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Now is the time. Ireland is in a new phase of
growth. That growth will be nourished by choices
we are about to make.

Primary education is the basis of all further learning.
It is staffed by skilled and dedicated professionals.
The system is lean with a voluntary management
structure. Each cent spent on primary education is
an investment in children at the time when they
can lay down educational foundations that will
stand to them throughout their lives. 

Investment in primary education is investment in
secondary education, in further education and in
higher education. Ensuring every child reaches
his or her potential in primary school will have
positive lifelong benefits, from better employment
prospects to improved health and greater equality.
Investment in primary education is an investment
in all of society. 

Every cent spent on primary education is an
investment in every citizen. Not everyone will go to
university. Not everyone will complete secondary
education. Yet every child in Ireland will attend
primary school. What they experience there will
have an impact for life.

Our vision for primary education is one of small
classes that allow teachers to support each child
individually. We need well-funded schools with
professional, dedicated teachers who are led and
supported by excellent school leaders. We believe
that with proper funding and support, all children
will have a real chance to fulfil their potential,
whatever challenges they face. 

Here is a roadmap to achieve this. It is time for Ireland
to decide what it values in society. Early investment
in primary education will reap real rewards for
society. Now is the time. This is how we do it.

�

Stand up for primary education
A roadmap for the future 

Investment in primary education is an investment in all of society
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If children have a good reading level by
the age of eight, they will continue to
achieve well into adulthood. 

In smaller classes, teachers can give
every child who is struggling adequate
attention. They can help all children to
reach their potential. Children whose
difficulty is masked by the fact that
they are performing at the average
level are easier to spot in a smaller
class. 

The other advantage of a small class is
that it enables teachers to have a
better and closer relationship not only
with children, but also with parents.
Parental support and influence is a key
factor in educational outcomes and if
teachers and parents can work
together, children benefit. 

No class should have more than 20
pupils. International research states
that in a class of 20 or fewer, children
stand the best chance of fully
achieving their potential. 

The research on this, especially for
younger pupils, is unequivocal. Smaller
classes are directly linked to higher
academic achievement.

The effects are particularly pronounced
among younger children and those
from minorities and educationally
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

The positive effects of smaller classes
have been found to continue
throughout a child’s school life and
well into adulthood.

Non-completion rates fall. Further
education rates rise. Adequate
attention and timely support in a small
class ensure that children receive a
strong foundation in literacy and
numeracy. Not only that, teachers will
have the space and time to enable
each child to fulfil his or her potential. 

We spend the first few school
years learning to read and
the rest of our lives reading
to learn

Stand up for smaller classes

�

No more than 20 pupils
per class
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Primary Class Size Initiative, Ontario,
Canada (2008) 
Primary classes were reduced each year over
a four year period following a 200� election
promise. New teachers were hired,
classrooms built and five years later:

• 90 per cent of primary classes had 20 or
fewer pupils

• 100 per cent of primary classes had 2� or
fewer pupils

Smaller classes created the opportunity to
make teaching and learning child centred.
Improvements were reported in children’s
learning and also in their behaviour. 

Challenges to learning were identified
early and addressed. Children got more
attention from their teachers and therefore
their learning improved. 

SAGE Programme, Wisconsin, USA (1996)
Class sizes were reduced to 1� pupils or less. 

After the second year, pupils performed
consistently better than other pupils in
mathematics, reading, language, arts and
overall total scores on standardised tests. 

STAR Project, Tennessee, USA (1985)
The Student Teacher Achievement Ratio
(STAR) compared pupils in smaller classes
(1�-17) with pupils from larger classes
(22-2�.) 

Children in the smaller classes
substantially outperformed those in larger
classes on standardised and curriculum-
based tests. Advantages were most
pronounced in children from disadvantaged
and minority backgrounds. The pupils in
smaller classes in the early years continued
to outperform their counterparts, right
through until the age of 1�. They were also
much less likely to drop out of school. 

Research over three decades
shows smaller classes work
for children

�

What the research says 
Our call to action

• Primary classes should have no more than
20 children

• Begin with substantial class size reductions
in the early years

• Fund continuous professional development
for teachers to ensure children get the
maximum benefit from smaller classes
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Education funding in Ireland is upside-down. We increase
investment in education as children progress through the
system. If we spent as much money on the primary system
as we do in the later stages, we would see enormous
benefits.

The State gives primary schools 92c per pupil per day to
cover running costs. Second level schools get almost double
that for each of their students.

This funding is intended to cover the running costs of the
school, and yet, primary schools have the same costs as
secondary schools. 

Why the difference? Schools have the same electricity bills,
the same heating costs, the same water charges. In fact

primary school classrooms must be opened, heated, cleaned
and maintained for a month longer, but are expected to do
this with just over half the funding.

Government funding to primary schools does not cover
basic running costs and the stress on principals and parents
who are expected to meet the shortfall is considerable.

This inequality is purely historic. If we correct this anomaly
the primary sector would be able to deliver even better
standards of education for our children. The return on this
investment would be seen throughout the education system
and beyond.

The top down approach to funding is utterly flawed. All
research tells us that early investment is wise investment in
education. A child who leaves primary school with a solid
foundation in all areas of the curriculum, but especially in

literacy, numeracy and life skills will derive more
benefit from all subsequent stages of
education.

We have all been through, or will go
through, the primary school. Society will

reap the rewards of funding parity in
education. 

�

Stand up for fairer funding 

The case for equal funding

€1.77
per day

92c
per day
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Our call to action 

• Equalise funding for primary and
secondary students

• Primary children deserve equal
treatment

• Dividends from early investment
will continue throughout the
education system and into society

What the research says

Finland, a country that consistently ranks among the highest
in international education surveys, funds primary education
at the same level as post-primary education. A country that
seeks to match Finland’s outcomes needs to match its school
funding.

Reviewing the findings of international research on human
capital, Professor James Heckman – the Nobel prize-winning
economist – concludes that the economic return to
investment in children’s early years is higher than the return
to investment in later years. Increased spending at primary
level will pay dividends.

7
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Stand up for leadership
Leadership matters. Any teacher will tell you the difference
that working with an effective principal makes. Allowing
principals to lead means supporting them fully and giving
them the space to do their job. At present, most principals
are burdened by paperwork, fundraising and administration.
If we can ease the administrative burden on principals, the
positive effects for children would be tangible.

By adequately funding schools we will allow principals to
lead what’s important – teaching and learning.

By lifting the ban on promotion in schools, principals will
have extra support that they sorely need. Priority areas for
promoted posts could include ICT, special education, literacy
and numeracy, and the induction of new teachers along
with schools’ own priorities.

High quality professional development for potential
school leaders should be made available to newly-
appointed school leaders before they start their new role.
After that, there should be continuing professional
development to keep pace with change.

If we provide training and support as well as easing the
administrative burden required within an increasingly
complex role, this will allow principals to do what they are
employed to do: lead teaching and learning in schools.

The teaching principal
Almost �0 per cent of all principals teach full-time. A crucial
part of supporting school leaders is ensuring that they have
sufficient time and space in which to carry out their duties.
As it stands, a principal of a three or four teacher school gets
only 1� non-teaching days per year free from classroom
teaching to run the school. It is essential that we increase
this to one day per week with substitute cover. 

�

Allowing principals to lead
means supporting them
fully and giving them the
space to do their job
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How leadership influences student
learning
Effective school leadership not only matters:
it is second only to teaching among school-
related factors in its impact on student
learning. The impact of leadership tends to
be greatest in schools where the learning
needs of students are most acute.

Kenneth Leithwood, Karen Seashore Louis,
Stephen Anderson and Kyla Wahlstrom (2004)

Successful school leadership
The authors stated, “As far as we are aware,
there is not a single documented case of a
school successfully turning around its pupil
achievement trajectory in the absence of
talented leadership. One explanation for this
is that leadership serves as a catalyst for
unleashing the potential capacities that
already exist in the organisation.”

Research shows categorically that
leadership not only matters, it is essential to
allowing a school and its pupils to maximise
their full potential. 

Kenneth Leithwood, Christopher Day, Pam
Sammons, Alma Harris and David Hopkins
(2006)

What the research says

9

Our call to action
• A long overdue pay award to
primary principals and deputy
principals must be paid

• Teaching principals should be
supported by one day per week
release time from class teaching

• The moratorium on promotion
must be lifted

• A defined career path with
training and professional
development for future school
leaders

• Boards of management must
have adequate training and
support

Research shows categorically that leadership not only matters,
it is essential to allowing a school and its pupils to maximise
their full potential 
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Ireland’s primary school teachers are the envy of the world.
Students entering Irish teacher education courses are
among the brightest and best in any given year. They are
consistently in the top ten per cent of Leaving Cert students.

Nowhere else in the world do primary
school teachers consistently come

from a band of such high
achievers.

Teacher education is in
line with the very best
international thinking
and practice. 

The most recent
set of results from

nationwide 

testing of reading and maths showed a rise in achievement
across the board. Ireland performs consistently well in
international tests.

Our teachers have given unstintingly of themselves during
hard economic times. A teaching workforce that feels
appreciated and professionally supported, where morale is
high, is one that can take pride in achieving the very best
outcomes for children.

Smaller classes, excellent leadership, meaningful
continuous professional development and adequate
support and resourcing for special needs and disadvantage
will all enable our talented teachers to do their very best for
the children they teach. 

It is widely acknowledged that attractive salaries, the
potential for earning additional allowances and good
working conditions are among the main incentives that
attract people into jobs. 

We have one of the best-trained, most productive teaching
workforces in Europe. It is time we used them properly.

Valuing primary education means valuing primary
teachers.

The academic standard of applicants (to Irish
teacher education courses) is among the highest,

if not the highest, in the world
Report of the International Review Panel on the Structure of Initial Teacher Education Provision in Ireland

Stand up for primary teachers

10
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Irish teachers are among the most
productive in the EU, teaching on average 20
per cent longer than the EU average – the
third highest in Europe. 

According to the OECD the countries with
the strongest education systems tend to
invest more in teachers. In general, the
countries that perform well “attract the best
students into the teaching profession by
offering them higher salaries and greater
professional status”.

Irish teachers teach bigger classes – on
average an Irish teacher has four more
students in her class than her European
counterparts.

OECD reports have consistently shown that
Irish people have the greatest levels of
satisfaction with the country’s education
system when compared with all other OECD
countries. Teachers must be doing
something right.

According to the EU’s Eurydice report on
salaries and allowances for teachers, Irish
teachers were among the worst affected
when it came to purchasing power during
the economic downturn with a decrease of
between 1� and 17 per cent.

Similarly qualified graduates earn an
average of 20 per cent more than teachers
do in Ireland. 

11

    

Our call to action

• Invest in teachers

• Continuous professional development is
essential if teachers are to deliver the highest
standard

• Cuts to pay imposed on teachers during the
downturn must be reversed

• Teachers, and in particular newly qualified
teachers, must be paid equally for their work

What the research says

OECD reports have consistently shown that Irish people have the
greatest levels of satisfaction with the country’s education system
when compared with all other OECD countries
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Children from less advantaged backgrounds deserve to be
prioritised in every sense. Irish children are born equal.
Education should strive for equality. Early intervention is the
way to achieve this. Where a decision must be made about

spending and resources, the most disadvantaged children
should come first. 

DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools) has
done a huge amount to target extra resources at children
who need them. More must be done to ensure that the
children who are most in need are in receipt of the right
resources. DEIS schools do wonderful work, but we must
also remember that �0 per cent of children who are
educationally disadvantaged do not attend a DEIS school. 

The economy may be rallying but the most vulnerable
children are still feeling the effect of the downturn. More
than half of teachers reported a rise in the number of
children coming to school hungry, despite the ending of the
recession, according to a Behaviour & Attitudes study
published in May of 201�. We must identify a more targeted
approach to ensure that children who are in need of extra
support receive proper support. These children deserve an
equal chance.

All children, regardless of their background, are entitled to
a quality education. For some, that means that society must
compensate for any shortcomings. Children who are
educationally disadvantaged should be an educational
priority. As with all areas of education, early investment is
wise investment.

Stand up for equality in primary schools

Reversing disadvantage

Primary
€70m

Further education
€152m

Post primary
€33m

Early childhood education €7m

Department of
Education and Skills
spending on
disadvantage

Third level access
€158m 
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1�

The Department of Education and Skills spends
€���m on disadvantage schemes per annum. A
breakdown of that spending shows that only €7m
is spent on early childhood education, €70m at
primary level, €��m at post primary level while a
staggering €1�2m goes to further education and
€1��m goes to third level access. 

Half of educationally disadvantaged children
attend DEIS schools and therefore receive
targeted additional resources. The other half are
in other schools and not in receipt of any extra
funding targeted at reducing disadvantage.

Targeting resources at disadvantage works.
77 per cent of DEIS pupils surveyed for this
evaluation paper stated that they intended to go
on to third level education. Their parents were
equally ambitious, citing the creation of a positive
school climate as a key factor.

Looking at Action Planning for Improvement in
DEIS primary schools: Inspectorate Evaluation
Studies (201�)

A cost-benefit analysis of a comprehensive early
childhood strategy was conducted by the New
Economics Foundation in the UK. It compared the
cost of introducing a package of policy reforms
(high quality universal childcare services, a year’s
paid parental leave and targeted interventions for
vulnerable children) with the current cost of
addressing social problems that are known to be
reduced through early childhood interventions. It
found that:

• The cost to the UK economy of continuing to
address current levels of social problems will
amount to almost £� trillion over a 20 year
period. This includes addressing problems such
as crime, mental ill health, family breakdown,
drug abuse and obesity. 

• The cost to the UK economy of moving to a
preventative approach, through a combination
of universal childcare, targeted early childhood
interventions and paid parental leave would
total £�20 billion over 20 years. 

• Investment to prevent problems could save as
much as £1.� trillion. 

Backing the Future: Why Investing in Children is
Good for us All: Action for Children and New
Economics Foundation (2009)

Our call to action

• All cuts that affected DEIS schools
during the downturn must be
reversed

• A fixed proportion of the education
budget should be ring-fenced every
year to tackle disadvantage in a
planned and coherent way

• Funding for disadvantage should be
refined so that it is targeted at the
children who need it most

What the research says
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It is estimated that up to one in five children will 
experience some kind of difficulty at some point in
their school life. 

�� per cent of parents surveyed found it difficult to
access support, particularly in relation to getting
their child’s SEN diagnosed, the time taken for 
assessment and to access resources, and a
perceived lack of resources.

National Survey of Parental Attitudes to and
Experiences of Local and National Special
Education Services: National Council for Special
Education (2010).

Parents and children were generally very positive
about their experience of school. Parents were

much less positive about their experience of the
formal assessment of SEN. Lack of information
about the process was a key issue.

This report had a number of recommendations
including one that all teachers, including class
teachers in mainstream schools, should have
access to CPD on special educational needs
including ready access to information about the
availability of such CPD.

Access to the curriculum for pupils with a variety of
special educational needs in mainstream classes:
An exploration of the experiences of young pupils
in primary school: National Council for Special
Education (2011).

What the research says

1�

Our world class teachers must be enabled to provide
a world class education to all of their pupils. 

Reversing the 1� per cent cut to special needs
provision would be an excellent start.

Pupils with special needs are an integral and valued
part of our primary schools whether they are taught
in special classes or mainstream classes. Teachers
have been generous and forward-thinking in this
regard. They have upskilled in their own time and at
their own expense. They put hours of preparation

into individual plans for children with special needs.
Mainstream schools and teachers want to do the

very best for the children in their classrooms. The
only way to do this is to ensure that schools are
adequately resourced and that teachers are
supported.

Identification of children with special needs must
be a priority. Waiting lists for assessment are long
and every month waiting is a lost month of potential
early intervention and support.

Our call to action

• Reverse the 15 per cent cut

• Fund additional teaching posts
that reflect the enrolment of
children with special needs and
particularly in schools serving
disadvantaged communities

• Capitation grants for pupils
with special needs in
mainstream schools must be
paid at the level that applies in
special schools and classes

• Time should be built into the
school week to enable
teachers to collaborate

• All primary schools should
have a post of responsibility
for special needs

Stand up for equality in primary schools

Children with special needs
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We’ve all heard it said. “I am where I am today because
my parents valued education above all else.” 

That same logic applies to society too. We Irish like to
say we value education. 

Now let’s stand up for primary education. Let’s value
primary education and get where we want to go.

How do we get there? Smaller classes, well-resourced
schools, effective leadership, top class teachers and
parity of funding with other education sectors. It’s not
a distant dream, the children who will benefit are
already here.

These measures will benefit every citizen in the state
and will benefit the vulnerable the most.

These measures will benefit our universities,
businesses and economy and will save money in our
social welfare system, our prisons and our hospitals. 

A child who leaves primary school with confidence in
numeracy and literacy has the best possible chance of
realising his or her potential in adulthood. The positive
knock-on effects for the rest of the education system
are obvious.

We are making strides already: test results show it.
The rise in standards proves that well-trained teachers
and investment in education pays off.
We can build on this success. 

It is time to level the funding field. Primary school is
the only level of education where we can be
guaranteed that every child benefits from education
funding. 

We must make classes smaller. This is the only way we
will fully realise the investment already made in our
world class teaching workforce.

We must support principals. An effective principal has
a positive effect on the wider school community as well
as overall educational outcomes. 

We must provide a progressive, well-remunerated
and professional working environment for teachers.

All the children in the system must be supported to
achieve their potential, regardless of ability or means. 

This is why we are asking you to Stand up for Primary
Education. 

Why stand up for primary education?

1�

These measures will benefit every citizen in the state and will benefit
the vulnerable the most
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