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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Immigration is a relatively new phenomenon in Ireland. Between 8 and 10% of 

students in Irish schools have an immigrant background representing many 

countries, cultures and languages. Their education outcomes are, on average, 

similar to their Irish-born peers. 

Irish schools experienced a rapid increase in the inflow of immigrant students only in recent years, 

and the main focus of migrant education is first-generation immigrants. Currently about 10% of students in 

primary schools and about 8% of students in post-primary schools have immigrant backgrounds. Unlike 

most other OECD countries, first-generation immigrant students in Ireland, on average, achieve education 

outcomes similar to their Irish-born peers, possibly because the socio-economic backgrounds of these 

students are similar to or higher than those of their Irish-born peers.   

However, there is a gap in achievement between those who speak English at 

home and those who do not. The government has quickly launched initiatives 

to provide adequate language support and promote intercultural 

understanding. It now needs to focus on implementing its initiatives. 

 The immigrant students in Ireland are a heterogeneous group. There is a gap in achievement between 

those students who speak English at home and those who do not. Ireland aims to provide ñinclusive, high 

quality education for all studentsò. To address the issues that have arisen as a result of the sudden inflow of 

immigrants, the government has responded quickly with a strong political commitment and policy 

initiatives, tools, and materials to provide language support and intercultural education. Nevertheless, there 

is scope for improvement. It is now time to focus on dissemination of such tools and materials, and build 

needed capacity for the whole school in order to fully implement the initiatives.  

Implementing ñFree Pre-School Year for Allò should be a priority, ensuring 

the actual participation of immigrant children. The implementation should be 

accompanied by the successful implementation of ñS²oltaò and ñAistearò.  

 The Free Pre-school Year for All (age 3 to 4) should be successfully implemented, placing a priority 

on minority children, including immigrant children, thus ensuring that all children will benefit from the 

scheme. It needs to be aligned with ñS²oltaò (The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 

Education), ñAistearò (The Framework for Early Learning (age 0 to 6)), and the ñWorkforce Development 

Plan for the ECCE sectorò. The Early Start programme should be integrated into the new Free Pre-School 

Year in order to ensure universal pre-school access and to take into account the needs of the heterogeneous 

cohort of 3-to-4-year-olds, including the particular needs of immigrant children.   

Initial and ongoing learning opportunities for EAL teachers should be 

strengthened.   

 Effective EAL support requires more than training in general language teaching. The current 

provision of two years of support is generally considered sufficient for conversational English, but if 

immigrant students are to make a successful transition to upper second level education and higher, they 

will need longer support to achieve mastery of academic English. Professional learning programmes for 

EAL teachers should address the importance of the pedagogy in language modelling; the place of the first 
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language as the basis for second language development; the importance of developing the cognitive and 

academic dimensions of language, curriculum and materials analysis, and adaptation; and the role of 

empowerment of learners and their communities.  

A ñwhole-school approachò ï involving all teachers, school leaders, parents 

and communities ï is essential to make schools more culturally and 

linguistically diverse.  

Not only EAL teachers but also mainstream teachers should be trained to cope with linguistic and 

cultural challenges in the classroom. This will require substantive investments in training and professional 

development for all teachers as ñlanguage teachersò. Teachers need support from school leaders and 

colleagues as they make changes to their practice, and the transformation of teaching and assessment 

approaches for the new diversity.  

International research highlights the importance of parental involvement in education for improving 

achievement of students, independently of their socio-demographic background. However, such 

involvement is not always easy for immigrant parents as parental involvement in schools can be influenced 

by language proficiency in the language of school instruction and cultural influences. Priorities now should 

be to ensure that information is disseminated to all immigrant students and their parents, and to encourage 

immigrant parents to participate in their schoolôs parent councils, board of management and other school-

based activities. In order to ensure immigrant parents become involved in their childôs school life, it is 

important to take an integrated approach, in which not only the HSCL co-ordinartors but also the whole 

school team actively engage with parents.   

Networking and cooperation among schools and other community groups are necessary and important 

to provide quality education and integration for immigrant students and their families. Individual schools 

can cooperate with ethnic agencies, NGOs, libraries and the local VEC. School leaders, HSCL co-

ordinators and members of the school team are critical to building this kind of networking and cooperation.  

The government should identify schools with good practice in whole-school approach and 

disseminate such practice to other schools. 

Extra effort is needed to ensure that immigrant parents are better informed in 

their decisions about their childrenôs education. 

Newly arrived immigrant families should be made aware of the overall education system and quality 

of schools, and be able to make well-informed decisions about their childrenôs education. The Department 

of Education and Science and patron bodies should ensure that schools take a more active role in 

circulating such information, and the Inspectorate should monitor the effectiveness of such measures. 

Obtain data on applicants and enrolments by immigrant status to further 

encourage schools to adopt diversity and inclusive education  

There is a wealth of outcome data available at varying levels of the Irish schooling system, but rarely 

are migrant students made visible in them. Collecting data from schools on applicants and enrolments 

would make it possible to differentiate between the experience of immigrants and native Irish students.  

The Inspectorate should monitor the effectiveness of schools in achieving more mixed group class balance 

in their enrolments (taking into account patterns of residential concentration), assess whether the 

accessibility and effectiveness of schools differs for different patron bodies, and, if so, determine why such 

differences exist, and whether the role of patron bodies should be reconsidered.  



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS - 11 

 

OECD REVIEWS OF MIGRANT EDUCATION:  IRELAND ï © OECD 2009 

 

A coherent framework for continuous feedback embedded in policy evaluation 

and school inspection will help improve school outcomes. 

A coherent framework for overall assessment and feedback will help not only individual EAL 

teachers but mainstream teachers in classrooms, as well as their schools, to know whether their choice of 

interventions is as effective as others.  

The Inspectorate is an essential vehicle for promoting and supporting improvement. It is currently 

preparing publications based on inspections and the evaluation of EAL teaching and learning. From this 

work it can develop a component of its ongoing whole-school review process in both primary and post-

primary schools looking at provision for migrant students. In addition, national assessment surveys 

conducted by the Educational Research System for the Department of Education and Science should 

enlarge newcomer samples, so that trends in this cohort can be examined. 
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CHAPTER 1: KEY CHALLENGES  

Large-scale immigration is a relatively new phenomenon in Ireland, arising only in the past decade. 

Irish schools experienced a rapid increase in the inflow of immigrant students in recent years and the 

main focus of migrant education is first-generation immigrants. Currently about 10% of students in 

primary schools and about 8% of students in post-primary schools have immigrant backgrounds.  

Unlike most other OECD countries, first-generation immigrant students in Ireland, on average, 

achieve education outcomes similar to their Irish-born peers. This may be largely due to the socio-

economic backgrounds of these students, which tend to be similar to or higher than those of their 

Irish-born peers.  

The immigrant students in Ireland are a heterogeneous group, however, and policymakers should pay 

careful attention to the variations in performance among first-generation immigrant students. There is 

a gap in student achievements between those who speak English at home and those who do not. 

Currently, building capacity for schools, teachers and communities to provide quality language 

instruction should be given high priority for Ireland. Priorities should be reconsidered regularly by 

monitoring the policy interventions as well as compositional changes of immigrant student 

population, especially after the economic crisis.   

Policy makers also need to consider differentiating priori ties among different groups. The newly 

arrived who first enter school at the post-primary level may face more challenges in achieving the 

requisite level of English proficiency than newcomers who arrive at an earlier age. Those newcomers 

with a low proficiency level in reading and those with low SES backgrounds have relatively 

disadvantaged educational outcomes. 
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OECD Review of Migrant Education 

This review is one of a series of policy reviews of migrant education in OECD countries (see Box 1.1) 

and follows the policy evaluation framework established for the OECD Review of Migrant Education. 

However, policy challenges and priority issues for immigrant students vary from country to country. To 

this end, each country was invited to tailor the focus of the policy review in consultation with the OECD 

Secretariat in order to ensure that the immediate output of the review will meet the specific needs of the 

country. This policy review of Ireland presents selected policy options designed to respond to the main 

challenges and supported by evidence and research drawn from other country practice (See Annex A for 

the Terms of Reference and Annex B for the visit programs). This Review should be read in conjunction 

with the Country Background Report prepared by the Irish authorities (Irish Department of Education and 

Science, 2008).
1
 

Box 1.1. OECD Review of Migrant Education 

The OECD launched the Review of Migrant Education in January 2008. The scope of the 

project includes pre-school, primary school, and post-primary school. The overarching question of 

the review is what policies will promote successful education outcomes for first- and second-

generation immigrant students?
1
 

To examine the question from a relevant policy perspective, ñeducation outcomesò are 

defined as follows: 

¶ Access ï Whether immigrant students have the same access to quality education as their 

native peers; and if not, what policies may facilitate or hinder their access. 

¶ Participation ï Whether immigrant students may drop out more easily or leave school 

earlier than their native peers; and if so, what policies may influence immigrant studentsô 

completion of schooling. 

¶ Performance ï Whether immigrant students perform as well as their native peers; and if 

not, what policies may effectively raise immigrant studentsô performance at school, 

especially for those from low socio-economic backgrounds. 

 

The project consists of two strands of activities: analytical work and country policy reviews. 

¶ Analytical work draws on evidence from all OECD countries. It includes an international 

questionnaire on migrant policies, reviews previous OECD work and academic literature 

regarding migrant education, and explores statistical data from PISA and other sources. 

¶ Country policy reviews aim to provide country-specific policy recommendations. 

Reviews are being conducted in Austria, Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway and 

Sweden. Each participating country has prepared a Country Background Report based on 

common OECD guidelines. The results of both the analytical work and country policy 

reviews will feed into the final report of the Review of Migrant Education. 

 
1
 First-generation immigrant students: Students who were born outside the country of assessment and whose 

parents were also born in a different country. Second-generation immigrant students: Students who 

themselves were born in the country of review but whose parents were born in a different country, i.e. 

students who are following/have followed all their pre-school/schooling in the review country. 
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Box 1.2. Limits on immigrant student data in Ireland 

The statistical basis for gauging the situation and experience of immigrant students and 

comparing them to native students is less well-developed and robust in Ireland than in many other 

countries because immigration patterns in Ireland shifted recently and suddenly. A decade ago, the 

immigrant share of the population in Ireland was well below the median for the OECD; today, it is 

well above. Though certain issues regarding immigration are more visible now than before, the 

arrangements for collecting relevant survey and administrative data have not kept pace with the 

sudden inflows. Thus there are gaps in the evidence that might shed light on developments and the 

current situation of immigrants and education for immigrants. 

The recent and sudden shifts in immigration patterns have also resulted in a more complex 

mix than in other countries. The population of immigrant students is segmented into two distinct 

groups: those whose mother tongue is English (typically from United Kingdom, Australia, New 

Zealand, or the United States), and those whose mother tongue is either another language or 

English but requiring English language support. Students from the first group comprises roughly a 

third of todayôs immigrant population and has been a long-standing presence in Ireland. The 

second group includes mostly children of immigrants who came over since the economic boom, 

starting in the mid-1990s and accelerating after EU enlargement in 2004, and a much smaller 

group of asylum seekers who are seeking residency rights (less than one in ten of all immigrants), 

Asians and Africans. Because of the late arrival of the second group (the group that transformed 

the nature of the immigrant population in Ireland), Ireland does not yet have many second-

generation immigrant students (students born in Ireland to one or more immigrant parents). 

These facts make it difficult to get statistically significant survey-based measures of 

experience and performance for the distinct immigrant groups. Because of gaps in the 

administrative data much of the description and analyses below depend heavily on sources such as 

PISA and the work carried out by Economic and Social Research Institute (Smyth et al., 

2009). Because of the relatively small numbers of immigrant students included in the PISA 

sample, these data need to be treated cautiously; where possible the description and analyses 

incorporate oral accounts and other evidence collected during the visits of the review team.    

Overview of the situation of immigrants and their children in Ireland  

Irelandôs history of out-migration and in-migration has been strongly influenced by ebb and flow of 

economic opportunity. Until the late 1980s, Ireland had a long history of emigration. Irish citizens 

emigrated into the world to seek jobs outside Ireland, or to rejoin family and friends in the Irish Diaspora. 

Before the mid-1990s there was only a small share of immigrants in Ireland ï estimated to be slightly more 

than 5% of the total population ï who came typically from various parts of the United Kingdom and other 

English-speaking countries (OECD, 2008). The pattern of substantial out-flows of migrants and limited 

inflows were related to the limited economic opportunities in Ireland. In 1990, Irelandôs GDP per capita 

ranked it behind all OECD countries (24 at that time) except Greece, Portugal and Turkey. A decade and a 

half later, Irelandôs standing was dramatically changed. In the early 1990s, GDP growth in Ireland was 

about even with that of the OECD and the European Union. Between 1995 and 2000, GDP per capita grew 

two to three times faster than the average for the OECD and the EU.  

In the 1990s, Irelandôs economic performance improved, and the numbers and composition of the 

immigrant population began to change dramatically from around 2000. For the first time in recent history, 
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Ireland became a destination of choice for large numbers of immigrants as well as for returning Irish 

émigrés. Ireland experienced a particularly robust economic boom starting around 2000 and continuing 

into 2008, largely driven by a combination of massive direct investment by foreign owned companies, 

attracted by the lowest corporate tax rates in the OECD and a comparatively young and well-educated 

English-speaking workforce, social partnership, and infrastructure investment, much supported by the 

European Union. Between 1993 and 2007, employment grew by 77%, and widespread labour shortages 

emerged. The unemployment rate fell well below the OECD average. Agricultural employment declined 

and service sector employment grew. Between 1996 and 2006, the foreign-born share of the labour force 

more than doubled to 13.9%, putting it ahead of most European countries. Flows from new EU Member 

States were particularly large after May 2004; in 2006 long-term migration (over one year) added 2% to 

the Irish population, with the large majority coming from these countries (OECD, 2008, p. 250). By 2006, 

Ireland had the third-highest GDP per capita of all OECD countries, trailing only Luxembourg and Norway.  

OECD 2009 Economic Outlook reports that Irelandôs period of exceptionally high growth rates ended 

in 2008, when annual growth in GDP turned from plus 6% in 2007 to minus 2.3% in 2008 and a forecast of 

minus 9.8% in 2009. In 2010, GDP growth is expected to be minus 4.1%. In 2007, unemployment was 

4.6%, well below the OECD average. In 2008, it jumped to 6% ï slightly above the OECD average and 

since then has continued to rise well above the OECD average (OECD, 2009). Figures released by the CSO 

show that the seasonally adjusted unemployment rate increased from 8.1% in the fourth quarter of 2008 to 

10.2% in the first quarter of 2009. The unemployment rate in Ireland in 2009 is at its highest level since 

1997.  

A combination of economic boom and job creation, Irelandôs entry into the European common 

currency, EU expansion in May 2004, liberalised EU labour movement, low personal income taxes, and a 

highly regarded education system attracted large numbers of immigrants to well paid, often high-skilled 

jobs, including many who had left Ireland during leaner years. Between 2002 and 2006, the population of 

EU immigrants rose more than five-fold, with 90% of that increase from EU accession countries post May 

2004. The bulk of new immigrants arrived for work-related reasons. It should be noted, however, that 

many immigrants are not in employment commensurate with their qualifications (OECD, 2008). Asylum 

seekers comprised a small and declining share of the foreign-born population.
2
 By 2007, immigrants 

comprised about 11% of the population, an increase of 60% in ten years. Thanks to the combined effect of 

these forces, the Irish population grew seven times faster between 1996 and 2006 than in the preceding 10 

years. The number of births rose from 55 000 in 2000 to 75 000 in 2008. The implications of the economic 

downturn for the immigration flows and the situation of immigrants residing in Ireland are not yet clear. At 

a minimum, it appears that the flows into Ireland have slowed, based on the amount of new PPS Numbers 

being issued;
3
 there is some evidence that some immigrants are moving elsewhere or returning home.

4
 

Further analysis of recent migration trends to April 2009 is available in the CSOôs ñPopulation and 

Migration Estimatesò.
5
 

By 2006, the composition of Irelandôs immigrant population was far more diverse than it had been 

(Table 1.1). The Central Statistics Office (CSO) found that non-Irish nationals represented 188 countries, 

with many of the largest nationalities being from non-English-speaking countries. 
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Table 1.1. Composition of immigrant population according to the 2006 census 

United Kingdom 27% 

EU 15 (excluding U.K.) 10% 

EU 10 29% 

Other Europe 6% 

Asia 11% 

Africa 8% 

America                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  5% 

Australia 1% 

Other 3% 

Total immigrant population  responding to the census 420 000 

Source: Central Statistics Office (2008). 

The 2006 census also found that on average, non-Irish nationals had higher levels of education than 

the Irish population. This, however, is influenced by the fact that a cohort of older Irish natives finished 

their education before free second level education became available in the late 1960s. When education 

levels of immigrants are compared to the native population, age 15 to 44, then education levels are 

comparable. There are, however, significant variations between different groups of nationalities (Figure 

1.1). 

Figure 1.1. Level of education of 15-to-44-year-olds living in Ireland in 2006 

 

 

Note 1: In this figure, ñsecondaryò is comprised of lower secondary, upper secondary and technical/vocational qualifications.  

Source: Figure 12 in Central Statistics Office (2008). 

Immigrants to Ireland, while somewhat concentrated in towns and cities, are nevertheless widely 

distributed around the country (CSO, 2008). All of these factors are important in considering the 
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educational and linguistic needs of newcomer children attending schools. The inflow of migrants to Ireland 

greatly increased the number of immigrant children in schools, putting new demands on the system. It is 

currently estimated that about 10% of students in primary schools and 8% of students in post-primary 

schools have nationalities other than Irish. The share of immigrant students in schools roughly doubled 

from 1996 to 2006: in 1996, about 6% of children of age 5 to 9 and about 4% of young people of age 10 to 

19 were of non-Irish nationality; in 2006, the share increased to 12% and 10% respectively (CSO database). 

There are no signs so far of any such outflows having a significant impact on school enrolments of 

newcomer students.
6
  

The Irish education system  

In Ireland, ñinclusive, high quality education for all studentsò is the objective of the education system. 

The Education Act, 1998 states that a statutory role of the Minister is to ensure the provision of a level and 

quality of education, appropriate to meeting the needs and abilities of each person, including a person with 

a disability, or who has other special educational needs. Since the 1990s the government has introduced 

policies and strategies to promote equity, inclusion and quality in education for all students, and to identify 

and address educational disadvantage in schools. The government has provided additional supports for 

students for whom English is not their first language. The government also identifies and supports 

disadvantaged schools with the action plan for educational inclusion, called ñDelivering Equality of 

Opportunity in Schoolsò (DEIS). The Equal Status Acts, 2000-04 also promote inclusiveness and diversity. 

In particular, they identify race and membership of the Travelling Community as amongst the nine grounds 

on which discrimination is prohibited.  

Children attend primary school between the ages of 4/5 and 12/13. There were some 3 300 primary 

schools in 2008/09. Primary education is also referred to as first level education. Primary school covers 

eight years ï a two-year infant cycle followed by six years from first to sixth class. Children move to the 

next class at the end of each school year. Primary schools can be very small; more than 1 800 primary 

schools had three teachers or fewer in 2007/08.
7
 Students from 12/13 to 17/18 years attend one of the more 

than 730 post-primary schools.
8
 Post-primary education is also referred to as second level education.  Post-

primary schools are generally larger than primary schools and, as a consequence there are far fewer of 

them. Further and Higher education follows this level, but they are beyond the scope of this review. Nearly 

all post-primary schools have immigrant students but up to 40% of primary schools do not have these 

students. 

In addition to the primary schooling system, the Department of Education and Science provides for a 

targeted early childhood programme, called ñEarly Startò, to meet the needs of three and four year olds in 

disadvantaged areas who are at risk of not reaching their potential within the school system. Early Start 

involves an educational programme to enhance overall development, help prevent school failure and offset 

the effects of social disadvantage. Less than 3% of children currently attend an Early Start programme. In 

April 2009, the government announced the introduction of a free Pre-School Year for all children between 

the ages of three years, three months and four years, six months. This is a major policy change for the Irish 

government.   

Education is provided in schools that are established and overseen by ñpatron bodiesò, and managed 

by local boards of management that include parents, and operate within broad guidance provided by the 

Department of Education and Science. Schools are funded by the Department. The vast majority of 

primary (over 90%) and a majority of post-primary schools (over 50%) are under the patronage of the 

Catholic Church; the balance are generally under the patronage of the Church of Ireland, other religions 

and, particularly at post-primary level, Vocational Education Committees (VECs). Community and 

Comprehensive schools have been a feature of post-primary education since the 1970ôs. About 2% of 
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primary schools are operated by multi-denominational/inter-denominational patron bodies. A new model 

of primary school patronage, under the VEC structure, catering for children of all beliefs and none, 

reflecting the increasing diversity in this area, is currently in operation in two locations in Dublin (Chapter 

2 discusses the role of patron bodies in more details). 

Though the different patron bodies try to preserve their own particular ñethosò in their schools, all 

schools must operate within the framework of the Irish Constitution and relevant national legislation, 

including the Education Act, 1998, and the Equal Status Acts, 2000-04. In addition, the government 

formulates guidelines and circulars intended to provide national leadership and steer the direction of 

schooling. Other relevant reports/policy documents include:  

¶ Charting our Education Future: White Paper on Education, published in 1995, advocates ñthe 

promotion of quality, equality, pluralism, partnership and accountabilityò;  

¶ Planning for Diversity ï The National Plan Against Racism 2005-2008, published in 2005, 

mandates development of a national intercultural education strategy, and advocates for an 

intercultural school environment. 

¶ Towards 2016: Ten-Year Framework Social Partnership Agreement, 2006-2015 provides for 

enhanced support for the effective integration of migrant children at both primary and second 

levels through the provision of an extra 550 language support teachers by 2009 and the reform of 

the then limit of two additional language support teachers per school. 

The Agreed Programme for Government 2009 makes a reference to language support.
9
The 

government also exercised leadership in matters relating to the integration of immigrants when it appointed 

a Minister of State for Integration in 2007. The Ministerôs remit spans three departments: Justice, Equality 

and Law Reform; Education and Science; and Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs.
10

 The Minister is 

responsible for ensuring, inter alia, that education policies ñtake into account the need to integrate 

immigrants and their families [and for] coordinating the work of the Department of Education and Science 

on the integration of newcomers with the related work of other relevant Departments and State Agenciesò 

(Department of Education and Science, 2008, p. 121).   

Identifying possible priority target groups  

First-generation immigrant students ï not second-generation immigrant students 

The focus of this review is on newly arrived immigrant students ï not the second-generation 

immigrant students, because the share of the second-generation immigrant students (i.e. students born in 

Ireland of one or more immigrant parents) is fairly small, for reasons mentioned earlier. There are no 

national data that identify second-generation immigrant students. However, the PISA samples provide 

some indication of how small the population may be: they represented only 0.8% in 2000 data and 1.1% in 

2006 data. Due to the small sample size, the data for second-generation immigrant students are not used 

here for statistical analysis.  

Newcomer students come from various national groups (Figure 1.2). As a result of a recent increase in 

immigrant population described earlier, the composition of students in Irish schools has changed from 

students with very similar cultural and ethnic backgrounds to students with more varied, multi-cultural and 

multi-ethnic backgrounds. For example, there are over 160 nationalities represented in post-primary 

schools. The policy challenge is therefore how to respond to the needs of the increasingly heterogeneous 

student cohort.  
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Figure 1.2. Percentage of schools with newcomer children from various national groups 

 

Note 1: The term ñSecondaryò in this figure relates to second-level education. 

Source: Figure 4.5 in Smyth et al. (2009). 

Newcomer students in urban areas 

Newcomer students are more likely to attend big schools in urban areas both at primary and post-

primary levels, due to the availability of both employment and available housing. In addition, they are 

somewhat more likely to attend schools with designated disadvantaged status (DEIS schools) (Smyth et al., 

2009). This is a challenge for schools because those with high proportion of newcomers are also likely to 

have more socio-economically disadvantaged students or students with learning or behavioural needs. 

However, principals in designated disadvantaged schools were significantly more likely than those in other 

schools to believe that ñnewcomer students may raise the standard and learning expectations in schools 

with a disadvantaged student intakeò (Smyth et al., 2009, p. 53).    

Though immigrant students tend to be concentrated in large urban schools, the degree of 

concentration is much lower than that in most other OECD countries. For instance, almost half of 

newcomer students attend post-primary schools where they make up 2 to 9% of the total student population. 

No newcomer students at post-primary level and about only 10% of newcomer students at primary level 

attend schools with more than 50% of first-generation immigrant students. Such schools represent less than 

2% of all primary schools (Smyth et al., 2009). In contrast, in other OECD countries, on average 30% of 

first-generation students attend schools where over half of the students are immigrants in PISA 2003 

(OECD, 2006b).  
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Newcomer students with low socio-economic backgrounds and low levels of proficiency in reading 

The education background of families of immigrant students in Ireland is, on average, slightly higher 

than that of their native peers, which is a contrast to many other immigration countries. According to the 

2006 census data, parents of immigrant students are more highly educated than parents of their native peers 

both for fathers and mothers in general; they have double the percentage of qualifications of native parents 

at higher levels of qualification such as doctorate, post-graduate and professional degrees (Table 1.2).  

Table 1.2. Levels of education of parents of Irish born and non-Irish born children 

Age 15 or less 

Census 2006 

Education level 
Father Mother 

Irish Non-Irish Irish Non-Irish 

Primary Education 91 134 (18%) 2 203 (5%) 92 922 (15%) 2 694 (5%) 

Primary degree 21 856 (4%) 3 058 (7%) 23 199 (4%) 4 104 (8%) 

Lower Secondary 133 433 (26%) 6 994 (17%) 147 038 (24%) 9 337 (19%) 

Leaving Cert.  88 862 (17.5%) 5 935 (14%) 155 118 (25%) 9 272 (19%) 

Technical Vocational and Leaving Cert. 12 763 (2.5%) 2 672 (6.5%) 17 580 (3%) 2 697 (5%) 

Technical or Vocational 39 587 (8%) 4 540 (11%) 20 499 (3%) 2 857 (6%) 

Professional qualification (degree status) 12 781 (2.5%) 1 981 (5%) 12 943 (2%) 2 217 (4%) 

Post-graduate certificate or diploma 11 348 (2%) 1 507 (4%) 21 368(3%) 2 171 (4%) 

Post-graduate degree 14 468 (3%) 2 323 (6%) 10 484 (2%)  2 322 (4.7%) 

Both degree and professional qualification 17 185 (3%) 2 612 (6%) 16 445 (2.6%) 2 750 (5.5%) 

Doctorate (Ph. D)      2 846 (0.6%) 815(2%) 1 503 (0.2%) 397 (0.7%) 

No Formal Education 1 527 (0.3%) 147 (0.3%) 1 685 (0.3%) 272 (0.5%) 

Non-degree 49 620 (10%) 4 292 (10%) 80 031 (13%) 6 082 (12%) 

Not stated 10 413 (2%) 1 976 (5%) 14 077 (2%) 2 567 (5%) 
Source: Tables 14 and 15 in Irish Department of Education and Science (2008).   

These data are consistent with the picture concerning the age group of 15-year-olds in PISA 2006 data. 

First-generation immigrants in Ireland have somewhat better family backgrounds than their native peers 

measured by the index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) together with Australia and Canada, 

while immigrant students in most other countries, on average, have more disadvantaged educational and 

economic family backgrounds than their native peers. 

Such aggregated data, however, mask important factors that are relevant to how policy is targeted. 

Research shows that socio-economic background is strongly associated with studentsô performance. Given 

that the cultural, social and economic backgrounds of newcomer students are quite diverse, it is important 

to examine whether differences between the backgrounds of newcomer students and native students are 

associated with differences in performance. This consideration may help when designing policy for certain 

groups.     

A policy assessment tool by Williams (2006), the so-called ñlearning barò (i.e. the relationship 

between student performance and student socio-economic background) can be used for this purpose.
11

 

Figure 1.3 presents the learning bars for native students and first-generation immigrant students age 15 

years in 2006 in Ireland.  
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Figure 1.3. Relationship between reading performance and students' SES background 

PISA 2006 

Panel A. Performance for native students Panel B. Performance for first-generation immigrants 

  

Note1: Each dot represents a student plotted for his or her reading performance and socio-economic and cultural status.  

Source: OECD PISA 2006 database. 

On average there is no significant performance gap between these two groups. Therefore, one could 

conclude that a universal measure, covering both native and immigrant students, may be an effective and 

fair policy intervention. However, the slope of the learning bar is steeper for first-generation immigrant 

students than for native students. This indicates that the effect of socio-economic status on studentsô 

reading performance is greater for immigrant students than for their native peers. This means that those 

newcomer students at the lower end of the socio-economic spread may be more strongly affected by their 

home backgrounds than their native peers of the same socio-economic status. In addition, first-generation 

immigrant students with low socio-economic backgrounds performed lower than their corresponding 

native peers (See the dotted lines). This indicates that targeted policies might be needed to raise 

educational outcomes for low-performing newcomer students and/or those with disadvantaged family 

background. For instance, newcomer students who have sustained academic difficulties described by a 

tenth of school principals in a study by Smyth et al. (2009) may be a target group.  

Figure 1.4 shows the percentage of students who scored below proficiency Level 1 by immigrant 

status in PISA 2006.
12

 Ireland can be found amongst the countries with a smaller share of students who 

perform below proficiency Level 1 along with Australia, Canada and New Zealand. Among these countries, 

however, Ireland has the highest percentage of the first immigrant students belonging to the group of 

student below proficiency Level 1. In addition, in Ireland the percentage of first-generation immigrant 

students below proficiency Level 1 (i.e. about 8.8%) is three times higher than that of their native peers. 

This indicates that about 9% of first-generation immigrant students are not able to routinely show the most 

basic reading skills that PISA seeks to measure. These students may have serious deficiencies in their 

ability to use reading literacy as a tool for the knowledge acquisition in other areas (OECD, 2007). One 

implication of this is that Ireland could design a targeted intervention that may help newcomer students at 

the very low end of the achievement scores. 
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Figure 1.4. Percentage of students scoring below proficiency Level 1 in reading 

 

Source: OECD PISA 2006 database. 

Non-English speaking newcomer students 

Some immigrant students such as those from English-speaking countries and Anglophone countries, 

already speak the language of the host country, although they may have some dialects. These children, 

without needing to learn the language of the instruction, may learn to adapt themselves to the new curricula, 

school environments, and cultural norms with relative ease. Others, however, need to learn the language of 

instruction in addition to learning new subjects and appropriate behaviours and expectations in the Irish 

education system and society at large. For these reasons they need language support based on identified 

needs when they arrive and on a continuous basis afterwards until they achieve level B1 proficiency.    

Due to the limited availability of statistical data by immigrant status in Ireland, this report relies 

heavily on PISA 2006 and an empirical national ESRI study on newcomer students by Smyth et al. (2009). 

The results of both studies confirm that language difficulties may be a major barrier for the integration of 

immigrant students, particularly when they commence their education. 

Insights from international and national performance data 

PISA 2006 reading performance data show that, in Ireland, first-generation immigrant students (506 

points) performed slightly above the OECD average of reading performance for all students (492 points), 

which is also the case for a limited number of countries: i.e. Australia, Canada, and New Zealand. In 

Ireland, the reading performance gap between first-generation immigrant students and their native peers 

was 14 points, which is not statistically significant. When split by language spoken at home, a performance 
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gap is observed between non-English speaking immigrant students and their native peers (Table 1.3). 

English-speaking immigrant students had mean reading scores exceeding those of their native peers, while 

non-English speaking immigrant students had mean scores about 60 points lower than their native peers. 

This needs to be interpreted with caution. Due to the small number of non-English speaking immigrants 

(i.e. only 2% of total PISA 2006 participating students in Ireland), the comparison of non-English speaking 

immigrants with other groups is only indicative.
13

 However, it does imply a need for further analysis. 

Table 1.3. Mean reading, science and mathematics scores in PISA 2006 

By immigrant/language status 

 
Reading Science Mathematics 

Mean SE SD Mean SE SD Mean SE SD 

Native 519.99 3.42 90.43 510.42 2.99 92.73 503.75 2.732 80.57 

Immigrant - 
English speaking 

530.88 8.84 90.04 528.72 9.67 95.99 506.48 6.973 80.739 

Immigrant - 
Other language 

460.32 28.41 127.92 447.17 24.40 124.86 450.43 23.510 112.295 

 
Note 1: SE stands for standard error and SD stands for standard deviation. The standard errors require special attention in 
interpreting this result. 

Source: Table 17 in Irish Department of Education and Science (2008).  

The findings from the international performance test are consistent with the results from the national 

test on English reading (Table 1.4). The 2.4% of first class students who spoke a language other than 

English or Irish achieved a significantly lower mean score (229.6) than students who spoke English as their 

first language (250.4) (i.e. almost 21 points lower). However, due to its large standard error, the mean 

achievement score (224.8) of the 2.2% of fifth class students who spoke a language other than Irish or 

English does not differ significantly from that of English speakers. The mean achievement scores of the 

sizeable minority of students (8.4% at first class and 10.5% at fifth) who were not born in Ireland did not 

differ significantly from the mean scores of Irish-born students. In interpreting the findings of the national 

test, it must be kept in mind that the sample was not designed to be representative of immigrant students 

and that at both class levels (first and fifth), almost all students typically spoke English at home, while a 

small minority (0.7% and 0.8% at first and fifth class, respectively) spoke Irish at home. 

Table 1.4. Student achievement in the national test on English reading 

By language spoken at home 

 
1st class 5th class  

%T %A  Mean  SE  %T  %A  Mean  SE  

English  94.9  96.9  250.4  2.55  95.2  97.0  250.5  2.58  

Irish 0.7  0.7  272.0  14.36  0.8  0.8  250.7  9.32  

Other  2.3  2.4  229.6  5.58  2.2  2.2  224.8  10.30  

Missing  2.0  0.0  246.2  8.53  1.9  0.0  252.1  7.71  

Comparisons  Diff  SED  95% BCI  Diff  SED  95% BCI  

Irish-English  21.6  15.02  -15.5  58.7  0.2  10.73  -26.2  26.5  

Other-English  -20.8  5.78  -35.1  -6.6  -25.7  10.74  -52.1  0.7  

Missing-English  -4.2  7.93  -23.8  15.4  1.5  9.02  -20.7  23.7  
Source: Table 5.A2 in Eivers et al. (2005).  

With this indication, it is worth examining the possible effect of language spoken at home on 

studentsô performance in PISA 2006 reading. If an immigrant student is from English-speaking countries 

and/or speaks English at home, he/she would gain 60 scores higher than the immigrant students who do not 
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speak the language of instruction at home (Figure 1.5). Ireland displays the second highest correlation, next 

to Luxembourg, between speaking the host country language at home and reading performance for first-

generation immigrant students from the available PISA 2006 data, which has met the statistical 

requirements.  

Figure 1.5. Relationship between reading performance and language spoken at home 

Additional reading scores if immigrant students speak the country language at home 

 

Source: OECD PISA 2006 database.   

Further evidence from surveys and observation  

The statistical indication (described above) is supported by the observations collected through the 

OECD policy review. Through the fact-finding and review visits, the OECD review team consistently 

heard of difficulties that immigrant families and children who do not speak English well face in various 

settings. These include difficulties experienced by children in learning subject matter and integrating in 

school, parentsô difficulties in communicating with school, and obtaining necessary information about the 

education system, cultural practices, and school activities. Such difficulties were usually attributed to 

language barriers.  

The ESRIôs study of newcomer students in Irish primary and post-primary schools confirms that 

language difficulties are strongly associated with social and personal difficulties experienced by 

newcomers in both primary and post-primary schools. Language difficulties among newcomers were also 

the most frequently identified by school principals as a contributing factor to difficulties for newcomers, as 

seen in Figure 1.6, which presents the major factors most frequently identified by school principals in post-

primary schools as contributing ñquite a lotò or ña lotò to difficulties experienced by newcomers (Smyth et 

al., 2009). 
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Figure 1.6. Difficulties faced by newcomers at post-primary level 

Percentage of principals identifying factors which contribute to difficulties for newcomers 

 

Source: Figure 5.9, Smyth et al. (2009). 

According to the study, two-thirds of principals indicated that only a minority of newcomer students 

had sustained academic difficulties, as seen in Figure 1.7. However, schools with high proportion of 

students with language difficulties are much more likely to report academic difficulties than other schools.  
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Figure 1.7. Varying levels of academic difficulties among newcomers 

Percentage of primary and post-primary schools whose principals identified the difficulties 
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Source: Figure 7.5 in Smyth et al. (2009). 

According to the ESRIôs report (Smyth et al., 2009), over 75% of newcomers at primary level and 

about 70% of newcomers at post-primary level are non-English speaking students. 

Immigrant students in post-primary education 

If we only consider the size of the immigrant student population (i.e. the percentage of immigrant 

students in schools), then, as discussed above, the proportion of immigrant students in the post-primary 

level (8%) is less than that of the primary level (10%). However, when we consider the distribution of 

immigrant students among schools, about 90% of the almost 730 post-primary schools in Ireland have 

enrolments that are between 2 to 9% immigrant students, while only 56% of the almost 3 300 primary 

schools have immigrant students. In addition, post-primary schools have a greater variety of nationalities 

of immigrant students than primary schools do (Smyth et al., 2009). This implies that post-primary schools 

have to accommodate a more diverse student body than primary schools do. 

Furthermore, the ñcritical period hypothesis theoryò in second language acquisition and brain research 

suggests that students who arrive in Ireland when they are of post-primary school age will have more 

difficulties in acquiring a second language than students commencing their education when they are of 

primary school age (OECD, 2002).  

In addition, difference in curriculum and curriculum delivery (i.e. more inclusive and cross-curricular 

at primary level versus more technical and subject specific at post-primary level), teacher differences (a 

classroom teacher versus a range of subject specialist teachers) and State examinations at post-primary 

level can present more challenges to post-primary schools when compared to primary schools, in terms of 

providing for immigrant students. Perceived language difficulties are a strong predictor of academic 

difficulties for newcomer students, and the effect of language difficulties on academic difficulties is bigger 

in post-primary schools than in primary schools (Annex C). However, both sectors are facing different 

challenges. 
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NOTES 

 

1 The country background report is available at www.oecd.org/edu/migration. 

2 The number of asylum seekers entering Ireland declined by two-thirds from a peak of 11 634 in 

2002 to 3 866 in 2008, reflecting a general reduction in the numbers of asylum applications 

across Europe, and also the success of strategies aimed at combating abuse of the asylum process 

(across the spectrum), and the streamlining of processing arrangements in the asylum area.  

3 It should be noted that this may not provide the exact number of the flows as people leaving the 

country still retain their PPS Number; and, in some cases, migrants entering the country do not 

apply for one. 

4 The economic crisis is having observable impacts on spending for education. Significant cuts in 

the education sector are being implemented (Smyth and McCoy, 2009). Starting in September 

2009, the number of language support teachers available to schools with EAL students was 

reduced (Department of Education and Science Schools Division, Circular 0015/2009). 

5 ñThe number of emigrants from the State in the year to April 2009 is estimated to have increased 

by over 40% from 45 300 to 65 100, while the number of immigrants continued to decline over 

the same period, from 83 800 to 57 300. These combined changes have resulted in a return to net 

outward migration for Ireland (-7 800) for the first time since 1995. Over the same period, the 

number of births reached a new high of 74 500 (not seen since 1896) while the number of deaths 

was 29 400, resulting in strong natural growth for the year to April 2009 of 45 100. The 

combined effect of the natural increase and migration resulted in a population increase of 37 300 

(+0.8%) bringing the population estimate to 4.46 million in April 2009.ò The economic crisis is 

having observable impacts on spending for education. Significant cuts in the education sector are 

being implemented (Smyth and McCoy, 2009). Starting in September 2009 the  number of 

language support teachers available to schools with EAL (English as an Additional Language) 

students was reduced (Department of Education and Science Schools Division, Circular 

0015/2009). 

6  Higher numbers of immigrant students are enrolled in post-primary schools in 2008/09 than in 

the previous year. In addition, the birth rate for 2008 was the highest since 1896. Over 15% of 

those children were born to mothers from countries other than the UK or Ireland. 

7  See www.cso.ie/px/des/Dialog/varval.asp?ma=EDA60&ti=National+School+Teachers+by+ 

Year,+Teacher+Size+of+School+and+Statistic&path=../Database/DES/Staff%20in%20educati

on/&lang=1 

8 These schools include secondary schools, vocational schools and community and comprehensive 

schools. Students at this level typically follow a three year programme, culminating in the Junior 
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Certificate examinations. This may be followed by an optional Transition Year, offered by more 

than 66% of schools, and a two year programme for the Leaving Certificate Examinations- 

Leaving Certificate (Established), Leaving Certificate (Applied) and Leaving Certificate 

(Vocational).  

9   See www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Government_Press_Office/Taoiseach's_Press_Releases_2009/ 

Taoiseach_Brian_Cowen_Comments_on_the_proposed_Programme_for_Government_.html for 

2009. The Agreed Programme 2007 stated that the government would: will: further increase the 

number of language support teachers from 1 450 to 1 800; improve teacher training and give 

extra supports to schools with large numbers of students with different languages and cultures to 

improve home-school links; provide access to English language classes for adult immigrants; and 

ensure that our education system and personnel are well-equipped for a multi-cultural society. 

 

10 The Department is responsible for promoting linguistic, cultural, social, physical and economic 

development of the Gadltacht areas. 

11 The positioning of the bar with respect to the vertical axes or the average height in Figure 1.3 

indicates the overall level of student performance. The higher the bar is, the better the students 

perform on reading. The slope of the bar is an indication of how much student reading 

performance changes with a change of one unit on studentsô socio-economic background. The 

steeper the slope is the more inequity students experience (OECD, 2008). The vertical axis shows 

student reading performance (scores) and the horizontal axis shows values on the ESCS in PISA 

2006.  

12  Reading scores in PISA 2006 are reported by five levels of proficiency, which makes it possible 

to describe what students can do at each level of reading literacy. Students who do not reach 

Level 1 (e.g. who do not reach 335 points on the reading scale) of the five levels are not able to 

routinely show the most basic skills that PISA seeks to measure. In PISA participating countries, 

immigrant students face a relatively higher risk of not reaching the proficiency level of being 

capable of basic reading tasks than native students in the PISA assessment framework. 

13  In PISA data analysis, there are minimum requirements for the size of observations to provide 

reliable estimates (i.e. more than 30 students or more than 3% of students). In this respect, the 

sample size of first-generation immigrant students in Ireland is 1.4% in 2000 and 4.5% in 2006; 

second-generation peers, 0.8% in 2000 and 1.1% in 2006. Therefore, the analysis has been done 

only for first-generation immigrant students in 2006.    
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CHAPTER 2: POLICY OR IENTATIONS  

The academic performance of immigrant students in Ireland is not significantly different from that of 

native students. In most OECD countries, low socio-economic status and lack of language proficiency 

in the host country are strongly related to weak academic performance of immigrant students at age 

15. In Ireland, socio-economic status of immigrant students is similar to that of their native peers. 

Language, however, remains a key challenge and needs to be addressed in combination with other 

factors that may affect education outcomes of immigrant students. 

Ireland aims to provide ñinclusive, high quality education for all studentsò. To achieve the goal, the 

government identifies and supports disadvantaged schools with the action plan for educational 

inclusion, ñDelivering Equality of Opportunity in Schoolsò (DEIS). To address the issues that have 

arisen as a result of the sudden inflow of immigrants, the government has responded quickly with a 

strong political commitment and policy initiatives, tools, and materials. Provision of language 

supports to students for who English is an Additional Language (EAL) has been a policy focus. 

Recently, the government distributed language assessment kits to teachers, prepared intercultural 

education guidelines and is currently finalising an intercultural education strategy to enhance a 

whole-community approach. 

Nevertheless, there is scope for improvement. It is now time to focus on the implementation of these 

policies and dissemination of such tools and materials. The Free Pre-school Year for All should be 

successfully implemented, placing a priority on disadvantaged children. Teachers ï mainstream 

teachers as well as language teachers ï should be trained so that they can cope with linguistic and 

cultural challenges in the classroom by using, for example, the language assessment kits and the 

intercultural education guidelines. The government should monitor the capacity of schools to meet the 

needs of all students and consider whether the current patronage model is still well-suited to respond 

to the increasingly multicultural character of children in Ireland. School leaders should also be 

trained so that they may take initiatives such as getting immigrant parents and communities more 

involved in school activities and education for immigrant children outside school. Ireland has started 

to be actively engaged in the use of evaluation at various levels. To ensure effectiveness of the 

evaluation exercise, the government now needs to connect it to continuous feedback in a coherent 

framework. 
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Early childhood education and care 

Strengths 

Well-established early education within primary education for children age four to six and increasing 

political and technical support to cover age zero to six  

In Ireland, childcare services (age zero to six) are offered in different forms, including full-day care, 

half-day programmes, child-minders, community childcare programmes, drop-in centres, etc. The Child 

Care (Pre-School Services [No 2]) Regulations 2006 govern the regulation of pre-school services. Child 

minders who take care of not more than three children (age 0 to 14 years) in their own homes are not 

required to notify the Health Service Executive, although there are tax incentives for doing so. Some of the 

larger direct provision centres for asylum seekers have dedicated pre-school services for the children of 

asylum seekers.  

Early childhood education (age four to six years) is arranged systemically and offered as ñtwo years 

of infant classesò within primary schools. Although compulsory schooling starts at age six, almost all five-

year-olds and about half of the four-year-olds attend primary schools.  

Ready to Learn, the 1999 White Paper on Early Childhood Education, set out the core objectives for 

early childhood education and care, focusing on quality of provision. Following this, the Centre for Early 

Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) was established in 2002 to: 

¶ Develop a quality framework for early childhood education, including a Quality in Education 

(QE) Mark for providers in the sector; 

¶ Develop targeted interventions on a pilot basis for children who are educationally disadvantaged 

and children with special needs; and  

¶ Prepare the groundwork for the establishment of an Early Childhood Education Agency, as 

envisaged by the White Paper. 

In 2006, the Centre published ñS²oltaò ï The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 

Education. ñS²oltaò represents the views, thoughts and practices of a wide range of stakeholders and is 

built on a solid research foundation. The Centre was closed in 2008 when government funding ceased. 

Responsibility for implementing ñS²oltaò, along with the other functions of the CECDE, now lies within 

the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. 

ñAistearò ï The Framework for Early Learning was published by the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in 2009. ñAistearò aims to support childrenôs learning and 

development from zero to six. To ensure implementation of the framework, the NCCA has also published 

practical tools, such as planning tools and tipsheets, to support practitioners in becoming familiar with 

ñAistearò and in beginning to use it in their work with young children. The Council will also work with 

practitioners, children and parents to gather examples of ñAistearò in action across a variety of settings. 

These examples might include short video clips, photographs, and samples of childrenôs work and 

conversations with adults and other children. The purpose of the examples is to share practice across 

settings.   

Targeting disadvantaged children from age 3 ï The Early Start Programme  

The Early Start programme is a one-year intervention scheme offered in selected schools in 

designated disadvantaged areas. It targets three-to-four-year-olds who are at risk of not reaching their 

potential within the school system. The class size is limited to 15 children. The project involves an 
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educational programme to enhance overall child development, help prevent school failure and offset the 

effects of socio-economic disadvantage.   

Each Early Start class, set up in vacant classrooms in existing schools, caters for up to 30 children ï 

15 in the morning and 15 in the afternoon. Each class is run by a qualified primary school teacher and a 

qualified child care worker, who are appointed by the schoolôs Board of Management. Sixteen of the Early 

Start Centres cater for 60 children by providing two pre-school classes.  

Parental involvement is a key element in the programme. Staff encourage parents to take part in the 

centreôs activities, taking turns to spend time each week in the centre. The Home School Community 

Liaison (HSCL) co-ordinators play a crucial role. The HSCL scheme began in 1990, with the appointment 

of a number of teachers to primary schools throughout the country in areas of urban disadvantage. The 

scheme has been well received and was later extended to all designated disadvantaged schools.  

The Early Start curriculum focuses on language, cognition and social and personal development. The 

programme aims to engage children through structured play activities and enhance the childrenôs 

development in these core areas. Within these play activities, teachers set specific learning objectives for 

each child, emphasising the important aspects of play and positive adult-child interaction. These are part of 

the key aspects to define ñqualityò. The latest report of the longitudinal study from New Zealand has 

pointed to five measures of quality in early childhood education, which has had a positive effect at age 16, 

irrespective of their family backgrounds. They are: i) staff joining children in their play; ii) staff 

responsiveness; iii) staff guiding children in activities; iv) staff asking children open-ended questions; and 

v) providing a print-saturated environment (Wylie et al., 2009).  

Political support for universal early childhood education (age 3 to 4)  

As part of the April 2009 budget, the Early Childcare Supplement (ú1 000 per annum) for pre-school 

children was replaced by the provision of a free Pre-School Year for all children between the ages of three 

years, three months and four years, six months. Universal pre-school provision will be introduced in 

January 2010 and represents a major policy change for the government. It indicates an increased awareness 

of the importance of early childhood education for all children, especially those at risk of educational 

disadvantage.  

The importance of a ñqualityò pre-school experience is recognised. The pre-school year leader should 

hold a certification for a major award in childcare/early education at a minimum of Level 5 on the National 

Framework of Qualifications of Ireland or an equivalent recognised qualification through Accreditation of 

Prior Learning in the childcare/early education field. In recognition of the complex nature of educational 

attainment of staff within the ECCE sector, pre-school year leaders with awards in early childhood care 

and education that includes significant content relating to early childhood education/early learning and 

child development and have at least two years experience of working in a position of responsibility with 

children in the 0 to 6 age range, will meet the requirements.     

Challenges 

Implementing Pre-School Year for All (age 3 to 4)  

The decision on Free Pre-School Year for All was announced in April 2009 and the scheme is 

scheduled to start in January 2010. To ensure universal access, several countries have made it a statutory 

right from age three (or even younger) while a few other countries support expanded provision without 

establishing legal entitlements (e.g. Australia, the UK and the US). Though governments may signal strong 

political will and commitment by establishing legal entitlements, such an approach does not ensure 

universal participation. The right to access may not be guaranteed or exercised if sufficient places are not 
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made available, duty holders (providers) are not aware of legal obligations, or families are not aware of, or 

able to exercise, their rights. In these cases, it is often the immigrant children who do not participate. In 

Norway, for instance, universal access is a legal right, but immigrant children are under-represented 

especially under age three, compared to their native peers. At age three, while the participation rate for all 

children is 92%, it is 72% for immigrant children (Statistics Norway, 2009).  

The reasons for under-representation of immigrant children in early childhood education and care are 

often reported as the lack of information about such rights and parentôs limited language proficiency in the 

host country, especially asylum seekers;
1
 financial barriers; and cultural norms regarding the age when 

children should start pre-schooling (OECD, 2001; Leseman, 2002; Otero and McCoshan, 2005; Eurydice, 

2009). This indicates that even with the universal approach, a targeted measure may be necessary to 

provide a safety net to catch those children.  

Where provision is encouraged but not established as an entitlement, there is also a risk of failing to 

ensure places for the most disadvantaged children even with a strong political and financial commitment to 

implementation. Notwithstanding strong commitment to targeting low-income families, for instance, the 

Head Start pre-school programme for children from low income families in the US has served only about 

36% of eligible children (OECD, 2001).  

While the position will change radically from January 2010 with the introduction of free pre-school 

provision, at present parents can access quality early childhood care and education service where they can 

pay for it in the private sector or where they attend government supported community services. 

Disadvantaged and low-income parents attending community services will continue to access quality pre-

school services in addition to the new pre-school year. As the socio-economic status of immigrant families 

in Ireland is not, on average, considerably lower than that of native families, inequity may not be seen as 

an issue for immigrant children. In the future, however, the proportion of the most vulnerable immigrant 

families at the lower ends of the distribution might increase. The review team heard from school principals 

during the policy review visit that the families of middle-income immigrant students have started to move 

back to their countries (e.g. Poland), although there is very little evidence on any significant scale at this 

stage, and low-income immigrant families with refugee status and those in Ireland due to official family 

reunification measures are remaining in the country. There is also a concern that, despite the generally 

even distribution of immigrants throughout the country, there is some evidence of clustering of immigrants 

in some areas. In such cases, there may not be much interaction with the host community, and immigrants 

may not know what services are available locally. Under such circumstances a targeted measure for these 

groups, along with their Irish native peers in similar circumstances, may be necessary to ensure full 

participation rates for all children in the new Free Pre-School Year.   

Bringing practitioners and parents together for promoting cultural diversity 

Immigrant parents tend to seek out services which value and respect their own language, culture and 

customs (OECD, 2001). The government acknowledges such needs and has taken some initiatives in the 

school sector. Although the criteria for allocation of EAL teachers have changed due to the current 

financial situation, such teachers continue to be allocated to schools with immigrant students. Diversity 

training or intercultural education is offered as part of professional development for EAL teachers.  

Junior and Senior infant classes, as part of the school system in Ireland, are able to benefit from such 

schemes. During the review visit in March 2009, however, some school principals and teachers expressed 

concerns. First, despite the fact that the positive effects of HSCL co-ordinators, the number of such 

teachers is being cut. Second, HSCL co-ordinators may have difficulty communicating with the immigrant 

families because of language barriers. Third, cooperation between HSCL co-ordinators and social workers 

is often difficult due to the high turnover rates among social workers and lack of time to communicate. 
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Effective communication between the two is critical, especially in the case of immigrant families, so as to 

be fully aware of their situation at home ï not only their socio-economic circumstances but also specific 

information, such as their language, culture, immigrant status, etc. These challenges should be addressed in 

the new initiative, from September 2009, to integrate the HSCL co-ordinators into a single School Support 

Programme under the National Educational Welfare Board, with an integrated whole-school approach.  

There is scope for promoting cultural diversity in the early childhood education sector for junior and 

senior infants; ñAistearò has principles and themes which address both language development and 

intercultural education. Although both ñSíoltaò and ñAistearò are applicable in all settings where children 

age birth to six years are present, the review team has not been able to identify such opportunities for child 

care for children under the age of three.  

Furthermore, although the Diversity and Equality Guidelines for practitioners were produced by the 

OMCYA in 2006, the team has not heard of any training opportunities offered to social workers or staff 

working in the childcare sector.
2
 The OECD team notes that encouraging staff development is a general 

issue in the sector. The production of guidelines should be supported by capacity building activities for the 

guidelines to be successfully implemented.  

Parental involvement (parenting at home and parent-staff communication) is of critical importance in 

the early stages of development of the child for childrenôs cognitive development, especially pre-literacy 

skills (Olmsted and Montie, 2001; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva, 2000; and Sylva et al., 2003). 

Therefore, it would be important that early childhood education and care under age three does not miss the 

opportunity. 

Policy options  

Prioritising the disadvantaged children, such as by integrating the Early Start Programme into the new 

policy package, in order to successfully implement Free Pre-School Year for All (age 3 to 4) 

The OECD review team supports the governmentôs most recent decision on the Free Pre-School Year 

for all children. It is in line with the overall OECD policy suggestion as well as other research findings, i.e. 

a universal approach to quality early childhood education and care, with particular attention to children in 

need of special support, will help promote equality of educational opportunity and outcomes for all 

children, ensure greatest socio-economic benefits for society at large, especially for those with 

disadvantaged backgrounds, and promote inter-generational mobility in socio-economic backgrounds 

(OECD, 2001; Cunha et al., 2005; Heckman, 2006a; 2006b; OECD, 2009).  

The government now needs to carefully and swiftly implement the Free Pre-School Year, ensuring 

that all children will benefit from the scheme. As discussed as a challenge, it is of critical importance that 

disadvantaged children will be captured through a targeted measure while the new Free Pre-School Year 

will be guaranteed for all. To this end, the Early Start Programme has a potential to serve the purpose and 

should be embedded in the implementation of the new scheme: it should be integrated into the Free Pre-

School Year; otherwise, there is a risk of failing to ensure equity with the new scheme.  

The review team understands that: i) Early Start has not been expanded since its inception in the 

1990s; ii ) it will not be expanded now that universal pre-school provision has been introduced; iii ) it is 

continuing while the universal pre-school year is being rolled out; and iv) further consideration will be 

given to future arrangements in light of the implementation of the universal pre-school year and its impact, 

particularly in disadvantaged areas. 

It is still unclear about what the impact of universal pre-school provision will be on the Early Start 

Programme. Parents might prefer to enrol their children in a pre-school service which is in the ECCE 
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scheme as it offers a longer day than the Early Start scheme. Regardless of the different stakeholder's 

behaviour, it is important to make continued efforts to enhance the quality of the Early Start Programme, 

which has improved over the years, through such measures as greater parental involvement, better 

working-relationships between teachers and childcare workers, and more small-group learning 

environments (Lewis and Archer, 2002, 2003). 

As the OECD review of early childhood education and care (2004) points out Ireland still lags behind 

many other countries with regard to participation in pre-school programmes. The compulsory school-

starting age ranges from five to seven in OECD countries. Since pre-school education and care is not 

compulsory, there is no formal ñstarting ageò. However, the current trend in most OECD countries is also 

to move toward full coverage of the 3-to-6-years-old age group and to give all children at least two years of 

free publicly-funded provision before beginning compulsory schooling. This starts at age 2 in France; 2.5 

years in Belgium; from 3 years in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, etc; and from 4 years in the 

Netherlands (OECD, 2006). In the majority of the OECD countries, more than 50% of children age three to 

five are enrolled in early childhood education and care; the enrolment rate for that age group in Ireland 

48.6% (Figure 2.1).  

Figure 2.1. Enrolment in early childhood education and care 

Age 3 to 5 

   

 

Source : the OECD Family Database 

Concentrate efforts on implementing ñSíoltaò and ñAistearò (age 0 to 6), with special attention to 

language development and socio-cultural competencies of immigrant children  

ñS²oltaò ï The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education ï and ñAistearò ï The 

Framework for Early Learning ï are the most recent initiatives of the government. A ñWorkforce 

Development Plan for the ECCE sectorò has been also developed. These initiatives should be implemented 

in light of the priority placed on the implementation of the Free Pre-School Year for all children. The Early 

Start programme should be embedded into universal pre-school access.  In order to deliver intended 

outcomes most effectively and efficiently, initiatives should be implemented as ñone packageò rather than 

a collation of single projects.  

In the implementation of the ñpackageò, the specific needs of immigrant children should not be 

overlooked; they should be addressed in all areas of the initiatives but especially through the language and 

socio-cultural development of the child through pedagogy and curriculum, training of teachers, and 

parental and community involvement. 




