 

staff level to change perceptions and at organisational level to change structures” (O’Sullivan, 

2011, 111). Campbell et al. (2016) outline the elements of relationship building that are 

important for collaboration to be effective, such as well-led, well-supported with high quality. 

She emphasises that an investment in collaborative practice is sensible if the quality is good, 

mirroring Fullan and Munby’s findings (2016). Croft studied collaboration in the United 

Kingdom and found only some collaborative practices to be effective (Croft, 2016). Kennedy 

outlines that group dynamics and quality of professional discourse (Kennedy, 2005) are 

important in the advancement of new knowledge (Boreham, 2000). The ultimate aim would 

be to have all key players working together to run the school as efficiently as possible. 
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Bell and Bolham (2010) consolidate Fullan’s view of professional communities, found that 

the needs of professionalism between the teachers’ own professional needs, the school’s needs, 

and the needs of the State need to be balanced (Bell and Bolam, 2010). Whilst Bell and Bolham 

(2010) investigate the needs of the State, Fullan and Munby explore professional needs 

globally. There is a need for learning communities (O’Sullivan, 2011; Fullan, 2007; Kennedy, 

2005; Hargreaves, 1994), a forum where resources and practices are shared and professional 

relationships developed. Fullan and Hargreaves (2016) have evidence-based research on the 

workings of professional learning and development having mutual interactions and 

commonality.  Professional learning without professional development focuses on learning 

that would not transcend into the classroom. According to Fullan and Hargreaves (2016), “in 

the end, there should be no development without learning, and learning can and often should 

entail development” (2016, 4). Ideally, a professional learning and development community 

(Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016) would ultimately have the educator learning both individually 

and collectively, both in and out of the school context, interacting with the wider school 

community, and globally. There is an emphasis in recent times on global competition (Riley 

and MacBeath, 2003). Leadership is heavily influenced by social and political factors. It 

returned us persistently to the point where “cultural history meets contemporary politics, and 

where globalization confronts national identity” (Mintzberg, 1997, 174). Successful school 

leaders “are willing to change in response to new sets of circumstances and to the differing 

needs of students, young people and teachers and they are often rule breakers” (Riley and 

MacBeath, 2003, 174).  

A natural response for teachers to change, is resistance, tension, and conflict, thus a principal’s 

leadership is vital (Fullan, 2002). Conflict can dichotomise into being destructive or 

constructive. It is interesting that Owens views the DES perspective on schools reaching 

national goals as “organizational ideals normatively emphasize cooperation, harmony and 

collaboration” (Owen, 1998, 230). Conflict should, not be viewed as a negative response to 

change, but as an everyday reality where conflict is creative. The more constructive conflict 

strategy is problem solving, and its aim is “to integrate interests of disputants to achieve 

mutually satisfying outcomes” (DiPaola, 2003, 147); if dealt with in a problem-solving 

context, it usually has positive outcomes (Nicotera, 1995). It is important here to emphasise 
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the systemic nature (Senge, 1990) of a school and how changes to one area could permeate 

throughout the system and cause negative attitudes towards change.  

Change does not automatically mean improvement has occurred, however, for a school to 

improve, change must have occurred (Fullan, 2008). For improvement and change, there needs 

to be systemic change and innovative change. The components that were discussed to support 

the school infrastructure are knowledge building, moral purpose, change process and building 

relationships. If the infrastructure is established and the elements are strong, it can provide an 

effective platform for teacher profession learning and development. It is important that 

principals have the capability and competence to challenge teachers and form resolutions that 

require teachers to learn new ways (Heifetz, 1994). Learning is dynamic through the 

promotion of constructive relationships, with an emphasis on the parts of a system merging, 

with the need for competencies coming to the fore (Fullan, 2016; Keursten et al., 2006). 

Following the discourse on the DEIS school infrastructure, influenced by Fullan (Fullan, 2016, 

2008, 2007, 2005, 2002), the following section will further explore the concept of the learning 

process as professional learning and development, outlining realistic perspectives of time and 

opportunities, created in the DEIS school context to support or hinder literacy development 

(Riley and MacBeath, 2003). 

 

2.9 Elements of Professional Development 

‘Professional Development’ has no single clear definition. The concept is “broad, vague and 

debated, having multiple dimensions, meanings and purpose” (Crawford, 2009, 12; Friedman 

et al., 2008). There are three contexts that professional development needs to balance between: 

the individual, the environment, such as a school, and policy makers. The term ‘continuing 

professional development’ describes learning activities that are undertaken throughout 

working life and are intended to “enhance individual and organisational performance in 

professional and managerial spheres” (Woodward, 1996, 1). It is unclear whether the intention 

of enhancing the experiences for students in the classroom following professional 

development is an automatic assumption but not necessarily a reality.  The focus of this study 

is to explore “the participation of teachers in a variety of learning activities within the school 

context” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 417) from the voices of teachers, in order to explore the impact 
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of professional development on the educator and on the school. King highlights the link as the 

need to build capacity with support in order to increase student achievement (2011). This 

would imply that the teacher has an individual power, where a need for an “emotional 

attachment to and engagement in their work” is necessary also (Day and Sachs, 2004, 34). 

King provides a definition for professional development, where “professionals are people who 

have specialist knowledge and have the capacity and trustworthiness to use it to provide a 

continually improving service for society” (King, 2011, 150). Neil and Morgan extend this 

notion of professional development as conforming to new departmental or governmental 

regulations (Neil and Morgan, 2003). Contesting this representation of professional 

development is Kennedy (2007), who identifies two types of professionalism: democratic and 

managerial. The characteristics of democratic professionalism encompass equality, social 

justice, and which values fairness. Managerial professionalism perspective becomes more 

evident in reality, which values efficiency and effectiveness, with compliance to policy. The 

study will be cognisant of the styles of professionalism and its development through listening 

to the voices of professionals in the DEIS environment, to unearth the reality of styles, seeing 

whether one is more dominant or if a blend is nearer to the reality.  

There is a plethora of government driven policies and initiatives that, debatably, impose 

pragmatic solutions, with goals devised “by political fashion or public purse strings” (Graham, 

2008, 4-5), which can result in “self-regulatory behaviours and regimes” (Land, 2004, 8). The 

DEIS initiative has identified characteristics of skills and standards for Irish DEIS primary 

schools, through First Steps literacy and national literacy targets. It is unclear, however, 

whether regard for moral facets and creativity have been acknowledged and recognised in 

doing so. Lifelong learning policies have an inconsistency between “policy rhetoric and policy 

achievement” or “conception and delivery” (Field, 2002, 201). Jones (2011) explored the 

development of learning as having undertones of coercion into roles and responsibilities 

through more influential positions. A proposal of change in terminology, could be ‘critical’ 

professional development (Jones, 2011), which implies that teachers in their quest for lifelong 

learning contemplate, question, and deliberate new concepts and developments rather than just 

adopt a passive acceptance. The impact of professional development results in improved 

student outcomes (Earley and Porritt, 2010) and school improvement (King, 2011; Syed, 

2008). The DES commonly refers to professional development as ‘continuing’ professional 
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development. This would imply that professional development is a continual process, where 

“the development of expertise and skills at behavioural, attitudinal and intellectual levels is a 

common and unending practice” (Evans, 2010, 16). The impact of professional development 

on student outcome and improvement is not an automatic link (Cumming, 2002). Jones  (2011) 

discussed the term ‘critical’ professional development, which implies a more active 

engagement and increased professional dialogue for both the participants and the facilitator, 

with passive attendance being negated. It is an opportune time to explore the reality of 

professional development in the DEIS school and whether continuing professional 

development is continual in nature or whether ‘bursts’ (Gray et al., 2003), also referred to as 

“temporal discontinuity” (Oates, 2008, 105) of professional development, is a better 

descriptor.  

With developments in the education system, aspirations, which are stated as targeted goals, 

remain issues of control and power, possibly leading to contrived collegiality (Hargreaves, 

1994). Once schools were eligible and agreed to enter the DEIS programme, it was compulsory 

to engage in the literacy and numeracy programmes, for example, First Steps Reading (First 

Steps, 2004). With the DES evaluating the DEIS programme through visitations at fixed 

periods (DES, 2011b), the evaluation was based on implementation-oriented First Steps 

programmes, rather than development-oriented educational goals. The First Steps Reading 

(First Steps, 2004) could then be described as a “top-down controlled process rather than a 

real collegiality which is spontaneous, flexible, and above all, teacher driven” (Kennedy, 2007, 

64). Individuals take control of their own learning and development, “by engaging in an on-

going process of reflection and action” (Megginson and Whitaker, 2007, 3). Thus, it is 

opportune to obtain teachers and principals’ reactions to the professional development that 

was organised from the inception of literacy programmes for DEIS schools in Ireland, and 

how this has developed over time in the four urban DEIS primary schools participating in the 

study.  

In February 2011, the DES’ new compulsory practices of professional development became 

operative, where teachers must complete an additional thirty-six hours annually in all primary 

schools; the majority of time is staff based (DES, 2011b). This compulsory action for all 

teachers supports professional learning in education, with “the participation of teachers in a 

variety of learning activities within the school context” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 417). Whilst 
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appearing positive, it must be noted that it is not automatic that all teacher learning promotes 

professional development and, in turn, that school development can be further challenged 

(Cumming, 2002). As such, knowledge processes of engagement of teams or teachers alone 

will not ensure school improvement, with the results depending on how the knowledge gained 

is used. This research study will investigate if new practices in First Steps Reading are being 

sustained and will delve into the approaches and styles in literacy that lead and manage 

professional development. Learning needs to extend, from mere information gathering, to 

learning in action. Teacher learning is a “constructive and socially and culturally situated 

process” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 408).  The context and exercise of that knowledge supports 

further consideration of that knowledge. The academic context, institutional discussion of 

policy and practice itself are pivotal towards professional development (Eraut, 1994, 20). 

Thus, it is important to further explore the uses that teachers make of knowledge through the 

learning processes and in the future, what type of teacher learning needs will be recommended, 

whilst stimulating the development in the school, “with the ultimate aim of accomplishing 

educational goals more effectively” (Van Velzen, 1985, 34). Effective teacher learning should 

ultimately complement the teaching and learning experiences for both teachers and students 

in the classroom, which supports and enhances the concept of an improving school, which will 

be explored in the following section. 

2.9.1 Teacher Learning 

It is important to note that teacher learning is more complex than simply the transfer of 

information. It can be thought of as knowledge that is embodying personal, social, and 

professional ‘domains’, which are interconnected (Bell and Gilbert, 1996), where a mix of all 

three can result in significant professional learning. Kennedy (2007) highlights that the range 

of actions needed to be spread over a variety of contexts: formal, informal, planning, and 

incidental; therefore, they are a part of ordinary life in the school. There has been extensive 

literature on teacher learning and a strong argument that experimental learning needs to be 

linked with research (MacBeath, 2011). Eraut (2014) would extend this view that learning 

from one context is rather limiting and that one needs to understand approaches and resolutions 

from a variety of contexts.  
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Shulman classifies the link between knowledge and its practice in the classroom as 

“pedagogical content knowledge” (Shulman, 1986, 9). Sugrue investigated the modes of 

practices that were used in schools to transfer knowledge into the school and the classrooms. 

The three main modes were knowledge for practice, knowledge in practice and knowledge of 

practice (Sugrue, 2003, 20). Knowledge for practice can appeal to policy makers, as it is 

“driven by prescription” (Sugrue, 2003, 21), where knowledge that has already been produced 

by experts, ready for use by teachers. The Curriculum in Ireland (NCCA, 1999) is an example 

of a prescriptive programme devised by the NCCA. In DEIS schools, the First Steps tutors 

attend a five day course and bring back knowledge to colleagues, a practice promoted by DES 

and PDST in Ireland. Knowledge transfer is dependent on the First Steps tutor and the school. 

Sugrue would argue that sustained and on-going support in isolated ‘ready-made’ workshops 

are increasingly redundant (Sugrue et al., 2001); however, localised Education Centre 

workshops in Ireland are reverting back to set workshops. The second mode is “knowledge in 

practice” (Sugrue, 2003, 20), which leans more on the ‘craft’ (Eraut, 1994) of constructing, 

inventing knowledge. Much knowledge is developed through reflective practices where the 

teachers are the dominant agent of change. “Knowledge in practice” (Sugrue, 2003, 20) 

explores the school as a learning community, where processes and practices are formed and 

reformed. Support of the school community is vital in this process. Theoretically, then, the 

WSE and DEIS self-evaluative planning would be anchored in “knowledge of practice” 

(Sugrue, 2003, 20). 

Sahlberg (2015) argues that teachers in the Finnish educational system have attained a 

qualification in education to Master’s level, which would therefore imply teachers having the 

experience of research-based exploration. He outlines that the Finnish education system is 

focused on a blend of learning through research methods and analysis, which Sahlberg would 

argue is in contrast to the focus of the United States and European countries, “where 

competition, test-based accountability, standardisation, and privatization seem to dominate” 

(Sahlberg, 2015, 14). This study will explore the use of evidence-based research to inform 

changes in literacy practice in DEIS schools.  



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

60 

 

2.9.2 Models of Professional Development 

Continuum models of professional development have been developed (West-Burnham, 2010; 

Kennedy, 2005; Joyce and Showers, 2002) and classified according to their capacity for 

supporting professional autonomy and transformative practices. DEIS advisors followed the 

model of Joyce and Showers (2002) as a model of professional development. Kennedy’s nine 

key models move through the stages of the gradual release of responsibility, imparting 

information at group level to increase the degree of capacity for individual professional 

autonomy. As such, the continuum models move from transmission level to a higher level of 

transitional development (Table 6). The training model is an opportunity for teachers to up-

date their skills, which is usually delivered to a teacher by an expert who is off-site and of a 

generic nature. The DEIS Advisor delivering the workshops has not used the First Steps 

resource in the classroom nor had first-hand experience of the resource in a classroom; thus, 

the ‘expert’ must follow a script and an agenda for the workshop.  It also does not take into 

account the skills or schema of the teachers present; it is simply an imparting of knowledge, 

with a limited agenda. From the perspective of the DES and demonstrating the new First Steps 

Reading resource (First Steps, 2004), it is an effective medium for introducing new learning 

(Hoban, 2002). The First Steps tutors, teachers from DEIS schools that attend a five day course 

over a certain period, receive a certificate of completion. The intention thereafter was that the 

First Steps tutors, with support from the DEIS advisor, would cascade the knowledge to 

colleagues in their DEIS school. The knowledge that the First Steps tutor gained is knowledge 

without a contextual focus on the values and needs of the individual DEIS school. It will be 

interesting to explore, in the DEIS context, how teachers perceived the introduction of the 

First Steps Reading resource, where “skills are given priority over attitudes and values” 

(Kennedy, 2005, 240). There is a connection between teacher effectiveness and student 

learning, with standards giving a validation (Beyer, 2002, 243). Kirk et al. (2003) would argue 

that there is very little difference between competencies and standards, other than semantics.  

 

Table 6. Models of Learning, adapted from West-Burnham (2010), Kennedy (2005), 

Joyce and Showers (2002) 
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Models Descriptor Purpose of 

Model 

The Training model  Opportunity to up-date skills 

 Usually presented to the teacher 

by an expert 

 

 

 

 

Transmission 

The award-bearing models  Validated by universities 

 Perceived to be academic rather 

than practical 

The deficit model  Using CPD as a cure/solution the 

weakness/problem 

The cascade model  Teachers attending training 

events and then 

cascading/disseminating the 

knowledge to colleagues 

The Standards-based Model  Standards versus competencies 

 The real issue is the 

implementation of the standards 

in the school 

 

 

 

 

Transitional 
The coaching/mentoring 

model 
 One-to-one relationship 

 Mentoring akin to 

apprenticeship/hierarchical 

The Community of Practice  More than 2 people 

 Allowing the members for that 

community to exert 

control/power over the agenda 

The Action Research Model  Participants are the researchers 

 

 

Transformative 

 The transformative models  Using a range of the models, with 

a sense of power and tensions 

It will be interesting to explore the modes of learning that have been used by the First Steps 

tutors and literacy post-holders to promote shared dialogue in literacy development and the 

purpose of the models used. 
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2.9.3 Reflection on Professional Development Practices 

The proposed research is an exploration of teacher professional identities, investigating if 

teacher actions in the DEIS setting are marrying with teacher beliefs. Through the teachers, 

principals and DEIS advisors’ voices, the research will consider how teachers learn and 

develop their knowledge base. The school and its environment have frameworks that need to 

be scrutinised to examine how it supports the emotionally charged experiences that teachers 

regularly confront (Hobson and Malderez, 2005). PDST facilitates professional development 

literacy for the DEIS initiative based on the framework of Joyce and Showers (2002) (Table 

4) and the concept of the learning continuum.  DEIS schools could also request, from PDST, 

workshops that could be tailored to their own needs in their own environment. With the First 

Steps literacy programmes, one teacher was selected from each DEIS school to become the 

First Steps Reading tutor and thereafter, lead its implementation in one’s school; making 

teachers the ‘central actors’ (Hagger and McIntyre, 2000) in their own development. It is vital 

to investigate the professional learning in the DEIS teachers’ own communities and develop 

an understanding of the reality of professional development in literacy in DEIS schools.  

It is well-timed to explore the reality of professional development for educators in DEIS 

schools since the roll-out of First Steps Reading. First Steps Reading was the second of three 

First Steps literacy resources to be implemented in DEIS schools, alongside numeracy 

programmes. Kennedy questions if learning activities, which “enabled change and led to 

transformative practices was more prioritised over learning which simply involved knowledge 

transfer for teachers” (Kennedy, 2005, 67). In the study, rather than asking teachers which 

learning experiences they recalled, the researcher wanted teachers to reflect on which learning 

experiences were most successful and which had the most impact in supporting learning in the 

classroom and amongst their contemporaries, with First Steps literacy resources (First Steps, 

2004) as the focal point of discussion. Geijsel et al. (2009) created a framework to explore 

four learning activities carried out by teachers: keeping up-to-date, changing practices, 

experimentation, and reflective practices. Geijsel’s four learning activities have their 

foundations based on the findings of Smylie (1995) and Keursten et al. (2006). This focus 

allows the researcher to enable DEIS personnel to impart a more reflective response, 

acknowledging how learning has occurred, using First Steps Reading as the catalyst for 

investigation. 



Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

63 

 

 

2.10 Stimulants 

The final section of the ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ will investigate 

practices that have the potential to stimulate or de-stimulate educators to continue developing 

their practices in literacy in urban DEIS schools in Ireland, using two main dimensions: 

evaluation and motivation. Evaluation explores the perspective of assessment of learning 

progression on an international, national, and local basis by educators in the urban DEIS 

environment. Thereafter, there will be an exploration of the voices of educators to unveil their 

driving forces that stimulate both themselves and others in order to improve the literacy 

outcomes of students in their respective DEIS schools.  

2.10.1 Evaluation 

Evaluation in this study is defined as educational assessment that “provides information about 

progress in learning” (NCCA, 2009) and visa versa. All schools in Ireland have been exposed 

to a suite of assessments that can be administered to students on an individual and/or class 

basis, where the purpose may be formative or summative (NCCA, 2009). Formative 

assessment, also known as assessment for learning, which includes diagnostic testing, 

encompasses both formal and informal assessment procedures to support modification of 

teaching and learning activities to, ultimately, improve student attainment. Summative 

assessment, also known as assessment of learning, evaluates learning often at the end of 

instruction, against a set of standards or target.  

First Steps Reading (First Steps, 2004) uses a formative assessment format, known as a 

development map, to highlight targets that students have to reach in four contexts of reading: 

use of texts, conventions, contextual understanding, and comprehension. The attainment of 

targets is assessed through teacher observation, student tasks, and student conferencing. Each 

context has a range of progression targets that need to be met on a developmental level, rather 

than on an age-basis. This formative approach to assessment can direct future learning. 

Through this study, participants may reveal whether the First Steps assessment tool is used. 

All schools in Ireland must administer standardised assessments in literacy and numeracy 

annually by teachers and the results are submitted to the DES; teachers also administer their 
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own designed tests. Assessment is, not only indicated through administration of tests, but also 

can encompass observation checklists and teacher focus group sessions.  Thus, it will be 

interesting to discover if schools in Ireland are more concerned with patterns and results that 

emerged at a localised level from standardised testing than those at a national or international 

level, echoing Morgan et al.’s findings (2009). Although the national standardised tests are 

based on “a range of semantic possibilities” (Stanley and Stronach, 2013, 293), the study will 

explore whether a wide variety of assessments are administered in DEIS schools to represent 

a portrait of a student, mirroring more closely educational beliefs (Korthagen, 2004). Whilst 

summative assessments are used by the DES (DES, 2016) and the ERC (2014 and 2009) (Shiel 

et al., 2014), in the form of statistics to investigate literacy levels, it is unclear if ‘soft targets’ 

(Gaffney, 2009) are used for target setting in Irish DEIS schools and as a monitoring tool, such 

as teacher observation, comments from students, copy work, and feedback from parents in 

DEIS schools, which appeared to be valuable indicators to teachers (Downes, 2007).  

If learning does not continue in a clear predictable fashion (Kennedy, 2016), then expecting 

year-on-year improvement is questionable (Fullan, 2008; Oates, 2008; Gray, 1999). Educators 

in the study were monitoring achievements from where they started at, the commencement of 

the DEIS initiative, rather than at national average benchmarks, such as standardised tests 

scores used to set targets. The standardised reading tests are based on “semantic possibilities” 

(Stanley and Stronach, 2013, 293), which highlight quality assurances and quality 

improvements (Sachs, 2003). If standardised tests are administered each year on students 

attending Irish primary schools from seven years to twelve years, then there seems to be an 

assumption that learning continues in a clear predictable fashion, which Kennedy (2016) 

refutes. Standardised testing cannot analyse how much DEIS school policy has been endorsed. 

Thus, it is important to establish with DEIS teachers the frequency of use of both formative 

and summative assessment, along with which assessment format mirrors more closely the 

educational beliefs (Korthagen, 2004) of the DEIS educationalist. 

In this research, the qualitative semi-structured approach explores ideas and conversations 

with educators in the DEIS setting to investigate if there are a range of measurements to track 

student attainment or whether DEIS schools have a tendency to rely solely on attainment in 

standardised testing, both on a national and international platform. With the latest OECD 

results (OECD, 2012), it would appear that Ireland’s decreased ranking in PISA 2009 was an 
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indication of an emerging issue, rather than a crisis; “the challenges have never been greater, 

the opportunities never more recent, and the need for success never more critical. All the 

familiar norms at play” (Linsky and Lawrence, 2011, 3). There are substantive global policy 

challenges in teacher education. Taking a global problem of decreased standards in literacy 

needs to be investigated and resolutions sought which can then be re-framed at local policy 

level (DES, 2016). Policy makers are attracted to “high performing education systems” (World 

Bank, 2013), where high performing systems are named and ranked on a global level, with 

entrepreneurs of convergence (Mourshed et al., 2011) influencing international and national 

policy. Education is a source of economic growth, where educators are supporting or 

crumbling the economy, “heroes or villains” (Robertson, 2013, 78). Ireland is being bench-

marked on an international basis, self-chosen, which supports a test-based accountability 

system (Sahlberg et al., 2012; Hulme, 2016).  Thus, it would appear that policy makers are 

attracted to numbers and seem to be governed by them (Ozga et al., 2011), where numbers can 

scandalise in order to “trigger action” (Ochs, 2006, 602), which is a mirror of how the Irish 

government reacted to the OCED 2009 (OECD, 2010) results and its reduced ranking on a 

global platform. The study will explore how the international rankings, and the Irish 

government’s response, has affected educators in their DEIS schools. 

Ireland is currently engaged in both internal Whole School Evaluations by the DES, which are 

published on the DES website and external evaluation processes (Smyth et al., 2015), which 

are both being “scrutinized and judged by an autonomous and systemically powerful external 

body” (McNamara et al., 2011,  79). Whilst the evaluations provide evidence of strengths and 

challenges for the Irish education system, at both primary and secondary level, there is no 

clear evidence as to the support strategies that made a difference in real school improvement. 

The school’s stance ideally should be moving towards adult learning, which focuses on 

professional responsibility (Sugrue, 2011), celebrating achievements and refocusing their 

practices, rather than viewing the Whole School Evaluation, where the inspectorate evaluates 

a schools under specific criteria as being accountable to a higher organisation (Sahlberg, 

2015). The DEIS teacher has many continuous demands on one’s time to explore the priority 

of literacy development and the suite of evaluation tools employed with DEIS educators and 

what motivates and de-motivates them to engage.  
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2.10.2 Motivation 

Morgan et al. (2009) found that “routinely encountered affective episodes” (Morgan et al., 

2009, 1) are prime motivators in the lives of teachers, and in turn explain how certain 

behaviours stop or are being sustained (Geijsel et al., 2009; Morgan et al., 2009; Addison and 

Brundrett, 2008; Senge, 1990). The main areas for discussion that affect motivation are 

culture, leadership, and intrinsic motivation.  

In the education system in Ireland, Smyth et al. (2015) affirmed that interventions based on a 

whole school basis are more effective than stand-alone initiatives, with a strong supportive 

culture being key for successful interventions (Lamb and Rice, 2008). The study will explore 

whether the literacy initiatives in DEIS schools were adopted on a whole school basis and if 

these factors energised educators to improve their teaching of literacy in the DEIS classroom. 

It will explore the culture and whether a collaborative cohesion has developed in tandem with 

the literacy initiatives, where new ideas and tailoring is married with a genuinely participative 

culture (Riley and MacBeath, 2003). Interviewing educators with a variety of roles in four 

DEIS schools will reveal their discussions and debates, and the optimal forum. The study will 

encourage educators to reflect on how much progress their school, and they themselves, have 

made from their respective starting points (Gray, 1999, 11). The voices of the DEIS educators 

will illuminate the role of leadership and the power battles (Senge, 1990) in the DEIS schools 

and who is influencing educators in the area of literacy, from the Inspectorate, local 

community, and teacher perspective.  

The First Steps Reading tutors have been given the responsibility of distributing their learned 

knowledge of the First Steps Reading programme (First Steps, 2004) throughout the school, 

which brings risks, including limitations of the level of control individuals have in exercising 

their responsibility. Thus, it is opportune to explore the reality of this “devolution of authority” 

(Brennan, 2011, 1). Whether it is a motivating factor, it is unclear who has control, be it the 

government, Minister for Education, DES, Board of Management, principal, the First Steps 

tutor, PDST, DES, or the individual class teacher. It is also unclear how control is distributed. 

Leadership is not solely “the exclusive prerogative of people in positions of authority” (Linsky 

and Lawrence, 2011, 6). It resonates with the class teachers leading their classrooms to direct 

the educational course of the learning environment. The real question is whether teachers in 

the DEIS schools have the intention and skills to introduce the DEIS literacy resources in their 
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classrooms and, if this occurred, what stimulates and deters them to change their teaching and 

learning practices. 

For teachers to nurture their intrinsic motivation and to maximise their potential, Hargreaves 

and Fullan (2012) believe that teachers need to be respected and viewed as “skilled 

professional capital” (Fullan, 2012, 3). Professional capital (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012) has 

the potential to be a strong motivator and it supports self-efficacy. International policy is re-

contextualised at local levels of influence (Ozga and Jones, 2006) and it is the educator who 

is the conduit of evolving authority (Dean, 1996). In an urban Irish DEIS context, the proposed 

research will explore how DEIS teachers, principals, and DEIS advisors view and enact their 

professional status, both internally and externally, to the DEIS school context. There are 

countries who have curricular programmes that are evaluated on their outcomes in an era of 

increased managerialism and answerability, where standards take precedence over knowledge 

that is quantifiable and significant (Hulme, 2016). Hulme (2016) claims that Ireland has drawn 

critical attention to itself where “teacher quality is coupled with national economic 

competitiveness… it is clear that teacher education faces challenging times as national 

administration recalibrate provision in a climate of austerity” (Hulme, 2016, 225). Ireland is 

moving to a culture strong on compliance, increasing its attention to international league 

tables. Hargreaves questions then whether teachers are viewed as professional capital, 

business capital or a blend of both (Hargreaves, 2013) and if it affects how teachers react.  

The former Irish Minister of Education and Skills, Ruairi Quinn, (Quinn, 2012) said that the 

Irish community are looking at the Irish education system, with a focus on giving schools the 

competitive advantage, especially in high-tech and other growth areas. This view would 

suggest that outcome is vital, irrespective of how it is attained and leaning towards a business 

capital viewpoint (Hulme et al., 2016). Alongside the decentralisation of the educational 

system, there has been increased control of the DES through accountability (Mulford, 2003). 

On the other hand, the former British Prime Minister, David Cameron, focused on the power 

of education, not only to give people tools and skills, but also because “it gives them the 

character to live a good life, to be good citizens” (Cameron, 2011). Cameron’s focus would 

correlate with the concept of “professional capital” (Fullan, 2012, 3), where enhancing and 

tolerating professional autonomy is central and, in turn, leads to a cultivation of trust 

imperative. From this research study with DEIS educators in Ireland, the participants’ 
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perception of professional status, and their insights may affirm or contradict the views of both 

Ministers. It is an important factor as it has the potential to be a strong motivator for educators 

(Morgan and Kitching, 2007).  

Motivation stems from the frequency of positive affective episodes, mirroring the findings of 

Morgan et al. (2009). Morgan and Kitching (2007) researched motivating factors of teachers 

with five years or less experience. It was found that teachers with high self-efficacy have a 

desire to explore better practices. From Morgan et al.’s research (2009) teachers are getting a 

sense of achievement from daily tasks of the literacy project, such as students increasing 

reading standards or students completing a task. It is claimed that positive episodes consolidate 

the teachers’ sense of accomplishment and, in turn, promotes self-satisfaction. The study 

acknowledges the findings of Morgan and Kitching (2007), on whether teachers with high 

self-efficacy are motivated to explore better and effective approaches to teaching.  

The proposed research will explore the DEIS primary school from the perspective of teachers 

and principals through dialogue, and perceived levels of being valued and respected; 

“Fairness, honesty and social justice are deeply rooted in the Finnish way of life” (Sahlberg, 

2015, 12), where “professional capital” (Fullan, 2012, 3) is personified. It will be noteworthy 

to investigate whether Ireland can make a similar claim through the proposed DEIS research 

and if it has an impact on educators’ motivation to engage in school improvement. It will be 

investigated whether teachers with high self-efficacy, irrespective of the length of teaching 

experience, are finding that achievement in the classroom is an important factor and a strong 

connector both as a member of the DEIS team and also for the individual’s sense of 

achievement (Evans and Bertani Tress, 2009).  

Many studies identify intrinsic motivation as being the primary motivator to strive towards 

improvement, where positive responses from the school community, supportive colleagues, 

and the sense of achievement at completed tasks frequently uncovered (Addison and 

Brundrett, 2008; Morgan and Kitching, 2007). Sergiovanni stated that an effective community 

is “a community of heart and mind” (2003, 15); however, it is unclear where both elements 

are attributed to one’s own emotions and thoughts, or whether it is a combination of the whole 

staff’s composite attributes, illuminated through ethos and values. The research study will 

reveal from the context of DEIS schools, if patterns of stimulants have evolved from literacy 
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development in their own respective schools or if, alternatively, new stimulators are revealed. 

This research study will explore the effects of evaluation on educators in the DEIS context, be 

it positive, negative, or indifferent. It is opportune to identify through the voices of educators, 

the key factors that support and hinder school improvement.   

 

2.11 Conclusion and the Development of the Knowledge Productivity in Literacy 

Framework 

This research study aims to build upon current research (DES, 2016; Shiel et al., 2014; Weir 

and Denner, 2013) and the gap in research identified by Smyth et al. (2015), to identify the 

journey of change and the dynamics that support and hinder it in four urban DEIS primary 

schools. 

Detailed case-studies of school with different levels of achievement should help to 

explain the differential patterns found for reading and mathematics achievement and 

provide useful insights into the factors which influence between-school variation in 

outcomes. In particular, there is a lack of systemic information currently on the kinds 

of teaching and learning practices used in DEIS and non-DEIS classrooms across 

different class and year groups. Research to date has focused largely on performance 

in reading and mathematics (Smyth et al., 2015, 77) 

The responsibility of a researcher “is to enhance the quality of the intellectual journey” 

(Kushner, 2000, 208, 209). By dialogue through qualitative semi-structured interviews, there 

is a focus on encapsulating what the DEIS schools have learnt and experience from the DEIS 

initiative and, in turn, the skills and capacities and models of learning that have been used 

since the establishment of the DEIS initiative. Elements, which may come to the fore through 

conversations with staff members in the Irish DEIS context, include the length of time to 

embed a practice and the scale of resources that were applied. It is important to explore the 

effects of national policy and systemic dimensions of change in the localised DEIS school 

context.  
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Figure 2. Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework 

The elements of the school infrastructure and its sustainability, acknowledging its 

complexities, are needed for successful change, which have been outlined in the ‘Knowledge 

Productivity Framework’, based on the writings of Fullan (2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002), 

Geijsel et al. (2009), Kennedy (2005), and Morgan and Kitching (2007) over the past decade 

(Figure 2). It is thus prudent to explore the professional learning and development that has 

taken place in DEIS schools, from the voices of educators in four DEIS schools and four DEIS 

advisors. It is also opportune to explore whether DEIS schools have subsumed national targets 

into school targets and, in turn, into personal goals for teachers, where motivation and 
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commitment are needed, to move beyond a climate of control towards a “culture of 

professional responsibility” (Sugrue, 2011, 59) and what stimulates schools communities to 

engage in change.  

The proposed research will ask direct questions to DEIS school educators regarding their 

perceptions as to what made a real difference in supporting literacy improvement in their 

classrooms and their students. The research does not want to rely on results of testing alone 

(DES, 2016; OECD, 2012; ERC, 2011; OECD, 2010). Instead, it wants to build upon its 

findings. The proposed research will reveal stimulants in the context of philosophies, opinions, 

convictions, values and beliefs from DEIS educators about teaching and learning. It would be 

important to recognise that school culture and values play an important role (Cochran-Smith, 

2002). 

In order to investigate the concepts and themes evolving from this literature review, the 

researcher will explore the most applicable methodologies that will benefit the research 

process in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will explore the philosophical perspectives and the research paradigms that 

influence research design and the questions that need to be contemplated and assimilated 

throughout the philosophical investigation: what is being researched, along with how and why 

it is being explored. The researcher has decided to research initially for reasons of self-interest 

that are pertinent to the researcher and other educationalists’ professional careers (Freimuth, 

2009). It causes the researcher to analyse her philosophical assumptions regarding ontology 

and epistemology, which in turn will heavily influence the chosen research questions that 

penetrate the research process (Freimuth, 2009). This chapter considers the paradigm, method, 

and approach, which are most suitable to address the research questions. The researcher will 

outline the analysis process of the collected data, along with her positionality and ethical 

stance. 

3.2 Restructuring DEIS Primary Schools in Ireland 

Many countries around the world have been engaged in teacher restructuring (Little, 2015; 

Benn, 2011; Ball, 2006). Professional development is central. The cause and effects of change 

are hard to isolate because schools are a part of a system (Senge, 1990), where change 

penetrates through the layers of structures in the hope of improved learning experiences for 

the student. The DES orchestrated a nationwide reform of literacy and numeracy, with a focus 

on student-oriented outcomes. Currently, trends are evolving (Oates, 2008) and it is timely to 

explore whether schools are embracing DEIS reforms in planning and curricular areas or 

whether classroom practices are frozen in time. Tension could be a feature between the old 

and new forms of restructuring “co-existing features of both modernity and post-modernity 

where the desire to change, to look forward, to step into the unknown can be at odds, with the 

monolithic culture of the school” (Kennedy et al., 2007, 60). It is important to explore the 

battles (Benn, 2011; Kennedy et al., 2007) of DEIS reform at a localised level, where the 

catalyst for reform is rooted in “externally-imposed change” (Kennedy et al., 2007, 60), which 
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is heavily evidence-based by the Irish Department of Education. The research study builds 

upon the summative testing (DES, 2016) to unlock the snapshots that capture the internal 

workings of the DEIS initiative.  

3.2.1 Philosophical Underpinnings 

The author will explore philosophical underpinnings and how they influence the researcher in 

composing the research aim: 

The focus of the study is to investigate the process of implementation of DEIS literacy 

initiatives in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland and its impact on schools’ 

infrastructures and DEIS educators. 

The paradigm used will support the investigation of the aim of the research, which will be 

aligned with the best approach, and method, to provide answers to the over-arching research 

aim, as illustrated in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. Overview of Methodology Trail 

Paradigm 

Interpretative  

 Comprehending meaning from events 

 Co-constituted  

 Fusion of intention and motivating factors 

 Why certain ideas, feeling and intentions evolve 

Research Approach and 

Design 

A comparative multi-case-study approach 

 Professional reflection 

 From macro-political decision making to the portrait at 

local level 

 Think large but start small 

Method 

Qualitative 

 Study is small scale yet has depth and richness 

 Discovery rather than proof 

 Comprehending realities and beliefs in the moment 

 Participants realities are tentative and fluid 

Instrument 
Semi-structured interviews 

 Exploration of insights and not just trends 
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 Path of discovery 

 

It is essential to capture the stimulants in a DEIS school that drive, implement, and reinforce 

the change process, which in time becomes tradition. The proposed research acknowledges 

that there have been improvements in reading in Irish schools (Shiel et al., 2014; Weir and 

Denner, 2013). However, the research is moving from the stance of “political arithmetic” 

(Pring, 2004, 97), where return on investments for the government is on increased student 

performance in literacy and numeracy, to active research, where cause-and-effect are being 

discovered (Cohen et al., 2011) in real-life contexts where ambiguity will need to be embrace. 

The research study allows inner experiences to be measurable, organic rather than steadfast 

(Cohen et al., 2011). Comparative multi-case studies will be the method applied, which are 

“eclectic” (Cohen et al., 2011, 299), with many different sources of data supporting emerging 

patterns of reality.  

3.2.2 Current Trends in the DEIS Context 

Using a positivist scientific quantitative approach, with a view that reality can be measured 

(Creswell, 1994), confirms the causal relationship between DEIS intervention programmes 

and an increase in reading levels.  It is unclear whether the improvements in reading and 

mathematics are due to the School Support Programme (SSP) or simply as a result of following 

a national trend of literacy and numeracy improvement. The research study is interested in 

going beyond the statistical data and exploring the changes have occurred or not, using a 

qualitative approach (Cohen et al., 2011). Interviews, documentation, and DEIS strategic plans 

are “all legitimate types of data” (Lichtman, 2013, p 147) that may support further clarification 

to the actions and events that support and hinder the improving school (Cohen et al., 2011).  

The research study is an exploration of what stimulates and hinders DEIS schools and its 

educators to drive their own learning in tandem with infrastructural supports. Schools focusing 

on improvement need “systematic, sustained effort” (Van Velzen, 1985, 34) and the proposed 

research wants to explore what the key factors are, such as relationships, interdependencies, 

and experiences, that support an improving school (Sayer, 1992), using DEIS literacy 

resources, such as First Steps Reading (2004) as the stimulus for discussion.  
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3.3 Philosophical Underpinnings: Epistemology and Ontology 

At the commencement of any research, it is important to outline the researcher’s philosophical 

position and explore which research standpoints support the researcher’s assumptions or 

philosophical underpinnings. The two philosophical underpinnings are epistemology and 

ontology, denoting knowledge and social reality, respectively, combined with values. 

Epistemology is concerned with knowledge, linking to its origins and how knowledge is 

acquired (Hofer, 2001), which is at the core of the research study of DEIS schools. The 

ontological realities evolve with “endless formation, reformation, construction and 

reconstruction” (Grbich, 2004, 26). With the change in students and sometimes educators in 

DEIS schools over a period of time, reality evolves and is not steadfast. 

The interpretivist paradigm accepts a subjective reality.  

There are a multi-faceted set of beliefs that describes the epistemological milieu that 

guides the individual’s thought and professional choices…We believe that different 

individuals hold different epistemological beliefs, both in terms of the content of their 

knowledge, as well as the relative sophistication of beliefs (Schraw and Olafson, 2008, 

30-31).  

The ontological view of reality increases in complexity (Grbich, 2004) in the postmodern than 

the modern world. The post-modern world recognises pluralism (Pring, 2000) of cultures, 

values and perspectives, however, quantitative assessments in literacy, to date, have not taken 

these factors into account, except for the current research study, where words, rather than 

numbers, are coming to the fore. Truth is multifaceted, with multiple realities needing frequent 

realigning through the subjective lens of society.  The interviewees’ epistemological and 

ontological beliefs may not be at the same point on the continuum, therefore, educators, based 

in the same or different school contexts, can have different worldviews regarding the 

curriculum and pedagogy.  

3.4 Paradigm: Interpretivist 

A paradigm is a way of understanding the world. Whilst exploring paradigms and their related 

perspectives, one is surprised with many philosophies that connect, compare, and contradict 

one another and shape the manner the world is seen together.  
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Positivism is based on empirical research, where deductive reasoning can generate a 

hypothesis, which in turn can be tested (Morrison, 2007). The hypothesis or ‘educated guess’ 

is formed and acts as a stimulus to advance to active research, particularly where cause-and-

effect are being investigated (Cohen et al., 2011). Theories and knowledge need to be reduced 

into simple accounts from the experiences of the study participants (Pring, 2004). Theory 

gathers together information to create a rational argument to explain human behaviour (Cohen 

et al., 2011). The theory, post-testing, is generalizable and can be replicated. It can be argued 

that a positivist approach has “a tendency to minimise the complexity of social interactions 

and fails to capture the lived socio-cultural nature of humanity” (Bracken, 2006, 4), where 

reality can be interpreted rather than just an observation exercise (Corbetta, 2003). 

In order to be enabled to understand the culture of the Irish urban DEIS primary school, one 

must try to comprehend the interpretations that people give to their identity in the school and 

to the school itself. It is more extensive than observation alone. There is a difference between 

the physical aspect of a school and the people that “attach meaning” to it (Pring, 2000, 98), 

thus to glean a portrait of the DEIS school and its involvement in literacy, particularly reading, 

there needs to be a fusion between the intention and the motivating factors and influences of 

the situation (Pring, 2000). The recounting of an experience is ameliorated by taking into 

account the senses and gestures of the person recounting life experiences (Pring, 2000) which 

in turn has the potential to enrich the portrait of the DEIS school. By applying an interpretivist 

approach to the research of literacy in Irish urban primary DEIS schools, many interpretations 

of literacy in the DEIS context are revealed through “subjective meanings” (Pring, 2004, 98); 

interpretations “illuminate” what is happening in localised contexts (Pring, 2004, 98), as each 

person “brings to those negotiations their own unique experiences and thus interpretations” 

(Pring, 2000, 100). This brings a great responsibility onto the researcher to collect, interpret, 

and elucidate the literacy events in a DEIS primary school in Ireland. The inductive and 

emergent nature of an interpretative study makes it extremely difficult for the research to 

“predict where the study will take them” (Malone, 2003, 800). The researcher needs to be 

flexible to discover answers and emergent themes that had not been predicted.  

The Educational Research Centre (ERC, 2011) and The Department of Education and Skills 

(DES, 2011b) used “political arithmetic” (Pring, 2004, 97), a positivist approach, to decide 

which schools, on application, would be accepted into the DEIS programme by using hard 
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contextual data in the areas of employment, social housing, ethnicity, and social class, which 

correlates with data of students’ academic performance (Pring, 2004). Positivism produces a 

reality that can be detected through the senses, irrespective of people (Coleman and Briggs, 

2002), generalizable, and replicable. 

The research study will build on the ERC and DES reports, using a subjective approach, 

alongside a personal contribution of the researcher in creating new understandings in similar 

contexts. Whilst there is a national DEIS context of initiatives and programmes, at a local 

context, DEIS schools have a flexibility to navigate and negotiate their unique adventure and 

in turn influence the teaching and learning that the student receives in the classroom setting 

(Tuohy, 2008). “We know that one size does not fit all” (Malone, 2003, 812), therefore it is 

vital to listen to the participants and those around them whilst observing the environment 

(Malone, 2003). There are three levels to observe - the researched, the researcher, and the 

ethical guidelines of the University of Lincoln are adhered to. The journey rather than the 

destination is of interest to the research study, therefore an interpretivist paradigm provides 

the platform to manage the research (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). 

The focus in the DEIS study concerns human behaviour and its intention, both individually 

and collectively, in each DEIS school. The DEIS research study will be rooted in the 

interpretivist tradition, where debates about values, moral judgements, opinions, and attitudes 

will take centre stage (Horkheimer, 1972). The interpretivist stance will influence, mould, and 

align with the styles and designs of educational research. 

Positivism claims objectivity, whilst interpretivism brings “subjective meaning” (Pring, 2004, 

98) to the narrative through dialogue of actions, motives and intentions. It explores what the 

participant is thinking, whilst acknowledging their life history. Positivism does not take into 

account the participants’ unique ability to interpret their own experiences, construct theories 

of our own world, and act on these localised theories (Cohen et al., 2011). One of the main 

challenges in this study with the interpretivist approach, is that reality has many perspectives 

(Morrison, 2007) and the outcome is uncertain. The meaning of words is explored at a deeper 

level, where feelings and use of language also play a part. The researcher and not the 

participant will interpret the participants’ actions, feelings, tones, language, and gestures. The 

portrait of literacy in the DEIS schools is continually evolving throughout the process, with 
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the role of the researcher being central to the continual process of “constructing meaning to 

experiences in order to comprehend them” (Morrison, 2007, 23), in light of the Irish urban 

DEIS context. The researcher is part of the process, where meaning evolves from interactions 

where the researcher is pivotal to elicit from each participant their own life histories and beliefs 

to bare on the narrative. The researcher is viewing the participants and exploring meanings 

attributed to events from the participants viewpoints (Morrison, 2007). Also, their role in the 

DEIS context, such as that of principal, class teacher or First Steps Reading tutor, will 

influence their actual experience, role, and responsibilities when recounting their narrative. 

From the interpretative paradigm, the researcher is facilitating the participant to recount 

moments (Morrison, 2007). The researcher tries to understand why certain ideas, feelings and 

intentions, in a certain context, evolve from, not only the participant’s point of view, but also 

from the point of view of the researcher and the reader (Pring, 2004, 104). 

Epistemology and ontology are revealed to be paradigms that inform research through 

providing frameworks of concepts and viewpoints upon which methodology is grounded 

(Gray, 2004). A teacher’s beliefs occur on a continuum and can change and evolve over time 

for many reasons such as education, dialogue, and critical reasoning skills (Shadish et al., 

2002; Kuhn, 1999). Prudent researchers will attempt to “understand and make explicit, their 

personal values while at the same time, seek to understand the values held by people, 

organisations or cultures being researched or supporting the research” (Anderson, 1998, 330). 

 

3.5 Research Approach and Design: Comparative Case-Study 

The research approach to the study, informed by the interpretivist paradigm, is informed, using 

a comparative case-study approach. This approach is optimal to answer the research questions 

that were posed and to connect with the philosophical underpinnings, the topic, and the 

participants included in this research study (Lichtman, 2013). 

DEIS schools were defined in the context of social and economic variables by the Education 

Research Centre (DES, 2005). It is timely to be making explicit the impact of the Irish 

government’s decision to initiate the DEIS programme in schools, designated disadvantaged, 

in urban areas. The reality of gaining answers to the research questions would imply a need to 
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search and discover, at a local level, the “portrait” of a DEIS school, whether it changes or 

remains the same (Grbich, 2004, 81). It is important to acknowledge that both the researcher 

and the research area evolve over time, and therefore, the researcher should not assume that 

all those researched remain static with the same viewpoints and perspectives. A comparative 

case-study approach provides information on the effects of “macro-political decision-making, 

fusing theory and practice” (Cohen et al., 2011).  

The research will use a comparative case-study basis, which enables an investigation into 

DEIS schools, specifically literacy impact and the individual DEIS schools’ particular 

interpretations of the system (Stake, 1995). This approach will describe the DEIS initiative, 

where the borders between the initiative and its context are blurred with real people in real 

contexts, where many variables are operating, simultaneously (Cohen et al., 2011; Yin, 2009). 

It is argued that this approach is richer and more robust (Jensen and Rodgers, 2001), with four 

single-case studies being used for comparative purposes.  

The DEIS school is involved in a change process, where “fluctuations” (Grbich, 2004, 27) can 

be positive or volatile. The DEIS initiative research lends itself to the exploratory (Yin, 1984) 

and interpretive (Merriam, 1998) type of case studies, which are collective studies (Stake, 

1995) that illuminate typical patterns and trends (Lichtman, 2013). The comparative case-

study approach does not promote generalisability from a positivist perspective. It is more 

attentive to the wealth of information that is uncovered (Lichtman, 2013; Patton, 2002). 

Robson (2002) states that case studies can provide a “test bed” (2002, 182) to gain as full a 

picture as possible to the variables that affect an initiative before it is expanded to the wider 

school community.  

 

3.6 Role of the Researcher  

Epistemology is a challenged theory that is exposed to objectivity or subjectivity. In 

quantitative studies, the researcher can stay objective and outside the research system, and in 

turn biases can stay external to the research system; however, in qualitative research, the 

researcher acts as a filter “through which data are collected, organised, and interpreted” 

(Lichtman, 2013, 159). The interpretive paradigm accepts a subjective reality that allows the 
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researcher flexibility to engage at a local level in DEIS schools and negotiate the adventure 

(Tuohy, 2008). It is dynamic. The view of the DEIS school’s reality augments its complexity 

(Grbich, 2004) in the postmodern than the modern world, where cause-and-effect of systemic 

changes are being explored (Cohen et al., 2011). The post-positivist stance wants to understand 

the phenomena of actions and activities that are occurring in DEIS schools. The researcher 

wants to create a medium that will support the participants to define the characteristics of the 

change process and in turn outline how the actions are influencing educational outcomes of 

the student, from the perspective of the stakeholders in the school community. Using a 

comparative case-study approach, there is an investigation into real-life contexts, where 

reactions to events and relationships are unveiled (Cohen et al., 2011). The relationship and 

dependability between epistemology, ontology, and methodology are critical (Scott, 2000). 

Applying a qualitative research methodology, navigated by an interpretive structure, the 

researcher can link the values of critical realism, whilst consolidating one’s belief towards 

interpretive investigation (Crawford, 2009).  

The researcher wants to investigate actions that have evolved in real contexts and recognises 

that the case-study approach acknowledges pluralism (Pring, 2000) in the context of DEIS 

schools’ complexity and “embeddedness” of “social truths” (Cohen et al., 2011, 292), 

revealing unique features that otherwise would lay buried (Nisbet and Watt, 1984), by peeling 

away the layers of complex meanings to describe events whilst in turn analysing them. The 

four DEIS schools in the case-study can acknowledge actions that work or fail in their own 

school environment; background factors influence the outcomes of the DEIS initiative 

(Dorman, 2009; Miles and Huberman, 1994).  

 

The researcher wants to look behind the national assessment results in Irish schools and 

attempt to understand the subjective world in DEIS schools and extract human experiences 

(Cohen et al., 2011). Using a comparative case-study approach builds upon the information 

already sought both by national and international studies in Ireland (Shiel et al., 2014; Weir 

and Denner, 2013; OECD, 2010; Eivers et al., 2004). The researcher is trying to understand 

literacy events, with a focus on educators’ perspectives, including DEIS advisors, in the Irish 

urban primary DEIS school. The case-study approach, through an interpretative paradigm has 
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a focus on the individual (Cohen et al., 2011) and will support the exploration of influencing 

factors that are “not easily defined or easily separated from other influencing factors” 

(Dorman, 2009, 13).  Reality is complex (Cohen et al., 2011). Patterns will emerge from 

inquiry “grounded” (Cohen et al., 2000, 23) on data generated from the participants in the 

urban Irish DEIS schools. The researcher is the conduit “through which information is 

gathered and filtered” (Lichtman, 2013, 25). Using a qualitative method, the researcher must 

be comfortable with ambiguity, as the line of development is difficult to plan with any 

certainty. Whilst it is clear that DEIS and non-DEIS schools have increased their standards in 

literacy (Smyth et al., 2015; Weir and Denner, 2013), it is important to reveal “the black box” 

(Black and William, 2001, 1), namely, understanding the participants in their unique DEIS 

context and what the DEIS schools have contributed to the world of education (Cohen et al., 

2011; Hitchcock and Hughes, 1989), which is small scale yet with depth and richness (Pring, 

2001; Wellington, 2000). The researcher is enabled to think large and start small, with 

flexibility to grow and develop patterns as they are exposed. Unlike quantitative results, case 

studies lack generalizability, yet they have the potential to provide transferable learning 

(Cohen et al., 2011). 

 

3.7 Qualitative Method 

The rationale of why a qualitative stance has been pursued with the DEIS study (Schraw and 

Olafson, 2008) will be discussed further. Through the case-study approach, the researcher is 

constructing knowledge, which is influenced by contextual factors (Lichtman, 2013; Maykut 

and Morehouse, 1994). The researcher is following a qualitative worldview and traditions that 

generally see the researcher creating subjective realities that can be multiple in nature at that 

moment in time. The social world should be discovered in its natural form (Cohen et al., 2000), 

where situations are changing rather than steadfast (Cohen et al., 2000).  

This research study aims to explore the change process in literacy in DEIS schools, which 

needs to be dynamic, fluid, and ever changing depending on the experiences and events that 

are exposed through qualitative approaches. The qualitative approach supports the method of 

discovery rather than proof. The research needs to have a competent interviewer to discover, 
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investigate and disentangle complex experiences (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). The inductive 

approach explores statements, data, and experiences of the participant in the case-study to 

unearth themes and ideas, which in turn support the researcher to make general statements. 

(Lichtman, 2013); the emphasis is on a small sample and the depth of information gathered. 

The qualitative response by the participant is influenced by global economics, national and 

local politics, culture and social structures in the DEIS school community of each of the four 

urban DEIS primary schools (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). The researcher is cognisant that 

reality is multi-faceted. Life is not steadfast, and the participants are providing snapshots of 

life in the DEIS school, with flexibility for the participant to disclose their reality of literacy 

in their DEIS context, which does not automatically transcend to each individual DEIS school. 

3.7.1 Conceptual Framework 

The framework provides direction and guides the researcher’s investigation and helps direct 

the research. A framework is simply a “current version of the researcher’s map of the territory 

being investigated” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, 20). As the researcher’s understanding 

improves, the map changes accordingly (Miles and Huberman, 1994). The researcher has 

adapted the framework following an intensive literature review, guiding the research study 

questions. This process informs and focuses the questions for the interview process (Yin, 

2009).  

3.8 Data Collection Strategies (Interviews) 

3.8.1 Sampling 

This section will examine the suitability of the sampling strategy, discussing size, professional 

role, and access to the sample. Practically, the researcher is guided by the research questions 

and decides on a sample of DEIS schools. There is a wide variety of sampling strategies from 

intensity sampling, maximum variation sampling, to typical case sampling (Patton, 1990). For 

the DEIS change process study, there are two levels of sampling that will apply; the educators 

at a school and individual level in four DEIS schools, supporting the exploration of the change 

process in literacy in similar schools.  
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3.8.1.1. Rationale  

Within the context of the study, the researcher decided to focus on urban DEIS 1 schools only 

and excluded rural DEIS schools from the study. There are three main reasons for this 

decision. Firstly, urban DEIS schools had the highest and most concentrated levels of 

disadvantage (DES, 2005), with lower levels of literacy than rural DEIS schools (Shiel et al., 

2014; Weir and Denner, 2013). Urban DEIS 1 schools received all the literacy interventions 

and support from DEIS advisors, unlike rural DEIS schools (Weir and Denner, 2013; DES, 

2005). Thirdly, the researcher worked in urban DEIS 1 schools, and it would allow for easier 

access to these schools for research purposes.  

The research sample consisted of four urban DEIS schools. The researcher engaged in lengthy 

discussions over a period of time with professional friends that were employed in a variety of 

contexts in education in Ireland: third level, the inspectorate, primary teachers, second level 

teachers, and former DEIS advisors, all of whom discussed the sample for the research study 

and the optimal sample for answering the research questions. The researcher found that 

meetings with more than two professional friends were interesting, as there was debate, 

dialogue between the two friends, and often, the researcher had time to listen and hear the 

arguments and rationales.  The researcher, with advice from professional colleagues, felt that 

facilitating the interviews in the interviewees’ DEIS context would support familiarity, 

increase comfort levels, and support the researcher to meet all staff, gain access to the 

staffroom, and experience the climate in the school. The researcher chose to focus her sample 

in Dublin in Band 1 schools, due to the categorisation policy of the ERC with Band 1 schools, 

gaining entry into the schools, and also the study was investigating how far the individual 

schools had changed their literacy practices from their respective starting points. The 

researcher had been a DEIS advisor in the Dublin area for five years, visiting hundreds of 

schools and also a First Steps Reading facilitator throughout the country, facilitating literacy 

courses and certifying First Steps tutors. Due to issues regarding access to DEIS schools and 

the increased time factor of interviewing, the researcher decided to invite schools that she had 

worked in as “they were convenient, willing, and, most of all, particularly appropriate for 

answering my questions” (Malone, 2003, 801). It is important to note that the researcher has 

been in the role of principal for the past six years and has not had formal contact with DEIS 
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schools. As a principal, the researcher was aware of the pressures to complete assessments and 

official forms and the pace of life in the Irish primary school. Malone states that the most 

challenging environment for qualitative research is in a familiar environment to the researcher 

(Malone, 2003). Whilst Malone was working in her research study environment and had the 

difficulty of being a colleague and researcher, the researcher was cognisant that the power 

issue in her study was not similar. The researcher was in a position of mentoring whilst also 

being a PDST DEIS advisor, visiting each school on her database on average three times a 

year. The schools that participated in the study know the researcher, her professionalism and, 

to a certain extent, her as a person. In the initial meeting, the researcher made it clear that she 

was working independently of PDST and working in an independent school in Dublin as a 

principal. The researcher deduced that access to DEIS schools was the most important factor, 

as without access, there would be no study. 

3.8.1.2. Accessing the Sample 

From the researcher’s knowledge of accessing Irish schools in her previous role in PDST, in 

supporting literacy and numeracy development, the principal is “the gatekeeper” (Malone, 

2003, 801) to access a school and its educators. Initial contact was made to the principal 

through the school secretary by phone and followed by a meeting to outline the research study, 

access, venue and regarding how communication would be made with fellow colleagues. It 

was vital that the researcher was transparent, with regard to one’s intentions, where a stance 

of trust is established and suspicion is minimalized. The researcher needed to initially seek 

permission from the principal to conduct her study. In a conversation with the principal by 

phone, the researcher explained the research study that she was engaged in and if the 

principal’s school would be interested in discussing participation in the study. The researcher 

offered to e-mail all principals an information letter, a brochure of the study (Appendix D), 

and a consent form, before the initial meetings to explain the study further. Four schools 

agreed to meet with the researcher and another school said that if needed, they would engage 

in the study but had a DES evaluation pending and were also engaged in a pilot project. Borg 

and Gall (1979) outlined that comparative and experimental studies require a minimum sample 

size of fifteen cases. To give insight into the DEIS school system, the comparative case study 

encompasses four Irish urban DEIS primary schools. The researcher contacted the fifth school 



Chapter 3: Methodology/ Research Design 

 

 

85 

 

near the end of the interviewing process and informed them that no further engagement was 

necessary, as “saturation” (Wellington, 2000, 138; Maykut and Morehouse, 1994, 63) had 

been reached. The researcher also had a letter and brochure for the Board of Management of 

each school, which was channelled through the principal; it is unknown to the researcher if, 

or when, the Board of Managements were aware of the study.  

3.8.1.3. Overview of the Four Case Study Urban DEIS Primary Schools and its 

Participants 

The following section gives an overview of the four urban DEIS primary schools in Ireland 

that participated in the study: Willow School, Oak School, Beech School, and Pine School. 

The descriptions of each school give an insight into the backgrounds of the educators that 

participated in the study from each school, followed by a composite overview of the 

participants. 

Willow School 

Willow School is a Catholic vertical DEIS Band 1 primary school, with 20 teachers and over 

250 students, located in the busy suburbs of Dublin. It is based on a shared campus with two 

other primary girls’ schools with infant boys. A community resource centre and primary boy’s 

school is located adjacent. All the schools in the area are designated DEIS 1, with four similar 

schools located less than a mile away. Willow School has a pre-school affiliated to the school, 

which is under the direction of Túsla Early Years, the national regulation body in Ireland. In 

general, there are two classes at each level, which depend on student enrolment on an annual 

basis and a team of five support teachers. Reading Recovery and Maths Recovery are firmly 

established in the school.  The principal has vast literacy experience, both in Ireland and 

abroad. The support teachers move position every few years, which ensures a sharing of 

practical experience. Under the School Completion Programme, a homework club and a 

variety of after-school programmes are available for students attending Willow School. There 

is a very active Home School Community Liaison teacher who organises a wide variety of 

activities, from art and craft, to literacy workshops that focus on adults supporting students 

with reading in the classroom, known as ‘Literacy for Fun’. 

Oak School 



Chapter 3: Methodology/ Research Design 

 

 

86 

 

Oak School is a 22 teacher and over 230 students Catholic, co-educational vertical school 

located in South Dublin with DEIS Band 1 status. The school has a breakfast club and many 

extra-curricular activities, which are mainly facilitated by staff members. Oak School has an 

up-to-date website, highlighting current events and academic achievements, accompanied by 

a suite of photographs. Oak School actively engages in many national initiatives such as 

‘Active Flag’ and ‘Green Flag’. The school has a student council and displays the council’s 

activities on the school website. Oak School has a steadfast resource team, which is composed 

of the most experienced staff members. It is apparent from the school website and the school 

environment that parents are active members of the school community, involved in reading 

initiatives, a variety of workshops, and excursions.  

Beech School 

Beech School is a 26 teacher, Catholic, co-educational vertical school located in South Dublin, 

in a single story building on a large campus with over 300 students. There are two classes at 

each academic level, and on occasion mixed classes, five support teachers, and a HSCL 

teacher. The school has interesting, informative, and creative noticeboards both on the 

corridors and in the classrooms. The school’s website is extremely informative, with current 

photos and accounts of activities undertaken in the current school year. The support teachers’ 

focus is, in general, on numeracy or literacy, with Reading Recovery and Maths Recovery 

firmly established in Beech School. The Home School Community Liaison teacher provides 

a wide programme for parents and grandparents, from gardening courses, parenting certified 

programmes, and fitness sessions. A student council has been established in Beech School. 

The Parents Association fundraise for school equipment and are also involved in the shared 

reading programme with students.  Throughout the School Completion Programme, several 

sports, both during and after school, are made available: majorettes, cycling, tag rugby, soccer, 

Gaelic football, and swimming. Beech School have a vast library located in adjoining rooms, 

with a wide range of texts and standards.  

Pine School 

Established in 1982, Pine School is a mixed Junior school, with over 230 students and classes 

from Junior Infants to Second Class. The Senior school is based on the same campus. There 

are three/ four classes at each level, depending on student enrolments. There is an Early Start 
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programme in the school, with a focus on social skills and language development. Pine School 

have an active parent community, from adult training courses to supporting students in literacy 

programmes in the classrooms. Over one third of the teachers are in support roles in literacy 

and numeracy. There is a strong focus on supporting students where English is not their first 

language and who have immigrated to Ireland. The school is bright and has been recently 

renovated, extending classrooms in the Infant corridor. The ‘Care Team’ to support students’ 

well-being is well established, with strong links with the local health centre. The School 

Completion Programme facilitates a breakfast club and a wide variety of after-school 

activities. A system of collaborative planning has been established at each class level, with 

targets and evaluative practices being part of the reflective process.  

3.8.1.4 Overview of Participants 

The researcher needed permission to conduct her study in the four DEIS schools and was 

cognisant that the principal was acting “as both gatekeeper and subject” (Malone, 2003, 803). 

During the initially meeting with the principal, the researcher emphasised that she would 

prefer the teachers to volunteer for the study. Through discussion with the first principal in 

Willow School, it was clear that there needed to be a balance between volunteering and also 

the role that the teachers engaged in. The principal was enthusiastic about the study however, 

she decided that the literacy co-ordinator, who was also the deputy principal in the school 

should engage with the staff the following week, at their staff meeting to seek volunteers for 

the study, with an emphasis on ensuring that the teachers had engaged in a variety of literacy 

roles over the DEIS period. The researcher and deputy principal exchanged mobile phone 

numbers and e-mail addresses, which made communication easy throughout the study. In Oak 

School, following my initial meeting with the principal and e-mail exchange, the principal 

asked for volunteers and gave the staff my contact details. Following contact from three 

members of Oak School, I contacted the principal to arrange a time and venue to meet; I also 

thanked him for an adequate number of volunteers. It is questionable that, if the researcher 

had not made contact with the principal so soon, whether further volunteers would have come 

forward. In Beech School and Pine School, the principal was the link person for the researcher.  

Whilst all principals seemed content to engage in the study, there is always the question 

whether the participants were “coerced” (Malone, 2003, 803) by the commitment of the 
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principal. This may be the case in Beech School and Pine School and to a more limited sense 

in Willow School and Oak School. It could also be argued that the participants partook in the 

study because they trust the opinion of the principal, a safety blanket for participation. As the 

study was conducted through the medium of semi-structured interviews, it gave flexibility for 

the participants on whether to voice their opinion or not. Whilst the transcripts of the 

interviews were read and analysed by the researcher and the participant if requested, no other 

member of the staff would see its contents; however, the researcher was cognisant that the 

final study would be open to the public. The researcher saw the relationship amongst the 

participants that were involved in the study as positive in each school.  Whilst anonymity was 

guaranteed, the volume of participants would also make it more difficult for participants to be 

identified. Table 8 gives an overview of the participants that were interviewed.  

 

 

Table 8. Overview of Participants in the Research Study 

Name DEIS 

Status 

Pseudo 

Name 

Gender Current 

Role 

Years in 

Professional 

Education 

 Further Roles and 

Responsibilities’ 

Willow 

School 

Urban 

DEIS 1 

Lara Female Class 

Teacher 

20 Years Assistant Principal 

Literacy 

Coordinator 

Learning Support 

Lori Female Principal 30 years Class teacher 

Professional 

Development 

Advisor 

Ailish Female Learning 

Support 

10 years Maths Recovery 

5 years as class 

teacher 
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Name DEIS 

Status 

Pseudo 

Name 

Gender Current 

Role 

Years in 

Professional 

Education 

 Further Roles and 

Responsibilities’ 

Susie Female Learning 

Support 

10 years Reading Recovery 

5 years class teacher 

Oak 

School 

Urban 

DEIS 1 

Oscar Male Principal 30 years Principal  

Saoirse Female Learning 

Support 

30 years Reading Recovery 

teacher 

Post-holder 

Kate Female Class 

teacher 

11 years  3rd class teacher 

Beech 

School 

Urban 

DEIS 2 

Jackie Female Class 

teacher 

15 years First Steps Writing 

Tutor 

 

Gayle Female Learning 

Support 

35 years Reading Recovery 

 

Assistant Principal 

Carol Female Class 

teacher 

10 years  

 

Kayla Female Class 

teacher 

19 years  First Steps Reading 

Tutor 

Patrice Female Principal 30 years  

Pine 

School 

Urban 

DEIS 1 

Maria Female Principal 30 years Over 10 years as 

principal 

Ann Female Class 

Teacher 

10 years Infant teacher 

Molly Female Learning 

Support 

20 years Assistant Principal 
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Name DEIS 

Status 

Pseudo 

Name 

Gender Current 

Role 

Years in 

Professional 

Education 

 Further Roles and 

Responsibilities’ 

Literacy 

coordinator 

Reading Recovery 

Professional 

Development 

Facilitators 

Cathy Female  20 years Class teacher 

Conor Male  15 years Class teacher 

Grace Female  10 years DEIS class teacher 

Anya Female  35 years  Principal 

 

The researcher interviewed four interviewees in Willow School, where the three teachers had 

dual experience of teaching a class and learning support. From the commencement of the 

interview process, data collection was cumulative and evolving (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

The researcher’s focus of the interviewees in Willow School evolved into a dual role of class 

and specialist learning support teacher for students, rather than, initially, the focus being on 

each interviewee having one experience, that of a class teacher, principal, and First Steps tutor. 

The researcher’s focus, supported by the principal, regarding participant selection, was to 

ensure that, “all the social situations that are relevant to the research, rather than attempting to 

reproduce the characteristics of the population in full” (Corbetta, 2003, 268). As the researcher 

arranged the timetable and venues for hosting the interviews, it became apparent that the First 

Steps tutor also had multiple roles; therefore, the tutor was also interviewed as a class teacher 

or a learning support teacher. During the interview process, it became apparent that 

governance is shared among many stakeholders, the complexity of the “power source” 

(Grbich, 2004, 19), with the majority of participants being part of middle management. It was 

interesting to observe whether attitudes, beliefs, and motives differ across “power sources”, 

both between schools and internally (Grbich, 2004, 19). There were four variables that were 

considered significant and ascertained from the participants. 

 Gender 
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 Current role 

 Length of teaching experience 

 Positions accrued to-date. 

Interestingly, two out of nineteen participants are male, representative of the male/female 

ratios currently in education in Ireland. The teachers were invited to participate in the study, 

with detailed accounts, rather than giving short answers or responding to general statements 

(Reissman, 2008). For the first few years of the DEIS initiative, each DEIS school had a DEIS 

advisor allocated to the school to provide continuous and sustained support, however, this 

stance by PDST and DES has changed. The researcher had an opportunity to interview four 

DEIS advisors who were allocated to individual DEIS schools to add, amend or widen the 

pool of data by the DES subsidiary Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST). 

The researcher purposely had ‘a combination of elements from a variety of sources’ (Grbich, 

2004, 61), with many lenses being used to look at the DEIS school from “multiple perspectives 

in an attempt to unravel complexity” (Grbich, 2004, 82). This sample does not intend to claim 

generalisations of the wider Irish population in an Irish urban schools, rather, it reveals ‘how’ 

and ‘why’ patterns have emerged (Yin, 2009). 

3.8.2 Instrument: Semi-Structured Interviews 

Interviewing is “a form of interaction jointly constructed by the interviewer and the person 

being interviewed” (Lichtman, 2013, p 189). Human discussion and decision-making are 

complex, where structures, like interviewing can facilitate, but not control (Sayer, 1992). 

Interviewing merely offers a path of discovery and greater understanding (Mears, 2012). The 

focus of the interview method explores the complexity of meaning, rather than the breath of 

the study. Lichtman (2013) identifies three main types of interviews: the structured, 

unstructured, and semi-structured. The researcher identified the semi-structured format of 

interviewing as being optimal for this research project, with set topics and guided question 

areas. Semi-structured interviews are constructed by the participant and the researcher, by 

constructing the dynamics in the urban DEIS context, outlining their social situation from their 

standpoint. The interviewer is a constructionist, building and investigating meaning to reveal 

and illuminate the realistic circumstances of many participants (King and Horrocks, 2010). 

The structured interview would not enable probing or meandering of ideas, whilst the 
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unstructured interview is similar to a conversation, with the main four aspects of the research 

study being unexplored: school climate, systemic factors, types of learning, and stimulants to 

action (Seidman, 2006; Kvale, 1996).  

The issue here is ‘fitness for purpose’; the more one wishes to gain comparable data-

across people, across sites-the more standardised and quantitative one’s interview 

tends to become…to acquire unique, non-standardised, personalised information about 

how individuals view the world, the more one veers towards, qualitative, open-ended, 

unstructured interviewing (Cohen et al., 2011, 412) 

The lens of the class teacher, principal, First Steps tutor, and DEIS advisor give a variety of 

perspectives to look at the case studies and “unravel complexity” (Grbich, 2004, 82). Each 

interviewee’s voice needs to be navigated and made meaningful, where the complexity of the 

“power source” (Grbich, 2004, 19) is extenuated when shared among many of the 

stakeholders. The voice of the participants will also highlight the interplay between effects of 

the social system and the power of the individual action, where potentialities “may or may not 

be exercised” (Hartwig, 2007, 57), which is a major influence in the project.  

This research study wanted to build upon the fact that literacy has improved in Irish primary 

schools and capture real and unique life-experiences in DEIS schools “in order to understand, 

inform and improve practice” (Mears, 2012, 170). Research is concerned with processes that 

are operational in the DEIS school and the participants’ perspectives of the new initiative 

(Allison and Pomeroy, 2000). This research study, through predominantly an interpretative 

approach of semi-structured interviewing, explores insights, rather than trends, through 

personal experiences, where both the participants and the researcher interpret meaning (Mears, 

2012) (Appendix C). 

The researcher devised an interview schedule with flexibility to allow “immediate dialogue in 

deconstructing the local negotiation of meaning in context” (Grbich, 2004, 122). The 

interviewer decided the order of the questions and themes in a “loosely defined framework” 

(Wellington, 2000, 74). With the semi-structured interviewing process, questioning was not 

entirely pre-determined, allowing time for probing the participant on their journey of 

disclosure. Whilst the interview process permits “multi-sensory channels to be used” (Cohen 

et al., 2011, 409), the interviewer was perceptive to the clues. The researcher was exposed to 

words, actions and gestures which resonated with the researcher, as she too, had insight into 
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the world being researched (Pring, 2000). The portrait of the DEIS school will evolve through 

the collective “negotiated meaning” (Pring, 2000, 109). The researcher assimilated four DEIS 

schools of “similar situations” (Pring, 2000, 109) to identify emerging patterns. Although the 

interview schedule has identified leading questions, it is largely the participants’ narratives 

that determined the route that the dialogue pursued. This interpretivist research study had two 

main features: “intimacy and open-endedness” in the four DEIS primary schools (Howe, 2001, 

207). The interviewer established a relationship with the interviewees, some over a long period 

of time, through tea in the staffroom, and from general conversations before the formal 

interviewing process, which lessened the interviewees feeling uneasy and holding back 

(Cicourel cited in Cohen et al., 2011); “The participants are given the power to determine how 

they will represent their views, their thinking and behaviours into spoken words” (Crawford, 

2009, 90). 

 

The analysis of the data is an iterative process, where re-reading and re-interpreting is pertinent 

to ensuring the correct fit of the data (Yin, 2009). The researcher is not putting one’s own 

interpretation onto the story, purely proposing an interpretation, which in time will be re-

interpreted by the reader (Grbich, 2004). The research identified values, understandings, and 

attitudes that are individual to that participant and also those common to the group, revealing 

common routines and behaviours in the local DEIS context. 

 

3.9 Semi-Structured Interviews 

3.9.1 The Journey 

The researcher was surprised with the intensive personal involvement during the first 

interview (Agar, 1993, cited in Cohen et al., 2011, 181) and, thereafter, leading the interview, 

whilst being able to recall or refer to earlier assertions (Kvale, 1996). The researcher 

recognised the importance of multi-sensory channels from verbal to non-verbal to measure 

knowledge, values, and beliefs (Tuckman, 1972 cited in Cohen et al., 2011, 411), which was 

vital to probe the reliability, consistency or duplication of information (Patton, 1980). Note 
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taking provided information, in addition to the transcription of the whole interview. The 

researcher, through reflection, applied both methods, note taking, and then transcribing each 

interview. Both methods supported critical reflection and consolidation of learning for the 

researcher (Neil and Morgan, 2003). The researcher was given the opportunity to gather snap 

shots of the participants’ reality, noting tone, silences, rates of speech, with a collection of 

notes taken at the time of interview and perceptions after the interviewing process, which gave 

depth and insight from the interviewees (Yin, 2009; Scott and Morrison, 2006). 

3.9.2 The Set-up of the Interviews 

 All principals in the selected study schools were extremely generous in hosting the interviews 

in their DEIS schools, in rooms that were inviting and had relaxing chairs that rooted 

familiarity and a relaxed atmosphere. Two of the four schools had school evaluations in the 

public domain, accessible through the DES website of Whole School Evaluations, whilst all 

had school websites. As the study was rooted in the qualitative process, it supported the 

researcher to be adaptable to changing and emerging situations (Yin, 2009), with flexibility to 

reschedule interviews due to happenings in a particular DEIS school. The semi-structured 

interview process is a medium through which the researcher can assimilate unique and 

personalised data of how participants in the study interpret their world, using qualitative, open-

ended interviewing (Cohen et al., 2011), where opportunities for asking and probing is 

extensive (Tuckman, 1972). At the start of the interview process, the researcher did not turn 

on the Dictaphone, rather, an informal chat was had. The researcher introduced herself, the 

study, the researcher’s history with the school, and ensuring the consent form was signed. The 

conversation progressed into “collegial dialogue” (Crawford, 2009, 89) where voices were 

shared, with a reciprocal gleaning of information including name, years and roles teaching. 

Notes were taken by the researcher on this information, and then asked the interviewees if the 

Dictaphone could be turned on. In all cases this was allowed. It was also vital to ensure the 

interviewee was clear as to the research project and the consent form for the interview process. 

Once the consent form was signed, the researcher asked for permission to turn on the 

Dictaphone, which all participants agreed to.  

The main focus of the researcher was to collect, analyse, and interpret individualised 

conversations that support the construction of a portrait and gain access to documentary data 
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such as English folders mentioned in two of the DEIS schools that supported planning and 

internal school communication (Grbich, 2004). The individual interviewing process supports 

a discourse with the interviewee, where there is a flexible structure being pulled, by both the 

interview and the interviewer (Lichtman, 2013). In Willow School, two teachers were freed 

from their duties at the same time. Both colleagues worked closely together and had 

established a strong friendship over the years. Both colleagues arrived together and the 

researcher invited both interviewees to engage in the interview. The researcher gained rich 

information from both interviewees, with ideas from one interviewee being extended by the 

other and critiquing their practices was augmented. Following this experience, the First Steps 

tutor from Willow School, who was also the deputy principal commenced her interview. 

During the interview, the principal entered the room. The First Steps tutor engaged the 

principal in the discussion regarding learning processes, resulting in the principal taking a seat 

and joining in with the conversation. This unplanned incident enriched the dialogue, 

supporting more in-depth communication. The researcher observed the genuine professional 

friendship between the principal and deputy principal and how at ease they were in each 

other’s company. Thereafter, the principal engaged in the semi-structured interview process 

individually.  The prepared questions were flagstones; however, the researcher was 

comfortable to engage with participants’ responses, influencing the particular direction of the 

interview.  

3.9.3 Triangulation 

The case-study approach is illuminating, strong on reality and accessible (Wellington, 2000) 

whilst discovering a truthful and holistic presentation of themes that have emerged. The 

researcher will analyse and draw together the different sources of data such as the semi-

structured interviews and documentary data. The documentary data includes the three year 

strategic DEIS plan, policies, plans, and the school vision statements. This process engages 

the researcher in cross-referencing, a process also known as triangulation (Dorman, 2009). 

Triangulation is looking at a reality from different viewpoints using a variety of sources of 

data, methods and participants and their role in the research study (Coe, 2012). Comparisons 

and patterns evolve from the exploration of a variety of sources, settings and participants (Coe, 

2012). It is difficult to be certain about practices in DEIS schools, however, there is a story to 
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be told about how structures, values and beliefs have emerged through the DEIS initiative 

(Pring, 2000) through people, the school, strategic plans, and choices that have been made. 

The researcher is attempting to merge personal responses and perspectives to the DEIS 

initiative, constantly being influenced by values and interpretations. By using a case-study 

approach in DEIS schools, the researcher can interact with a “chain of evidence” (Yin, 2009, 

122).  

In addition to semi-structured interviews, a variety of sources of evidence were gathered: 

direct observation, participant observation, DEIS three year strategic plan, student 

standardised tests based on Irish national norms in literacy, whole school evaluations, and 

national DEIS evaluation reports (Cohen et al., 2011; DES, 2011b; ERC, 2011). “A document 

is defined briefly as a record of an event or process” (Cohen et al., 2011, 249). The 

documentary data was discussed at interviews, to a varying degree, with some of the data 

available on the school website or a hard copy in the classroom. Published reports such as 

Whole School Evaluations can be publically located on the Department of Education website. 

The researcher found that the Whole School Evaluations needed careful analysis, in order to 

interpret and ascertain their meaning. The researcher was also present in the staffroom for 

break times, and observed noticeboards and the documents on display in the educators’ rooms. 

This gave information on everyday life and practices in the schools, highlighting the values of 

the school (McCulloch, 2012). Some participants in the interviews mentioned a folder or 

document, which was presented to the researcher and discussed either during the interview or 

post interview, rather than being accepted at face value. The researcher interacted with the 

documentation “in such a manner that you can make sense of what you gathered” (Lichtman, 

2013, 250), reviewing transcripts where further data can confirm, consolidate, refute, or make 

sense of the findings. Whilst the documentary data was used to consolidate findings and 

analysis during and after the interview phase, the researcher found another supportive use for 

the documents. The researcher created a cross-reference analysis grid for each of the study 

schools, identifying the themes that emerged predominantly from literature and the interview 

transcripts and then cross-referencing the themes with the documentary data, triangulating the 

findings, as illustrated in Table 9. Documentary data supported and strengthened the 

triangulation of evidence, focusing on an in-depth interpretation of literacy during the DEIS 
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initiative. The study reflected on experiences of the participants in the study DEIS schools, 

defining actions and expectations (Stake, 2005).
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Table 9. Cross- Referencing the Emerging Themes from the Interview Transcripts with Further Documentary Data 

 

Pine School 

  

Infrastructure 

 

Professional Development 

 

Stimulants 

 Knowledge 

Building 

Moral 

Purpose 

Change 

Process 

Relationship 

Building 

Keeping 

Up-to-

Date 

Changing 

Practices 

Experimentation Reflective 

Practice 

Evaluation School 

Culture 

Intrinsic 

Motivation 

DEIS 

Literacy Plan 

X X X X X X X X X X  

Literacy 

Folder 

X X X  X X X  X X  

Environment X X  X  X  X X X X 

Staffroom    X      X X 

Noticeboard X    X X   X X X 

WSE (OLD) X  X X X X X X X X  

Diagnostic 

RR 

Assessment 

X X X  X X X  X  X 
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3.10 Research Ethics 

Ethically, the research is searching for the truth. The researcher must respect the participants 

in the case studies. Participants would also remain anonymous throughout the research and 

would be aware of the aims and probable publications of the findings (Pring, 2000; 

Wellington, 2000). The Irish DEIS school research is based in four DEIS urban primary 

schools. It is therefore necessary to get permission for the research, not only from the 

participants, but also from each Board of Management through written correspondence. The 

research gave the principal and each Board of Management an information sheet clarifying 

the research study. Each participant in the research received a brochure containing the same 

information in a question and answer format (Appendix D). If the teachers and Principals 

agreed to participant in the study, they were asked to fill out a consent sheet, which was signed 

and dated. All data was stored in compliance with the Data Protection Act 2003. This research 

followed the University of Lincoln’s ethical guidelines and procedures and the British 

Educational Research Association’s ethical guidelines on conducting research (BERA, 1992), 

which highlighted the responsibilities of the researcher. 

3.11 The Researcher’s Positionality 

As a researcher involved in a qualitative inquiry, the researcher will become an instrument of 

the inquiry. The researcher interprets the data that is gained from the participants attaching 

meaning to their experience. This heightens the complexity of communication (Zeni, 1998; 

Maykut and Morehouse, 1994); “It brings home to us that it is not by looking at things, but by 

indwelling in them, that we understand their joint meaning” (Polanyi, 1967, 18). The 

researcher is ‘indwelling’ (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994, 33), as they do not know exactly 

what patterns will emerge over a period (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). It is important that 

the research is tolerant of ambiguity, where several understandings can accrue of a singular 

situation, whilst time and more data may illuminate the story; “Our stories are lived 

experiences to which we, in concert with others give meaning to those experiences” (Maykut 

and Morehouse, 1994, 38).  
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The reflexivity of the researcher is continually being taken into account: being a student in a 

DEIS school, life history, former DEIS advisor, the Principal, parent and teacher in a DEIS 

school are vital to understanding the modes of data collected (Scott and Usher, 1999). The 

researcher was a DEIS advisor, employed by the Department of Education and Science and 

its support organization, Professional Development Services for Teachers (PDST). The 

researcher was providing sustained support to DEIS schools with regard to curriculum and 

planning issues. The researcher was an advisor with the four DEIS schools involved with the 

study.  It would be natural to compare the views and biases of staff that could be shared at an 

interview with what the researcher has noticed them doing in reality. Experiences and 

background mould the researcher. The reflexive researcher is aware of the influences of social 

and political factors and the affect that this will have on all research aspects (Morrison, 2007). 

The researcher will become a part of the construction of meaning of their world with the 

purpose of comprehending it (Morrison, 2007; Pring, 2004). Through feedback loops and 

emerging patterns, the researcher and participants interact, react, assimilate, and modify the 

narrative through an evolving process (Grbich, 2004). MacBeath sees reflexivity as a 

deconstructive exercise of four parts: the author, the other, the text, and the world (MacBeath, 

2011). The researcher needs to be aware of these four aspects in order to reconstruct the 

emerging themes. When bias becomes apparent, this knowledge supports the researcher to 

understand their influences on the research (Lichtman, 2013). The reader of the research will 

in turn be aware of the researcher’s history and have a contextual interpretation of the study 

and its findings. 

Having worked as a DEIS advisor, a teacher and now a Principal, it supports background 

knowledge of school contexts, issues, school setting and management structures, whilst acting 

as a researcher in the case-study school. It would enhance the researcher’s aim of open and 

two-way communication (Rossi, 2009).  Whilst I have insider knowledge of school structures 

and have opened “windows” (Tickle, 2002, 46) to gain entry, as a researcher my stance is still 

that of an outsider (Zeni, 1998). As I no longer work in any of the case-study schools and have 

no professional relationship with any of the establishments, it is essential that clarity is 

established as to the role as researcher. It is important to negotiate access to the four schools, 

from participant involvement and the amount of time that will be needed from each participant. 

It is, therefore, fundamental that the boundaries are negotiated (Schostak, 1999) are clarified. 
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Therefore, clarity needs to be sought before the research begins as to the role that each 

participant plays in the research.  

 

3.12 Data Analysis 

In order to support collation, interpretation, and elicitation of emerging patterns from 

qualitative semi-structured interviews, the interviewer has identified broad areas for 

discussion and in turn sub-sectioned aspects for further discourse in the schedule for semi-

structured interviews (Appendix C). Through dialogue, the interviewee can reveal events 

which corroborate or conflict evidence, which in turn highlights areas for further investigation 

(Yin, 2009), enabling investigation in a vast range of areas, such as professional development, 

school responses to national initiatives, collegiality amongst colleagues, and the school 

climate. As such, qualitative data “could hold pre-eminence over quantitative methods in 

establishing causation and causal processes” (Cohen et al., 2011, 63). Patterns of dialogue will 

emerge from the magnitude of data reduction through coding (Tuckman, 1972), which is 

cyclic and organic. It was valuable for the researcher to commence analysis of information 

after each interview, creating a composite picture that evolves. The semi-structured interview 

questions may need to be amended to further probe emerging themes. 

Qualitative analysis is not scientific, rather “intellectual craftsmanship” (Wellington, 2000, 

150), where the researcher examines the meaning of the participants’ words and actions 

(Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). The researcher used NVivo 10 for her pilot interview and 

also for a further two transcriptions. The researcher remained objective, whilst also preferring 

a multi-sensory approach during the process of data analysis. The researcher had the intention 

of commencing analysing the data and applying nodes following the first two interviews. 

Concurrently, the researcher transcribed the interviews, inserted a column on the right-hand 

side, and then inserted descriptive and topic codes (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  The 

interview process progresses in an iterative manner, pursuing different DEIS contexts and the 

evolving of different conditions (Grbich, 2004). The researcher was mindful to acknowledge 

and implement the “epoche” process, where “the researcher engages in to remove, or at least 

become aware of prejudices, viewpoints, or assumptions regarding the phenomenon under 
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investigation” (Katz, 1987, 36, 37). The researcher became acutely aware of the participants’ 

experiences and the meaning that they attribute to their experiences; the researcher was 

indwelling whilst concurrently being aware of her presumptions and biases.  

The researcher felt closer to the data when dealing with hard copies of the transcripts (Fielding 

and Lee, 1998). The transcripts with the code/comment/observation column was cut and 

spread onto an open space, over intervals, the researcher manipulated the codes and re-

arranged to examine patterns, links, delete, split and combine codes, an “eclectic activity” 

(Wellington, 2000, 150). It could be argued that qualitative researcher computer programmes 

over-emphasize codes and retrieval approached (Fielding and Lee, 1998). The researcher, 

through consultation at a Lincoln Study School, decided to continue with the hard copy 

transcripts and stop using NVivo 10 programme for analysis. Coding is essential, however, 

the researcher wanted to explore and manipulated the data physically before definitive coding 

was attributed to the data. Tesch (1990) argues that computer programmes cannot replace the 

researcher’s own inquiry, insight, and craftsmanship. The researcher had a lot of data from 

two interviews and documentary data, which were also complex and intensive.  

The most intensive source of data came from the interview process, namely, audio recordings 

converted into text with the addition of field notes. Information from documentary data was 

combined with the text throughout the process. The variables that were used (age, gender, 

teaching experience and years of service) were often attributed to the collected data, data 

collected from the field or based on analysis. The researcher was drawn to the categories that 

were used initially to analyse the data, pre-established through the research framework, using 

priori codes that were based on the literature chapter. Some categories were derived direct 

from the data. In addition, preparing data for analysis meant that the transcripts, DEIS plans 

and memos were colour coded to ensure ease of identifying the various sources. This 

continued throughout the collection and collation of data. Initially, the data was cut into colour 

coded sections and spread across the floor. This enabled the researcher to get a whole 

impression, awareness and feel for the data, hearing what the data was saying to the researcher 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2005). The data expanded on the floor after each transcript. This process 

gave the researcher time to reflect on the data, re-arrange, and filter the codes over a period. 

In order to maintain an audit trail, the research devised an initial code to identify the source of 

the data, such as the pseudo name of the interviewee will be identified by the first two letters 
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of name, Grace (gr) and also their school (Sch W).  Documentation is coded as transcripts (t), 

DEIS plan (ds) and inspectorate whole school evaluation (WSE), and if the extract was from 

the interview transcript, the heading section. Initially, the researcher used the page number 

that the extract derived from, however the sections that the extract originated from gave more 

meaning for the researcher. Thus an example of a code is Lori/Willow 

School/transcript/climate (Lo/sch W/t/cli). This form of data display supported the researcher 

to conceptualise the data (Wellington, 2000). Through an iterative process, the sections and 

the data changed and moved, creating periods of frustration, clarity, and confusion for the 

researcher.  

The “constant comparative method of analysis” (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994, 126) had a 

series of stages that were carried out concurrently with the interview and transcription process. 

With the data being cut into smaller units to compare across all categories of meaning, which 

later in the analysis process formed the basis for defining more macro categories and themes. 

Some categories needed refinement through the stages, for example, ‘intrinsic motivation’ was 

defined in stage 1 and 3 as ‘the importance of routinely encountered affective episodes” 

(Morgan et al., 2009). There was a need for the researcher to research further definition, and 

reverted back to the original concept of motivation. Near the end of Stage 1, data was reduced 

and sorted into three main categories, using the research questions as the macro headings and 

thereafter into themes and sub-themes. This led to Stage 2 (Table 10).  

Table 10 outlines stage two and merging to stage three of data analysis. Definitions were given 

to the three themes that emerged from the research questions relating to what stimulates DEIS 

educators to engage in literacy development. It was interesting that in each stage of the analysis 

process, the salient data was evolving, rather than remaining steadfast. At stage two and three 

of data analysis, data was divided into manageable themes, which were colour coded, and then 

divided into sub-themes with codes, as outlined in Table 10. In Stage 2, all data was 

computerised. 
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Table 10. Stage 2 of Data Analysis Template 

QS 3: What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy development? 

Theme Sub-Theme Colour 

Code 

Sub-Theme 

Code 
Evaluation 

 

Educational assessment provides evidence 

regarding progress in individual learning 

(National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment, 2009). 

 

Trends/patterns 

 

 Tr 

 

Planning and goal setting 

 

 Pl and g 

 

Standardised tests 

 

 St 

 

Whole School 

Evaluations/The 

Inspectorate 

 

 Wse 

 

School Culture 

 

‘Based on patterns of people’s experiences of 

school life and reflects norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationships, teaching and 

learning practices, and organizational 

structures’ (National School Climate Council, 

2007, 1). 

 

Cultivate learning 

environment 

 

 Env 

 

Wisdom of a 

crowd/Collaboration 

 

 Coll 

 

Power/empowerment 

 

 Pow 

 

Effective leadership 

 Resources 

 Paces 

 Innovation 

 

 Ld 

 

Intrinsic Motivation 

 

‘The importance of routinely encountered 

affective episodes’ (Morgan et al., 2009, 1). 

 

Response of 

student/parents 

 

 Ch 

 

Supportive colleague 

 

 Fr 

 

Satisfaction of 

event/activity 

 Act 

 

Achievement and link with 

self-efficacy 

 

 Ach 
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There were moments during the interview process that sparked an evolving response, through 

the interview process, reflection, and discussion. Lori was asked about national and 

international reports on student literacy attainments and sparked a reflective response, which 

Piaget refers to as “liberated conceptions” (Piaget, 1929, 42) 

“I do think that they do. As with mixed results in those cases, they can be demoralising. 

We had one, I think the ERC (using standardised tests), I think they may have done 

Maths and English. It is that old thing, you don’t remember what they said, you just 

remember how you felt. I remember us going ‘oh, God’ and we were trying so hard. 

Yes, I think that had an impact and we would say what can we do and are we not doing 

it. It was a shaking in self-confidence, but then life passes in a school and it is forgotten. 

(Laugh) it didn’t build our confidence” (Lori, Willow School). 

At each stage of analysis, the researcher was digesting the data, pulling it apart, and then 

merging it back together into a new format, with some data being left out. Stage one, the 

researcher was breaking up the data into manageable chunks and then from stage two onwards, 

the emphasis is on recombining the data, exploring similar themes and categories. It was a 

process of “continuous refinement” (Wellington 2000, 136), with data being re-contextualised.  

There was also an investigation, where emergent processing of patterns and relationships 

across categories and also internally in each category developed. At stage two of analysis, 

themes and category names, with a code, were accompanied by a definition of data in each 

category (Table 10). Each theme and category was given a definition, establishing the 

boundaries and its content. The focus was to determine “conceptual similarities, to refine the 

discriminative power of categories and to discover patterns” (Wellington, 2000, 150). 

Amendments to some definitions involve rethinking and re-expressing them (Gibbs, 2012). 

The researcher noted that some sub-themes were actually quite similar and were simply 

combined, such as under ‘Intrinsic Motivation’ which was defied as “the importance of 

routinely encountered affective episodes” (Morgan et al., 2009, 1). The response of the 

interviewees to ‘the effects of responses from students and parents’ were similar, thus merged 

under ‘Intrinsic Motivation’.  

The researcher used a colour code to identify themes throughout each transcript, ensuring the 

theme had substance, that it made sense, and has been substantiated through the data with 

patterns being revealed.  The colour codes were tentative and remained tentative. The 

researcher listened to the audio of each interviewee, listening to tone and turn of phrase, with 
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analytical notes taken. The researcher had many codes and in phase two of the analysis had 

six colours attributed to the six themes that emerged from phase one.  

During the third phase of analysis, the researcher maintained the theme and categories 

approach, however, she re-organised the extracts of each category by source - that is, by case-

study school and also by DEIS facilitators. This enabled patterns, increased transparency, and 

validity. The researcher was also able to route concepts, practices, and procedures in each 

case-study, both positive and negative case occurrences. The analysis was systematic, 

organised, and inclusive, but not rigid (Wellington, 2000). Analysis is not the last phase of the 

research process. In this study, it was carried out concurrently with the data collection. With 

the process being cyclic in nature, information drives or consolidates the process (Wellington, 

2000). The process of re-organising the themes and categories by each school in the study, 

supported the researcher to make statements about the schools, as well as the individual.  

Coding is the critical link (Charmaz, 2001), where a connection is established between data 

collection and in turn creating meaning. The researcher’s ontological and epistemological 

stance informed decisions of the most appropriate method, approach and instruments to be 

used throughout the study, which affected and influenced the coding system that evolved 

(Creswell, 2013; Saldana, 2013; Mason, 2012 cited in Saldana 2013). Coding is not reducing 

the narratives; it is giving the narratives a forum for discovery, albeit a subjective multifaceted 

interpretation. Participants in the study have varying individual values, beliefs, attitudes and 

motivations; thus, differences and multiple realities will exist (Saldana, 2013; Sipe and Ghiso, 

2004). The researcher needed to manage codes, filter, highlight, capture and extract salient 

characteristics/features in an organised manner which “actively facilitate the development of 

categories and thus analysis of their connections” (Saldana, 2013, 8), through the cyclical 

“transitional process” (Saldana, 2013, 5).  

This qualitative inquiry necessitates fastidious attention to the participants’ language, tones, 

contexts, and attitudes that the researcher hoped became more attuned to reorganising, 

reclassifying and streamlining on the second and third cycle of coding (Saldana, 2013). 

Auerback and Siverstain (2003) have a reflective notebook, with three main areas, that show 

the researcher’s assumptions, positionality, and tensions (Sustein and Chiseri-Strater 2007, 

106).  
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 What surprised me? 

 What intrigued me? 

 What disturbed me?  

The researcher used a notebook to document emerging patterns, codes, and themes. The 

reflective notebook supported the interconnection of codes, patterns and themes, supporting 

the crystallisation of concepts (Saldana, 2013). The researcher used a professional notebook 

for her role as principal and supported her reflection time on a near daily bass. This practice 

was transferred to the study.  

3.12.1 Saturation 

The researcher had reached saturation point following interviewing educators from four DEIS 

primary schools and four DEIS facilitators. The researcher found the data exhibited recurring 

themes and relationships. This can also indicate a confidence in generalisabilities and 

trustworthiness. It is interesting that, after involving nineteen participants directly, Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) suggest between twelve and twenty people. The researcher stopped 

interviewing when ‘new data’ had already been discovered and when the size of the study was 

deemed to be adequate. 

 

3.13 Quality of the Research 

In this chapter, there has been an extensive critique of quality of aims and objectives, case 

studies, sufficient data, theoretical framework, sample selection and size. Qualitative research 

is an exploratory activity. The methods were multiple in usage, such as interviewing, 

observation in the DEIS schools natural setting, collection of the DEIS plan, viewing literacy 

folders, and two of the schools in the study have completed an inspection with the DES, known 

in Ireland as a ‘Whole School Evaluation’. The researcher cross referenced data gleaned for 

the interviews with other documentary data. Cross referencing tables were created by the 

researcher (Table 9) to consolidate, affirm or question emerging portraits (Tuohy, 2008).  

Data was collected in a real-life, natural setting, which gave more rich and descriptive data. It 

also gave the researcher the opportunity to observe and explore the extensive data that was 
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gleaned from the natural setting (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). For example, in Willow 

School, Beech School and Pine School, through the interview process, it became apparent that 

the literacy co-ordinators had devised a hard and soft data folder of unique literacy content 

and approaches; the researcher was able to view the literacy folders, probe its application, and 

see how it is kept up-to-date. 

It became clear through the data collection process that the main instrument to glean data was 

from the participants themselves; other data and documents, such as the DEIS plan enriched 

the process. However, the researcher was surprised at how comfortable she was with the study 

emerging and concurred with Wellington that information collected focused, blurred, or 

sharpened the focus (Wellington, 2000, 133). The data collection and analysis processes were 

integrated and informative, not separate stages of the researcher study. This strengthened a 

weakness in the qualitative process that it would not have a data “over-collect and under-

analyse” (Wellington, 2000, 133). Using the data from the four DEIS schools was sufficient 

enough to produce a study of high-quality questions and answers.  

 

3.14 Conclusion 

The DEIS schools’ identity over the past several years has been changing, forming, reforming, 

and amending throughout the period of the DEIS initiative. DEIS schools are judged by 

student attainment assessments, national trends and national policy such as the DEIS initiative. 

One wonders whether this change is positive. The research must define what they want to 

learn from the inquiry. The current proposed inquiry is dependent on two main variables. The 

first variable concentrates on seeking clarity to the research questions and, secondly, it is vital 

to establish the rationale for posing the questions. The purpose of the research study is the 

exploration of the concept of ‘continuing’ development towards school improvement, for both 

individuals and groups, in DEIS schools, with an emphasis on exploring infrastructures, 

learning processes, and stimulants. 

This chapter supported the author in exploring the possibilities and constraints when carrying 

out research. Firstly, ontology and epistemology were explored, the study of what we know 

and the study of how we achieved that knowledge, respectively (Freimuth, 2009). There is a 
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philosophical commitment to a particular way of seeing the world (Coe, 2012). The 

interpretative paradigm, the comparative case-study approach, and the qualitative method 

were all influenced by the research questions and the researcher’s ontological and 

epistemological position.  Whilst there are many instruments that would glean valuable data 

to support the research questions, it was decided that semi-structured interviews would provide 

rich and in-depth data. The typical case sampling of four urban DEIS schools participated in 

the study, alongside four PDST DEIS facilitators. Issues of ethics and positionality were also 

discussed. It is important to conclude that the semi-structured interview instrument, along with 

other documentary data, provided a good working portrait of the urban DEIS school, which 

will be outlined in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS 

‘Bit by bit, we could see all the initiatives merging and knitting with each other. 

They are all embroidered….they have all merged, they are tailored’ 

(Patrice, Beech School, Principal) 

4.1 Introduction 

Chapter four is an exploration of the patterns that have evolved from the research study 

through semi-structured interviews and other documentary data. The information gleaned 

from DEIS educators and DEIS advisors with visits to the four DEIS schools have supported 

the research in building a portrait of the DEIS school. The research study investigated the 

process of implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives in urban Ireland and its impact on the 

schools’ infrastructures and on DEIS educators.  

This chapter explores the development of the theoretical ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy 

Framework’, from its growth in the literature, to its refinement, during and after the research 

study collection, collation, and analysis of data. The primary source of data in the study and 

the evolving framework was from the educators’ voices in the four DEIS primary schools, 

with other documentary data providing additional information. The features of a fertile work 

environment, which will be explained further under three main areas that will be discussed in 

this chapter are the key components in DEIS schools’ infrastructures, their professional 

development and the stimulants that can enable action. The themes that emerged from the 

literature have also appeared in the findings and analysis. The researcher will use the research 

questions to highlight the findings in the three areas. 

 

4.2 RQ1:  What are the key components in DEIS schools’ infrastructures that impact 

DEIS literacy development in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland?  

Infrastructures in schools are “the basic systems and services that an organisation uses in order 

to work effectively” (Cambridge, 2016). The study enabled the researcher to take stock of 

approaches and developments of literacy in DEIS schools and experience the current reality 

of literacy initiatives in four DEIS schools. The findings from the study have identified key 
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components in a DEIS schools’ infrastructures and will be discussed further under four main 

headings: knowledge building, moral purpose, change process, and relationship building 

(Fullan 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002). 

4.2.1 Knowledge Building 

Knowledge building is one of the elements that supports a school’s infrastructure in a complex 

world, which interlinks learning, its development, and teaching to ultimately support student 

learning. In such a complex and ever-changing world, knowledge building enables the 

educator to respond to challenges and opportunities in their own school’s unique context, 

developing its capacity (Fullan, 2005). For knowledge to be supported, both for the educator 

and school context, the study found that a supportive school climate, shared professional 

accountability (Munby and Fullan, 2016), and resources are key elements to building 

knowledge, with the potential to sustain it (Fullan, 2008; Fullan, 2007). Each element will be 

discussed further, with reference to the voices of the educators and DEIS advisors that were 

interviewed.  

4.2.1.1 Creating a School Climate Supporting Knowledge Building 

A healthy school climate can support educators when they feel they are trusted and respected. 

All principals, and sixteen teachers, with specific literacy roles in the study DEIS schools, 

realise the importance of healthy professional relationships and engagement within the school 

community: 

“It is all of the little small things that make a difference than something big. Making 

time to talk to staff, making time to visit classrooms, to, I think, inculcate a work ethic 

in the school. An atmosphere that the principal is not afraid to take out the dustpan 

and brush, don’t expect someone to do something that I would not do myself. Have a 

smile on my face. I do, I still love what I do” (Maria, Principal, Pine School). 

Bryk and Schneider (2002) discovered a correlation between good staff relationships and 

improved student achievement, where all the DEIS schools have made significant 

improvements in literacy, using standardised testing and also running records (Clay, 1991) 

that show reading progresses in a simple yet affective manner. Schools have been engaged in 
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the DEIS initiative for over a decade, and it is noteworthy that the four principals would 

acknowledge the slow pace of change: 

“That is not just about the day that is part of the process of getting the message across, 

we are a team here. Everybody kind of contributing and working together. It is a slow, 

slow, slow, slow thing and it is a culture that I am striving to build” (Anya, PDST 

facilitator/principal). 

The climate in the school influences how teachers feel about being part of the school 

community and in turn affects how they teach. Eleven teachers in the study, that is, all those 

teaching in the classrooms revealed the need to feel supported by their peers and the principal, 

which in turn increases their personal commitment to the school and its community to create 

individual tailored targets (Fullan and Quinn, 2016; Singh and Billingsley, 1998):  

“Then , I suppose, our plans are tailored to meet our needs, grown from the grass 

roots up and I think that we have gone slowly but surely, I think our standards have 

risen and it has impacted on the senior school” (Maria, Principal, Pine School). 

All the interviews were carried out in the context of the respective DEIS school settings, often 

when classes were in session in the interviewees chosen familiar environment. As a researcher, 

taking time to socialise in the staffroom, to walk around the school observing displays, and 

overhearing voices around the corridors, gave great insight into the mood and climate of each 

DEIS school at those moments in time. Maslow’s basic need for people to work in a safe and 

caring environment supports school improvement (Maslow, 1954). Fullan states that “you can 

borrow or steal a technique, but never a philosophy or culture” (Fullan, 2008, 16). The 

researcher saw attractive and welcoming corridors, comfortable staffrooms, and an extensive 

arrange of literacy resources for both teachers and students, which enables learning:  

“We are looking in a DEIS school that if we do need money for books to be purchased 

we do have it and that is an advantage. It would be rare that we wouldn’t be able to 

purchase anything” (Kayla, Literacy Tutor, Beech School). 
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4.2.1.2 Collaborative Professionalism 

A portrait evolved from the findings of the study regarding the importance of leadership, 

where one needs to be adaptable to natural changes and in turn dealing with it. All DEIS 

schools in the study have administrative principals, with no formal teaching duties. Three of 

the principals in the study discussed their responsibility for leading changes in the school, 

supporting improvements (Sugrue, 2003). It is interesting to observe multi-perspectives of 

team planning and the evolving structures from a whole school perspective that develop. Lara 

and Lori discussed together the development of their literacy team, where teachers volunteer 

to take on the extra responsibility, some of whom are senior management, learning support 

and class teachers. This is creating “new demands on the principal” and teachers, exploring 

practices that work (Sugue, 2003, 18). The following extract highlights the respectful 

professional working relationship and the competencies of subject matter and problem-solving 

skills over a period: 

“With the English plan, we came a kind of a group who were working on it and then 

it just became an interim and then carried on (Lara, Willow School, Literacy 

coordinator)….I think we are really good at listening to one another and really 

appreciating other people’s knowledge… People volunteer a lot” (Lori, Willow 

School, Principal). 

Leadership as described by Lori and Lara in Willow School is evolving over a decade and 

displaying collaborative professionalism (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016), where not everyone 

on the literacy team has a senior position or receives remuneration. Following literacy 

meetings, issues are brought to staff meetings a week later, leaning towards democratic 

professionalism, which emphasises that their students should receive the best programme that 

can be developed (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016; Kennedy, 2016). Pine School hosts formal 

collaborative planning meetings each fortnight to plan together and focus on educational 

direction at each class level.  

“We plan with the same milestones per fortnight). We plan for the rest of the 

subjects…we plan together” (Ann, Pine School, class teacher). 

Oak School was the only school in the study that did not have formalised structures for 

planning or written strategic plans for literacy development. The principal engaged in a wide 



Chapter 4: Research Findings Chapter 

 

114 

 

variety of administrative tasks, and allocated his experienced teachers to the learning support 

team to deal with literacy and numeracy development. Whilst Senior Infants and First Classes 

engaged in team literacy practices with the Reading Recovery teacher, the majority of classes 

were planned and structured in isolation and individually. Anya, a PDST literacy facilitator, 

felt, from her experience, that a leader was pertinent to the development of literacy to fight the 

constant battle; “you need somebody to drive it, to pull it or to drag it and to keep it live” 

(Anya, PDST literacy facilitator). The school literacy coordinator retired from Oak School 

several years previously and this post had not been replaced. 

“I think, if we had a post for it, it might help, someone responsible for English. There 

is nobody to oversee the whole thing. If there is a weak link, where do you pick it up? 

It is not picked up at the moment” (Saoirse, Oak School, Support teacher). 

In Oak School, the principal engaged in quite traditional managerial professionalism and the 

teachers engaged in the teaching and learning role for students (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016; 

Whitty, 2008). In this living system, all parts were not interconnecting, isolation was more 

prevalent and literacy standards remained steadfast. Kate displayed the isolation that was felt 

when one volunteered for a project with no staff member volunteering to assist her. Whilst 

undertaking this role for a period, she experienced completing the whole school project as a 

lonely and self-directed task. It is a project that she would not repeat, thus sustainability weak: 

“I asked the staff if anyone wanted to help….Everyone is so busy doing their own thing. 

That I was on my own doing it then” (Kate, Oak School, Class teacher). 

A more realistic view of sustainability is displayed in Willow School, Beech School and Pine 

School, where changes in literacy and its sustainability need time and experience. In all three 

schools, the principal was actively involved and ensured structured resources and experienced 

teachers were driving the literacy projects, as verbalised by two principals, Lori and Maria: 

“I would like to think three, but five years to really be part of how you do things…It’s 

not the timetable for three or five years, it’s the amount of experience as well. It is an 

interesting one, so it is really a lot slower than you think” (Lori, Willow School, 

Principal)  

“In the beginning was the DEIS plan, the planning and drawing up and being 

consistent and realistic in our targets, monitoring and reviewing our targets. Planning 
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together and reviewing our plans. Looking at the standardised tests and the 

observations” (Maria, Pine School, Principal). 

4.2.1.3 Resources 

With knowledge building, it is important to ensure that resources, such as expertise, time, and 

sharing ideas are available and valued, which in turn has the potential to build capacity and 

ensure its sustainability. In this section, some examples are highlighted from the DEIS 

participant schools, of resources that support knowledge building: expertise, time, and sharing 

ideas. 

Expertise 

Covey investigated the creative forces that people exude whilst responding to the relationships 

in their personal and work lives (2004). This depicts provisions of education and its 

relationship to developments in society. The focus on knowledge has shifted from things and 

production goods (Industrial third phase) to people and knowledge (information fourth phase) 

(Covey, 2004). Fullan extends this concept that people need to be both individually talented 

and systems talented, where the educators “work in and keep developing cultures of purposeful 

collaboration” (Fullan, 2008, 71), focusing on human, social, and professional capital (Fullan 

and Hargreaves, 2016) and investing in it (Fullan, 2008). Knowledge develops through action, 

which is accompanied by “reflective insight tied to underlying theory that guides further 

action” (Fullan, 2008, 5). All the DEIS schools expressed that their concept of education 

embraces the whole student and not only a subject (Kennedy, 2010). In the study, all DEIS 

schools are focused on the holistic needs of students: 

“There is a greater understanding of the difficulties that children present with, a focus 

on addressing those. I suppose in a way there is a better focus on differentiation” 

(Anya, PDST Advisor/Principal). 

The fifth phase of wisdom concentrates on the moral treatment of information with a sense of 

responsibility and Grace has experience of this phase supporting the DEIS initiative. It is 

worthy to note that Willow School and Beech School in the study have emerged from the 

knowledge phase towards the collective “wisdom of a crowd” (Fullan, 2008, 46) in literacy 

and investing time in professional capital (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016): 
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“The culture did develop over a number of years, I do think the cultural change can 

happen but I do think that there has to be a number of staff members that have to be 

dynamic and who are bright. They don’t do it because they were asked to do it, there 

needs to be a sense of moral purpose about it” (Grace, DEIS Advisor). 

Grace and her school are aware of their obligation towards supporting the student knowledge 

platform where risk-taking is encouraged, however, insight and reflection on actions is 

essential towards problem solving and sustainability (Fullan, 2008). 

“Leadership is not the exclusive prerogative of people in positions of authority” (Linsky and 

Lawrence, 2011, 6). Sugrue argued that “principals are the prime movers of change (Sugrue, 

2003, 31).  In the study schools, there are post-holders for literacy, teachers with a specific 

skill base and those with a genuine passion. It is argued that leadership is not a person, it is an 

action (Fullan, 2015; Linsky and Lawrence, 2011). This is personified in all the DEIS schools 

in various areas of school life. One DEIS advisor revealed how she took on the role of 

leadership in her DEIS school and the catalyst that spurred her into a leadership role: 

“Teachers were of the mind-set that our students were doing really badly but that is 

just because it is DEIS 1. There was no expectation that we could or should improve 

and then, to be honest, when I came into the school, I got quite distressed about the 

state of the school and how poorly the children were doing” (Grace, DEIS Advisor). 

Allocating Time 

It takes courage and skill to lead a group or a whole staff into new practices, engaging in 

professional discussions, where values, beliefs, and habits are being questioned, with a unique 

shaping of collaborative professionalism (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016; Fullan, 2008): 

“The road to heaven is paved with good intentions, to afford people opportunities to 

engage in professional dialogue, conversations” (Anya, PDST facilitator/Principal). 

All DEIS schools in the study currently engage in various forms of team teaching in the area 

of literacy in the junior classes, planning together, and discussing progress to date, where 

choice may be created and trade-offs discussed (Linsky and Lawrence, 2011). Issues are 

brought into the open for discussion, with resolutions sought. Working in teams has the 

potential to support capacity building and knowledge sustainability. In Beech and Pine 
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Schools, there are several educators in a classroom for a certain period, known as literacy hour 

or station teaching, in order to support literacy development. These schools are balancing the 

individual and the team, alongside freedom and control. It is interesting that the teams engaged 

in literacy hour have four adults present in one classroom for a sixty minute period. Each adult 

steers a group in a specific area of literacy and then the students move through the stations in 

a carousel manner over the hour period. Planning for literacy hour, also known as station 

teaching, is carried out in small group settings, with overall progress being discussed at staff 

meetings. For Beech and Pine School, the smaller group planning for literacy hour seems to 

be conducive to engaging all four adults to support one’s own growth and development 

(Cotton, 2001): 

“Within that we would have had monthly goals, targets for levels, targets for phonics, 

targets for words and very clear specific targets, especially from a teacher’s point of 

view” (Molly, literacy coordinator, Pine School). 

Sharing Ideas 

Mintzberg’s concept of “learning is not doing, it is reflecting on doing” (Mintzberg, 2004, 

228), would imply that the educational journey cannot be planned with certainty. As such, 

flexibility to re-navigate is important. Three DEIS principals discuss the possibility of being 

open to surprises; no matter how planned the actions are. The journey can meander before 

reaching the agreed destination. Therefore, it is incumbent on the principal and literacy teams 

to observe, monitor, amend, and support the journey through opportunities for open 

discussions and reflection. Maria captures the essence of the learning journey in the extract 

below: 

“I think that the atmosphere and the context of the school is very important. It is 

knowing when to give a little gentle push, knowing when to commend them and to know 

when to maybe stand back and let the blossom come forth. There is a two-edge coin, 

you can have all the lovely plans in the world but if the school is not a happy place, 

environment to learn, then it is not conducive” (Maria, Principal, Pine School). 

The key components in DEIS schools’ infrastructures that impact DEIS literacy development, 

with the focus on knowledge building encompass creating a school climate, encouraging 

collaborative professionalism and the availability of key resources. These components build 
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upon and consolidate the theories and studies of Fullan (2016, 2008, 2007, 2002). The next 

section will extend Fullan’s theories to investigate the importance of moral purpose and its 

key factors.  

4.2.2 Moral Purpose 

Moral purpose is rooted in the development of one’s beliefs and assumptions whilst also 

“making a meaningful contribution through one’s work and life” (Fullan, 2008, 44) influenced 

by the school context, wider community, and the world. From the findings of the study, it 

became apparent that the culture of the DEIS school is similar to a compass, steering and 

guiding people in certain ways, including structural and human aspects (Bolman and Deal, 

1997). The moral compass in the DEIS school context is investigating the participants’ views, 

assumptions, and biases that support or hinder the school to make a difference to student 

attainment. Moral purpose is the lens that the world is viewed through and is hugely dependent 

on one’s ontological and epistemological stance. The study investigates whether moral 

purpose (Fullan, 2016, 2005, 2002) affects the development of literacy in a DEIS school in 

Ireland. This section aims to explore moral purpose under the sub-themes: values and 

purposeful collaboration  

4.2.2.1 Values 

Starratt views school culture as an onion, with many different layers becoming apparent as 

one delves into the layers of meaning in a school environment of operations, programmes, 

policies, goals and beliefs, with the school’s central belief and vision system at the core 

(Tuohy, 2008; Starratt, 1993). A school without a core may be busy with programmes in place; 

however, this can lead to fragmentation of energy that is not sourced at the core. Lori’s extract 

depicts the essence of multi-layers impacting on each other (Tuohy, 2008; Starratt, 1993; 

Senge, 1990), where the majority of teachers on her staff need to drive improvements, in order 

for them to be sustained: 

“If collectively it is not being supported, at least by most, I don’t think you would get 

everyone buying into it at the beginning of everything. If most people are not on board 

with it and it isn’t being driven by one or more, then I am not able to do it because I 

don’t have the time” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 
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Values and commitments are not automatically enacted in schools, where there may be 

extensive resistances and adaptions in each school’s vision. Educators, like parents, are 

“always teaching social, emotional, civic, and ethical as well as intellectual lessons, 

intentionally or not” (Cohen et al., 2009, 4). Mortimore extends this concept and highlights 

that the influence of schools in disadvantaged areas has approximately four times more 

importance than the influence of the home (Mortimore, 1998). DEIS schools need to 

understand their contexts: 

“I think the context of our school is important. You know where our starting point is 

from, it may be different to the school up the road” (Molly, literacy coordinator, Pine 

School). 

4.2.2.2 Purposeful Collaboration 

The question of effectiveness “is not about how smart you are; it is about how grounded and 

insightful your theorizing is” (Fullan, 2008, 2). Anya, a former PDST facilitator supports the 

concept of reflection-in-action, the teacher “as a reflective practitioner, is to reflect with other 

people” (Anya, PDST facilitator), consolidating the concept of a shared understanding of the 

work (Fullan and Quinn, 2016). Anya’s viewpoint consolidates Mintzberg’s concept of 

“learning is not doing, it is reflecting on doing” (Mintzberg, 2004, 228), a more organic form 

of learning. Fullan (2008) argues that the world is too complex for a vision to have certitude. 

Three out of four DEIS schools are engaged in reflective practices, as outlined by Jackie: 

“I think as a group we are quite good at it because we do so much team teaching and 

especially we work really closely with our partner teachers you’re used to it” (Jackie, 

literacy tutor, Beech School). 

DEIS schools are exploring and reflecting their actions. The conversation is created by not 

questioning if it worked, it is questioning if it is working and in turn taking “calculated risks” 

(Fullan, 2007, 8):  

“Well I’ll tell you one of the big changes has been and that is since we have brought 

in all of these new initiatives we have off loaded the Sunny Streets reading schemes 

and all of that, it’s gone out the door” (Gayle, literacy coordinator, Beech School) 
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In contrast, Conor, DEIS advisor, is aware that many DEIS schools are undecided about the 

supports and inputs that they would need, thus professional development sessions are not 

rooted in the vision of the school. Many of the professional development sessions that Conor 

facilitates in DEIS schools are during ‘Croke Park’ hours, which was part of an agreement 

implemented in 2011 in Ireland, where all teachers must complete thirty-six hours professional 

development, above and beyond the working day. With no vision to direct literacy needs, input 

will be given; however, its impact will be limited to short term and will probably dissipate, as 

there is no leader to drive the input and a fragile reason why the input was facilitated in the 

first instance, mirroring Sugrue’s concept of “knowledge for practice” (Sugrue, 2003, 20): 

“The typical school doesn’t really know what they want, they want some sort of input 

on literacy and so the advisor will say I can give an input on reading fluency, I can 

give an input on comprehension or I can... That tends to be the focus of support and 

that could happen typically in the Croke Park hour and that what you usually have” 

(Conor, DEIS advisor). 

Creating a vision in the Irish DEIS school, which influences intellectual, social, emotional, 

spiritual, aesthetic, and moral development, is currently being challenged. The dominant 

cultural force of the Church gives a religious dimension to the ethos of Irish schools (Brennan, 

2011; Tuohy, 2008) with all case-study schools governance being under the Catholic Church. 

Currently, there is a change in the Irish social context, exaggerated in DEIS schools, which 

questions the cultural identity of schools. The challenge for Irish DEIS schools is to embrace 

people from different cultures, reinforcing an Irish culture within this new context. Kate’s 

strong view on the lack of connection between school and home would not be consistent 

throughout the DEIS school in the study and may also contradict her stance: 

“The home school links and the parents understanding of what we are doing in class… 

There is no connection between the school and home” (Kate, teacher, Oak School). 

The European Union’s aim is to advance social cohesion through education (Tuohy, 2008). 

The Department of Education made the decision to band schools in relation to their social and 

economic status. The housing and apartments that surround all the study schools is mainly 

council housing, which is a house built and owned by the local council and rented out to 

tenants. This has serious repercussion when schools attempt to cultivate social cohesion, 
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ensuring it does not become contrived collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994). Beech School, unlike 

the other three DEIS schools, has a span of economic status among the students in the school, 

built amongst private housing and council housing, both new and well-established. The 

principal of Beech School spoke about the involvement of grandparents in the school and the 

researcher visited Beech School on an occasion where parents were invited to a celebration at 

the end of the year with Junior Infant classes. In attendance, the researcher witnessed the 

attendance of parents, grandparents, and some aunts. The principal indicated that it was not 

unusual to see grandparents and extended family members actively involved in the young 

students’ educational journeys.  

4.2.3 Change Process 

The change process explores the process of national policy transcending into action in the 

classroom and the factors that can affect the transition, from theory to practice. The change 

process brings learning to life (Fullan, 2005). The change process has the potential to bring all 

the dynamics in a school into one unit, thus increasing its strength, also known as the multiplier 

affect (Smyth et al., 2015). The school system is busy, living, and changing on a daily basis, 

with competencies in knowledge of subject matter and problem-solving being practiced. The 

change process provides a channel where learning can be brought to life, merging thinking 

and concepts in an organic context. This section explores the change process under three sub-

themes that evolved through the research study, predominantly semi-structured interviewing. 

The first sub-theme explores the vision of the DEIS school as a living system, where the 

interconnecting viewpoints of the school are entwined with the potential of working together. 

The planning process and its activities will be investigated. The final sub-theme, delegation 

of responsibilities, supporting teaching and learning in an ever-changing world (Section 

4.2.3.3).  

4.2.3.1 Vision 

An active school vision is personal to each school. Vision supports bridging the gap between 

aspirations and effective action (Fullan, 2008; Tuohy, 2008): 
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“I have all sort of bits and pieces of ideas, doing courses on it here and there. I do not 

have a grand plan for it. I have a vision… but I don’t have a road map” (Lori, 

Principal, Willow School). 

To create a vision, it appears optimal that, as Freire stated, that there must be “profound trust 

in people and their creative power” supporting their collective abilities (Freire, 1970, 75), 

which is captured in the essence of Anya’s extract: 

“We are a team here. Everybody kind of contributing to the vision and working 

together. It is a slow, slow, slow thing and it is a culture that I am striving to build” 

(Anya, Former Literacy Coordinator). 

Three of the four study DEIS schools have taken on elements of the DEIS literacy initiative, 

which have been tailored to suit their individual school needs with a team of leaders to support 

each school context, whilst battling a “complex web of aspirations, external demands and 

global influences” (Kennedy, 2015, 1). Only one DEIS school in the study, Oak School does 

not have a literacy coordinator or active First Steps tutors. Fragmentation has appeared in the 

school’s vision, which was originally written at the start of the DEIS literacy initiative and 

may have no more weight than the paper it was written on, as the document was stored away 

and not easily accessed by the staff.  Saoirse would confirm this concept and would imply that 

the school keeps moving onto the next initiative: 

“We haven’t really looked at that on a regular basis. It was really when we were 

reviewing literacy, sure the next year, the self-evaluation moves onto the next. 

Whatever, the target that you set” (Saoirse, Learning Support Teacher, Oak School). 

4.2.3.2 Planning Process 

The planning process has the potential to enable schools to connect their thoughts to increase 

power and innovative capacity. The planning process implemented in the study schools was 

explored and the characteristics identified. The needs of the school rather than global 

competition (Riley and MacBeath, 2003) seem to have a stronger influence on the schools’ 

focus for learning. Systems thinking promotes the central focus of the learner. One principal 

acknowledged that the school had its own unique context and that international or national 

statistics did not have any relevance on their learning context, “through a more organic form 
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of management” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 410). However, it is interesting that he admitted that 

there was choice whether to opt in or out: 

“Not in the slightest. You are where you are, you choose and I opt in as well. You are 

in a context” (Oscar, Oak School, Principal). 

Conor, a member of the PDST literacy team considered international competition and rankings 

as background information rather than a driver to increase standards: 

“It wouldn’t have been foremost in my mind going to every school, at all.  Man, it was 

more background than a driver” (Conor, PDST Facilitator/DEIS advisor).  

One DEIS participant showed the researcher a literacy folder that had developed over the past 

decade in their school. The resources in the folder are personal to the school and can also 

support teachers in the classroom and at parent teacher meetings. Gayle explained that the 

literacy folder also contained international literacy levels that supported the teachers to gauge 

standards of reading, both on a class and on an international basis: 

“Some of the teachers use these if there is a parent meeting and they give them out 

ideas and things to do with their kids, that would be that and again together we tried 

out various different plans but this is the plan that suits us now” (Gayle, Beech School, 

Literacy coordinator). 

A diffusion of energy due to weak vision in literacy can lead to burnout (Fullan, 2008; Tuohy, 

2008; Starratt, 1993). Data has been gained through a variety of contexts, including interviews, 

on-site visits, and the school plan. The researcher explores the triangulation between the 

written and living vision. Three out of four schools update and personalise their DEIS literacy 

plan on a regular basis, using a tailored version of the cyclic planning process: vision, target, 

action, monitoring, and evaluation. Schools are challenged to respond to ever changing 

contexts initially through their vision: 

“I did but we did it collaboratively and I lead it and I had very clear ideas what and 

where it had to go. But we did work together and reflecting on the process with us and 

reflecting on what more did we need” (Lori, Principal, Willow School).  

The school development planning process, that was initiated by School Development Planning 

on behalf of DES, is in use in three of the four DEIS research schools. Whilst the DES provides 
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resources and professional development, it is noteworthy that Willow, Beech and Pine School 

have developed their own tailored style of school planning. This supports Sugrue’s concept of 

“knowledge in practice” (Sugrue, 2003, 20) with the lens more on the craft (Eraut, 1994) of 

planning, constructing and investing knowledge. Each style of planning has targets or shared 

goals, data and process of reflection (Munby and Fullan, 2016). All three schools have 

invested in professional training by personnel in their own context or externally resourced 

facilitators, which the literacy team have identified and also consulted with staff. These 

schools have soft and hard copies of their current DEIS literacy plan readily available, with 

targets created, actions identified, time scales planned, and structures for monitoring and 

evaluating established. It is important to note that valuable time is spent at staff meetings and 

literacy team meetings engaging in professional discourse, with a participatory problem-

solving approach. Ultimately, the literacy tutor and coordinator, in consultation with the 

principal, created a context for leadership that is conducive to change and adaptable (Linsky 

and Lawrence, 2011; Crawford, 2003), where support and consultation are encouraged (Boyd, 

1992). They have also cultivated an environment where transformation was respected in three 

out of four DEIS research schools (Fullan, 1991): 

“We may need to spend more time on it. At our ISM meetings, there is a lot of 

professional dialogue at our ISM meetings. We do look at each area, like the team 

members would report around the areas that they are doing, also what is current in 

this school, we would spend a good bit of time saying, how are we doing it or have we 

enough time spent on it. And then you try and keep an eye out for the gaps” (Lara, 

literacy coordinator, Willow School). 

“You need allow people the freedom to choose what they need to learn and the level 

that they need to learn at. They can afford latitude to people as well” (Anya, literacy 

Advisor/principal). 

There were opportunities for sharing of experiences in all the study schools to varying degrees. 

The international literacy levels were also being used by Willow School, which took about 

five years in total to implement throughout the whole school. The principal and literacy team 

kept literacy development at the fore of staff meetings and also amended their literacy strategic 

plan in line with increased literacy standards. Willow School displayed the importance of team 

development and expertise essential to share, with a fertile ground to work with: 
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“We have worked on where they should have been. We have put them down as target 

the following year, I think we readjusted them a little bit because of reading ages…. 

So we brought them up at certain levels and then as well, in the pack we would also 

have the level that you are hoping to achieve with your average student in the class” 

(Lara, Willow School, Literacy coordinator). 

All four DEIS schools in the study highlighted the importance of teachers sharing experiences 

and guiding others on the staff, “a more organic form of management” (Geijsel, et al., 2009, 

410). Under the umbrella of expertise, a significant number of participants expressed that the 

talents and experiences needed systems in place to share ideas. The following extract 

demonstrated that the sharing of ideas was not necessarily new concepts: 

“It is very much a sharing of ideas and not so much new ideas because the basis is the 

same… I think that’s what a good teacher does, I think a good teacher shows and 

teaches people how to do it themselves” (Gayle, Beech School, Literacy coordinator). 

The principal and literacy coordinator in three out of four of the study schools had a leadership 

process that had the potential to enable the translation of intentions and theories to convert 

into reality, bringing learning to life (Block, 1987). The importance of relationships in the 

local DEIS context was most important and reflected the comments of the majority of 

participants. 

4.2.3.3 Delegation of Responsibilities 

It was very much in evidence from the collated data, the importance of the competencies and 

expertise of literacy, in conjunction with finding resolutions to the daily battles (Benn, 2011; 

Kennedy et al., 2007; Senge, 1990) of keeping literacy development to the fore of busy 

schools. An unexpected outcome of the DEIS literacy initiative was the innovative systemic 

practices that developed through the guise of literacy developed over the past decade, and the 

confidence that Willow School, Beech School, and Pine School had in their practices 

addressing their own contexts.  

“But I suppose if you look back on it that is six years of tweaking to come to that, it’s 

not all so simple and logical….we tailor everything to suit the kids that are sitting in 

front of us. And that is something that came up in the whole school evaluation, they 
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said they liked that we changed things, we don’t take everything the way it is and that 

we change it to suit the kids and adapt it to suit the needs of the kids. And that are able 

to stand by that decision” (Jackie, Beech School, First Steps Tutor). 

Delegation in Willow School, Beech School, and Pine School had become a tool of 

professional development, where educators were given freedom in their schools to express 

opinions, freedom to enact roles, with the principal supporting and believing in the staff’s 

abilities and delegation of responsibilities, affirming Tuohy’s stance of the importance of 

delegation (2008)  

“Teacher not feeling alone, with the learning support teacher, they were going to find 

a method that would work for both the teachers and see where it goes” (Lori, Willow 

School, Principal). 

In Willow School, Beech School, and Pine School, ‘adaptive leadership’ (Linsky and 

Lawrence, 2011) was observed. 

“Well I was just the catalyst but I think that’s what spurs people on. You need 

somebody [literacy tutor] with a drive and somebody who is very passionate about it 

and then I think if you have that people will come on board” (Gayle, Beech School, 

Literacy coordinator). 

Only one of the four DEIS schools in the research study had continual attrition issues. With 

quite a steadfast staff, sustainability of literacy projects or sharing of experiences was made 

easier (Morgan and Kitching, 2007). Molly spearheaded a new team-teaching literacy 

initiative in one senior infant class in her school; due to a steadfast staff, she could cascade the 

experiences of the three teachers involved the following year into maintaining the project at 

one senior infant level and also expanding into other classes: 

“Because we started in one class, we now have three teachers that could run it in three 

classes and that is what we are doing. I will be in one class, E will be in another and 

A will be in another. Now, we will meet as a group initially, and then we meet the other 

teachers” (Molly, Pine School, Literacy coordinator). 

The planning process enables a school to connect its parts and create a stronger and more 

innovative school, as outlined from the voices of participants under this theme. Starkly 
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apparent in the findings, is that the planning process supports bringing learning to life, not 

only for the student, but for the educators as well. Characteristics of the planning process have 

come to the fore in this section, enabling, sustaining, and halting change, which were outlined 

under the sub-themes: sharing experience, school development planning process and 

delegation of responsibilities. In the following section, the research data gathered will 

investigate relationship building. 

4.2.4 Relationship Building 

It was very much in evidence from the data, that ‘a more “organic” form of management’ is 

taking shape in the DEIS schools participating in the study (Geijsel et al., 2009, 410; Fullan, 

2005). Opportunities for professional discourse are taking place in a variety of contexts and 

are tailored to suit each individual school (Campbell et al., 2016; Mutton, 2016; Kennedy, 

2005). The data that evolved from the study regarding networking will be discussed from the 

perspectives of the key players, such as the literacy leader, literacy coordinator/tutor, and 

parents. There will also be an exploration of the school development planning process and 

whether links have been established in professional educational bodies that are external to the 

DEIS school campus (Croft, 2016).  

4.2.4.1 Literacy Leaders 

The findings from the study reflected the important impact that the principal has in shaping 

the culture in the DEIS school (Fullan, 2002; Heifetz, 1994; Deal and Peterson, 1990). The 

principal has a variety of roles, too vast to define and may need to be reactionary to the needs 

of the school. What is very much in evidence is that the principal was ultimately the leader of 

the literacy projects, even though there may be a very active literacy team or a literacy 

coordinator. As DEIS principals leading the school culture, the four principals in the DEIS 

primary schools support a culture involving management duties taking place and also a culture 

focused on being responsive to change. The principal supported the development of 

educational communities, in three of the four study cases, with direct principal involvement 

supporting the creation of a positive teaching and learning environment. The voices of twelve 

educators describe the cultivation of a learning environment. With the principal having a 

macro perspective of developments, with others on staff, both post-holders and volunteers, 
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leading forums that keep professional discourse, regarding literacy, to the fore. These actions 

demonstrate the importance of relationships to support both professional and staff 

development and its sustainability (Fullan and Hargreaves, 2016; Borko et al., 2007; 

Hargreaves and Fink, 2006; Fullan, 2005) and the willingness to allocate time to explore their 

identified priorities. Cathy compounds this concept in the extract below. Anya supported this 

view and the extract demonstrated the powerful messages that a principal can unknowingly 

communicate. 

“It was mainly the principal. Often you found that it was the principal even if there 

was a really good tutor in place or wasn’t a good tutor in place. It all boils down to 

the principal allowing time for the discussion to happen, even though there could be 

really good structures set-up, with a really good literacy team. If the principal didn’t 

support it or didn’t give time for it, it really didn’t happen” (Cathy, DEIS advisor). 

“The principal has a key role in driving it, not necessarily doing it but whatever a 

principal comments on, shows an interest in, or doesn’t show an interest in is hugely 

powerful. To acknowledge and affirm is hugely important. To build upon it if people 

think something is important, I would feel, as a principal, I need to keep on that line 

as well” (Anya, PDST advisor/principal). 

In three out of four schools, the literacy coordinator had a senior position in the school. Two 

of the DEIS schools, Willow School and Beech School had a literacy team who worked very 

closely together and who would meet in advance of staff meetings to critique literacy progress, 

to date. Furthermore, learning-centred leadership activities were visible and also recounted by 

interviewees in the study (Flood, 2011; Riley and MacBeath, 2003; Mintzberg, 1997). These 

activities frequently created a bridge between policy and practice when “constructive” 

(DiPaola, 2003, 147), as expressed by Lori, a DEIS principal. 

“A DEIS school is bound by DEIS rules and DEIS funding. So, I think we are 

reasonably typical of primary schools. If it is something that we have to do, then we 

go along with it. The extent that it impacts or embeds in this school that is another 

level” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 
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All four DEIS schools dispersed power and specific functions in the literacy team, where 

experience is gleaned and transferred to improve their literacy and facilitation skills, 

corroborating the views of Flood (2011) in the context of Irish schools.  

There are different levels of engagement expected in literacy depending on the local context. 

In Pine School, it was important to outline the professional characteristics that the principal 

and the literacy coordinator displayed. Both educators had vast knowledge of literacy, coupled 

with strong interpersonal skills, willingness to learn both academic and facilitation skills, and 

motivated each other to continually strive to achieve more. Whilst both educators complied 

with DES directives, their application of DEIS literacy resources in their school were 

challenged, tailored, and applied to support their literacy targets, an intelligent accountability 

(Milliband, 2004). 

“The Department wouldn’t allocate resources for power hour, the resources are based 

on numbers and everything else. So how the human resources are allocated in the 

school would be a decision that the principal would make. She is fully supportive 

anything that she thinks will be effective but I need to demonstrate” (Molly, literacy 

coordinator, Pine School). 

Characteristics of transformative leadership are displayed in three of DEIS study schools, 

Willow, Beech, and Pine School. Bass (1985), reinforcing Fullan’s findings (Fullan, 2016; 

2008; 2007) outlining three elements of transformation leadership: vision building, individual 

support, and intellectual encouragement. Vision building has been discussed earlier in this 

chapter, where the school’s image for the future was clarified. When carried out to a high 

level, it may increase self-efficacy, personalise school goals and increase confidence to attain 

goals (Bennis and Nanus, 1985). Secondly, seven out of eight literacy leaders display elements 

of providing individual support, which has the most impact on transformation leadership, 

supporting change and its sustainability (Fullan, 2016). Individualised foci, discourses, and 

linking school goals with personal goals through mentoring have been visible in the research. 

The extract from Jackie, who is a literacy tutor, had many discourses with the principal about 

developing specific projects, where time to engage with staff and finance would be key factors 

to implementation. 
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“I suppose the leadership, the principal has always been very supportive with anybody 

taking on anything new and she has always freed up your time or given you whatever 

support you need maybe resource wise. She will always allocate money for things like 

if you ever go anywhere or ask for money for things she will always give it” (Jackie, 

literacy tutor, Beech School). 

Thirdly, intellectual encouragement symbolises the importance of organised professional 

discourses as a forum for participative problem solving. Fullan (2016) refers to this as deep 

learning with the self, colleagues, students, and parents. This will be discussed in more detail 

later in the chapter. 

For the purpose of analysis, the research will blend the role of literacy coordinator and that of 

literacy tutor. In general, Willow, Beech, and Pine School in the study had a literacy team, 

where both the literacy tutors and literacy coordinators were participative. Although Oak 

School had a literacy team, there was no literacy coordinator in the school, at present; the post 

was lost due to the Department of Education freezing new posts. In the study schools, the 

literacy coordinator was in a position of senior management with a financial allowance. The 

literacy/First Steps tutor had received training by PDST on behalf of the DES. In turn, it was 

expected of the tutor to cascade the programme throughout the school on one’s return from 

the First Steps course, supporting colleagues during staff meetings to upskill them. It was the 

role of the principal to pick the First Steps tutors (reading, writing, speaking, and listening); 

however, four out of eight tutors were not chosen by the current principal in the school. Conor, 

a DEIS advisor compounded the notion that there was not a specific type of person chosen as 

the school’s literacy tutor. 

“I think of any of the groups that I had, I would have had a mix of learning support 

teachers, ordinary class teachers and post-holders. I don’t think there was a typical” 

(Conor, DEIS advisor). 

Comparing findings from all case studies, it is apparent that there are certain characteristics 

that support the literacy tutor to share concepts and knowledge with fellow staff members.  

The principal ensured that the tutor had freedom to support, show belief and acknowledge 

tasks carried out, tapping into one’s dignity and respect (Fullan, 2007). Patrice offered a 

detailed, yet succinct description of her understanding of the qualities of a literacy 
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coordinator/tutor. The principals in Beech School and Pine School have clear protocols in 

place for communication; meetings, pace, and documentation to enhance communication:  

“We are lucky in that our literacy coordinator, who is Gayle, who is RR, teacher has 

been a very good communicator and is a very good teacher to teachers, as well as to 

children. That makes the difference…It is all in the delivery and her powers of 

persuasion (persuading). So, it is also, in fairness to her, the fact that she has been 

able to generate enthusiasm around the subject” (Patrice, Principal, Beech School 

describing the literacy coordinator). 

“Somebody that would get on with everybody else. Someone who would be, not 

necessarily the most confident in the school….haven’t been necessarily the most 

confident people but they are confident in their subject knowledge…are very good at 

passing on the information to the class teachers and the learning support teachers… 

it happens in every school, we feel that what makes us different is that we have moulded 

all the initiatives. We are very lucky, we feel advantaged because we are 

disadvantaged for all those reasons…. People that I would consider quite shy would 

stand up at staff meetings and deliver terrific in-service because they are so sure footed 

of their knowledge and they are so sound” (Patrice, Principal, Beech School 

describing the characteristics of a literacy tutor). 

Conor, a DEIS advisor, highlighted his experience that some literacy tutors were chosen a day 

or two before the national training sessions by the principal, as that teacher can be freed easily 

from one’s duties. In Conor’s experience, mirroring Sugrue’s concept of “knowledge for 

practice” (Sugrue, 2003, 20), the literacy tutor is not actively sharing the knowledge that was 

gleaned from the PDST training sessions. One of the DEIS schools, Oak School would 

compound Conor’s experiences, thus making whole school literacy improvement unlikely. 

Further investigation into the reasons how and why the principal selected certain teachers as 

literacy tutors and the different levels of engagement expected would make for an interesting 

study that is beyond the scope of this current study. 

4.2.4.2 Parents 

According to the Irish Constitution (Government of Ireland, 1937), parents are the primary 

educators of children. Most teachers in the study did not mention the connection of teachers 
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and parents to support the students, however, three schools highlighted events with parental 

participation that had a positive bearing on the student, as Lori’s example depicts: 

“The pride that I see parents taking in the child’s achievement, again because 

something has worked, pitched at the right level. That is hugely satisfying. It is also 

the collaborative work that we do as a team. It really doesn’t matter if the thing doesn’t 

succeed” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 

4.2.4.3 Building Links and Relationships 

This section explores building links and relationships by DEIS primary schools. There are 

three levels where relationships are built upon from a state of dependence, to independence in 

school groups to interdependence where the educator learns from others whilst maintaining 

control over one’s own learning. Fullan reveals that learning is the main focus of work and 

that reflective learning forgives the past and remembers, in order to learn from one’s actions 

(Fullan, 2008). There may be a combination of all three states, where one may merge as the 

more dominant. As Maria outlined in the extract below, her commencement in professional 

development in the new Language Curriculum (NCCA, 2016) is currently being implemented 

in schools nationwide: 

“I think a combination of both. The fact that the principal and the literacy coordinator 

have a day and then a day for the staff could come together to see what gaps they see 

in our school. Then go back to the coordinator in Dublin West and invite them to our 

school, be it for a day or 2 days for a certain period of time” (Maria, Principal, Pine 

School). 

It is interesting to view the professional development experience of Maria from a different 

perspective, that of the PDST advisor, who facilitates the Language Curriculum sessions 

(NCCA, 2016). Conor’s experiences, from previous DEIS programme initiatives, depicted a 

frustration at the uncoordinated approach. Conor presented the new Language Curriculum as 

a set training day, moving from a PDST tailored approach to a prescriptive PDST approach: 

“I would probably sit down with all the advisors. There was, to some extent, there was 

a bit of a scattered approach, we were all doing different bits, breaking our backs. 

Each one of us had a different type of approach…They [tutor] didn’t know how to CPD 
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themselves. They didn’t know how to put a plan of implementation together themselves. 

Therefore when we left, they were kind of left in the dark” (Conor, DEIS advisor). 

“The quality and credibility of whomever might come in, is absolutely and hugely 

important. If someone comes in and have practical good ideas, it can go somewhere. 

If they have the knack of connecting with the staff and done some homework before, 

they know what you want. The flip side of that is, if you have a facilitator in an 

independent capacity, part of an organization or freelance, and if there are people in 

their Croke Park hours and engaging in something that is disappointing, it is unhelpful 

and has a knock on affect. It is like throwing water at something. It can kill a lot, not 

just for that, you have taken a step backwards. You need quality” (Anya, 

PDST/Principal). 

4.2.4.4 DES and the Inspectorate 

On analysing the interview data relating to the DES and the Inspectorate, there was a 

dichotomy of views, from Willow and Oak Schools not having a Whole School Evaluation 

(WSE) in over a decade to Beech School being motivated by the experience. In recent times, 

the DES and the ERC published reports regarding standards nationally and globally (DES, 

2016; ERC, 2016; ERC, 2011). Whilst the majority of interviewees were not affect by the 

results of the reports in their professional lives, Lori, principal in Willow School, extended 

this view that it was the feeling that lingered following the reports of the DEIS report, rather 

than what the report actually said, which echoes the stance of Morgan et al. (2009): 

“It is that old thing, you don’t remember what they said. You just remember how you 

felt. I remember us going, oh, God, and we were trying so hard” (Lori, Principal, 

Willow School). 

In the study, Beech School had experienced a WSE in recent times. The school had radically 

overhauled their reading system and increased their team teaching approach. The WSE 

commended Beech School’s approach to reading and their strategic planning process, both 

long term and short term. The following extract depicted how the comments were positive and 

motivational to Gayle, the literacy coordinator: 
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“It made everybody feel really good and it kind of affirmed things because it is a big 

deal to make a decision out of staff to say were going to off load all the reading schemes 

now and we are just going to go with these levelled books” (Gayle, Literacy 

coordinator, Beech School). 

An interesting relationship that was revealed to the researcher through interviewing and 

discussions in the staffroom, is that of the Irish family and friendships. The research study was 

only in Irish urban DEIS schools, many of the educators have strong friendships outside their 

DEIS school, whose profession is in education. This lends itself to an informed forum of 

professional development and sharing of ideas. Ann described her near relatives and identified 

those in the profession of education: 

“Sometimes, there should be a ban on teacher talk (that’s hard because they will tell 

you the truth if it works or not). It is great. Both my sisters-in-law are teachers, so it is 

shop-talk” (Ann, teacher, Pine School). 

Two of schools in the study, Beech and Pine School had visited another school to view 

innovative practices in literacy station teaching and Discipline for Learning (INTO, 2002, 56) 

over the years. This practice appeared to happen only to view a new practice rather than to 

ameliorate or augment current practices in specific areas: 

“Gayle is the literacy co-coordinator as part of her post of responsibility. She was 

probably a natural person to put into Reading Recovery. She in turn brought all of us 

to another school. We all went there. We went to Rowan for Discipline for Learning” 

(Patrice, Literacy Coordinator, Beech School). 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

In summary, three out of four Irish Urban DEIS primary schools had a system for building 

knowledge that was ‘live’ in the DEIS school. In general, the school’s individualised school 

vision played a role in creating literacy targets that guided the DEIS literacy initiative. Many 

positive attributes were reported by educators in the area of relationship building. From the 

data, the majority of schools have an internal system, with a focus on capacity building and 

professional development (MacBeath, 2006). Many of the literacy groups had a focus, with a 
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wide range of expertise in the area to support internal professional development, with only a 

handful of external experts supporting the DEIS schools. The key factors that were highlighted 

to build and develop a school’s infrastructure were: 

 A healthy school climate can support educators when they feel they are trusted and 

respected. 

 The school’s moral purpose and vision support DEIS schools to bridge the gap between 

aspirations and effective action by, implementing an individualised planning process, 

incorporating targets/moral purpose, and through good data, action, and processes for 

reflection (Munby and Fullan, 2016). 

 It is incumbent on the leaders in DEIS primary schools to encourage a shared 

understanding about the nature of their work (Fullan and Quinn, 2016): observe, 

monitor, amend, and support the literacy journey through opportunities for open 

discussions and reflection time. 

 “Leadership is not the exclusive prerogative of people in positions of authority” 

(Linsky and Lawrence, 2011, 6). 

 Some DEIS schools are engaged in creative literacy projects, where analysed 

probabilities are encouraged and supported, with a focus on shared leadership. Shared 

leadership has the potential to support stability for the school in the future. 

 The principal leads the school culture 

 Three out of four DEIS study schools have prioritised a senior staff member in the role 

of literacy coordinator 

 A wide variety of literacy experiences were willingly shared through professional 

discourses at staff meetings and small group planning meetings. 

 

4.4 QS 2: What professional development do DEIS educators practice in the 

implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives? 

In this section, the findings of the study explore how teachers learn and develop their 

knowledge base in the Irish urban DEIS primary school. In this section, the research study 

findings delve into approaches and styles that have affected learning by the participants in 

their respective Irish DEIS urban primary schools. The researcher is interested in exploring 
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which styles and approaches promote sustained development or if this is dependent on the 

person rather than the method and if a type of teacher learning which can be recommended. 

The ‘gradual release approach’, where models of professional development ascend in quality 

and critical professional development (West-Burnham, 2010; Kennedy, 2005; Joyce and 

Showers, 2002), were evident in the study, however, rigorously following the line of 

development was not apparent (Table 11).  

 

Table 11. Models of Professional Development: Adapted from West-Burnham (2010), 

Kennedy (2005), Joyce and Showers (2002) 

Models Descriptor 
Purpose of 

Model 

The Training model  Opportunity to up-date skills 

 Usually presented to the teacher by 

an expert 

 

 

 

 

Transmission 

The award-bearing models  Validated by universities 

 Perceived to be academic rather 

than practical 

The deficit model  Using CPD to cure/solution the 

weakness/problem 

The cascade model  Teachers attending training events 

and then cascading/disseminating 

the knowledge to colleagues 

The Standards-based Model  Standards versus competencies 

 The real issue is the 

implementation of the standards in 

the school 

 

 

 

 

Transitional The coaching/mentoring 

model 

 One-to-one relationship 

 Mentoring akin to 

apprenticeship/hierarchical 

The Community of Practice  More than 2 people 

 Allowing the members for that 

community to exert control/power 

over the agenda 

The Action Research 

Model 

 Participants are the researchers 

 

 

Transformative 

 The transformative models  Using a range of models, with a 

sense of power and tensions 
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The framework devised by Geijsel et al. (2009), which explored learning activities carried out 

by teachers in DEIS primary schools, was the clearest and best-fit approach to analysing and 

collating the voices of the participants in this research study. Using the framework of Geijsel 

et al. (2009) for learning processes ‘is seen as an active and constructive process that is 

problem oriented, grounded in social settings and circumstances, and takes place throughout 

adults’ lives (Geijsel et al., 2009, 407). The sub-themes that support the examination of 

learning processes, which will be discussed further, are keeping up-to-date, changing 

practices, experimentation, and reflective practices.  

4.4.1 Keeping Up-To-Date 

This section explores “collecting new knowledge and information” (Geijsel et al., 2009, 406) 

and the contexts that were practiced. For the DEIS First Steps Reading tutor, one had to attend 

five days training external to the school setting. Thereafter, the DEIS advisor would visit the 

school, to support the DEIS programmes that the school has implemented. Two teachers from 

Willow School who were both class teachers and have experience in literacy and numeracy 

specialized programmes were asked about the schools needs from external supports, such as 

PDST in the guise of the DEIS advisor. Ailish outlined the schools’ criticality towards external 

supports and evaluated it based on the focus of the school and its needs. Susie extended this 

concept of a DEIS advisor supporting a school if there was sustained support, where a 

relationship could be established and professional dialogue could ensue. With the expertise in 

Willow School in literacy, it was deemed by Susie unnecessary to attend a generalized whole 

day training that was not personalized to their needs: 

“It would depend on whether it was something that we had to do or need it. We would 

have a look at it to see if it was beneficial to the school. Is it going to fit in with 

everything that we have” (Ailish, Willow School, Class teacher). 

“An outsider who is different from your staff and someone that you can build a 

relationship  with, that you can feel comfortable enough to ask questions to, whereas, 

where you are at a whole day’s training, you don’t” (Susie, Willow School, Support 

teacher). 

Critical, rather than continuing professional development (Jones, 2011), was demonstrated in 

three out of four study schools, not in Oak School, submerged in lifelong learning, where 
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contemplation, deliberation and questioning new developments and ideas, rather than a mere 

passive acceptance of change. From the perspective of a DEIS advisor, sustained support has 

been eliminated, with resources being redirected to other foci. The DEIS advisor is currently 

reverting back from promoting tailored support to generic packages, according to Conor: 

“When on the DEIS team, you were designing new stuff, every time you went in almost, 

whereas what most advisor are doing now is, the is a set…PDST have set packages for 

things like reading fluency, phonological awareness, for comprehension” (Conor, 

PDST facilitator). 

In Oak School, where the teachers received generic training from PDST or an affiliated body, 

with limited or no follow-up discussion amongst the whole staff. In Oak School, there was no 

assigned literacy coordinator and it was up to each teacher to decide on their individual 

development needs: 

“You go for a day with loads of information thrown at you, for a week you are thinking 

about it and then something else comes up, you move on…You go and then you move 

on, the book ends up at the end of a pile” (Kate, Oak School, Class teacher). 

The principal in Oak School further discussed that not all staff received the same training, thus 

whole school discussion may be more difficult in the future. For development and time given 

for professional discourse, the principal in the other three study schools actively supported 

change from expertise to making time and resources available. A school in the same room 

receiving training does not automatically mean that all participants are in agreement and 

working as a team; it may be mere ‘contrived collegiality’ (Hargreaves, 1994). In one out of 

four study schools, there was no move from isolated privatism to collective responsibility 

(O’Sullivan, 2011), as displayed in the extract below:  

“Part of the new language curriculum day that we were given by the Department. Half 

of the staff went to a seminar to an SESS person here, on site, on behavioural 

management. They came out of it raving. I didn’t attend it as I had enough to be doing 

and that’s the type of thing that works” (Oscar, Oak School, Principal). 
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It is worth noting here that seventeen of the interviewees described their process of keeping 

up-to-date happening in bursts (Oates, 2008) when a need for professional development is 

identified. Continual discourse happened at staff meetings, literacy team meetings or as small 

groups, which reflected on changing practices, which may be a better descriptor, as outlined 

by Gayle: 

“We see ourselves very much as part of a team and we learn from one another so 

somebody has an idea or somebody reads something new or when I am out in Tallaght, 

I may pick up so ditty thing and bring it back and everybody is very enthusiastic about 

sharing what will improve” (Gayle, Beech School, Literacy coordinator). 

Interestingly, Kayla and her approach to learning leans more to using the internet, rather than 

educational journals, using short articles found on websites or using links from articles that 

are short and which have quick reference information. With technology becoming a part of 

everyday life for educators, it would be worthwhile to consider further research regarding 

innovative professional development, using technology as the main conduit: 

“Big manuals don’t suit me as a learning style generally. I’d read kind of shorter 

articles or snappier things or something that is kind of reader friendly if you know 

what I mean but I would research online about stuff” (Kayla, Beech School, FS 

Reading tutor). 

The following section builds upon the learning process that keep teachers up-to-date with 

professional practices, which can lead to further action to change literacy practices in the 

classroom and, in turn, the school.  

4.4.2 Changing Practices  

Teachers changing practices toward promoting process-oriented student learning, social and 

meaningful learning and student motivation to learn (Geijsel et al., 2009). One pertinent factor 

to support changing practices in literacy is the First Steps tutor. From the study schools, three 

of the principals chose the tutor due to their communication and collegiality with the staff. 

The principal in Oak School asked the staff who would like to attend, however, evidence of 

this approach is inconclusive, as the school was affected by the attrition of staff (Morgan and 
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Kitching, 2007). Conor, from the perspective of a DEIS advisor, gave his stance of the 

selection of the First Steps tutor.  

“It all really comes back to the person, the tutor- was this person just plucked out of 

thin air two days before they had to go on the course, or was the principal stuck or 

had the principal really thought about it and this is the best person or ask the staff that 

we have this opportunity to up-skill” (Conor, DEIS advisor). 

Conor extended this view to schools that he found innovative, where First Steps tutors were 

picked purposely by the principal as an “investment to produce and apply new knowledge” 

(OECD, 2009) however, a significant majority did not have skills to facilitate change in a 

school, irrespective of their knowledge of literacy practices: 

“They didn’t know how to CPD themselves. They didn’t know how to put a plan of 

implementation together themselves. Therefore when we left, they were kind of left in 

the dark. We don’t have a DEIS advisor now, so we don’t know what to do. So, in order 

for the implementation, you have to ensure that there are these management systems 

in place” (Conor, DEIS advisor). 

From the study, it is evident from the interviews and from observing the participants personal 

expressions of the importance of leadership, which has been highly significant during the 

changing processes in their respective schools, from allocation of resources, time, support and 

opportunities to engage in professional dialogue. The following extract from Maria, a principal 

in Pine School has been active in all areas of change, ensuring a cascading of literacy 

experiences and expertise to a wider group. Maria would ensure that each of the three First 

Step tutors was on the management team, to intertwine developments with those in other 

curricular areas: 

“Nearly at every staff meeting, there would be a focus on numeracy and 

literacy….Then, I suppose, our plans are tailored to meet our needs, grown from the 

grass roots up and I think that we have gone slowly but surely, I think our standards 

have risen and it has impacted on the senior school, changed all their material” 

(Maria, Pine School, Principal). 
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4.4.3 Experimentation  

There can be a huge overlap between the categories of changing practices and experimentation 

in regard to learning processes. A humorous, yet powerful “battalion” (Gayle, Beech School) 

of teachers wanted to introduce ‘Power Hour’, a structured literacy initiative with four stations 

being facilitated by four adults. Whilst three of the members of the group had attended a 

variety of training sessions, the ultimate test for Gayle and her team was to visit a school and 

see the initiative in action. This is an example of changing practice and also experimentation. 

Gayle, a literacy leader could get a whole group of staff members to engage in critical 

discourse to radically change literacy in Beech School. Whilst the initiative commenced five 

years ago, it has been changed, improved, updated, with a system to train new teachers in their 

school implemented: 

“A whole battalion of us one morning got into our cars and we drove up between half 

nine and half ten and we went into those classrooms, we came out and we went oh my 

god” (Gayle, Beech School, Literacy coordinator). 

Gayle’s description of observing classes and watching teachers model ‘Power Hour’ classes, 

when they returned to their own school, experimenting and amending over the past five years. 

There is prominence in the majority of schools for literacy experimentation. Indeed, findings 

from three of the DEIS study schools consolidates Eraut’s idea that learning from one context 

can be quite limited and seeking resolutions from a variety of contexts is preferable (Eraut, 

2014). Experimentation explores the “intentional effort of teachers to try something new 

within the classroom” (Kwakman, 2003, 153). To enhance literacy practice, experimentation 

needs to be followed by discussing and sharing practices if the intended practice is to expand 

and be sustained (Fullan, 2008), otherwise it is knowledge that is kept in isolation: 

“The idea, in the long term, train these teachers really well and then in the long term, 

those teachers will be going into other classes and they will be very well skilled, do 

you know what I mean” (Molly, Pine School, Literacy coordinator). 
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4.4.4 Reflective Practices 

Reflective practices acknowledges that teachers have their own style and method of teaching, 

which also enables “reflection on the practices which may result in changes to routine 

behaviour” (Kwakman, 2003; Schon, 1983) and practices tailored to suit the local context.  

“It’s enthusiasm even that your there after ten years. For example we pay each other 

visits out to schools so the last visit somebody came in to watch me teach and reading 

recovery is all about watching people teaching and giving suggestions and helping 

them and maybe saying, well we need more of this or that and then maybe I watch you 

and then you support. I saw her using that in her reading recovery lesson and I thought 

I really like that” (Gayle, Beech School, Literacy coordinator). 

Time is given to professional discussion in all of the study schools, however three of the four 

schools, Willow, Beech, and Pine Schools, have structures of action-reflection and action 

(Megginson and Whitaker, 2007), which is expressed by Gayle, through the context of staff 

meetings, senior management meetings, and class level team meetings, both on a formal and 

informal basis.  

The participants in the interviews and also the researcher’s attendance in the staff room at 

break times reflected the professional relationships and friendships that developed. 

Professional development and the sharing of practices have moved from solely an intellectual 

level to encompassing an attitudinal, social, and behavioural level, consolidating the views of 

Evans (2010).  There appeared to be a connection between knowledge productivity or 

professional development embodying personal, social and professional ‘domains’ (Bell and 

Gilbert, 1996). Jackie talked about her relationship with her colleagues as natural and at ease 

with each other: 

“It’s just professional friends comfortable enough with each other to expose 

weaknesses and strengths and share” (Jackie, Beech School, FS Reading tutor). 

It is interesting following a conversation in the staff room of Pine School where there was a 

discussed regarding the strong link of family and friends that were part of the Irish educational 

domain. This linked literacy educational discussions with the teachers’ life outside their DEIS 

school context. Ann talked about sharing ideas and knowledge amongst her friends and 
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relatives during meals in restaurants and feeling at ease to discuss strengths and challenges. It 

is a form of professional community or mentoring that has evolved for Ann. 

“I think it is great learning from your peers, as well. Especially speaking to my own 

friends who are teachers. Just getting different ideas off them, it is great. You could be 

doing the same thing every day and think it is going fine and you exhaust one idea. It 

is great getting different ideas off people….Sometimes, there should be a ban on 

teacher talk. It is great. Both my sisters-in-law are teachers, so it is shop-talk” (Ann, 

Pine School, Class teacher)  

There is a plethora of government driven policies that have imposed DEIS literacy solutions 

with literacy standards to be achieved (Land, 2004) that have not directly stimulated learning; 

rather, it appears that it is the leader who spearheads action at a localized level that has more 

impact. The impact of professional development is improved student outcomes (DES, 2016; 

Earley and Porritt, 2010), which is apparent in the majority of the study schools from 

standardized assessments, running records, and reading levels. There does not seem to be a 

‘gradual release method’ from modelling and accentuating along the continuum to learning 

communities. The purpose and modes of the learning process model is more important as to 

the quality of knowledge productivity, which promotes shared dialogue from transmission, 

transitional to transformative (Kennedy, 2005), rather than the type of event, such as training 

or coaching.  

 

4.5 RQ3: What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy developments? 

This section will explore the stimulant factors in the Irish urban DEIS primary school context 

that drives, implements and reinforces the change process, which will integrate as the school 

climate over time. The stimulants are motivation factors that can explain how certain 

behaviours start, stop, or are sustained (Addison and Brundrett, 2008). There are no control 

groups to compare schools in the DEIS initiative, thus, it is vital to get behind the “political 

arithmetic” (Pring, 2004, 97) of the literacy improvement in DEIS primary schools and 

develop a portrait (Tuohy, 2008) of what stimulates educators in Irish DEIS schools to engage 

in the literacy journey.  
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4.5.1 Evaluation 

4.5.1.1 Trends and Patterns 

Most DEIS schools in the study tended to consider the importance of assessment of student 

achievement on a summative basis, using a suite of assessment tests, including Irish 

standardised testing in literacy, with half of the study schools (Willow and Beech School) 

using Marie Clay’s diagnostic assessment to identify literacy knowledge at the Junior class 

levels. Although each school must submit standardised results for 2nd, 4th and 6th class levels 

to the DES, all DEIS schools in the study use standard assessments with all classes from 2nd 

upwards on an annual basis. Findings showed a consensus in terms of measuring, collating, 

analysing, and accumulating literacy progress annually, using Irish standardised literacy 

assessments to affirm patterns in literacy throughout the school. Three out of four of the Irish 

DEIS research primary schools, excluding Oak School, presented summative analysis, which 

in turn acted as a platform to initiate professional discourse on celebrating achievements and 

focus on areas of challenge in literacy. In Oak School, the Reading Recovery teacher used the 

standardised results solely to indicate those students that required further diagnostic testing or 

required further literacy intervention: 

“We have totally transformed the way that we teach reading because we would have 

had one or two readers per year and it came from a request from teachers that children 

in the class were so below that level and some were above that. It just wasn’t matching 

what we needed in our school” (Lara, literacy coordinator, Willow School). 

The notion of year on year school improvement in literacy in a school is questionable (Fullan, 

2008; Oates, 2008; Gray, 1999) and the four Irish DEIS study schools support this. In Willow 

School, running records (Clay, 1991) highlighted improved reading levels on a frequent basis, 

however, the improvement had not transferred to the standardised literacy scores. Through 

literacy team meetings and staff meeting discussions, targets were directed towards 

comprehension skills over a three year period. In turn, support from PDST and training was 

sought by Lara, the literacy co-ordinator, to support the three-year target. In time, the 

amelioration of standardised results was expected and achieved. “Bursts” (Gray et al., 2003, 

88) is a more realistic descriptor of patterns and trends relating to improvement, with a focus 

on maintaining this, rather than year on year school improvements. From an external 
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viewpoint, a PDST DEIS advisor described the impact of literacy improvement at a 

professional level, observed in the DEIS context: 

“You can see the improvement for week to week, children’s copies, teachers saying 

that the results we are seeing is great. That is where you say ‘wow’, this is actually 

making a difference, this is not all about me, it’s all about the teachers to keep going. 

That for teachers is where the motivation comes from to keep going, to keep going with 

an initiative” (Conor, CPD Facilitator). 

An unexpected consequence of collating standardised testing results, was that three teachers 

in different DEIS contexts, who personalised the targets in the school to improve literacy, had 

tracked their students as they advanced through the school to review the consolidation of 

literacy gains that were made. Two comments from Kayla and Grace demonstrate their 

determination and their drive to go beyond the personalization of school goals to setting up 

students as “readers for life” (Kayla, First Steps Reading Tutor, Beech School). Furthermore, 

Kayla and Grace’s comments displayed a passion that motivated their contribution to literacy 

improvement, not only to their school, but also to society at large: 

“I know it’s only one side of things but I like to measure things as well, like you get 

your results and measure progress and how much they have progressed. It makes sense 

to do it like that to me anyway” (Kayla, First Steps Reading Tutor, Beech School). 

“Yeah, I was always waiting to get that result. Waiting for my students to get 

standardised tests in first class and then I was saying, now that they are not with me, 

I was waiting to see if their progress would continue. I actually used to track them 

when they went up to the senior school to see how the class were doing and did they 

keep up with those improvements. I also wanted to see overall our results were 

improving every year” (Grace, DEIS advisor).  

4.5.1.2 Planning and Goal Setting 

In Willow School, Beech School, and Pine School, whole school literacy folders, both soft 

and hard copies, were readily available to clarify the layout of literacy content, the literacy 

DEIS plan, and amendments that have been made over the DEIS decade. The three literacy 

coordinators in these DEIS schools, demonstrated the power that has been exerted in the 
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schools to tailor the plans and its content to suit their own schools, respectively. What was 

very much in evidence from the literacy coordinators was their openness to describe the style 

that has evolved to up-date the folders and how the folders support their respective teachers’ 

planning. The researcher observed in the three DEIS schools the pride that the literacy 

coordinators had in the evolution of their DEIS plan:  

 “I suppose at a staff meeting you see a list of things that come up and the things that 

you should be doing, oh dear God, there is a list of things that I should be doing. They 

keep you on track of what exactly we are doing and slight reminders, as a school of 

what we are doing. It kind of affirms what you are doing really” (Ailish, Teacher, 

Willow School). 

“The reward is that vibe from a staff and seeing the child move up a bit in their 

numbers” (Susie, Teacher, Willow School). 

These comments are very much in agreement with Geijsel et al. (2009) and Morgan et al. 

(2009) that school targets and goals have been subsumed into personal goals by three out of 

four DEIS schools in the study. Ten years after the commencement of the DEIS initiative, an 

intriguing consequence of the initiative was the team dimension exhibited in the DEIS schools 

and the reference to ‘we’ when discussing goals and actions. These comments were also 

reflective of teachers’ self-efficacy increasing when the improvement was resolutely rooted in 

goals that have been created by the individual school that are clear and realistic (Bandura, 

1997). 

In Oak School, whilst it was not apparent that school goals were created, active, or 

personalised in recent times, nor was documentation made available; this does not necessarily 

imply that teachers are not using goals as a motivator, however. It is worth noting here that a 

teacher supporting students with learning difficulties creates an ‘Individual Education Plan’ 

for each of her students. Over time, Saoirse has applied the experience she has gained over her 

years of teaching and tailored the style of the ‘Individual Education Plan’ to suit her needs and 

documents with information that is pertinent, from Saoirse’s perception, to support the student 

with learning difficulties: 

“I might do a little more of that. But then again, I have made my planning practical 

for me. Whereas at the beginning, I used to say, what will I do but now I think they are 
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closer: how I plan and how I think someone wants me to plan. I can justify it. It is 

experience. Experience, yeah” (Saoirse, Reading Recovery teacher, Oak School). 

4.5.1.3 Standardised Testing 

The evaluation process of DEIS, by the DES, for the most part is summative with the ERC 

carrying out specially devised normative testing, based on the Drumcondra standardised 

assessments, for reading and mathematics. This focus and emphasis on reading and 

mathematics mirrors international studies, such as PISA, PERLS and TIMSS; as one principal 

commented, “it’s the old thing, what is measured matters…they pay attention to it because of 

that” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). Twelve of the interviewees reported that standardised 

testing motivated them, however, international reports on literacy had little or no affect, either 

positive or negative, on teachers or their school. It is worth noting that all DEIS schools 

emphasised that they are more concerned with what patterns emerged at a localised individual 

school basis, rather than nationally or globally, which echoed Morgan et al. findings (2009). 

“Oh absolutely yes and when I see my bell curves I get very happy. But I suppose you 

feel like you have done a good job that’s one side but I suppose the other side of it is 

knowing that you have set up readers for life and that is a bigger part of it, you know” 

(Kayla, tutor, Beech School). 

The DEIS primary schools in the study were very much aware of ‘the multiplier affect’ (Smyth 

et al., 2015, vi), in urban areas, designated disadvantaged, and how they have little or no 

control over many aspects of their students’ lives, which can demotivate and at times frustrate 

teachers: 

“Sometimes it is hard when the child is just not getting it and you are trying to find 

different avenues to make it click with them. Sometimes when attendance is shocking, 

it is so unfair to the child, not getting to reach to their potential and it is not their fault 

either. That de-motivates me. Out of your hands? It is very hard when you see a child 

with so much potential and they are not going to reach it. It is out of their hands that 

they are not coming to school but...” (Ann, Teacher, Pine School). 

The stimulants to keep teachers wanting to improve standards in their classroom are based on 

more than standardised testing alone. There are combinations of forces from teacher 
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observation, comments, copies, and a variety of other methods that are dependent on 

qualitative methods that, in turn, inform teaching and learning:  

“Absolutely and so in many ways it is qualitative and not just quantitative. I think the 

qualitative for us is more important because it is such a cliché, but it is so true. If we 

can generate a love of reading that is a life skill. That is something that they would 

carry forever” (Patrice, Principal, Beech School). 

Across the data collated from interviews, documentary data available in the DEIS research 

schools and researcher observation in the DEIS context, there is a strong propensity to view 

teacher observation and formative data as vital to constructing a snapshot of student 

development and attainment to support student monitoring and evaluation. 

4.5.1.4 The Inspectorate 

According to Kushner (2000), the role of the Inspectorate is primarily evaluative and thereafter 

supportive in improving the quality of the educational journey for the student, teacher, 

principal, and parent. Through personal and professional experience, Anya used an analogy 

of ‘a goose laying a golden egg’ to describe the teacher who is doing one’s best and should be 

acknowledged by the inspectorate for the positives and then exposed to new methods in an 

empathetic manner, leaning towards an individualistic response rather than an institutional 

response. The following is an extract from Anya’s discussion regarding the Inspectorate and 

their Whole School Evaluation (WSE) process: 

“They can but I would not be convinced that they utilise that power that they have… 

Sometimes there are better scores and better ways of doing things but you cannot be 

top dog at everything and it is important to see that when somebody has all four 

engines going as best as they can, they get a well done. I think to be realistic, don’t kill 

the goose that lay the golden egg. I mean it is very important to be realistic…to make 

sure there is a sense of understanding, empathy and support” (Anya, PDST advisor 

and principal). 

Further to Anya’s viewpoint, it is pertinent to note that two of the four urban DEIS primary 

schools, Willow School and Oak School did not have a WSE during the appointment of the 

current principals, who were appointed over a decade ago, Beech School had a WSE eight 
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years ago and Pine School had a WSE within the last academic year. The teachers who were 

interviewed from the DEIS school, who had a WSE within the last year, commented on 

affirming practices that have been implemented since the DEIS initiative commencement and 

from reviewing the WSE report. Teachers were motivated, through transactional leadership 

practices, to review the WSE from a stance of educational responsibility, rather than 

accountability, which personifies Sugrue’s aspiration (2011) and that of Sahlberg’s 

professional discourse (2015). 

“We made teams after the whole school evaluation to see where weaknesses were and 

to slide into roles and lead a team to focus on that area and to have a targets” (Jackie, 

First Steps tutor, Beech School). 

It is interesting to note that Jackie and the teachers merged the relevant recommendations in 

their professional opinion in the WSE and, in turn, incorporated them into their current DEIS 

Plan.  

4.5.2 School Culture 

4.5.2.1 Cultivating a Learning Environment 

Active literacy teams steered literacy learning in three of the four DEIS schools, where time 

was given at staff meetings to engage in professional discourse and to keep agreed literacy 

targets to the fore. Oak School had no literacy co-ordinator in over five years due to her 

retirement and a DES moratorium was placed on recruiting a replacement; ‘when she went, it 

went with her’ (Saoirse, Learning Support teacher, Oak School). Without a literacy leader, 

much of the literacy development takes place on an individual teacher basis, rather than on a 

school focus. The principal in the urban DEIS school was extremely busy, with an expansive 

unending role. The principal voiced that the learning support team managed the literacy 

intervention with their expertise in the area and excluded himself from the task. 

“My people are meeting as we speak. They will be here until 3pm or not. I don’t care. 

I don’t sit in on it. They are the experts and they have skilled up” (Oscar, Principal, 

Oak School). 
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These comments are not collaborated by the other three DEIS schools, where the principal had 

an active role in keeping up-to-date with literacy developments in the DEIS initiative. 

Findings show a consensus in terms of the importance of the principal to see the macro 

developments in literacy and keeping it to the fore of professional dialogue at staff meetings 

and professional development sessions. All teachers in the four study schools identified the 

importance of the principal’s input and support in order to resource and give time to ensure 

literacy stays at the fore of the school’s agenda.  

“As a team, the dynamic among the team to help one another, to support one another 

and to share the resources, the team excel on those things” (Cathy, DEIS advisor). 

Sustained visits to DEIS schools by the DEIS advisor, where improvements could be observed, 

have been abandoned, thus one of the main sources of motivation and self-efficacy for DEIS 

advisors had disappeared. The extract demonstrated one common response from the DEIS 

advisors: 

“I guess it’s the feedback from the people that you are working with and the change 

that you see from visit to visit. This is where the thing lies now, when the model isn’t 

sustained, you don’t get to see improvements” (Conor, DEIS advisor). 

4.5.2.2 Collaborative Culture 

“If there is something that we need, we are willing to work on. People are willing to 

give things a go and say if it is not working” (Lara, Deputy Principal, Willow School). 

All four DEIS schools in the study have Reading Recovery teachers currently in their schools. 

This raises the issue of linking the Reading Recovery training with at least one teacher in each 

of the DEIS schools, with actively supporting the literacy developments at the lower class 

levels of the DEIS school. Each school reported a variety of modifications that they 

implemented for example, using individual levelled readers, rather than class readers. There 

was a focus on expertise and a willingness to share the new literacy knowledge, which was 

strongly reflected in the responses of the teachers, trained in Reading Recovery.  

To foster cooperation in sharing practices and expertise, Cathy, a DEIS advisor recounted how 

she started a Professional Learning Community (PLC) and invited local schools to engage in 
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this community. Interestingly, this PLC motivated Cathy to let the agenda evolve with the 

literacy PLC members. It is important to note that the concept of the ‘wisdom of a crowd’ 

(Fullan, 2008, 46), supporting and enhancing adult learning in interschool PLCs, would be 

interesting to explore, however, it is beyond the scope of this study: 

“Offering to come out into a community of learning to engage in some aspect of 

literacy- for them to get involved to any extent that really gives you motivation to 

facilitate whatever they are looking for” (Cathy, DEIS advisor). 

These comments highlighted the importance of cultivating a collaborative culture where 

teachers were engaged in designing and tailoring the DEIS initiative. All DEIS schools 

engaged in the study were open to new ideas and the majority appeared to be ‘genuinely 

participative’ (Riley and MacBeath, 2003). The majority of the DEIS teachers, nine out of 

eleven class teachers, created their short-term plans with the teachers at the same class level, 

informed by the school literacy plan. Through scheduled planned meetings, three of the four 

schools maintained their stance on changing the ‘class reader’ in the junior classes to 

individualised levelled readers. In these DEIS schools, staff meetings, one-to-one meetings, 

senior management team meetings, and class level meetings supported professional dialogue 

to investigate the areas of literacy reading that were strengths and challenges. The staff created 

the agenda, whilst ensuring their targets for that period stayed to the fore. From the responses 

of the interviewees, the meetings appeared to enhance teachers’ appreciation of their 

professional self-efficacy: 

“I like working together, it brings its own energy. Like, I love working down with 

Kayla. I just absolutely love it and Kayla thinks the same as I do and we have a bit of 

a laugh and we also don’t take it too seriously like they are kids” (Gayle, Teacher, 

Beech School).  

“Staff said that they needed more help around group work. Then we had to set aside 

time at staff meetings to collectively figure out how we would do that” (Lori, Principal, 

Willow School). 
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4.5.2.3 Effective Leadership (resources, pace and innovation) 

The current data collected in the research study, enabled further depth as to what main 

leadership factors motivated teachers in urban Irish DEIS primary schools to engage in literacy 

improvements. The data collected, supports Senge’s concept of teachers having the power to 

alter their schools’ systemic systems (1990), however, the degree of power exerted is varied: 

“The stress levels come and the inhibitors come when you don’t have the time. The 

inhibitors come when you don’t have the time, then there are gaps…. lack of parental 

support. You are struggling and trying your best” (Lara, Deputy Principal, Willow 

School).  

“I suppose the timing can be wrong, sometimes I may not have left enough time in 

embedding something down even though I may think they are entwined” (Maria, 

Principal, Pine School). 

Starkly apparent across all schools was the issue of time and the pressure to keep literacy 

targets to the fore. Lara and Maria voiced typical responses from all the DEIS schools 

regarding timing and pace to develop literacy. It would appear for Maria’s comment, linked 

with further discussions that it was through reflective experience of initiatives and reflective 

practices that knowledge can be gleaned to support the next initiative, becoming more 

knowledgeable of times, pace and structures that work best in the individual DEIS school. 

The principal played a hugely significant role in resourcing the DEIS literacy initiative. The 

principal has a DEIS school budget where decisions on spending were ultimately dependant 

on the principal: 

“I think its constant affirmation, ensuring that they feel supported. Assuring them that 

if there is a training course that they want to go on, they have picked out, that we will 

provide the finances for that and get substitute cover for that” (Patrice, Principal, 

Beech School).  

Interestingly, the DES had commenced the initial training for schools with their new Language 

Curriculum. Schools had one day of school-based training for the whole staff, where the 

students stayed at home. Anya highlighted a basic issue that affected their school’s preparation 

for their school based development day, namely the DES not issuing the Language Curriculum 
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books in time for Anya’s school, thus, she relied on two staff members’ input who attended 

an introduction day by the DES: 

“Well, at its most basic level, for the language curriculum, the day has come and gone 

and we are still waiting for the books” (Anya, PDST advisor, Principal). 

Due to the economic crisis in Ireland, since 2008, the DES enforced a moratorium on 

appointing teachers to new senior positions in schools or replacing senior staff member that 

leave or retire. All personnel in the state school system had their pay reduced significantly and 

currently await its reinstatement. This has affected schools throughout the country.  

“So, the motivator isn’t about…you are a professional, you are paid professionally. 

Actually, the loss of 25% was really a big de-motivator. And also losing your senior 

management team, we have no senior management team here, we have an assistant 

principal” (Oscar, Principal, Oak School).  

The majority of schools in the study, with a strong culture of collaboration, were supporting 

each other and kept their literacy improvements to the fore, working as a team. This pragmatic 

stance was articulated by Lori and the extract from Lori’s interview provided a clear example 

of collaboration that supports ‘the wisdom of a crowd’ stance by Fullan (2008): 

“You know that collectively we can support one another and I do think that we have a 

culture of we can do better. It is alright to look and say that we can do something 

better” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 

From the interview process, the evidence suggested that there was broad agreement reflecting 

the view that the principal played a pivotal role in supporting innovation in the DEIS school. 

In the study, the principal’s influence to motivate or demotivate teachers to engage in 

“calculated risks” (Fullan, 2007, 8) was strong.  85% of the teachers interviewed voiced that 

the principal’s support was vital to enacting innovation and making aspirations become 

realities: 

“I had spoken to the group that spear headed the initial plan and where I was coming 

from. I don’t think that I explained myself very well because it kind of took nearly the 

whole year to get a little bit, we got there. We really embedded it this year, you know” 

(Maria, Principal, Pine School).  
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One principal in Oak School firmly opposed this viewpoint and was unequivocal in his view 

that energy needed to be conserved to deal with managing the school and to leave academic 

issues to the teachers, where the expertise was situated:  

“Because if I put professional input into that, my burnout of the rhythm would be gone 

by October. My battery levels will be gone so low that I won’t be able to get them back 

up’….No, no, no. A principal in Ireland is a ridiculous role. It is a ridiculous role. It 

is too many things to too many people. Only people in the job would understand, you 

lose sight of the classroom within probably a day. And you don’t have to catch sight 

of the classroom again in your career” (Oscar, Principal, Oak School).  

Oscar offered a more detailed breakdown of the role of the DEIS school principal in Ireland 

and its complexity. All four principals in the DEIS study schools, and a DEIS advisor who is 

currently a principal, would concur with Oscar that the role of the principal was diverse, 

extensive, and unending; however, three principals in the study prioritised their involvement 

in curriculum issues. This would seem pertinent in the smooth system running of the DEIS 

school, especially when innovations required financing, resourcing, and a time schedule for 

implementation. Lara, offers a more detailed interpretation of the importance of the principal 

and literacy coordinators to support new learning in the school, irrespective of professional 

development offered by the DES. It was the school leaders that supported the cascading of 

new learning, even though official time to share new learning was sparse or non-existent: 

“They did that with the writing where they gave us a day. We didn’t have any time 

when we came back, bar what time to could get yourself.  You were given the 

knowledge, given very good training but you weren’t given the timing when you came 

back, official time when you came back” (Lara, literacy coordinator, Willow School). 

 

4.5.3 Intrinsic Motivation 

Significant motivators for teachers in DEIS schools appears primarily to be intrinsic (Addison 

and Brundrett, 2008). Four main areas of motivation, both positive and negative, have emerged 

from the semi-structured interviews. The main dimensions that have emerged under the 

umbrella of intrinsic motivators are; responses of students and parents, supportive colleague, 
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satisfaction gains from event, and achievement that is linked with self-efficacy. These personal 

expressions of intrinsic stimulants are highly significant and support the development of a 

framework by the researcher to encourage the constant striving towards improvement. The 

findings from all schools reflected the positive impact that students milestones and 

achievements had on entire school communities. What is very much in evidence from the data 

was the frequency of the affective episodes and that they occurred frequently and 

continuously: 

“I feel like the more I do the more I get out of it” (Jackie, Reading tutor, Beech School) 

“I love seeing the kids saying things like: I can read, I remember Alice saying ‘I can 

read now’ and it was only because she was given the right book. Scary. That sort of 

thing, that the children feel success. That is hugely important. Or the pride that I see 

parents taking in the child’s achievement” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 

These comments are in agreement with Morgan and Kitching (2007) that motivation stems 

from affective episodes that occur in the daily life of the school. An unexpected response 

during the interviews was the deep moral purpose that teachers and principals expressed to 

assist students to read. The extra drive towards giving students’ life skills that would support 

them throughout their adult life. Grace described a conversation with some fellow teachers 

when she commenced in a DEIS 1 primary school where teachers had low expectations for 

their students attaining an Irish Leaving Certificate qualification at the end of their educational 

journey in Secondary school. She spoke of how this conversation motivated herself, under the 

guise of First Steps Reading tutor, to inspire staff that their students deserved more, eventually 

moving towards collective responsibility (O’Sullivan, 2011): 

“As I said there was a moral sense of purpose, these children are never going to get a 

leaving cert in literacy” (Grace, DEIS advisor). 

4.5.3.1 Support of Parents and Colleagues 

Three-quarters of class teachers (nine out of twelve, including Grace when she was a class 

teacher, who is currently a DEIS advisor) are actively engaging parents in their drive towards 

literacy improvement in the study. With parents viewed generally as a positive resource in 
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increasing literacy attainments, this again was powerfully reflected in the responses from 

teachers and principals: 

“Getting feedback from parents and they have come on so much. All of that feeds into 

motivation” (Ailish, Learning Support, Willow School). 

“I wanted the parents to see what a living classroom looked like and to see all the 

areas and the lovely displays and the colours on the wall” (Jackie, Beech School).  

Cathy, a DEIS advisor, would affirm the view that parents’ parental involvement is important 

and actually happening in urban DEIS schools, which was viewed as a positive community 

development which “is recognised, not a threat, it is actually happening” (Cathy, DEIS 

advisor). 

On analysing the interview data relating to motivation, the support of colleagues was a strong 

stimulant to motivate teachers to continue improving. Three out of four principals, excluding 

Oak School, kept track of literacy developments and the response of teachers on a timely basis. 

Indeed, it was evident for the collated data, that it was vital that principals observed and 

monitored, not only what one saw, but also what one felt was the school climate: 

“When the teachers are happy and satisfied, it’s very obvious and there is an energy 

that they give off. It is like anything, when you are doing something that you love and 

that you are getting satisfaction from, it doesn’t seem like work, so people are quite 

happy. You would know very quickly if people were unhappy, really pull the plug and 

re-think” (Patrice, Principal, Beech School). 

“It might sound a bit utopic, we do have a really good staff that are willing to, and 

sometimes if people are saying that it is not a good idea, then, they have a good reason 

for it” (Lori, Principal, Willow School). 

Whilst ten teachers in the study experienced collaborative practices, it was interesting to note 

that self-efficacy can be reinforced on an individualised basis also. Saoirse is a Reading 

Recovery teacher who is motivated by the Reading Recovery initiative; “It has kept me going. 

It is successful” (Saoirse, teacher, Oak School). The students that Saoirse took for Reading 

Recovery increased their literacy levels, which supported the development of her self-efficacy. 
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4.5.3.2 Satisfaction of Event/Activity  

Across the interviews, three out of four schools were engaged in new practices in reading, 

where the class reader was obsolete and an individualised reading level system was being 

used. The extracts highlight the sense of achievement that the majority of DEIS schools in the 

study were experiencing and, furthermore, the sense of achievement from enjoyable literacy 

tasks. Reading had become more child-centred in the study DEIS schools and the extracts 

highlighted the passion that they had for literacy and how this in turn promoted self-

satisfaction: 

“There is a better way of teaching, children are enjoying it, children are succeeding” 

(Lara, literacy coordinator, Willow School). 

“I don’t know I just love it and I just like seeing results. I feel like the more I do the 

more I get out of it” (Jackie, tutor, Beech School). 

“I like it, I am interested in it, I think it is important, valuable” (Molly, Literacy 

coordinator, Pine School). 

4.5.3.2 Achievement and Link with Self-Efficacy 

Teachers in Ireland with high self-efficacy have a desire to explore better and effective 

methods of teaching which are highlighted in the extracts from the literacy co-ordinators in 

DEIS primary schools (Morgan and Kitching, 2007). Lara echoed some of the views that are 

expressed in the literature chapter where achievement has links to self-efficacy. The three 

literacy co-ordinators, Willow School, Beech School, and Pine School, wanted literacy scores 

to improve, acquiring skills and ability to fulfil that target. Lara’s extract depicted a group of 

teachers exploring and ameliorating their best practices, rather than searching for new or next 

practices: 

“Because we are teachers. We just want kids to do something a little bit better. If you 

stop trying to raise standards for yourself…You are always reflecting. If you are not 

reflecting, you are just coasting along. If you promote being a reflective practitioner, 

then when you see the gaps, you have to try… you want to try and improve it” (Lara, 

Literacy coordinator, Willow School). 
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Cathy, DEIS advisor visited about thirty schools annually and provided sustained support to 

DEIS schools nationwide. Cathy revealed that the PDST literacy group in her view had a very 

high calibre of facilitators on the team. Cathy’s extract demonstrates the high levels of self-

efficacy and passion of DEIS facilitators entering DEIS schools, who appear motivated to 

make a difference: 

“Yep, I think the name of the team, ‘literacy’ draws a certain type of people in. The 

people that have joined the literacy team are all very hard workers. They would be 

ones that are really committed to schools. They are probably all ones that have 

engaged in personal CPD and are highly motivated” (Cathy, DEIS advisor). 

 

4.6 Conclusion 

The ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ has evolved throughout the study, with 

the main amendments and affirmations becoming transparent during the analysis phase. The 

development of the framework (Figure 3) promoting the characteristics that support the 

development of a rich and fertile landscape in a DEIS school, referred to as infrastructure, 

initially evolved from the literature chapter. This framework further developed from the 

analysis phase of the study. Some of the main elements that emerged for the analysis phases 

will be summarised. 

The establishment of a vision is important to support the development of literacy in the DEIS 

school, to provide focus and direction. It is incumbent of the leaders in the DEIS school to 

drive the vision, providing a safe and trusting climate to enact it. However, the research study 

indicates that the key leaders are not necessarily solely the principal; it may also be the literacy 

leader or the First Steps tutor. The leadership of the principal was found to be vital to enable 

opportunities of resources, time and support to literacy projects/initiatives, and developing a 

style of knowledge productivity in literacy that worked in their own school. The skills of the 

principal and other leaders appear to have been ‘caught rather than taught’. The research study 

found that the majority of professional development was internal to the school, where critical 

and focused development occurred during staff meetings and literacy group meetings amongst 

staff members, with external intervention rare and infrequently. 
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Aim of Research Study: 

The focus of the study is to investigate the process of implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives in disadvantaged primary schools in 

urban Ireland and its impact on schools’ infrastructures, and on DEIS educators. 

Research Question:  

What are the key components in schools’ 

infrastructures that impact literacy 

development in disadvantaged primary 

schools in urban Ireland? 

 

Research Question: 

What professional 

development do DEIS 

educators practice in the 

implementation of DEIS 

literacy initiatives? 

Research Question:  

What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy development? 

 

Key components in DEIS schools’ 

infrastructures 

 

Professional Learning 

and Development 

 

Stimulants for Engagement 

Knowledge 

Building 

 

School Climate 

Collaborative 

Professionalism 

Resources 

 Expertise 

 Allocating Time 

 Sharing Ideas 

Keeping Up-to-Date 

 

 

Evaluation 

Trends and Patterns 

Planning and Goals 

Standardised Testing 

The Inspectorate 

 

 

 

Moral 

Purpose 

Values 

 

Changing Practices 

 

School Culture 

Cultivating a Learning Environment 
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 Purposeful Collaboration  Collaborative Culture 

Effective Leadership  

 Resources 

 pace  

 innovation 

Change 

Process 

 

Vision 

Planning Process 

Delegation of 

Responsibilities 

Experimentation 

 

 

Intrinsic Motivation 

 Satisfaction of Event 

Achievement and Link with Self-Efficacy 

Relationship 

Building 

 

Literacy Leaders 

Parents 

Building Links and 
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DES and the Inspectorate 

Reflective Practices 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework 
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The study explored how teachers were developing their knowledge base of literacy in DEIS 

schools, with the styles and approaches being identified. With time being valuable to 

educators, professional development has become more critical, tailored, and focused. 

Professional development seemed to cater for the school’s individual local needs, rather than 

continuing professional development that was general or being offered by PDST. Engaging in 

critical discourses suggested that action-reflection-action practices were being discussed. 

Through interviewing educators, this was affirmed. The main forum for critical and continual 

discourse of literacy development occurs at staff meetings and in some schools, literacy leader 

meetings between the principal, literacy coordinator, and literacy tutors. It is interesting some 

of the literacy tutors were chosen in the majority of schools in the study due to their 

communication and collegiality skills with educators. The learning that took place to enable 

knowledge productivity in literacy was not following the ‘gradual release model’ (Kennedy, 

2005; Joyce and Showers, 2002). The purpose and model of learning appeared to be more 

important than the type of event, such as modelling or learning communities. The focus of 

knowledge productivity in literacy and shared dialogue form transmission to transformative 

practices (Kennedy, 2005) were extremely important components to literacy development. 

Having a DEIS plan with literacy targets was effective in DEIS schools, as it kept the school 

focused and steadfast in their projects. Educators in schools who had active DEIS plans had 

indicated through interviews that school targets had, in the majority of cases, been subsumed 

into personal goals. This supported the focus being maintained on literacy development. End-

of-year assessments, with continual improvements, did not appear to be a strong stimulant to 

DEIS educators, however, ‘bursts’ of improvements may be a more realistic descriptor (Gray 

et al., 2003, 88), as life in school was not solely focused on literacy. Echoing Morgan et al. 

(2009) and Morgan and Kitching (2007), motivation stemmed from affective episodes that 

happened in daily life in the school. The main occurrences that were verbalised by educators 

in DEIS schools that supported intrinsic motivation were linking with self-efficacy, the 

responses of students and parents, supportive colleagues, and satisfaction gained from 

classroom events. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION CHAPTER 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Since the inception of DEIS, there were reservations whether the DEIS literacy initiatives and 

changes have truly redesigned the education experiences for students in DEIS schools. This 

research study took time to take stock of the developments and the current situation of literacy 

in four DEIS primary schools in order to outline emerging opportunities for multiple 

approaches that could inform future literacy developments. Currently, 825 schools participate 

in DEIS, 640 being primary schools, costing €97.62 million to the State. DEIS schools 

continue to remain below the national average of literacy attainment in Ireland, however, with 

the Department of Education and Science focusing on schools with the greatest concentration 

of students at risk of disadvantage. The DEIS programme in 2005 was designed to give tailored 

support to schools, with one component being literacy. A new DEIS Plan, 2017, has been 

devised by the Department of Education and Science as part of the Interim Review from the 

National Strategy on Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-202010. The insights 

gleaned from this research study could enrich the focus of literacy development.  

With the new national DEIS Plan and policy changes outlining a series of ‘hard’ targets, it is 

vital to acknowledge, both planned and unplanned changes when a composite picture is being 

brought into focus. In 2017, new goals have been published (DES, 2017), in terms of improved 

outcomes for students in literacy, all of which are ‘hard’ targets (Downes, 2007) based on 

student outcomes from standardised summative assessments, similar to the structure 

advocated in the original DEIS Plan from 2005. When dealing with people and school 

communities, targets are not always predictable or followed rigidly. This research study 

explored the soft targets (NESF, 2009; Downes, 2007), such as competencies, school climate, 

learning processes, and stimulants that will affect the new DEIS Plan 2017. When nurtured 

                                                 
10 National Strategy: Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-2020 was launch in July 2011 by 

the Minister of Education, Ruairi Quinn with a strong focus on literacy and numeracy skills, with a wide-

ranging programme reform including teacher education, professional development, content of curriculum. 

National targets in literacy and numeracy, using standardized testing have been set in second and sixth class 

level.  
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and developed, they will provide a rich fertile environment to build upon the amelioration of 

student learning outcomes. This chapter summarises what was involved in creating the 

conditions and fertile environment where literacy change had been implemented, married with 

a theoretical base and in turn unveiled the roles, infrastructures, learning processes, and 

relationships that have developed, traversing the DEIS educational system in four Irish urban 

DEIS primary schools which could genuinely inform the new national DEIS Plan 2017.  

In this chapter, the rationale for the study and the original contribution of the ‘Knowledge 

Productivity in Literacy’ framework will be discussed. The limitations of the study and 

suggestions for future research are also highlighted, before the chapter closes with a 

conclusion. 

 

5.2 The Rationale for the Study 

The ERC published a report regarding Ireland’s placing in the PISA 2015 rankings, applying 

a 95% confidence interval, which takes account of measurement and sampling error. Ireland’s 

true rank is between 2nd and 6th amongst participating countries (ERC, 2016). The mean 

performance of Ireland, in relation to literacy, is similar in PISA 2012 and 2015. Ireland is 

featuring well in literacy on an international platform. Thus, it is timely to focus on this 

research study, which although small in scope, is rich in evidence. The rationale for engaging 

with the current study includes the following: 

 The findings can inform, at a national and international level, alternate discussions 

amongst educators and policy makers. At a local level, it can also guide schools with 

a variety of approaches when engaging with change. 

 The findings in this research study have been revealed and experienced in real local 

contexts through, and by, the voices of educators at the fore of DEIS implementation, 

unveiling engagement in the DEIS literacy initiatives and models of practice that 

developed in recent times. 

 Change is a natural daily occurrence in a school context amongst teachers and students, 

in tandem with the DEIS literacy initiative, a large-scale project that is more akin to 

incremental growth, rather than “bursts” (Gray, et al., 2003, 88) of implementation. 
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 This research study has valuable information on educational practice and outcomes in 

individual schools to inform decisions regarding, resource allocation, and future DEIS 

policy direction. Innovative practice has been developed in recent years, supporting 

the embedding of good practice and encouraging innovation and creativity; the 

opposite is also discussed. 

 It is important to ensure the setting is optimal for sharing of learned practices, both 

those that were successful or not, and the factors that supported or hindered 

development. The information in this research study needs to feed back to the school 

system and act as a catalyst for professional discourse, supporting a wider audience in 

their quest to improve school performance at a local context. The Department of 

Education and Education Research Centre published reports that, largely, did not filter 

down into the DEIS study schools or become part of staffroom discussions, according 

to all of the schools in the study. Thus, the study explored, under the section ‘Learning 

Processes’ the most effective channels to disseminate good practice effectively, which 

depended heavily on the type of learning that was being sought, from the voices of 

educators, when minimal networking is occurring presently and contrived collegiality 

is counterproductive. 

 

5.3 Thesis Contribution and Implications of the Research 

The significance of this study stems from its designed approach, execution, exploration, and 

analysis into the impact of DEIS literacy initiatives in the urban DEIS Band 1 primary schools 

in Ireland and the key components that emerge. The key contributions that this study adds to 

educational research are: 

 

 This study used a qualitative approach to unearth the “soft implementation factors” 

(NESF, 2009), also known as the school culture,: knowledge building, moral purpose, 

change process and relationship building that contributed to literacy improvement, 

through/from the voices of educators from four urban DEIS schools in Ireland: 

principals, literacy coordinators, First Steps tutors, class teachers, learning support 

teachers, and DEIS advisors from PDST. 
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 This study built upon national assessments of literacy improvement in DEIS schools 

through an exploration of underlying reasons, trends, and opinions from the viewpoint of 

educators in four urban DEIS schools.  This study provided a space for teachers’ reflection 

and dialogue on practices, both by the individual and their respective school, regarding 

literacy and infrastructural practices in their own DEIS school.  

 

 This study found that educators in DEIS schools have created cultures of shared 

understanding about the nature of their work (Fullan and Quinn, 2016), where support, 

reflection, and consultation are encouraged. There were signs of schools taking positions 

of shared professional accountability (Munby and Fullan, 2016), with shared goals, good 

data use, and processes of action and reflection established. Policy makers need to pay 

adequate attention to ways that DEIS schools and their educators have been mobilised to 

raise literacy performance levels and, in turn, provide platforms on which they can be 

shared both locally and nationally. 

 

 The ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ (Figure 3) that emerged from the 

evidence in the study gives an insight into the components, with a possible multiplier 

effect, that support programmes and initiatives in four urban DEIS primary school. The 

importance of professional development activities and sharing of best practices have been 

identified in this study as being essential components of sustainability (components of 

infrastructures, professional learning and development, and stimulants for engagement) 

and this aligns closely with what Fullan stated about sustainability of practices being 

fundamental/ important for school improvement (Fullan, 2016, 2008, 2005, 2002). 

  

 The study, echoing the findings of Morgan et al. (2009), found that motivation stemmed 

from effective episodes in the daily lives of teachers. The educators in the study outlined 

the main occurrences that supported intrinsic motivation linking with self-efficacy, 

developed from responses of children and parents, supportive colleagues, and satisfaction 

gained from classroom events, with end-of-year assessments having less impact. This 

finding could be a catalyst for discussion at principals’ professional development courses, 

under the module of motivating teachers and sustaining practices. 
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 This thesis interviewed DEIS advisors to give a unique micro insight into literacy 

initiatives in urban DEIS schools. This is the first time that DEIS advisors from PDST 

have been interviewed in-depth and voices heard concerning literacy initiatives and 

practices in urban DEIS schools in Ireland. A key piece of evidence voiced by the DEIS 

advisors, was that some professional development occurring in the DEIS school,  was 

tailored, critical, and focused towards the needs of the individual school, This type of 

professional development was more effective than attending external generic literacy 

workshops. This would have implications for the PDST and their process of professional 

development delivery. 

   

 This thesis contributes to the field of literature regarding professional learning and 

development of teachers in four DEIS schools, acknowledging the seminal work of 

Kennedy (2005), specifically, the impact of rationale, purpose, and context for 

professional development as being correspondingly important factors for adults engaging 

in professional development.  

  

 This research identified that school leaders have a key role in developing and sustaining 

school improvement.  The school leader of the literacy initiatives in DEIS schools was 

identified as the principal or a senior members of the school staff, with a focus on shared 

leadership. The study found that shared leadership had the potential to support stability for 

the school in the future. This implies that professional development needs, for principals 

and senior members of staff, should be varied. It suggests that conditions need to be created 

where principals can discuss, collaborate, and learn about professional development from 

others. 

 

5.4 Original Contribution: The Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework 

This research study of literacy initiatives and its implementation in urban DEIS primary 

schools in Ireland has been informed by international research, national policy, and the 

centrality of schools and teachers tailoring change to their own school context and climate. 

With the Irish economic recession and public sector restructuring, schools have engaged with 

the change process in a challenging environment and responded in a variety of ways to 
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progressing literacy development and progressing in the majority of DEIS schools, which have 

been studied. This study gives a unique perspective of the internal working of the DEIS school 

during a period of literacy change that has led to the development of ‘The Knowledge 

Productivity in Literacy Framework’, with some main features being discussed in this section.  

My study has shown that what is valuable and important in DEIS schools to empower change 

that is unique to each school is a fertile environment and supportive school climate. My 

findings show that the characteristics of a fertile environment include fostering competencies 

in system thinking, clear vision, leadership, and clear channels of communication both 

internally and externally. 

 In the study, knowledge productivity in literacy has its foundations based in the 

complexities of schools’ infrastructures (Fullan 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002). The 

research study’s schools revealed that change can aspire to a more tailored fit between 

the national directives on national policy and DEIS initiatives and the organic 

individual needs of each schools, as direct agents of knowledge productivity in literacy 

in teaching and learning. 

 Although change comes in a variety of methods, it must be rooted and connected to 

the school’s vision and self-authored targets. It is important for DEIS schools to have 

a collective clarity of vision that will be pursued by agreed actions, and amended and 

reflected upon through an iterative process, where effective communication, 

monitoring, evaluation, and re-articulation become the norm. The researcher notes that 

the written DEIS plan devised in schools did not exactly portray what has been enacted 

in the school. 

 In the study, the strength of the leader is vital in contending with the multiple pulls on 

the school’s attention and resources in DEIS schools, competing with multiple 

innovations, initiatives, and local issues. The leaders of literacy, the principal and 

literacy coordinators in the majority of schools in the study were balancing the needs 

of professionalism between the teachers own needs, the school’s needs, and the needs 

of the State (Bell and Bolam, 2010). It was found in the study that the conditions that 

are beneficial to learning and powering schools through infrastructural developments, 

investment, and knowledge productivity in literacy need to be steered by the principal 

or another designated leader in the school. The leader needs to ensure channels are 



Chapter 5: Discussion Chapter  

 

168 

 

established to ensure effective communication amongst the school community, with 

clear intentions agreed, and continual review mechanisms formed to critically engage 

in the cyclic process of change, committing to become “what we would naturally 

become, which is human communities, not machines” (Senge, 2000, 58). In the 

participating schools in the study, it was essential for practices to be embedded, to have 

staff members with specialist knowledge with the capacity and reliability to deliver 

sustained effort, persistently striving to improve literacy in the individual school. 

 The majority of DEIS schools in the study have already established literacy structures, 

which intertwine with the complexity of change in the DEIS initiative, augmenting the 

lack of controllability, not only with the task at hand but with school life. The teacher 

is not a solitary vehicle of change, systems thinking reveals that there are 

interconnections of subsystems. Change takes time and the study revealed that it is 

vital that the leader monitors the pace of change that supports progression and 

development, rather than overwhelming the community. 

 A strong message from the study is the realisation that teachers are the ultimate agents 

of change. For multifaceted change to develop in schools on a local and national basis, 

there needs to be a review, by the DES and PDST, on how to forge links and develop 

effective relationships with schools. Currently, the four DEIS schools in the study had 

minimal contact with the Inspectorate, who was deemed to have an evaluative role, as 

the PDST DEIS advisor post no longer exists. To develop sustained lasting change, 

there needs to be a focus on developing relationships, addressing the power struggle 

balance, which is complex, with fluid structures that will take time and effort to 

implement and even longer to embed and sustain. 

 There is still an emphasis on accountability rather than responsibility. Rather than 

solely exploring proposals to identify pilot projects in literacy, using research studies 

and engaging in dialogue with researchers would enhance the focus of practices to 

enrich the teaching and learning experiences for teachers, transcending, ultimately, to 

the students in the DEIS classroom. 

 The DEIS Plan 2017 (DES, 2017) will explore the creativity of future pilot projects in 

DEIS schools to support literacy and numeracy development. Through PDST, this 

study can support and add to the school landscape, the exploration of literacy pilot 

projects’ development and innovation in schools.  
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5.5 The Learning Process 

The National Assessment in English Reading and Mathematics (NAERM) 2014 (Shiel et al., 

2014) showed higher levels of results for the learners in English and Mathematics since its 

previous administration in 2009, in one hundred and fifty schools nationwide where targets 

set out in the ‘National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Child and Young 

People 2011-2020’ had already been achieved since 2014. The NAERM 2014 (Shiel et al., 

2014) assessment revealed that reading time in classes increased by twenty-nine minutes per 

week from 2009 to 2014. Some of the practices in the research study schools reveal innovative 

practices in literacy and systems established to share practices in the majority of study schools. 

Rich information on the quality of practices needs to be shared, rather than there being a focus 

on merely increasing the time spent on reading. There is a focus in the DEIS Plan 2017 to 

focus on training for principals and increasing leadership capacity. The NAERM 2014 (Shiel 

et al., 2014) shows an increase in 2nd class teachers attending continuing professional 

development from on average 2.2 professional development days in 2009 to 5.6 days of 

professional development in the previous 2 years prior to NAERM 2014, where compulsory 

professional development, known as the Croke Park agreement must be furnished, some of 

which includes professional development attendance. The research study focuses on the type 

of learning processes that should be shared in DEIS schools in Ireland. This research gives 

educators a voice to retrospectively respond to learning practices to keep-up-to date, change 

practice, experiment, and engage in reflective practices (Geijsel, 2009). This focus on 

professional development does not merely engage in quantity; it explores the quality of 

practices, the channels that supported the vision of the individual teacher, and in turn the 

application of what has been learned in the school system. Some of the main discoveries made 

include, capacity development practices in schools, leadership beliefs and its navigation, 

learning being ever-present, and effective communication systems.  

 The DEIS Plan 2017 targets an increase in the capacity of school leaders through 

training courses, both for the principal and deputy principal, ultimately to strengthen 

teaching and learning. There is a focus on PDST to continue its support of professional 

development. Interestingly, there is an emphasis on the development of a positive 
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school climate, however, it is stated in the DEIS Plan (DES, 2017) that the focus is on 

policies of anti-bullying and codes of behaviour.  The findings from the study’s 

‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ would emphasise a re-visioning. 

 There is a basic level of investment to reach deep change such as resources, finances, 

and support by people in positions of leadership roles that are optimal for engagement 

in change. Whilst it is beneficial for leaders to engage in effective communication with 

fellow stakeholders and similar schools, it is worthy to note the importance of 

professional development being a partnership between the individual leader and its 

tailored school development, which straddles the individual and school needs. The 

DEIS Plan 2017 advocates for school leaders to engage in professional leadership, 

accredited training, and preparation courses, in situ, for newly appointed principals. 

Although attending training sessions is an isolated activity, the emphasis should 

explore training in the areas of individual need, rather than adopting a ‘one size fits 

all’ attitude. In addition, although learning happens from action and reflection, there is 

not enough focus at this effective stage of learning for leaders, echoing the study’s 

findings, where learning occurs from action-reflection-action, through dialogical 

engagement with fellow colleagues to refine and, in turn, embed practices that make a 

difference to the students, rather than those that are in vogue at the time. The leadership 

courses should have flexibility to adapt to its audience and also explore the 

competencies of knowledge productivity, supporting the development of productive 

efficient environments. This may, in time, provide the foundations for the leaders to 

engage the whole school community in a “cohesive, collective and collaborative 

engagement with external stakeholders and the community at large” (DES, 2017, 9). 

 The DEIS literacy initiative has evolved over a decade and is still evolving. Through 

the experiences of the four study schools to embed and sustain new practices in 

literacy, there is an inadequate appreciation of time. There is a disparity between the 

conception and delivery of the DEIS literacy initiative, that is between ‘policy rhetoric 

and policy achievement’ (DoH, 1999, 3). Training a First Steps tutor for five days does 

not equate to the school implementing and embedding the practice with minimal 

support and time for the tutor to engage in a distributed leadership role. In DEIS 

schools, the study explored the DEIS initiative building upon previous changes and 

learning with persons and groups acknowledging individual underlying beliefs, 
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dispositions, and routines being shaped by experiences. There needs to be 

acknowledgement of the importance of moral aspects and creativity. Teachers need to 

be accredited as authors of genuine/authentic knowledge, giving them autonomy to 

tailor their teaching and learning at a pace, style, and vision that embraces and 

nourishes individual personal and professional beliefs and values. Change joins the 

ever-present flow of teaching and learning, persuading, guiding and being, in turn, 

affected by it. The leader needs to support change in order to optimise learning and 

knowledge production to enable exploratory communication in an environment of trust 

and respect. 

 

5.6 Stimulants that Promote Literacy Development in DEIS Schools 

 “We still do not know enough about what is happening in individual schools in terms 

of the effectiveness of particular interventions, or combinations of interventions”  

(DES, 2017, 53)  

A monitoring and evaluation framework is currently being developed by the DES, which will 

provide the DES with an annual report from each DEIS school. It is unclear who will be 

creating the annual reports, their purpose, and who will collate and analyse the composite 

report. Another new feature of the DEIS Plan 2017 is the establishment of a School Excellence 

Fund (SEF) to reward proposals that outline new approaches that will be trialled, with inner 

city schools getting priority. The Inspectorate will provide “support, advice and challenge to 

projects by engaging in co-professional dialogue” (DES, 2017, 30), however, the practicalities 

of this project are hazy and lack clarity. The Inspectorate is primarily an evaluative body, 

therefore, power struggles may inhibit the development of co-professional dialogue, especially 

when the Inspectorate is also the same body that facilitates Whole School Evaluations. From 

the research study, the participants were very open and honest regarding what stimulated and 

drove them to maintain improvement and also what hindered change. Some of the main 

stimulants will be outlined, including, transformational practices, beliefs being imprinted on 

a personal and professional level, making a difference to the lives of students, and the effect 

of evaluative reports in driving projects. 
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 In the study, change has encroached on the professional and personal values and beliefs 

of the teachers. Practices that are transformational “focused on changing attitudes 

resulting in changes in practice and development of shared values” (King, 2011, 151). 

The literacy changes forced teachers to review what they believe, whilst others were 

at a stage of denial of the need to change or strive towards improved practices. The 

stimulants that motivate teachers and DEIS advisors is their moral purpose, making a 

difference to the educational lives of students, thus the drivers are both personal and 

professional.  

 The DEIS schools identified the development of the First Steps tutor, a form of 

distributed leadership, as having undertones of coercion into roles and responsibilities 

to cascade practices in literacy. Having a First Steps tutor in the school does not 

automatically imply critical professional development (Jones, 2011) will ensue. The 

study has shown that passive acceptance lacks robustness and emotional engagement 

without imprinting on one’s beliefs, both professionally and personally, thus 

sustainability on a whole school basis is virtually untraceable, with sprinkles of 

individual imprints visible. The teaching union for primary schools in Ireland, the Irish 

National Teachers Organization (INTO), issued a press release that no substitute cover 

will be provided for the DEIS Plan 2017 (INTO, 2017), thus making time to share new 

or refined practices with other staff members difficult, hindering sharing and support 

practices, and thus increasing pressure on the DEIS school. 

 Echoing Fullan (2005), the provision of training as an on-going support is essential, 

however, the support must be tailored to suit the needs of individual schools, rather 

than ready-made packages that are currently being provided to DEIS schools. For 

sustained support to be effective, there is a need for the DEIS advisor to build a 

relationship with the school, become part of the school community with mutual 

respect, and have knowledge of the targets that the school have set. Professional 

development may involve systemic maintenance, improvement, and the broadening of 

a knowledge base, rather than professional development that assumes knowledge is 

open to a set formula. There needs to be as much or even more time and energy to 

pursue the execution of personal and professional responsibilities/obligations in the 

individual’s life in the DEIS school.  
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 The acknowledgement of change with the DES is mainly through statistics, rather than 

recognition of accomplishments at a local level. In the four DEIS schools engaged in 

the study, appreciation or contribution to the changes anchored from the DEIS 

initiative have been minimal, with only one school having direct communication with 

the Inspectorate within the last five years. In the DEIS Plan 2017, the DEIS school will 

be required to produce an annual report outlining the ‘SMART’ targets (DES, 2017), 

however, the study has revealed that projects and innovative practices take five years 

or more to amend, refine, expand and embed practices incrementally, with results 

taking time to feature in standardised assessments, if at all, which are then submitted 

to the DES on an annual basis, online.  

 The Education Research Centre were commissioned to evaluate part of the School 

Support Programme measuring the effectiveness of the programmes in DEIS schools, 

mainly focusing on literacy and numeracy.  However, the ERC are the same body that 

selected schools to join the programme. The ‘multiplier effect’ (Smyth et al. 2015, vi) 

represents a concentration of students from disadvantaged backgrounds that have 

poorer academic outcomes, even when account is taken of their individual social 

backgrounds. It is difficult to isolate the ‘multiplier effect’ (Smyth et al., 2015) in DEIS 

schools to verify if the DEIS initiatives are effective. The ERC also carried out the 

NAERM in 2009 and 2014 (Shiel et al., 2014), which showed that there was no 

reduction in the gap between DEIS and non-DEIS schools except in second class in 

DEIS 2 schools (Shiel et al., 2014). Thus, it would seem ideal that a control group be 

established so that statements of comparison could be made. This would echo Denny’s 

concept that “one would need to know the counterfactual: what would have happened 

if the same children had not participated in the program” (Denny, 2015, 2). It would 

have been optimal to compare schools that had just qualified for DEIS and those that 

just failed to qualify, using a methodology known as ‘regression discontinuity design’ 

(Denny, 2015). Alternatively, by using the NAERM 2014 analysis and the national 

‘Growing Up in Ireland’ longitudinal study, a more rounded view could be gathered 

and collated, with information regarding schools, students, teachers, and parents 

making an analysis of the DEIS literacy initiative more powerful. This research study 

adds to the official ERC analysis of DEIS schools, giving the voice of those 

experiencing the DEIS programme first hand importance, not only with regard to 
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summative analysis, but also to the efficiency and dynamic processes that emanate 

from DEIS schools, both in a positive and negative lights, and giving more focus to 

the portrait of the DEIS school.  

5.7 Answering the Research Questions 

The key objective of the study was to investigate the key components in DEIS schools’ 

infrastructure that affect DEIS literacy initiatives implementation and their impact on DEIS 

educators through their engagement and professional development in disadvantaged primary 

schools in urban Ireland. The research questions gave foundations to the study and anchored 

the journey throughout this study. In this section, the questions will be outlined, along with a 

summary response, in relation to the findings that emerged. 

Question 1: What are the key components in schools’ infrastructures that impact literacy 

development in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland? 

The key components in a DEIS school’s infrastructure form a large part of the ‘Knowledge 

Productivity in Literacy’ Framework (Figure 3, Chapter 4). The infrastructure factors stemmed 

mainly from Fullan’s research and writings on school sustainability and its complexities 

(Fullan, 2016, 2008, 2007, 2005, 2002). The main components that are highlighted are: 

knowledge building, moral purpose, change process and relationship building which are at the 

core, enveloped by the strength of leadership and the interconnections with educators. The 

school infrastructure and its components support a living and organic school context, that need 

to be flexibles and adapt to the constant changing needs of a DEIS school. The infrastructure 

components of knowledge building, moral purpose, change process, and relationship building 

that developed from the findings of this research, are not prioritised in order of importance. 

They are not formed as a linear model, rather a cyclic layered model that is repeated and 

adjusted to the needs of the individual schools, adjusting to the needs of the school, as 

influenced by the work of Senge (1990), interconnecting and forming interrelationships, 

affecting and influencing educators and their individual DEIS school context. 

Question 2: What professional development do DEIS educators practice in the 

implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives? 
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The study found that the climate of professional development in the majority of DEIS schools 

is moving from a climate of control towards a culture of professional dialogue and 

responsibility, rather than mere accountability (Sugrue, 2011). The majority of participants in 

the study focused on the purpose of learning that is needed, seeking the best path of 

professional learning and, in turn, pursuing the model that is optimal. Interestingly, many 

participants had reduced their attendance at external training sessions to gain information; 

rather, the educator had specific requirements for information and many participants 

researched the internet, registered for webinars and share links with colleagues. The 

participants were focused on refining and improving or sustaining current practices, rather 

than searching for new practices (Baker et al., 2004). There was strong evidence that critical 

professional development was developing, both with colleagues and at staff meetings. 

Dialogue at staff meetings was amongst colleagues, displaying group reflective practices, with 

the principal’s leadership role being vital to enable and encourage critical discourse, where 

skills and expertise could be shared at an individual and group level. Critical dialogue amongst 

staff members encourages social, behavioural and attitude responses (Bell and Gilbert, 1996). 

It also encourages information to be converted into knowledge, ultimately making a difference 

in the classroom for students. 

Question 3: What stimulates DEIS educators to engage in literacy development? 

The study explored what stimulated DEIS educators to engage in literacy development in each 

of the four DEIS schools and the driving forces that support certain behaviours to commence, 

continue, or terminate. The three main themes that emerged were evaluation, school culture, 

and motivation that is intrinsic. Evaluative assessments were school based and analysed in line 

with the school’s self-authored targets at a local level, rather than at a national level; as such, 

they had much more impact in providing information on literacy progress, echoing Morgan et 

al.’s findings (2009). Rather than evaluative practices highlighting literacy progress which 

occurred on a year-on-year basis, it appeared that “bursts” (Gray, et al., 2003, 88) of 

improvement was a more realistic descriptor (Fullan, 2008; Oates, 2008; Gray, 2003). 

Secondly, the majority of the study schools put a great emphasis on soft targets, encompassing 

characteristics of their school culture (NESF, 2009; Downes, 2007) during literacy 

development, which were evaluated through teacher observation, comments from principals 

and DEIS advisors, and feedback from teachers. The main learning environment for literacy 
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development was the individual DEIS schools themselves, with the forum of staff meetings 

providing a rich fertile landscape to engage in professional development in the majority of the 

study schools. It was voiced by teachers that they were exploring, not new practices, but 

improving current ones, enabling critical discourse in three out of four DEIS schools. 

Motivation was the third main stimulant revealed in this study. It would appear that the 

majority of the study schools were moving towards “professional responsibility” (Sugrue, 

2011, 59) in literacy in their own school, rather than the sole focus being in professional 

accountability by standardised assessments for the Department of Education in Ireland. The 

principals in the study who engaged directly with literacy development could motivate staff 

members in literacy development through providing adequate resources, being realistic with 

timeframes and controlling the pace of change. There is strong evidence from this study that 

educators’ sense of accomplishment was consolidated by positive episodes, which in turn 

promoted self-satisfaction (Morgan et al., 2009). The educators voiced their own deep moral 

purpose to support their students in improving their literacy ability.  

  

5.8 Limitations of the Research Study 

The research is a comparative multi-case-study, comprising four Irish urban DEIS primary 

schools, stemming from an interpretative paradigm stance (Lichtman, 2013). The researcher 

only included DEIS urban primary schools in the county of Dublin. The main rationale for this 

decision was that DEIS rural schools’ literacy standardised results were similar to non-DEIS 

schools and did not receive the same quantity of DEIS literacy initiatives. Urban DEIS schools 

were prioritised by PDST. It would therefore have been less clear to analyse progress in 

literacy initiatives in rural DEIS school.  Through semi-structured interviews, members of 

DEIS schools provided reflective experiences of literacy developments in their schools. All 

“legitimate types of data” (Lichtman, 2013, 147), such as the DEIS literacy plans, 

documentation and Whole School Evaluation reports helped to extend and clarify ‘how’ and 

‘why’ DEIS schools endeavour to improve literacy. There was a small sample size in the study, 

however, the focus was in-depth in nature, using the voices of educators in the DEIS urban 

school context to give unique personal perspectives to literacy development and, in turn, 

supporting the triangulation of information, building upon national literacy assessment results 
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of DEIS schools’ literacy improvements by the Educational Research Centre and the 

Department of Education. Whilst the study was small, the voices of educators was wide 

ranging: principals, literacy coordinators, First Steps tutors, class teachers, learning support 

teachers, and DEIS advisors from the Department of Education’s professional support service. 

Attrition of teachers in DEIS schools has been widely voiced (Smyth et al 2015; Morgan and 

Kitching, 2007), which would limit the richness and involvement in DEIS literacy 

experiences. Fortunately, all of the educators that participated in the study had been involved 

since the commencement of DEIS literacy development in their school, with the variability 

being in years of teaching experience and their roles in the literacy initiative processes in their 

respective schools. The development of the ‘Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework’ 

developed from international literature and a small study sample, thus, this study cannot claim 

that the framework would be reflective or representational of the other educational system in 

Ireland; however, the framework is insightful regarding developments in some Irish schools 

and useful as a reference framework for discussion.  

 

5.9 Suggested Future Research 

The research study has explored literacy development in four DEIS urban primary schools in 

Ireland. Some aspects of future research are unearthed and discussed in this section. 

It would be interesting and informative to further explore the uses that teachers make of 

knowledge gained across learning processes and what type of teacher learning should be 

promoted or recommended in the Irish context to accomplish the educational targets that are 

set in individual school contexts, complementing learning experiences for both teachers and 

students in the classroom. It would be timely to share the findings of the study with the 

Professional Development of Services for Teachers, with a focus on the skills that are pertinent 

to support leadership in curriculum development in schools.  

This research cohort could widen to non-DEIS primary schools, going beyond the statistical 

data of literacy improvement in all types of schools in Ireland (National Assessment in 

English, Reading and Mathematics, 2009; 2014) and exploring ‘what’ and ‘how’ changes have 

occurred in non-DEIS school, using a similar qualitative approach. 
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Future research from this study would explore the attrition of leaders in DEIS schools, such 

as principals, literacy leaders, and First Steps tutors, as well as the durability of literacy 

development beyond its original leaders, looking at whether power and responsibility have 

been embedded into the vision and ethos of the school. 

Whilst this study has revealed examples of schools that have moved past climates of control 

towards a “culture of professional responsibility” (Sugrue, 2011, 59), it would be timely to 

explore this concept in non-DEIS schools where literacy improvement has been achieved and 

what stimulates the school community to reposition its focus in literacy. 

It became apparent to the researcher during the visits to DEIS schools, that many of the 

participants in the study had developed friendships with staff members outside of school time 

and had relatives working in education. It would make an interesting extension to the models 

of professional development (Kennedy, 2005; Joyce and Showers, 2002) in this study to 

explore the influence of informal professional development groups, their levels of 

engagement, including an exploration at how this influences teaching and learning in the 

classroom. 

 

5.10 Conclusion 

The research study highlights a variety of approaches to the literacy change process. Using a 

qualitative approach, the value of discourse to support educators to reveal the practicalities, 

practices, and procedures in their respective school system can give schools greater autonomy 

and resilience to maintain agreed direction. The majority of DEIS schools in the study have 

engaged in effective processes of learning and its application in its respective community. This 

research study gives support towards a debate on key issues that support and hinder school 

improvement, in particular, knowledge production in literacy, and its management. It is a time 

for critical reflection, that success of literacy initiatives should not be as heavily based on 

summative assessments of students or the assumptions that external support or expertise is 

needed in a school. Embedding projects in the DEIS study schools took several years to reap 

the rewards of improved reading standards. In all the schools, there were examples of 

distributed leaders where practices, both positive and negative, should be shared, with lessons 

learned. It is important to acknowledge that every leader needs followers, however, practices 
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that support the growth of critical followers, rather than passive followers, make knowledge 

production more dynamic and complex.  

On a national level, teachers should not be viewed as an instrument, or as passive followers, 

in implementing initiatives; rather, they should engage in an authentic collaborative and 

participative process. The teacher should not be viewed as a product of change; rather, they 

should be seen as a key agent to channel the changes into the classroom. The study reported 

strengthened levels of collaboration and liaison in schools; however, the opposite is true with 

regard to outside agencies. It is timely to explore how the inspectorate, DES, NCCA, and 

PDST can be viewed as a partner in teaching and learning, rather than as external bodies where 

power struggles seem to dominate. When contrived congeniality (Hargreaves, 1994) 

dominates, then sustainability will be under question. For example, in one of the DEIS study 

schools, the principal solely manages while the teachers focus on the education of the students 

without any intertwining. A channel to share the school’s opportunities and potentialities of 

change needs to be explored, by understanding the dynamics of changes from the context of 

the teacher, student, and individual school. The current PDST set packages for training 

opportunities will need to be reviewed, to generate an effectual dynamic model to support 

tailored change in DEIS schools, acknowledging and learning lessons from finely tuned 

dynamics that have developed in DEIS schools throughout the duration in the DEIS initiative. 

Whilst the opposite is also true, lessons on what hinders and provides barriers to change is 

worthwhile and augments a valuable knowledge base.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A: Summary of Literacy Initiatives Implemented in DEIS Schools 

 Write to Read (Kennedy, 2014) 

Write to Read (Kennedy, 2014) commenced with one DEIS Band 1 junior school, with 

four first class levels, encompassing four class teachers, five special educational needs 

teachers and parents for three sessions per week. There were reviews and regular up-

dates through whole school planning days. The focus on literacy was broken down into a 

suite of components: alphabetic, comprehension, vocabulary, fluency and writing. 

Formative assessment tools, such as conferencing, checklists, running records, analysis 

of work samples and daily data of writing, an on-going reflection and focus on student 

achievement. Both qualitative and quantitative data was collected and analysed to 

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/503591468331856077/What-matters-most-for-teacher-policies-a-framework-paper
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/503591468331856077/What-matters-most-for-teacher-policies-a-framework-paper
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advance the knowledge base between teaching and learning. Teachers and the researcher 

adopted ‘an investigative stance and worked together to discover solutions’ (2010, 12), 

ensuring that teachers explored ‘zones of proximal development for each other’ 

(Kennedy, 2010, 12; John-Stein, 2000, 189). The intervention findings found that 

Kennedy’s literacy intervention capitalised on students’ achievement in literacy and also 

an interest in reading, supporting personalised goals. Professional development was the 

key to success over a two year period, facilitated by the researcher and by teachers. The 

professional development was on-site and tailored to the needs of the individual school. 

The school developed a research-based literacy framework, with the school working as a 

collaborative professional learning community, engaging and increasing parental 

involvement.  

 

 Reading Recovery (Clay, 2005; 1991) 

Reading Recovery is a programme based on the works of Marie Clay, a developmental 

psychologist, whose theories on students becoming literate formed the foundations of the 

Reading Recovery programme (Clay, 1991, 2005). Monaghan Education Centre is the 

main centre for Reading Recovery in Ireland and decentralised into Education Centres 

around Ireland. Reading Recovery is a school-based short term literacy intervention for 

the lowest literacy achievers in Senior Infants, mainly in DEIS schools and also those 

schools designated to have particular needs. Reading Recovery is twelve to twenty weeks 

of one-to-one lessons daily for thirty minutes with a specific lesson structure. Schools 

partaking in this intervention are not allocated extra teachers and therefore must allocate 

time and resources from current staffing allocation. Each lesson is composed of five 

main components: re-reading of two familiar texts, running record of new book from 

previous day, letter identification making and breaking, sentence writing and orientation 

to new text. The training of teachers for Reading Recovery is structured and set. Once a 

teacher is trained and certified, there is on-going professional development as a 

professional learning community at timed intervals each year. The University of 

Pennsylvania carried out a large four-year study targeting first grade students with a 

treatment and control group, as part of the Center for Research in Education and Social 

Policy. The final report of the four-year study (May et al. 2016) found there was strong 
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evidence on the short-term impact of Reading Recovery on first grade students. The 

analysis of results of students in third grade however, four years later, proved 

insignificant. May et al., 2016 stated that further investigation was warranted. In Ireland, 

to-date there is no study has been published regarding the sustained impact of Reading 

Recovery on students four years after completion of the Reading Recovery programme. 

May et al. (2016) found a strong implementation fidelity to the programme model that 

was designed and delivered from teacher training, professional development and the 

structure of one-to-one lessons. In this research study, the researcher interviews some 

Reading Recovery teachers in Irish DEIS schools and unveils practices in their 

individual schools.  

 

 Early Years’ Literacy Initiative: Individual School (Clarke, 2011) 

Clarke’s early year’s literacy initiative (2011) focused on aspects such as phonics, 

comprehension, paired reading. The power source that ignited this literacy initiative was 

the role of parents as primary educators to increase student literacy attainment. Clarke 

established and confirmed the link between student attainment and home environment 

that has the potential to mitigate negative effects of low educational attainment (DES, 

2011b; Harris et al., 2009). The four-part early intervention programme in junior infants 

focused on facilitating parental skills and understanding how to support their student’s 

learning. Clarke organised in-school workshops on a fortnightly basis for parents, whom 

also helped organise educational trips, building links with the wider community. 

Building trust relationships, Clarke explored parents’ role as co-teaching in the class. It 

is clear that the expectations of this early year’s initiative was driven by the school and 

parents, with a joint responsibility for student’s literacy development. Growing Up in 

Ireland Study (McCoy et al., 2012) reinforce the findings of this study, where out of 

school experiences are crucial to the educational development of students, and can make 

a marked difference between social classes. 

 

 Doodle Den (Reid and Kelly, 2013) 
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Reid and Kelly (2013) led a community-based literacy intervention programme called 

‘Doodle Den’, an after-school literacy programme for Senior Infants students in West 

Tallaght, a disadvantaged area. The ‘Youngballymun’ is a sister intervention programme 

jointly funded by the Department of Child and Youth Affairs in Ireland and The Atlantic 

Philanthropies. Story was used as a context to explore phonics, writing, comprehension, 

oral language through ninety minute sessions. There were parent programmes and 

families were encouraged to support one organised activity per term, such as library 

visits and story-telling session. The Department of Child and Youth Affairs described the 

interventions as ‘testing innovative ways of delivering services and early interventions 

for students and young people, including the wider family and community setting’ 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2011:15). An independent evaluation team 

from the Centre for Effective Education in Queen’s University, Belfast reported 

moderate improvement in students’ literacy, improved attendance at school, enhanced 

relationships between student and home supporting literacy outside of school.  Doodle 

Den expanded into primary schools in Limerick and continued expanding in West 

Tallaght.  

 

 

 Building Bridges (Glesson et al., 2010)  

Irish studies found that comprehension was one of the weakest aspects of reading 

instruction (DES, 2005; Martin and Morgan, 1994; Shiel and Hogan, 1997). Building 

Bridges (Glesson et al., 2010) is an intervention, focusing solely on eight key 

comprehension strategies, identified as an integral part of understanding a range of text 

genres. The pedagogical approached supports the gradually release of responsibility 

model (Duke and Pearson, 2002) using collaborative learning, not only in English 

comprehension, but across all curricular areas (Glesson et al., 2010), teaching students 

‘how to orchestrate, coordinate and apply multiple strategies’ (Glesson et al, 2010:79). 

Professional development consisted of monthly seminars for the teachers and visits to the 

teachers on-site were facilitated. There was also debriefing sessions with the students on 
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what they learned. The findings of this intervention for all class levels found that 

students were more eager to attack challenging work and also raised a love of literature.  

 

 Peer Tutoring in Literacy (King, 2012) 

King initiated a collaborative professional development initiative regarding teachers’ 

teaching and learning in five urban disadvantaged schools in Ireland. She focused her 

study on the impact of professional development and its sustainability, with the 

importance of leadership emerging from the study. Materials were provided for the 

collaborative professional development initiative along with substitute cover for teachers 

to attend a day focusing on how to implement Peer Tutoring. King facilitated two school 

visits during the ten week period and further support via email and telephone. Students in 

third class, averaging nine year old students with the class teacher and special 

educational needs teacher to work collaboratively within the mainstream classroom to 

facilitate Peer Tutoring over a ten week period, for thirty minutes, four days a week. The 

main findings of the study found the alignment between the value of the principal and 

teachers to be pertinent. For example, timetabling was cited by teachers as one area 

where they needed the support of principals to ensure sustainment. The study supported 

creating capacity for change within the school, which in turn empowered some teacher to 

establish professional learning communities to share knowledge and experiences.  

  



Appendices  

 

 

218 

 

Appendix B Linking the Research Questions 

 

Linking the Research Questions 

Research Aim: 

The investigation of the process of implementation of DEIS literacy initiatives in 

disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland and its impact on schools’ infrastructures, 

and on DEIS educators. 
Framework  Research Question Sources 

The School Culture 

 Values, beliefs and 

social setting 

 Delivery of 

knowledge 

 Readiness for change 

 Politics 

 Development of the 

individual and the 

group 

 

1. What are the key components 

in schools’ infrastructures 

(school culture) that impact 

literacy development in 

disadvantaged primary schools 

in urban Ireland? 

Interviews with  

 Principal 

 FS Reading tutor 

 PDST advisor 

 Classroom teacher 

 

Department of Education and 

Educational Research Centre 

Reports on DEIS schools (Weir 

and Denner, 2013). 

The Change Factors 

 Stimuli for change 

(internal/external) 

 Capacity 

 Leadership 

 Negotiation of the 

initiative and group 

dynamics 

 Professional 

autonomy 

 Accountability 

 New language of 

productivity (Pring, 

2000, p.155) 

2. What are the key components 

in schools’ infrastructures 

(change factors) that impact 

literacy development in 

disadvantaged primary schools 

in urban Ireland?  

 

Interviews with  

 Principal 

 FS Reading tutor 

 PDST advisor 

 Classroom teacher 

 

 

The three year DEIS strategic 

plan 

 

Journal Entries of First Steps 

Reading tutor 
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 Standardised student 

assessment 

 

DES Publications/Circulars 

Contexts for Learning for all 

Stakeholders 

 Modes of learning 

 Context 

 Forum 

 Leadership 

 Location of 

knowledge 

(internal/external) 

 Power sources 

3. What professional 

development do DEIS 

educators practice in the 

implementation of DEIS 

literacy initiative? 

 

Interviews with  

 Principal 

 FS Reading tutor 

 PDST advisor 

 Classroom teacher 

 

Journal Entries of First Steps 

Reading tutor 

 

The three year DEIS strategic 

plan 

Catalysts of Change 4. What stimulates DEIS 

educators to engage in literacy 

development? 

 

Interviews with  

 Principal 

 FS Reading tutor 

 PDST advisor 

 Classroom teacher 

 

Journal Entries of First Steps 

Reading tutor 

 

The three year DEIS strategic 

plan 

 

Standardised student 

assessment 

 

DES Publications/Circulars 
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Appendix C: Schedule for Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

 

Research 

Questions 

 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

Exploration Factors 

 

Context school 

factors that 

support and 

hinder learning 

Description: 

 What changes have happen in literacy 

in your school?  

 

 How did you decide what aspect of 

literacy to improve at the beginning? 

 

 

 Who leads the changes in literacy? 

 

 What opportunities did teachers have 

for CPD in the area of literacy in your 

school? 

 

Analysis: 

 How was literacy identified as an area 

to be addressed in the school? 

 

 How was First Steps Reading/literacy 

initiatives introduced in your school? 

 

 

 How are decisions made in your 

school? 

 

 First Steps is in your school for the 

last 2 years, how has the experience 

been for you? 

 

  Why did you introduce changes in 

your class and what was your 

motivation to change? 

 

 

 

Role of the 

leaders 

 

Whom led the 

literacy 

developments 

in the DEIS 

school? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Type of 

reviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Methods of 

problem 

solving and 

agreeing 

resolutions 

Whilst 

introducing the 

First Steps 

Reading 

How was the First Steps Reading/literacy 

coordinator tutor chosen? 
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Research 

Questions 

 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

Exploration Factors 

 

resource as part 

of the DEIS 

initiative in 

primary schools, 

which process 

dynamics 

support or 

hinder your 

school to 

improve? 

 

Who supported the introduction of FS 

Reading? (leadership) 

 

 

How did they as leaders support the 

introduction of First Steps Reading? 

 

 

How were decision made to progress work? 

 

 

 

Who was involved in implementing First 

Steps reading? Structures? (collaboration, 

support ) 

 

 

What experiences while implementing First 

Steps Reading were negative/positive (if any) 

at classroom and school level?  

 

 

How did national/global policy influence you  

when implementing First Steps Reading on 

your school? e.g. DEIS Review 2011/ PISA 

Report 2009 

 

 

 

 

Implementation 

phase 

 

 

 

The systems of 

learning in 

place 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Influence of 

global and 

national policy 

 

What type of 

learning 

processes 

 

To promote the use of First Steps Reading, 

what type of teacher involvement was 

promoted in your school?   

 Who promoted it?  

 

 What structures were in place in your 

school to support your learning of 

First Steps Reading and embedding in 

your practice in the classroom? 

 

 

What internal supports supported your 

learning in First Steps Reading? 

supported/distracted 

 

Modes of 

learning 

 

 

 

 

Types and processes of 

professional 

development 
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Research 

Questions 

 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

 

Exploration Factors 

 

 

 

What external supports supported your 

learning in First Steps Reading? 

supported/distracted 

 

What professional development experiences 

had the most impact? 

 

 

What can be learnt from your professional 

development experiences? 

 

 

What would you do differently if you could 

start again?  

 

 

Who drove the 

initiatives? 

 

 

 

Internal and external 

support  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embedding 

practices/styles of 

professional 

development 

What are the 

driving forces 

throughout the 

process of 

knowledge 

productivity? 

 

Why have you implemented FS Reading? 

 

 

 

How do you feel about FS Reading now that 

you have it implemented? 

 

 

 

What helped you and your school keep First 

Steps Reading to the fore? 

 

 

What helped your school to keep First Steps 

Reading to the fore of staff development? 

 

 

How do you know if First Steps Reading has 

improved the learning experiences for your 

students? 

The stimulants: 

 DES 

publications 

 Support 

services 

 Motivation 

 Evaluation 

(internal and 

external) 
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Appendix D: Brochure 
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Appendix E: Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework 

 Knowledge Productivity in Literacy Framework 

Aim of Research Study:  

The focus of the study is to investigate the process of implementation of DEIS literacy 

initiatives in disadvantaged primary schools in urban Ireland and its impact on schools’ 

infrastructures, and on DEIS educators. 

Research Question:  

What are the key components in schools’ 

infrastructures that impact literacy 

development in disadvantaged primary 

schools in urban Ireland? 

 

Research Question: 

What professional 

development do DEIS 

educators practice in the 

implementation of DEIS 

literacy initiatives? 

Research Question:  

What stimulates DEIS educators to 

engage in literacy development? 

 

Key components in DEIS schools’ 

infrastructures 

 

Professional Learning 

and Development 

 

Stimulants for Engagement 

Knowledge 

Building 

 

School Climate 

Collaborative 

Professionalism 

Resources 

 Expertise 

 Allocating Time 

 Sharing Ideas 

Keeping Up-to-Date 

 

 

Evaluation 

Trends and Patterns 

Planning and Goals 

Standardised Testing 

The Inspectorate 

 

 

 

Moral Purpose 

 

Values 

 

Purposeful Collaboration 

Changing Practices 

 

 

School Culture 

Cultivating a Learning 

Environments 

Collaborative Culture 

Effective Leadership  

 Resources 

 pace  

 innovation 

Change 

Process 

Vision 

Planning Process 

Experimentation 

 

Intrinsic Motivation 

 Satisfaction of Event 
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 Delegation of 

Responsibilities 

 Achievement and Link 

with Self-Efficacy 

Relationship 

Building 

 

Literacy Leaders 

Parents 

Building Links and 

Relationships 

DES and the Inspectorate 

Reflective Practices 

 

 

 

 


