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NCCA FOREWORD
The Children’s School Lives longitudinal study has been a major research commitment by the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) since late 2018. Bringing together five years of fieldwork and data analysis, this 

latest report, ‘Primary School Matters: Everyday Living and Learning in Children’s School Lives 2019–2023’ provides 

us with an extensive account of the realities of children’s lived experience of schooling during a time of significant 

social, cultural and economic change. Drawing on the eleven earlier publications (1–7, 8a, 8b, 8c and 9), the report 

presents this account from multiple perspectives, including those of teachers, special needs assistants, school 

leaders, parents and grandparents. But, it is the voices of almost 4,000 children from a nationally representative 

sample of schools that provide us with the insightful and compelling stories of what primary schooling in Ireland 

currently entails. 

The report’s introduction opens with: ‘School plays a central role in children’s lives, shaping not only their learning 

but also their wellbeing, relationships, and sense of identity.’ Elucidating this, the report attends to the factors that 

influence children’s learning most during their time in primary school. By doing this, we come to see and better 

understand that children’s experience of school is shaped by the complex and dynamic interplay of societal, school, 

classroom, family and individual factors. This re-affirms that children’s experience of school is inextricably linked to 

their experience of life outside school, and that what happens in school really matters. It really matters both for their 

learning and academic achievement, as well as for their sense of wellbeing, resilience and agency.

The report provides valuable insight into children’s perceptions of their own academic competence and abilities, 

particularly in reading and mathematics. On the one hand, it is encouraging to note that, overall, children reported 

positive views of themselves as learners, reflecting a strong sense of confidence in their academic capabilities. On 

the other hand though, this is tempered by the findings on the decline, over time, in children’s sense of academic 

self-concept. This is particularly evident in 5th and 6th classes. 

The findings underscore the importance schools place on academic achievement and highlight the collective 

efforts that support children’s learning. In particular, the report reinforces the critical role of parental involvement 

in fostering academic success and high-quality educational outcomes. The report also presents positive findings 

regarding children’s perceptions of the academic support provided by their teachers. These findings reflect the 

commitment of teachers to creating supportive learning environments in which children are encouraged to achieve 

and thrive. Alongside this though, the report confirms that a strong link remains between wealth/poverty and how 

well children do with reading and mathematics. 

Encouragingly, the report demonstrates the power of schools to make a positive, lasting difference for children. 

By setting high expectations; demonstrating empathy and care; adopting responsive and engaging classroom 

practices; building a strong school culture and school leadership; and attending to wellbeing, primary schools can 

and do impact on how well children learn and succeed in school, and how they come to see themselves as learners. 

While this positive impact is experienced by very many children in our schools, the report also highlights persistent, 

educational inequalities for some, particularly for younger children in designated DEIS schools, and for children from 

marginalised groups, including those from the Traveller community and those with immigrant status. This is a clear 

reminder of the distance we have yet to travel, as an education system, to ensure that all children are supported and 

enabled to make progress in their learning across the curriculum, and to feel seen and heard. 

A highlight of the report is its use of case studies which bring us on the individual learning journeys of five of the 

4,000 children. Ciarán, Sinéad, Niamh, Eli and Shay’s stories provide us with powerful, concrete insights into how 

individual children interact with, navigate and are impacted by structural dimensions of schooling, by school context 
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and culture, the classroom environment and the web of relations and interactions within it. These stories reveal 

many positive aspects of primary schooling while also spotlighting the significant differences that exist in these 

experiences. We are shown that these differences, in turn, can support or hinder learning and outcomes for children. 

The commencement of the Children’s School Lives study coincided with our work in the NCCA to develop the Primary 

Curriculum Framework (2023) and subsequently, the five curriculum area specifications. The study’s findings 

informed the vision, principles and content of the curriculum. This September will see primary and special schools 

across the country begin their work to enact the redeveloped Primary School Curriculum (2025). The robust, 

evidence base available within the Children’s School Lives study, is now helping to shape practical resources to inform 

schools’ planning for learning, teaching and assessment. The findings also have relevance beyond the curriculum for 

helping to shape wider policy in areas that the study identifies as being interconnected with education and schooling. 

Sincere thanks to the children, their teachers, special needs assistants, school leaders, and parents for sharing 

their experiences of primary school across the five years of the study. Their involvement represents a serious and 

significant investment of time and energy. This commitment is commendable and has resulted in a study that has 

spotlighted the important, complex work that takes place every day in primary classrooms across the country. In 

doing this, the study has increased our understanding of the many strengths of our primary school system and 

highlighted the positive experience that school is for so many children. Perhaps even more important are the detailed 

insights into, and the nuanced understandings we now have of how, why and in what way primary school is a less 

positive experience for some children and with less favourable outcomes. This information places us, as an education 

system, in a position to respond better through policy, structures and supports so that every child can flourish and 

thrive as captured in the vision of the redeveloped primary curriculum. 

The final thank you goes to the UCD Research Team led by Professor Dympna Devine, Associate Professor Seaneen 

Sloan, Assistant Professor Gabriela Martinez Sainz and Assistant Professor Olga Ioannidou. Their work since 2018 

and on this report is also commendable and is continuing as they delve into the data on how children with special 

educational needs experience primary school. This will be the focus of the two final reports to follow. 

Arlene Forster 

NCCA Chief Executive  
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INTRODUCTION

Primary school matters

School plays a central role in children’s lives, shaping not only their learning but also their wellbeing, relationships, 

and sense of identity. Education reflects and reproduces the values and aspirations of the society it serves, 

expressing ideas about what constitutes a ‘good’ childhood and a ‘good’ society (Devine & Luttrell 2013). While 

traditionally viewed as an investment in human capital and national economic growth (OECD 1991), schooling is 

increasingly understood as a broader social and ethical endeavour (UNESCO 2020). Education promotes intellectual 

and emotional development, democratic participation, sustainability and social citizenship – nurturing children as 

thoughtful, confident, and engaged members of their communities (Devine 2002). In Ireland, primary schools have 

long been woven into the fabric of national and local life, acting as community spaces where children and adults 

collaborate in the common purpose of learning and development.

The Children’s School Lives (CSL) study (2019–2023) offers the most comprehensive account of primary education in 

Ireland, capturing the complex realities of schooling during a time of significant social, cultural and economic change. 

Grounded in a socio-cultural perspective (Apple 2012; Bernstein 1975; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Vygotsky 

1978), CSL emphasises the centrality of relationships in children’s learning – with parents, principals, teachers, 

peers, and wider communities all shaping their experiences and identities as learners. It also recognises children as 

active agents who co-create their educational journeys, contributing their perspectives to how learning and schooling 

are understood. In highlighting children’s voices and lived experiences, CSL provides crucial insights into how primary 

education in Ireland both reflects and influences broader social transformation, helping to inform future curriculum 

development and educational policy.

Primary schools as complex social systems

This report provides a more system level analysis to further contextualize the findings from our previous reports. 

While Reports 1–9 prioritized the voices and experiences of children on all aspects of their school lives, in this report 

we present a more wide-ranging overview of the profile of primary schools in Ireland. As complex social systems, 

schools operate between macro-level influences (national policies and wider social structures) and micro-level 

everyday practices at local level. Conceived as nested layers operating at the level of the system, school, classroom 

and student level (Teddlie and Stringfield 1993; Creemers & Kyriakides 2013; Kyriakides et al. 2018), it is the 

intersection of these layers as reflected in Figure 1 that influences children’s learning trajectories evident in their 

learning outcomes and wellbeing. 

https://cslstudy.ie/news/
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FIGURE 1: Nested layers of influence in children’s school lives

Societal level

While schools are central to children’s learning and development, they operate within a broader societal context that 

fundamentally shapes their capacity to work with children. The level of equity within a society plays a particularly 

important role in determining the conditions under which families and communities engage with schooling (UNICEF, 

2023; OECD, 2022). These societal conditions influence children’s everyday experiences and the resources available 

to them to support their learning and wellbeing (Zeiher et al 2007).

Wider social structures – including those related to gender, migration, ethnicity, dis/ability and social backgroud 

(See CSL Reports 8a, 8b, and 8c) – intersect with these dynamics, influencing both access to and experiences within 

education. National policies concerning the organisation and governance of the education system, as well as the 

development and enactment of curriculum frameworks, are also situated within specific socio-historical contexts 

that reflect broader societal values and priorities.

The Children’s School Lives study provides a robust evidence base for examining how these societal-level dynamics, 

particularly those related to equity, shape the operation of the primary education system in Ireland. It also offers 

critical insight into how such influences are reflected in the enactment of the Primary School Curriculum and in the 

lived experiences of children, families, and schools across diverse communities.
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School level

At school level, issues related to the specific make up and characteristics of the school – the demographic profile of 

the community it serves (including gender, social background, migration and ethnicity); its size, organisation of grade 

levels as well as resourcing (staffing, buildings etc.) are important here. School patronage is also central in terms 

of overall ethos (Byrne & Devine 2018). This also connects to issues of school culture and the key role of principals 

leading for learning as they support the implementation of the national primary curriculum in the school.

In this report we focus not only on the characteristics of principals but also a more detailed overview of school and 

leadership cultures present in CSL primary schools. School cultures reflect the values and beliefs of the community 

within them, supported by leadership which guides members of the school community (Boards of Management, 

parents, teachers, children) to further children’s learning. To lead for learning, principals in turn also need to be 

supported so they are enabled to cater to the diverse challenges and needs of the school community.  This report 

considers this with respect to their self-efficacy as leaders, their job satisfaction and levels of stress and burnout. 

Class level

At the level of each individual class, the focus is on the nature of learning and teaching that occurs within schools 

and the factors that shape these processes. Within the Children’s School Lives study, pedagogy is understood in its 

broadest sense – encompassing the values, knowledge, beliefs, and practices that inform how teaching and learning 

are experienced (See CSL Reports 5 and 6).

This report examines what teachers do in their classrooms to support children’s learning, including the learning 

climate they cultivate and the strategies they use in planning, preparation, and differentiation to address the diverse 

needs of children in their care. It also explores children’s perspectives on teacher support and aspects of their 

wellbeing, particularly their academic self-concept in reading and mathematics.

As with school leadership, teacher wellbeing is recognised as a critical factor that both influences professional 

practice and reflects the overall learning environment of the classroom (See CSL Report 7). We consider their self-

efficacy, their job satisfaction and levels of stress and/or burnout.

Individual level

At the individual child level, attention is directed towards what children bring by way of individual, personal and social 

characteristics to their learning. We conceptualise this as their learning dispositions – how they engage with school 

life and learning opportunities. This includes their aptitudes, motivations, interests and their evolving social and 

learner identities. These learning dispositions are influenced by their foundational experiences of family life and by 

the broader social, economic and cultural contexts in which they grow up (Devine 2011).  

Within the Children’s School Lives study, capturing individual level dynamics has been extended to foreground 

children’s voices and perspectives. This includes not only how children experience teaching and learning, but also how 

their competence and agency as active participants in school life are expressed and recognised. Patterns of school 

attendance also intersect with these individual and contextual influences, reflecting variations in children’s access to 

and participation in education.

 

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/CSL-Report-Number-6-v6.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
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Children’s learning trajectories: outcomes and wellbeing

Consistent with the Children’s School Lives study’s holistic approach to understanding children’s learning, this report 

considers not only the characteristics of schools and classrooms but also the processes that shape everyday teaching 

and learning practices within them. Earlier reports in the series have examined these dimensions in detail, addressing 

pedagogy (CSL Report 5), curriculum and assessment (CSL Report 6), wellbeing (CSL Report 7), equalities (Reports 8a, 

b, and c), and children’s transitions into and out of the primary school system (CSL Reports 3, 4, and 9).

Building on these findings, the present report extends the analysis to consider the impact of these dimensions on 

children’s learning outcomes in reading and mathematics and their trajectories over time. While the value of primary 

education cannot be measured solely in terms of outcomes in reading and mathematics, attention to them remains 

essential for identifying the structures, policies, and practices that either enable or constrain the realisation of 

children’s right to an education that supports their full development and potential. 

This focus is particularly significant given it captures the period from early to middle childhood where the foundations 

for future educational engagement and achievement are established. We also illustrate how broader societal 

structures, school cultures, and classroom practices intersect to shape the lived experiences of children and 

their families through a series of sample case studies. These cases highlight how children’s learning trajectories, 

outcomes, and wellbeing evolve through the dynamic interaction of these nested layers of influence. Taken together, 

they reveal how system-level structures and school-level practices can either support or constrain children’s 

educational opportunities and wellbeing, offering important insights into how equity and inclusion are enacted within 

the primary school system.

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/CSL-Report-Number-6-v6.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/CSL_Annual-Report-_30.11.21.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CSL_Annual-Report-4-_2022_V6.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_9_Transition.pdf
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KEY FINDINGS

The profile of CSL primary schools

 The CSL sample

•	 The Children’s School Lives study includes 184 primary schools, selected through stratified random sampling to 

represent all primary school types in Ireland. Approximately 4,000 children were followed over five years.

•	 In-depth case studies were undertaken in 12 of these schools, representing all school types, capturing the 

everyday classroom experiences of 254 children.

•	 A parallel family study involved 28 families (two children per case study school), documenting children’s daily lives 

at home. The profile of these families reflected the wider CSL sample in terms of social background, ethnicity, and 

migrant background.

Demographic profile of CSL primary schools

•	 Of the 184 primary schools participating in CSL, just over one-third (35%) were Delivering Equality of Opportunity 

In Schools (DEIS) schools.

•	 Most schools were co-educational (89%); 4% were all-girls’ schools and 7% were all-boys’ schools.

•	 Over half (57%) of CSL schools were in urban areas, with the remainder (43%) in rural settings.

•	 In terms of size, 28% of schools were small (<100 children), approximately two-thirds (64%) were medium-sized 

(101–400 children), and 8% were large (401+ children).

•	 School patronage reflected the wider national system: 84% of CSL schools were Catholic; 9% were multi-

denominational; 6% were Church of Ireland; and 1% were affiliated with other Christian denominations.

•	 The composition of CSL schools shifted over time. Between 2019 and 2023, the proportion of children of 

immigrant background increased, as did the proportion assessed as having learning or intellectual disabilities.

•	 Over time, minority groups were consistently more prevalent in designated DEIS schools, including children 

experiencing poverty, children with learning or intellectual disabilities, children of immigrant, and children of Irish 

Traveller background.

School resources and extra curricular provision

•	 Over the course of the CSL study, 58% of principals in DEIS schools reported improvements in the availability and 

adequacy of school resources — including school buildings, staff technical skills, access to digital technologies, 

and specialist disability supports — particularly in the post-pandemic period.

•	 In 2021/2022, 60% of principals reported that extra curricular activities were offered in their schools. However, 

principals working in designated DEIS schools were less likely to report that most children participated in these 

activities.

•	 Academic support after school was notably more common in designated DEIS schools: 58% of principals in DEIS 

schools reported offering after-school academic support, compared with 12% of principals in non-DEIS schools.  
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Profile of CSL classrooms

•	 In Cohort A, class sizes increased slightly over time — from an average of 20 children in 2019/2020 (Junior 

Infants) to 22 children in 2022/2023 (2nd class).

•	 In Cohort B, average class sizes decreased slightly — from 23 children in 2018/2019 (2nd class) to approximately 

22 children in 2022/2023 (6th class).

•	 Across both cohorts, class sizes were smaller in designated DEIS schools.

•	 In Cohort A, 72% of classes were single-grade, 21% were consecutive-grade, and 7% were multi-grade.

•	 In Cohort B, a more mixed grade structure was evident: 54% of classes were single-grade, 29% were consecutive-

grade, and 17% were multi-grade. 

Profile of CSL children

•	 A total of 4,069 children participated in the CSL study (51% girls; 49% boys). Of these, 254 attended the CSL case 

study schools and 28 participated in the CSL Family Study.

•	 Affluence levels varied: 26% of children were living in poverty (low affluence); 54% from medium affluence 

households; and 20% from higher affluence households.

•	 79% of CSL children were non-immigrant, 21% had an immigrant background (15% second-generation, 6% first-

generation).

•	 74% of CSL children were White Irish. The remaining 26% comprised Irish Traveller (1.8%), Other White (12%), 

Asian Irish/Chinese (0.8%), Asian Irish/Other Asian (3.6%), Black/Black Irish (2.4%) and Other/Mixed ethnic 

backgrounds (5.9%).

•	 Children in the case study schools aligned closely with the demographic profile of the full CSL sample.

Attendance in CSL primary schools

•	 Attendance levels were generally high across both cohorts (above 90% on average). In Cohort A, attendance 

ranged between 89% and 92% over time. In Cohort B, attendance was approximately 96% in 2nd and 4th class, 

decreasing slightly to around 92% in 6th class.

•	 Average attendance varied little by gender, although boys consistently showed marginally lower attendance than 

girls.

•	 Children from the poorest households showed consistently lower attendance than children from medium- or  

high-affluence households.

•	 Irish Traveller children had substantially lower attendance than all other ethnic groups. For example, in both 

4th and 6th class, Traveller children attended approximately 76% of school days, compared with around 93% 

attendance among children from all other ethnic backgrounds.
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School cultures and leadership for children’s learning

Profile of principals in CSL

•	 231 principals participated in CSL; 68% identified as female and 32% as male.

•	 Just over half of CSL schools (54%) experienced a change of principal during the study.

•	 58% of principals were administrative principals; 42% were teaching principals.

•	 In terms of qualifications: 36% held a bachelor’s degree; 35% a master’s degree; 26% a postgraduate diploma; 

2% a doctoral degree; and 1% hold other qualifications.

School cultures

•	 Principals generally reported positive school climates characterised by pride in the school, staff collegiality, and 

warm relationships with children.

•	 Most school climate indicators remained stable over time, although strong collegial ties declined from 70% to 

49% post-pandemic.

•	 As noted in CSL Report 7, children were generally positive about school, though this decreased slightly over time 

across both cohorts (more notably for boys than girls).

•	 Most children reported feeling listened to when expressing their feelings. However, they reported limited 

involvement in decision-making. By 6th class, 53% felt consistently listened to, but 30% reported they were rarely 

or never allowed to make decisions in school (CSL Report 9).

•	 Case study principals described school cultures grounded in care, equity, and responsiveness, with relational 

leadership central to practice.

•	 While principals reported limited involvement of children in school routines or classroom decisions, there was an 

increase in perceived child input into disciplinary procedures (from 29% to 45%, 2020/21–2022/23).

•	 Case study principals consistently emphasised the importance of listening to and empowering both children and 

staff.

•	 Around half of CSL principals indicated that parents engaged frequently through informal interactions, fundraising, 

school events and digital communication.

•	 Parental engagement differed significantly between designated DEIS and non-DEIS status schools — principals 

working in non-DEIS schools reported higher and increasing parental engagement over time, while principals in 

DEIS schools reported significantly lower and decreasing levels of parental engagement over time.

•	 Despite this, across case study schools, principals framed learning as a home–school partnership, with parental 

involvement viewed as essential to children’s success.

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_9_Transition.pdf
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Leading for learning

•	 Most principals (90%) reported clear routines for teaching preparation, though over time some indicated planning 

had become rushed or viewed as a compliance task.

•	 Case study principals described planning as grounded in deep knowledge of children, where responsiveness 

rather than fixed plans or standardised assessment guided practice.

•	 Most principals reported strong self-efficacy for developing a shared vision (90%) and motivating staff (75%). 

However, principals working in designated DEIS schools reported lower self-efficacy managing daily schedules 

and time pressures.

•	 For example, 25% of principals in DEIS schools felt able to maintain control over daily schedules (vs. 35% in 

non-DEIS schools). Similarly, 36% of principals in DEIS schools felt they could manage time demands (vs. 56% in 

non-DEIS schools).

•	 Case study principals highlighted collaboration and team building as central to sustaining practice; in high-poverty 

contexts this included balancing academic work with meeting children’s broader social needs.

Principal wellbeing

•	 Around 60% of principals reported frequent stress, yet 60% also reported frequent job satisfaction.

•	 Patterns differed by designated DEIS status: in DEIS schools stress reported by principals rose from 53% to 

70% over time, with satisfaction falling slightly (66% to 59%). In non-DEIS schools stress reported by principals 

declined from 62% to 50%, and satisfaction remained stable.

•	 Burnout remained stable in designated non-DEIS schools, but principals working in DEIS status schools reported 

rising emotional strain — feeling drained increased from 36% to 60% and fatigue from 4% to 23%.

•	 Case study interviews highlighted the growing complexity of the principal role — balancing emotional labour 

required to meet the needs of children, families and staff, alongside increasing administrative and bureaucratic 

responsibilities.
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Classroom learning cultures

Profile of teachers in CSL

•	 590 teachers completed CSL questionnaires; 84% identified as female and 16% as male.

•	 With respect to the highest qualification, 46% held a bachelor’s degree, 25% a postgraduate diploma and 23% a 

master’s degree. Small proportions held other teaching certificates, doctoral degrees or other qualifications.

Teacher preparation and self-efficacy

•	 Teachers generally reported clear routines and stable practices for planning and preparation. Only a small number 

viewed planning as a tick box exercise, declining from 15% – 10% over time. 

•	 Case study teachers described planning and preparation as essential but demanding, often extending beyond 

school hours and supported by collegial collaboration.

•	 Declines in teacher self-efficacy were evident over time, particularly in teachers’ perceptions of their influence on 

children’s learning engagement, motivation and family support.

•	 The most pronounced decline was among teachers working in designated DEIS schools in Cohort A: only 17% felt 

able to effectively support children in 2nd class, down from 44% in Senior Infants.

Classroom learning climates

•	 Teachers across case study schools emphasised learner-centred pedagogies grounded in inclusion, emotional 

wellbeing, and differentiation.

•	 Perceptions of children’s voices remained stable over time, though Cohort A teachers were more likely than 

those in Cohort B to report encouraging independent thinking and expression.

•	 Around half of teachers involved children in behavioural reward/penalty decisions; fewer (<30%) reported 

involving children in selecting materials or shaping classroom organisation.

•	 Case study interviews confirmed strong support for children’s voice in principle, though practice varied.

•	 Support for mastery-oriented learning declined over time: agreement that “making mistakes is ok and part of 

learning” fell from 88% to 39% in Cohort A and from 80% to 21% in Cohort B. This decline was most marked 

for teachers in non-DEIS schools in Cohort A between Junior Infants and 2nd class.

•	 Children reported high levels of teacher academic support (approximately 90% “Usually or Always”) with girls 

reporting more positive support experiences in 1st, 2nd and 4th classes.

•	 Around 80% of Cohort A and 70% of Cohort B children reported that their teacher “Usually or Always” thinks 

they are smart.

•	 Teachers valued critical thinking: 80% prioritised thinking skills over content, 85% saw their role as guiding 

inquiry, and 93% supported child-led problem solving — a stable pattern over time.

•	 Case studies highlighted that teachers saw learning engagement as relational and contextual. As children 

progressed, teachers working in designated DEIS schools tended to maintain play and learning by mistakes,  

while teachers in non-DEIS status schools described increased emphasis on academic performance.
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Differentiation

•	 In Cohort A, around half of Junior Infant classrooms did not use ability grouping; this declined to 20% by Senior 

Infants.

•	 In Cohort B (2019), 80% of 2nd class teachers reported using ability grouping, declining to 40–60% across 

3rd–6th class.

•	 Reading ability grouping increased from 40% in Junior Infants to 75% by 2nd class; it declined in use in Cohort B 

from 84% in 2nd class to 40% in 6th class.

•	 Mathematics ability grouping was less common than reading: in Cohort A it increased from 25% to 50% by 2nd 

class; in Cohort B it declined from 78% in 2nd class to 60% in 6th class.

•	 �Ability groups were relatively fluid: most Cohort B teachers reported moving children between groups, though less 

frequently in 5th and 6th class.

Child wellbeing

•	 Previous CSL reports (See CSL Reports 5 and 7) showed that while most children felt happy in school, this declined 

towards the senior end of primary; girls remained consistently more positive than boys.

•	 Academic self-concept was stable over time but declined from 5th to 6th class.

•	 Boys and girls rated their reading ability similarly; boys rated their mathematics ability more positively than girls.

•	 Classroom practices positively associated with wellbeing included perceived academic support from teachers and 

children’s positive teacher perceptions of their academic capabilities.  

•	 Ability grouping was not associated with children’s wellbeing. 

Teacher wellbeing

•	 Teachers reported high and stable job satisfaction (approximately 70–80%). However, stress patterns differed: 

frequent stress rose in Cohort B (31% to 45% from 2nd to 6th class) but declined in Cohort A (43% to 28% from 

junior infants to 2nd class).

•	 Case study teachers of younger children more often described balance and job satisfaction; those teaching older 

children more often described pressures relating to diverse needs and balancing workload.

•	 Burnout remained generally low, though emotional strain rose among teachers working in designated DEIS 

schools in Cohort A (21% in Junior Infants to 37% in 2nd class, frequently/almost always drained).

•	 Case study teachers attributed stress differently — teachers in DEIS status schools linked stress to the intensity 

of supporting children in poverty; teachers in non-DEIS status schools described rising internal academic 

performance pressures.

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
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Primary schools making a difference

Factors associated with reading attainment

•	 Average reading attainment remained stable in Cohort A between 1st and 2nd class. In Cohort B there was a slight 

decline in reading scores in 4th class post-COVID-19.

•	 Average reading attainment of 2nd class children in Cohort A (Spring 2023) was significantly lower than that of 

2nd class children in Cohort B (Spring 2019).

•	 Boys scored slightly lower than girls in reading attainment overall.

•	 In Cohort B, girls in all-girls’ schools had the highest reading scores in 4th and 6th class; boys in all-boys’ schools 

consistently had the lowest scores from 2nd to 6th class.

•	 Across both cohorts, children in DEIS status schools, children from lower affluence backgrounds, children from 

immigrant family backgrounds, and Traveller children scored significantly lower on average than their comparison 

peers. Differences for second generation immigrant children closed by 6th class in Cohort B, but widened between 

1st and 2nd class in Cohort A.

•	 Regression analyses showed that higher school engagement and children’s positive teacher perceptions of their 

ability (being smart) were significantly associated with higher reading attainment; attending a designated DEIS 

school was associated with lower average scores.

•	 Children’s sense of voice, perceived teacher academic support, and ability grouping were not significantly 

associated with reading attainment once other factors were controlled for.

Factors associated with mathematics attainment

•	 Average mathematics attainment remained stable in Cohort A between 1st and 2nd class; scores declined slightly 

for Cohort B in 4th class in the post-pandemic period.

•	 2nd class children in Cohort A scored slightly lower in mathematics than 2nd class children in Cohort B.

•	 In Cohort A, boys scored higher than girls in mathematics, with this gap widening slightly in 2nd class; no 

significant gender differences were evident from 2nd to 6th class in Cohort B.

•	 Across both cohorts, children in DEIS status schools and children from poorer families scored significantly lower in 

mathematics attainment than their peers.

•	 Children from immigrant backgrounds scored lower than non-immigrant children in Cohort A, though this gap 

largely closed by 2nd class. In Cohort B, second-generation immigrant children scored higher on average than 

non-immigrant children.

•	 Traveller children scored significantly lower in mathematics tests, with disparities widening post-pandemic.

•	 Regression analyses indicated that higher school engagement and children’s positive teacher perceptions of their 

ability (being smart) were associated with higher mathematics attainment in 6th class. Boys, girls in all-girls’ 

schools, and children from second-generation migrant backgrounds scored significantly higher on average than 

comparative groups.
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•	 Children’s sense of voice, perceived teacher academic support, DEIS status, and ability grouping were not 

significantly associated with mathematics attainment once other factors were controlled for.

Factors associated with wellbeing

•	 Regression analyses showed that feelings of belonging had the strongest positive association with wellbeing, 

followed by academic self-concept, positive teacher perceptions of children’s ability, and feeling respected in 

school.

•	 Bullying experiences were strongly associated with lower wellbeing, and children from second-generation migrant 

backgrounds reported slightly lower wellbeing on average.

•	 Other factors (voice, school engagement, perceived teacher support) were not directly associated with wellbeing 

once other factors were controlled for.

•	 Overall, findings indicate that children’s wellbeing is most strongly shaped by relational and recognition processes 

within schools, rather than school type or structural characteristics such as DEIS status or school gender mix.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Study aims

The Children’s School Lives study is Ireland’s first national longitudinal study of primary schooling. The overall aim of 

the Children’s School Lives study is to explore the intersection of influences in children’s everyday lives across family, 

community and school as they transfer into, through and out of primary schooling.

Two core aims guide the design:

1.	 �To capture the perspectives and experiences of children, their parents, principals and teachers as they journey 

through the primary school system with reference to the transfer from:

•	 Pre-school to junior infants (preschool study)

•	 Junior infants to 2nd class (Cohort A)

•	 2nd class to 1st year of post-primary school (Cohort B)

2.	 Explore the factors at individual, class, school and community level that intersect to create these experiences 

with specific reference to:

•	 Family, school and teaching cultures

•	 Children’s learning engagement

•	 Equality, voice and inclusion

•	 Wellbeing 

•	 Learning outcomes

•	 Within schooling and between school transitions

Study design

Children’s School Lives is a mixed methods longitudinal cohort study comprising two cohorts (A and B) spanning 

the full spectrum of the primary school cycle, recruited and sampled over Autumn/Winter 2018. The schools were 

sampled so that each cohort was broadly similar in profile to primary schools nationally, with respect to specific 

characteristics (school designated disadvantaged [DEIS] status, school size, and school gender mix). 

Data collection in Cohort A began in Autumn 2019 across 84 schools, following children over four years from the 

start of Junior Infants through to 2nd class in 2023. Data collection in Cohort B began in Spring 2019 across 100 

schools, involving 2nd class children, their parents, class teachers, and school principals. It continued annually over 

five waves, following the children through to 6th class in 2023, with a subsample being followed into their transition 

experiences in the first year of post-primary school (see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2: Waves of data collection in Children’s School Lives

.

The numbers of schools and children participating in each wave is reflected in Table 1 below 

TABLE 1: The numbers of schools and children participating in CSL1

1ST YEAR

6TH CLASS

5TH CLASS

4TH CLASS

3RD CLASS

2ND CLASS

1ST CLASS

SR INFANTS

JR INFANTS

20
18

 –
 2

01
9

20
19

 –
 2

02
0

20
20

 –
 2

02
1

20
21

 –
 2

02
2

20
22

 –
 2

02
3

20
23

 –
 2

02
4

COHORT B COHORT A

1 �The number of schools participating decreased after Wave 1 because some schools withdrew from the study. There were fewer schools and child 
participants during Wave 2 of Cohort B because children were attending school remotely during the fieldwork period, and data collection was 
amended to an online questionnaire rather than the usual in-class fieldwork.

COHORT A CHILD AGE DATA 
COLLECTION

SCHOOLS* CHILDREN

N N BOYS GIRLS

Wave 1 (Junior Infants) 4–5 years Autumn 2019 84 1,773 51% 49%

Wave 2 (Senior Infants) 6–7 years Spring 2021 78 1,696 49% 51%

Wave 3 (1st Class) 7–8 years Spring 2022 79 1,880 50% 50%

Wave 4 (2nd Class) 8–9 years Spring 2023 78 1,641 48% 52%

COHORT B

Wave 1 (2nd Class) 8–9 years Spring 2019 100 2,114 49% 51%

Wave 2 (3rd Class) 9–10 years Spring 2020 90 544 48% 52%

Wave 3 (4th Class) 10–11 years Spring 2021 99 2,112 49% 51%

Wave 4 (5th Class) 11–12 years Spring 2022 98 2,189 49% 51%

Wave 5 (6th Class) 12–13 years Spring 2023 96 2,013 50% 50%
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The study follows a mixed methods design (quantitative and qualitative) comprising nested layers that reflect the 

intersectional influences in children’s educational journeys through primary school. This includes quantitative data 

gathering across 184 schools (National study), combined with more intensive qualitative data collection in 12 of 

these schools (Case study schools) and an inter-generational family study comprising 28 families in these case study 

schools (See Figure 3).

FIGURE 3: Nested mixed methods design of Children’s School Lives

These mixed methods are reflected in the comprehensive data collection design for children’s school lives. Table 2 

below highlights the range of methods used across the entire sample population.

TABLE 2: Children’s School Lives mixed-methods research methodologies

PARTICIPANT-SPECIFIC DATA 
COLLECTION METHODS

NATIONAL STUDY 
SCHOOLS

CASE STUDY 
SCHOOLS

FAMILY  
STUDY

Child Surveys ● ●

Teacher-on-Child Questionnaire ● ●

Parent Surveys ● ●

Attendance Reported Data ● ●

Attainment Reported Data ● ●

Child Observations ● ●

Teacher Surveys ● ●

Teacher Observations ● ●

Principal Surveys ● ●

Grandparent Interviews ● ●

Parent Interviews ● ●

Child Interviews ● ●

Child Focus Groups & Dyads ●

Child Photovoice ●

Child Graffiti Wall ●

Child Creative Elicitation ●

Children’s Research Advisory Group Focus Groups ●

Child Board Game ●

Parent Focus Groups & Interviews ●

Classroom Observations ●

Teacher Interviews ●

Teacher Photovoice ●

Principal Interviews ●

School Staff Interviews ●

Ethnographic Field Notes ●

Quantitative measures

CASE STUDIES OF 
INTERGENERATIONAL 

FAMILIES
28 FAMILIESCASE STUDIES OF 

SCHOOLS
12 SCHOOLS

NATIONAL 
STUDY OF 
PRIMARY 

SCHOOLING
184 SCHOOLS
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Each year, trained fieldworkers visited the schools to administer a child questionnaire with children who 

had parental consent to participate and who assented to participate themselves. Child questionnaires were 

administered on a one-to-one or paired basis with children in Junior and Senior Infants, and on a whole class basis 

with children from 1st class onwards. Fieldworkers read the questions and response options aloud to the class and 

children completed the questionnaire booklet independently, although some children with additional support needs 

were given help by school staff as needed. Principals, teachers, and parents were also invited to complete online 

questionnaires at each wave.

Questionnaires were designed to capture a range of factors relevant to the thematic areas of the study: equality, voice 

and inclusion, school and teaching cultures, wellbeing and engagement, learning outcomes, and school transitions 

(see www.cslstudy.ie; D’Urso et al., 2023; Jones et al., 2023; Martinez-Sainz, Devine et al., 2023; Tobin, Sloan et al., 

2023). Fieldwork was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, which meant that it was not possible to conduct the 

Spring 2020 data collection as planned for 3rd class children in Cohort B and children coming towards the end of 

Junior Infants in Cohort A. Instead, an alternative questionnaire was designed and administered online (with Cohort 

B only, as Cohort A were aged 4 – 5 years and too young to participate in this manner). This wave of data collection 

with Cohort B yielded useful and unique insights into children’s, parents’, teachers’ and principals’ experiences of 

remote learning, teaching, and leading during the pandemic (See CSL Report 2; Chzhen et al., 2021; Crean, Devine 

et al., 2023; Gleasure, Devine et al., 2023; Murphy & Devine, 2023). However, the specific context and the nature of 

the questions asked meant that most of the data collected during that wave is not comparable to the other waves. 

As such, much of the data presented in this report examines trends over time for Cohort B when children were in 

2nd, 4th, 5th, and 6th classes. Similarly with Cohort A, the ability to present trends over time is mainly limited to the 

data collected with children in 1st and 2nd classes, as many of the questionnaire items utilised in this report would 

have been a) too complex for their age group, and b) not validated for use in younger samples. The study successfully 

retained a high proportion of the original sample, with 97% of Cohort B schools and 93% of Cohort A schools 

participating in the final wave of fieldwork in 2023.

There are several derived variables that are utilized for analysis in this report related to socio-economic status and 

migrant /ethnic background.

Socio-economic status

The socio-economic status of participating children in the Children’s School Lives study was measured in two 

ways: through the DEIS classification of schools and through the family affluence scale (FAS). The FAS has been 

widely used as a relatively valid and reliable measure to identify high- and low-income households, as well as ‘an 

alternative measure of total parental earned income in studies using self-reported socio-economic status’ (Corell et 

al., 2021, p.10). The short version of the FAS used in this study consists of five items: 1) Do you have a dishwasher 

at home? 2) Do you have your own bedroom to yourself? 3) Does your family own a car, van, or truck? 4) How 

many bathrooms are in your home? and 5) How many computers does your family own? The FAS indicators were 

calculated based on children’s responses and were measured in waves 3 and 4 for Cohort A and in waves 3, 4 and 

5 for Cohort B. For this analysis, children were grouped in high, medium and low affluence based on their scores in 

the most recent wave where FAS was measured (Chzhen et al., 2022), taking account of strengths and limitations as 

a scale (Corell et al., 2021). This categorization allowed us to capture the relative distribution of social class within 

the CSL sample. Furthermore, principals were also asked to approximate the level of economic disadvantage that 

was present in their schools.

http://www.cslstudy.ie
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CSL-Annual-Report-2-Final.pdf
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Ethnic and migrant classifications

To capture the multiple dimensions of children’s ethnic and migration identities, and influences on their learning, two 

main categories of analysis were used:

Children’s migration status 

This draws on classifications used in other large-scale assessments such as the PISA studies including non-Immigrant 

(OECD, 2022: 207)2; first- and second-generation immigrants. Information on this data was collected in Cohorts A and 

B (Wave 4) through children and parent questionnaires.

Children’s ethnic status 

To determine the ethnicity of the participating children, teachers were asked to indicate children’s ethnicity in Cohort 

A (Wave 3 & Wave 4), and in Cohort B (Wave 3, Wave 4, & Wave 5) in line with the categories used in the Census (CSO, 

2016)3. These are further classified into Majority Ethnic (White Irish) and Minority Ethnic (Irish Traveller), Any Other 

White Background, Asian or Asian Irish – Chinese, Asian or Asian Irish – Any Other Asian Background, Black or Black 

Irish, and Other (including mixed backgrounds).

Given that these variables were measured multiple times throughout the study, the corresponding indicator and wave 

were used for longitudinal analysis. When this was not feasible, the most recent available indicator was used. An 

exception to this approach was the migrant background variable, which was a constructed indicator based on data 

from Wave 4B and Wave 4A and was applied consistently across all waves. The indicator was constructed from three 

questions asked of child respondents in Wave 4: 1) Were you born in Ireland? 2) Was your parent/guardian born in 

Ireland? (Parent A), and 3) Was your parent/guardian born in Ireland? (Parent B). The questions were combined and 

recoded into a new indicator with three categories: Non-Immigrant (Born in Ireland, one or both parents born in 

Ireland), Second Generation Migrant (Born in Ireland, both parents not born in Ireland), and First-Generation Migrant 

(not born in Ireland, both parents not born in Ireland).

Systematic observations of classroom interactions

During fieldwork with Cohort B in 2nd class, 5th class, and 6th class, children’s behavior during lessons was recorded 

at 30 second intervals using the Observational and Research Classroom Learning Evaluation (ORACLE) Pupil 

Record (Galton & Hargreaves, 2019). The observation order was determined by children’s last names (sequential) 

and gender (alternating). Children’s main behavior at each interval was coded as one of five forms of engagement: 

cooperating alone, cooperating with friends, cooperating with teacher, cooperating on routine tasks (e.g., sharpening 

pencils), and waiting for the teacher; or three forms of disengagement: distracted passive, distracted active, 

horseplay/disruptive. Engagement and disengagement forms were summed to give overarching indicators of on task 

and off task behavior. Fieldworkers observed selected children’s behavior during 10-time intervals.

2 �The OECD (2022:207) defines immigrant children as those children whose mother and father were both born in a country other than that where 
the student took the PISA test. In addition, non-immigrant children are children who have at least one parent born in the country of assessment. 
Distinctions are also drawn between first- and second-generation immigrant children (ibid: 207). First-generation immigrants are children born 
outside the country of the PISA assessment and whose parents were also born outside the country of assessment. Second-generation children are 
children born in the country of the PISA assessment but whose parent(s) were born outside the country of assessment.

3 �The ethnicity categories used in the CSL study, which were also included in the 2016 population census (CSO, 2016), were as follows: White Irish, 
Irish Traveller, Any Other White Background, Asian or Asian Irish – Chinese, Asian or Asian Irish – Any Other Asian Background, Black or Black Irish, 
and Other (including mixed backgrounds). The most recent census (2022) now includes Roma, Indian/Pakistani/Bangladeshi and Arab) but this 
postdates the collection of data for CSL in the first series of waves and for consistency of analysis the original CSO (2016) categories are used.
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In order to obtain further understanding of the processes of teaching, additional systematic observations were used 

in a sub-sample of case study schools using the CLASS observation system (Pianta et al 2008) to capture levels of 

emotional support, classroom organization and instructional support in case study classrooms. Fieldworkers were 

trained and certified for use by facilitators from the University of Virginia. In total 128 lessons were observed using 

the CLASS system, in addition to wider observation and field notes of classroom practices comprising 302 days of 

observation in the case study schools.

Qualitative methodologies

Qualitative methodologies were used in the second and third nested layers of the CSL design (See Table 3) – in the 

12 case study schools (with the CSL case study class tracked over time within each school) and in the CSL inter-

generational family study. Typically, except for the period during the COVID-19 pandemic, from one – two weeks was 

spent annually in each case study school, yielding ‘thick’ descriptions of everyday lives in those schools and local 

communities.  

Over the period of the Children’s School Lives study, interviews were conducted with the full range of stakeholders in 

each case study school – including children in the case study class, their teachers as they transitioned from one class to 

another and their school principals. Focus group and individual interviews with children varied in frequency and duration 

across Cohorts and waves, reflecting children’s developmental stages, with research sessions ranging in length from 

20 to 60 minutes and including multi-modal participatory methods such as roleplay, play-based activities, graffiti walls, 

drawing, and board games (Martinez-Sainz et al., 2024). Interviews with family members, teachers, and principals 

typically lasted between 50 and 75 minutes. Classroom teachers were interviewed annually and often changed from 

year-to-year, as children progressed through school. Special Education Teachers, Home School Community Liaison 

teachers (in some schools), Special Needs Assistants and School Secretaries were also interviewed at selected points 

during the study. Principals were interviewed annually, and changes in school leadership over time increased the 

overall number of principals in the sample. During periods of COVID-19-related school closures, in-person research 

was replaced with remote methods to continue documenting everyday life in primary schools (Donegan, Devine & 

Martinez-Sainz, 2023). To explore issues of migration and ethnicity in greater depth, additional individual and focus 

group interviews were conducted during Waves 4 and 5 with a sub-sample of immigrant parents from both cohorts. 

These interviews examined parents’ reasons for migrating to Ireland, challenges during the transition, their views on 

Irish primary education, and their children’s adaptation to school. In total, 607 interviews were conducted in case 

study schools, in addition to 1,533 artefacts completed by children across the five waves of the study. Table 3 overleaf 

indicates the profile and sample population of the CSL case study schools.
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TABLE 3: Case study school sample

Two children were selected for participation in the CSL intergenerational family study from each of the case study 

classes in the first wave of data collection across both cohorts. Over the period of the study, 28 families were 

included with Table 4 reflecting the breakdown in participation.  

TABLE 4: CSL Inter-generational family study sample by gender4

4 �The case study families reflected the demographic profile in CSL more generally in terms of social background, ethnic and migrant profile.
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COHORT A

A1 Non-DEIS Urban Girls - 23 1 6 2

A2 Non-DEIS Urban Boys 28 - 2 7 1

A3 Non-DEIS Rural Town Co-Ed 11 16 1 7 2

A4 Non-DEIS Rural Co-Ed 5 3 1 6 1

A5 DEIS Urban Boys 16 - 2 7 1

A6 DEIS Urban Girls - 21 1 6 2

A7 DEIS Urban Co-Ed 12 11 2 9 -

COHORT B

B1 Non-DEIS Urban Co-Ed 8 18 1 7 1

B2 Non-DEIS Rural Town Girls - 25 2 7 -

B3 Non-DEIS Rural Co-Ed 1 2 3 7 -

B4 DEIS Urban Boys 15 - 2 8 1

B5 DEIS Urban Co-Ed 7 9 1 9 1

B6 DEIS Rural Town Co-Ed 8 15 1 8 -

TOTAL    111 143 20 94 12

CASE STUDY 
GIRLS

CASE STUDY 
BOYS

MOTHERS FATHERS GRANDMOTHERS GRANDFATHERS

TOTAL 15 13 28 15 14 4
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Data analysis

Quantitative data from the National Study were analysed for this report using descriptive and inferential statistics. 

Descriptive analyses were first conducted to summarise the characteristics of schools, teachers, principals, and 

children, using frequencies, percentages, and mean scores. In reporting mean values, figures were rounded to one 

decimal place. These analyses provided an overview of variation across school types (DEIS and non-DEIS designated 

status), gender, family affluence, and school location. Further, multivariate means testing (i.e Wilks’ lambda, Pillai’s 

trace, Hotelling–Lawley trace, Roy’s largest root) was employed on descriptive analyses to preliminarily explore 

statistical significance of group differences.

For constructs derived from multiple questionnaire items, composite scale scores were calculated by summing 

responses across related items after reverse-coding negatively worded statements, where relevant. For example, 

children’s perceptions of teacher academic support were measured through several items (i.e., “My teacher likes to 

help me learn”, “My teacher cares about how much I learn,” and “My teacher likes to see my work”). Each item was 

rated on a five-point scale from never to always. At the descriptive stage, patterns were examined at the item level to 

capture nuances in children’s experiences. For the inferential analyses, however, a single total scale score was used to 

represent each child’s overall perception of teacher academic support.

Beyond descriptive analysis, inferential statistical techniques were applied to explore associations between 

children’s experiences of school and their academic and wellbeing outcomes. Multiple regression analyses, a 

standard approach in large-scale educational and social research (Cohen et al. 2003; Wooldridge 2020), were 

used to examine factors associated with child academic and wellbeing outcomes in 6th class. Each model included 

the relevant outcome variable measured (i.e., standardised reading or mathematics score, or wellbeing score) as 

the dependent variable and a set of theoretically and empirically grounded predictors as independent variables. 

Predictors included both individual-level variables (e.g., age, gender, family affluence, immigrant background, 

academic self-concept, perceived teacher support, school engagement, and sense of belonging), classroom practices 

(e.g., ability grouping), and school-level variables (e.g., DEIS status and gender composition). Earlier available 

scores on each outcome variable (e.g., earlier attainment levels) were entered to control for prior performance. The 

contribution of each independent variable to predicting the outcome variable was assessed using beta coefficients 

and statistical significance (set at the p<0.05 level).

For the case study analysis, all interviews were transcribed and analysed using Maxqda Software through a 

combination of inductive and deductive coding in line with the overarching themes of the CSL study. This yielded 

2152 distinct codes across data sets and 54,409 coded segments which informed the writing of reports. 
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THE PROFILE OF CSL PRIMARY SCHOOLS

Demographic profile of CSL primary schools

Figure 4 provides a visual overview of the demographic profile of CSL schools. Given the nationally representative 

sampling, this profile presents a clear picture of the demographic profile of primary schools in Ireland.

Of the total 184 schools sampled for the national study, 65% of schools were designated non-DEIS and 35% were 

DEIS status. Most schools (89%) were co-educational and the remaining 11% were single sex (4% All-girls’ Schools, 

7% All-boys’ Schools). The sample was evenly divided between urban and rural schools, with 57% being from urban 

localities and 43% being from rural areas5. Approximately two-thirds of the CSL schools were classified as being 

‘medium-sized’ (101 – 400 children), 28% of schools were classified as ‘small’ (100 children or less), and 8% as large 

(401 or more children). In relation to ethos, 84% of schools sampled were Catholic, 6% were affiliated with the Church 

of Ireland, 9% were multi-denominational (e.g., Educate Together, Community Schools), and 1% were affiliated with 

other Christian denominations.

FIGURE 4: Demographics of CSL schools, Cohort A & B

5 �This data on urban/rural locality is derived from the Irish census definition of an urban area as a town with a total population of 1,500 or more, and 
towns with a population of less than 1,500 as rural areas. 
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We can see changes over time in minority group representation. Figure 5 shows principal-reported estimates of the 

proportion of children with immigrant/migrant background and with learning/intellectual disabilities in their schools. 

Between 2018 and 2023, there were a decreasing number of schools with no immigrant children (24 to 16), and an 

increasing number of schools with a higher prevalence (>40%) of children with immigrant family backgrounds (14 

to 21 schools). Also evident was an estimated increasing prevalence of children diagnosed with learning/intellectual 

disabilities, with only one school reporting >40% prevalence in 2018/19, compared with 21 schools in 2022/23. 

Overall, in 2022/23 a much larger majority of schools reported that over 25% of children had some form of learning 

or intellectual disability.

FIGURE 5: Minority group prevalence – Immigrant/migrant background and learning/intellectual disability (principal 

reported estimates)

Additionally, Table 5 demonstrates differences in estimates of minority group prevalence between designated DEIS 

and non-DEIS schools in 2022/23, reflecting patterns previously noted in CSL Reports 8a, 8b, and 8c. Across all 

categories, there was a greater prevalence of minority groups in DEIS status schools, with principals working in 

DEIS schools reporting an estimate of 11 – 25% children of immigrant background, compared with estimates of  

less than 5% by principals in non-DEIS schools. By contrast, principals in designated non-DEIS schools reported a 

lower prevalence of learning or intellectual disabilities, typically between 11 – 25% of children, compared to 26 – 

40% reported by principals in DEIS schools. However, the biggest difference in minority prevalence was among the 

proportion of ‘economically disadvantaged’ children: the median value for DEIS schools is >40% compared to only 

5 – 10% in non-DEIS schools.
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https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
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TABLE 5: Median minority group prevalence by designated DEIS status (principal reported, 2022/23)

School resources and extracurricular provision

Principals generally rated school resources as adequate to support learning, especially materials, supplies, and 

heating/lighting, which remained stable over time. However, many resource categories were rated lower during the 

peak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020/21 (See CSL Report 2). By 2022/23 principals reported much improved 

adequacy of resources, including school buildings/grounds, instructional space, technology competent staff, computer 

technology, resources for children with disabilities.6 There were few differences in adequacy of school resources by 

DEIS status. The only significant difference was in the adequacy of computer technology in 2020/21 (60% for DEIS vs 

72% non-DEIS), which equalized by 2022/23 (97% in both DEIS and non-DEIS). 

FIGURE 6: Adequacy of school resources (Principal-reported, Agree/Strongly Agree)
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6 �Under the COVID-19 response plan in December 2021 additional investment was provided to all schools to address a digital divide (DES circular 
0060/2021). 

SCHOOL 
STATUS

IMMIGRANT/MIGRANT 
BACKGROUND

LEARNING/INTELLECTUAL 
DISABILITY

ECONOMICALLY 
DISADVANTAGED

Non-DEIS < 5% 11–25% 5–10%

DEIS 11–25% 26–40% >40%

Wave 3 (2020/21)
Wave 5 (2022/23)

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CSL-Annual-Report-2-Final.pdf
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Around 60% of principals in both DEIS and non-DEIS status schools reported offering a broad range of 

extracurricular activities, with little variation between school types. However, participation was lower among children 

in DEIS status schools compared to their non-DEIS peers (55% vs 67%). We see a significant difference in the 

availability of after-school academic support, with only 12% of principals working in designated non-DEIS schools 

reporting such support, compared to 58% of principals in DEIS schools.

FIGURE 7: Extracurricular activities at school in 2021/22 (Principal-reported, Agree)

Profile of CSL classrooms

Class size within CSL classrooms changed over time across both cohorts. In Cohort A, with younger children, the 

average class size increased slightly from approximately 20 children in 2019/20 to 22 children in 2022/23. In Cohort 

B, the average class size decreased slightly over time with older children, from approximately 23 children on average 

in 2018/2019 to approximately 22 children in 2022/23. However, across both Cohorts class sizes were smaller in 

designated DEIS schools, with class size increasing particularly within classrooms in non-DEIS schools in Cohort A.

FIGURE 8: Average class size by DEIS status (Cohort A)
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FIGURE 9: Average class size by DEIS status (Cohort B)

The grade composition of CSL classrooms is captured in Figure 10. Most classrooms in Cohort A tended to be 

single grade (72%), while approximately 20% were consecutive grade, and 7% multi-grade. Cohort B had higher 

prevalence of consecutive grade (29%) and particularly multi-grade (17%) classrooms, with 54% of classrooms 

being single grade.

FIGURE 10: Grade composition (Cohort A & B)
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Profile of CSL children

A brief overview of the demographic profile of CSL children is provided here. For a more detailed analysis of gender, 

social background, and ethnicity/migration For a more detailed analysis of gender, social background, and ethnicity/

migration, see CSL Reports 8a, 8b, and 8c. The gender profile of CSL children is equal and representative: 51% girls 

and 49% boys. 

FIGURE 11: Aggregate gender of CSL children (Cohorts A & B)

In CSL, social background is measured through the Family Affluence Scale (FAS), as detailed in the methods section 

previously. The FAS has been widely used as a relatively valid and reliable measure to identify high- and low-income 

households, as well as ‘an alternative measure of total parenteral earned income in studies using self-reported socio-

economic status’ (Corell et al., 2021, p.10). Accordingly, our sample is made up of 26% of children from families with 

low affluence (poor), 54% with medium affluence, and 20% with high affluence. 

FIGURE 12: Aggregate percentage of family affluence (Cohorts A & B)

Within our total CSL sample, most children (79%) can be classified as non-immigrant, they were born in Ireland and 

at least one of their parents was also born in Ireland (OECD, 2022). 21% of the CSL sample consisted of children of 

immigrant background: 15% of second-generation children of immigrant background (where the children are born in 

Ireland, but both their parents were born elsewhere), and 6% of first-generation children of immigrant background 

(where both the children and their parents were born in another country).
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https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
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FIGURE 13: Aggregate immigrant status of CSL children (Cohorts A & B)

Further, in terms of ethnicity, Figure 14 shows that approximately 74% of children in CSL were of majority White Irish 

ethnicity and the remaining 26% of minority ethnic children were comprised of Irish Traveller (1.8%); Other White 

(12%); Asian Irish/Chinese (0.8%); Asian/Irish other (3.6%); Black/Black Irish (2.4%); Other/Mixed background 

(5.9%).

FIGURE 14: Aggregate ethnic profile of CSL children (Cohorts A & B)
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ATTENDANCE IN CSL PRIMARY SCHOOLS

CSL also collected attendance data from participating schools over time. This was provided by schools in various forms, 

spanning varying lengths of attendance. To ensure more robust results, the figures below are based on the percentage 

of days present among children with a minimum of 80 recorded school days.7 Overall, attendance was high in both 

cohorts. In Cohort A, attendance rose from 89% to 92% from 1st to 2nd class. In Cohort B, attendance was slightly 

higher at 95% in 2nd class and 97% in 4th class but dropped slightly to 92% in 6th class. 

FIGURE 15: Average attendance by gender (Cohort A & B, % of days present)

First, as shown in Figure 16, we observe very small differences in attendance by gender in Cohort B, although boys 

consistently displayed lower average attendance rates than girls. 

FIGURE 16: Attendance by gender (Cohort B, % of days present)

7 �Schools in CSL returned attendance data in a variety of formats and covering varying lengths of the school year. We excluded schools from which 
we received less than 80 days of attendance data in a given year. This excluded 28% of the sample in Wave B1, 32% in Wave B3, 10% in Wave B5, 
13% in Wave A3 and 11% in Wave A4. This exclusion was made in order to increase the robustness of the analyses for significance testing, as well as 
ensure that analyses were more representative of full-year attendance patterns.
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In Figure 17, there are significant differences in attendance by levels of family affluence. Although differences are not 

large, children from low-affluence families showed consistently lower attendance levels than children from medium 

or high-affluence families. For example, in 4th class, children from more affluent backgrounds reported being present 

96% of days on average, versus 91% of children in poverty (low affluence).

FIGURE 17: Attendance by family affluence (Cohort B, % of days present)

The largest and most significant differences in attendance are observed among Traveller children. In Cohort A (Figure 

18), Traveller children had significantly lower attendance in both 1st class and 2nd class than children from other 

ethnic backgrounds: 85% attendance on average for Traveller children versus 90 – 93% for White Irish children and 

children of other ethnicities. In Cohort B, although Irish Traveller children had similar attendance to other children 

in 2nd class, attendance dropped between 4th and 6th class. In these years, Traveller children reported on average 

around 76% days attendance, compared to approximately 93% for children of other ethnicities (please see Report 8c 

for further context).
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FIGURE 18: Attendance for Traveller children (Cohort A & B, % of days present)
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SCHOOL CULTURES AND LEADERSHIP FOR CHILDREN’S 
LEARNING

Profile of principals in CSL

Over the five years of the study, principals of CSL schools were asked to complete a questionnaire annually. In total 

231 principals8 completed these questionnaires. As Figure 19 shows, of these, 157 respondents (68%) identified as 

female, and 74 (32%) identified as male.

FIGURE 19: Principals by gender (N = 231)

Figure 20 displays the type of principal position reported by 220 principals. A total of 128 principals (58%) identified 

themselves to be administrative principals, while 92 (42%) held teaching principal9 roles. This breakdown highlights 

the mix of school leadership structures in primary schools within the children’s schools lives study.

8 �A total of 231 principals participated in at least one wave of CSL. However, there was a high level of change in these roles, with 54% of schools having 
had different principals respond over the course of the study. On average, 130 principals completed questionnaires in each wave.

9�In all waves principals were asked to “Please indicate which category of principal applies to you” with response options of either “Administrative 
principal” or “Teaching principal”. Teaching principals are classified as principals who take on part or full-time teaching responsibilities in addition to 
the traditional administrative/management/leadership roles of a school principal.
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FIGURE 20: Principals by type of leadership position (N = 220) 

The representation of highest academic qualifications among 213 principals is shown in Figure 21. More than a 

third (36%) held a bachelor’s degree, 35% held a master’s degree, and 26% held a postgraduate diploma. Smaller 

proportions reported holding a doctoral degree (2%) or another type of qualification (1%)

FIGURE 21: Principals by highest qualification (N = 213)
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School cultures

Principals play a central role in establishing the values, norms, and relationships that shape the everyday life 

of schools. Through their leadership, they influence how inclusion, care, and equity are enacted across school 

communities. This section explores how principals in CSL worked to foster positive school cultures by supporting 

staff and children, and engaging families. We highlight the ways in which school climate is shaped and sustained 

through leadership practices. 

As Figure 22 shows below, CSL principals reported generally positive school climates amongst teachers, marked by 

pride, friendliness with children and collaboration amongst teachers. Most climate measures remained stable across 

waves, except for a significant cross-wave decline in the proportion reporting their closest friends were colleagues, 

dropping from 70% to 49%. This suggests some change in socialisation among teachers in the post-pandemic period.

FIGURE 22: Principal views of school climate among teachers at school (Cohort A & B, Often/Very Frequently)

In the case study schools, principals highlighted the importance of building strong, equitable relationships with staff, 

families, and children, as a foundation for managing the everyday demands of school leadership. Many cultivated 

warm, collegial environments where personal and professional boundaries blurred, and some actively sought out 

personal warmth in new staff recruitment to maintain a positive school climate:

		�  Principal: I would be very concerned about people’s wellbeing, about keeping everyone happy. I wouldn’t 

like to hear people being disgruntled about things because I’d like to think that … we can try and figure it 

out and make it better.  

		  (Male principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)
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			�   Principal: [The school is] very positive and very friendly, a very close-knit environment where 

definitely everybody looks out for everybody else, and everybody sort of nearly a family kind of a 

culture. 

			   (Female principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

				    Principal: It can be difficult because you’re only interviewing somebody … they could have 	

				    all the right answers … [but] I do love to see a wee sense of humour too in a person.  

				    (Female principal, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

Across our case study schools, principals also consistently articulated a vision of education rooted in equity, care, and 

responsiveness to children’s needs:

		�  Principal: Our identity I suppose is a really welcoming environment that the atmosphere that prevails 

throughout the place is caring, empathetic and welcoming, that you feel that positive energy … from the 

moment you walk in…. they [children] know how we expect them to treat each other, you know?

		  (Female principal, DEIS, All-girls, Urban)

			�   Principal: Inclusion is huge … I would think that’s a major part of our ethos. Everybody feeling 

equal. Everybody feeling that they’re treated fairly. Everyone getting the same quality of access to 

the resources.  

			   (Female principal, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

		�  Principal: We’ve always been that type of school, where the kids will get a hot chocolate if they’re feeling 

down in the dumps. 

		  (Male principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

Closely aligned with a positive school climate is the inclusion of children’s voices. A nuanced picture emerges from 

the National Study survey data. Figure 23 showcases how principals reported varying levels of children’s voice 

engagement in their schools. Approximately 40% of principals reported that they ‘nearly always’ encouraged children 

to express their opinions or tolerated when children disagreed with their opinions. Approximately 60% of principals 

reported nearly always encouraging independent thinking, but only 20–29% said they give children a say in school 

decisions.
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FIGURE 23: Principal engagement with children’s voices (Cohort A & B, Nearly Always)

As shown in Figure 24, principals reported low engagement with children’s voice practices such as involving children 

in selecting teaching materials or organising classroom space. Approximately one quarter said children helped 

plan daily routines. However, there was a notable increase in children helping to choose behavioural rewards and 

penalties, rising from 29% in 2020/21 to 45% in 2022/23.

FIGURE 24: Principal practices around children’s voice (Cohort A & B, Quite Often/Nearly Always)
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Principals in the case study schools consistently emphasised the value of listening to and empowering children and 

staff during their interactions. This focus on voice reflected a broader commitment to relational leadership:

		�  Principal: I’d be a talker, and I would be very much about relationships and cultivating relationships 

… getting their ideas on board. Not to say that I’d always implement everybody’s ideas, but I would 

certainly, people would have a voice. 

		  (Female principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

			�   Principal: The type of school I want to have is a school where kids feel, ‘this is our school.’ They 

have that sense of ownership. That teachers feel ‘this is our school’ … People feel that they have a 

voice, that they’re part of it. 

			   (Female principal, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

		�  Principal: I would be a big advocate for student voice in the decisions that are made in the school where 

they can be involved. 

		  (Female principal, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

However, when we asked children about their experiences of voice, we find some divergence between principal 

aspiration and children’s lived experiences. Our previous reports found that most children (over 80%) agreed they felt 

listened to in school, but with less agreement with statements related to being allowed to make decisions in school 

(50%), and their good ideas being used to change things in school (40%) (See CSL Report 5: 27 – 28). By 6th class 

(See CSL Report 9) levels of agreement had declined further as indicated in Figure 25 below (See also CSL Report 9).

FIGURE 25: Cohort B in 6th class views on children’s voice and decision making in schools10

10 �Note: All figures in this report are based on available responses. Due to rounding and missing data, totals may not always align with the overall 
sample size or add up to exactly 100%.
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As part of understanding voice in school culture, principals were also asked about the levels of parental engagement 

at their schools. As Figure 26 shows, around half of CSL principals reported parents maintained regular school 

engagement through informal meetings, fundraising, school events, and WhatsApp groups. Across waves, 

participation in parent and family social activities rose from 35% to 48%.

FIGURE 26: Principal views of with parental engagement (Cohort A & B, Often)

However, as shown in Figure 27, notable differences in parental engagement were reported by principals working 

in designated DEIS and non-DEIS schools. Principals in non-DEIS status schools consistently reported higher levels 

of parental engagement across nearly all measures, with this engagement also increasing significantly over time 

compared to their DEIS school  counterparts, whose parental engagement increased only slightly or decreased.
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FIGURE 27: Principal views of parental engagement by DEIS status (Cohort A & B, Often)

While Figure 27 shows that principals working in designated non-DEIS schools reported higher levels of parental 

engagement across most measures, interviews with case study principals working in both DEIS and non-DEIS status 

schools emphasised a shared view of learning as a partnership between home and school, with parental involvement 

seen as essential to children’s academic success:

		�  Principal: We had a board of management meeting recently and we had a parents association meeting 

as well with some of the parent reps there as well, and again I would be very much of the kind of …  

if you think I’m missing a trick, just give the school a phone. 

		  (Male principal, Non-DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

				�    Principal: Learning is a partnership … between school and home. So yeah, definitely 

school, or home initially and the mindset of the parents towards learning, and 

encouragement towards learning for children. 

				    (Male principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

			�   Principal: The biggest influence on how a child does in school, first of all,  

when they come to school they come from the family, that’s a huge influence. 

			   (Female principal, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)
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Leading for learning

Principals play a key role in shaping the conditions for learning, by setting expectations, and creating the structures 

that guide teaching and planning across primary schools. Through their leadership, they inform not only the practical 

routines of daily school life, but also the broader vision of what high-quality, responsive education looks like. This 

section explores how principals in CSL approached planning, collaboration, and classroom expectations as part of 

their ongoing work to lead for learning.

Pedagogy and preparation

Most principals reported clear, well-established routines for teaching, preparation and learning. As shown in Figure 

28, about three-quarters initially agreed that curricular change meaningfully influenced teacher planning and 

preparation, though this figure declined slightly over time. Around one third said teachers lacked sufficient time to 

plan effectively, and an increasing number viewed planning as a ‘tick box’ exercise.

FIGURE 28: Principal perspectives on pedagogy & planning (Cohort A & B, Agree/Strongly Agree)

 

Principals in case study schools described effective planning as dynamic and responsive, shaped by a holistic 

understanding of each child and openness to respond to their needs:

		�  Principal: The Department brought out a new planning document two years ago, and I think it is the 

best thing that has ever come from The Department of Education … I am blue in the face saying to my 

teachers ‘Read it!’ …‘you need to know the children who are in front of you.‘

		  (Female principal, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Urban)
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Principal: We’re not basing everything off their STEN scores … I’m looking at the names of the kids and saying  

‘does this match what I know about this child, does this match with what we know about them educationally?’

(Female principal, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

		�  Principal: We have set targets … check-ins in the morning and checkouts in the evening, that’s one of 

our targets. To do that daily with children, the check-in part … building up the relationships, because 

relationships are key to our plan. 

		  (Male principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

Maintaining educational quality

Principals carry significant responsibility for maintaining educational quality, while also managing the practical 

realities of resources, scheduling, time management, and delegation. Most principals, regardless of designated 

DEIS status, reported strong self-efficacy in generating enthusiasm for a shared school vision and motivating staff. 

However, fewer felt confident in managing daily schedules and time-related pressures. As reflected in Figure 29, 

there were also significant differences in principal self-efficacy, with 25% of principals from DEIS status schools 

feeling able to maintain control of daily schedules, compared to 35% of principals from non-DEIS schools. 

Additionally, 36% of principals working in designated DEIS schools felt they could handle the time demands on the 

job, compared to 56% of principals from non-DEIS schools. 

FIGURE 29: Principal self-efficacy 2020/21 (Cohort A & B, Quite well/Very well)
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Case study principals consistently valued collaboration as both an ethos and a practical strategy for maintaining 

educational quality. This was evident in shared decision-making, distributed leadership, and fostering collective 

ownership of teaching and learning. While principals emphasised listening to staff and learners, they also recognized 

the need to make final decisions, striking a balance between collaboration and leadership authority:

Principal: I would like to think I have a ‘distributed leadership’ style. You know I try to see what strengths people have 

and show them that I trust them fully with those strengths to take on projects and to lead them … [so] that they can 

shine in that capacity.

(Female principal, DEIS, All-girls, Urban)

		�  Principal: You can get feedback, you can have people be open, have all the feedback from everybody, 

positive [and] negative. But there have come a few moments where I’ve said ‘guys, we’ve had this 

conversation … now the decision has been made, this is the decision that I’m coming up with.’ 

		  (Female principal, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

Principal: We would always come at decisions through talk, discussion … and then sometimes as a leader you have 

to make the final decision, but you’ll have listened to everyone else. 

(Female principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

Principals in case study schools worked to uphold learning and teaching quality while addressing the daily challenges 

of the role. In contexts of acute poverty, they balanced academic outcomes with children’s holistic needs, often 

framing issues through a language of resilience and self-esteem (See CSL Report 8a).

Principal: You want to try to give these kids the best chance you can give them, and you are trying to make up for 

maybe what some of them don’t have [at home]. 

(Male principal, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

		�  Principal: It can be … a challenge then to help everybody … to meet them with the curriculum, that 

maybe they’re not quite … at that level. So, just to make sure that everybody’s needs are being met 

whether it be academically, whether it be behaviourally, whether it be emotionally. 

		  (Female principal, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CSL-Report-Number-8a-Equalities.pdf
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Principal wellbeing

School leadership demands significant socio-emotional engagement, and principals are expected to navigate 

complex demands while remaining a steady presence for the staff, children, and families in the school community. 

Their wellbeing is a key element in sustaining their role. This section explores how CSL principals experienced and 

responded to the pressures and satisfactions of leadership, highlighting the emotional dimensions of the role and the 

varying challenges across different school contexts.

Given the complexity of principals’ daily responsibilities, the principal questionnaire included questions on job 

satisfaction and wellbeing. As shown in Figure 30, around 60% of CSL principals reported ‘frequently or always’ 

feeling both stressed and satisfied in their roles. Over time, reported levels of both stress and satisfaction increased 

only marginally.

FIGURE 30: Principal job satisfaction (Cohort A & B, Frequently/Always)

However, there were some differences over time in job satisfaction between principals working in DEIS and non-DEIS 

status schools. Principals working in non-DEIS schools reported decreasing levels of job stress (62% to 50%) and 
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FIGURE 31: Principal job satisfaction by DEIS (Cohort A & B, Frequently/Always)

Another key dimension of wellbeing is burnout. Principals reported differing levels of burnout across domains. 

Around 40% often or always felt emotionally drained, rising to 54% by 2022/23. As shown in Figure 32, feelings of 

fatigue were lower but also increased over time, while only a small number of principals reported that working with 

people all day felt like a strain.

FIGURE 32: Principal burnout (Cohort A & B, Often/Always)
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Case study interviews with principals highlighted the challenges of the role and feelings of burnout (See CSL 

Report 2), arising from the emotional strain of balancing the needs of children, families, and staff while navigating 

bureaucratic pressures and resource constraints. This was especially but not exclusively evident in designated DEIS 

schools:

Principal: The level of burnout that we would have amongst our staff is chronic. It’s one of the biggest challenges we 

face, and now I’m facing as a leader in the school, is the fact that you can be so emotionally drained from working 

here, that we lose staff. 

(Male principal, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

		�  Principal: Trying to juggle all of the different needs of children, teachers, special needs assistants…  

early years practitioners, children with… all manner of needs, it’s such a complex beast. 

		  (Male principal, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

			�   Principal: It does take its toll. It can be exhausting. I find yeah, the family problems are the thing 

that’s the most exhausting, listening to people’s stories, you know they’re in real difficulty and you’d 

love to be able to help them and you know I suppose when little children are in trouble or have 

problems at home, that’s hard as well, you know. 

			   (Female principal, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

FIGURE 33: Principal burnout by designated DEIS status (Cohort A & B, Often/Always)
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CLASSROOM LEARNING CULTURES

Profile of teachers in CSL

The gender breakdown of 590 teachers who responded to questionnaires over the five years of the CSL study is 

presented in Figure 34. A total of 84% identified as female and 16% identified as male.11

FIGURE 34: Teachers by gender (N = 590)

Figure 35 presents the highest qualifications reported by 582 teachers. Nearly half (46%) held a bachelor’s degree, 

followed by 25% with a postgraduate diploma and 23% with a master’s degree. Smaller proportions held a teaching 

certificate or diploma (4%), a doctoral degree (1%), or another type of qualification (1%).

FIGURE 35: Teachers by highest qualification (N = 582)

11 �The number of teachers varies across different demographic measurements due to differing response rates. For example, there is the highest level 
of missingness for teacher ethnicity, which is common due to the often-sensitive nature of race/ethnicity reporting.
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Teacher preparation and self-efficacy

In Figure 36, a strong majority of teachers in Cohort A (80–90%) agreed that clear routines guided planning and 

preparation for learning and teaching in their schools, while only a small proportion (10–15%) felt that most teachers 

approached planning as a tick-box exercise, reaffirming the patterns noted in our principal data.

FIGURE 36: Planning & preparation practices (Cohort A, Agree/Strongly Agree)

Across both cohorts, teachers described planning and preparation as a vital yet demanding cornerstone of effective 

teaching, essential for meaningful engagement and learning, but often demanding and time-consuming. Planning 

required adaptability and foresight, with teachers drawing on collaboration with colleagues, online resources, and 

personal organisation to meet its demands, working often beyond school hours:

Teacher: I take comfort in the fact that we [teachers] all do similar things, we plan together. If I was left to my 

own devices, I think I’d be like a fish drowning in the sea. If I was constantly looking online, ‘how do I do a cutting 

exercise?’ It will tell me 110. Just give me one!

(Female teacher, Junior Infants, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Urban)

			�   Teacher: I definitely spend time at the weekends planning and it is part of my school week as well.  

It depends on how long I have taught the class. It depends on how different the needs are.  

It depends on if there have been any big changes or if I didn’t like how things went.  

			   (Female teacher, 5th Class, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)
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Teacher: I think organisation definitely is key. I have to have everything near me and be able to reach everything and 

I think just a good stock of things, paper, ready to go. 

(Female teacher, 6th Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

Previous analyses (See CSL Report 5) showed the high levels of self-efficacy among teachers in CSL primary schools. 

Here we present findings over time, with notable levels of decline in feelings of efficacy in motivating children to 

engage in learning. As shown in Figure 37, teachers in Cohort B reported lower engagement efficacy than those in 

Cohort A, with notable declines over time across both cohorts in confidence around helping children value learning, 

motivating disinterested learners, and supporting families.

FIGURE 37: Teachers’ feeling of efficacy around child engagement (Cohort A & B, Quite A Lot/A Great Deal)

Further analyses by DEIS status show that, over time, teachers in both DEIS and non-DEIS schools in Cohort A 

reported declining feelings of efficacy in engaging children. However, we find a particularly significant drop in 

feelings of efficacy among teachers working in designated DEIS schools in their sense of efficacy in assisting 

families to help their children do well in school (44% to 17%). This aligns with CSL Report 8a, which noted the 

challenges in working in schools where there were high numbers of children with complex social needs connected 

to poverty and social deprivation, in addition to challenges more generally for this age cohort following the 

pandemic (See CSL Reports 5–8). 
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FIGURE 38: Teachers’ feeling of efficacy around child engagement by designated DEIS status (Cohort A, Quite A 

Lot/A Great Deal)

Classroom learning cultures

Teachers play a central role in shaping the pedagogical climate of primary school classrooms. Their values, 

relationships, and day-to-day decisions shape the conditions in which children learn and express themselves. 

Building on previous CSL findings (See CSL Reports 5–7), this section explores how teachers’ beliefs and practices 

evolved over the course of the study, with particular focus on inclusion, wellbeing, and the role of children’s voice. The 

analysis also highlights how teachers balanced their professional ideals with the everyday challenges of supporting 

diverse learners in diverse school contexts. Issues of preparation, teacher self-efficacy, as well as the development 

of critical thinking and use of differentiation strategies are highlighted as examples of factors that all shape children’s 

learning trajectories. 

Values and beliefs 

Teachers across our case study schools consistently advocated for a values-based, learner-centred approach grounded 

in inclusion, emotional wellbeing, and differentiation (See also Report 5). These values were especially pronounced 

among teachers working in DEIS schools, where they served both as a pedagogical guide and a response to the 

heightened demands of supporting children and families in challenging social circumstances (See CSL Report 8a):

		�  Teacher: If you can see the individual and see the child as an individual, you are starting off well …  

[we want] a child to be able to come to school, listen to their lessons, learn, have a good time, go home 

at the end of the day and be safe. But that is a long journey for some of them.

		  (Female teacher, Junior Infants, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)
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Teacher: A large proportion of our school base is coming from awful conditions. So, when they come in here, this, in a 

lot of cases, is the most stable space that they have. So, they come in here, they know it’s safe. 

(Female teacher, 2nd Class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

		�  Teacher: We’re an all-inclusive school, everyone is welcome, no matter what background … you’re cared 

for, as a person, as a human being, that you’re not a number, you’re not a student, you’re not judged on 

the work that you’ve done, you’re judged on the type of person that you are.

		  (Male teacher, 6th Class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

Across the study, teachers’ core values, particularly around inclusion, emotional safety, and wellbeing, shaped daily 

pedagogical decisions. These values were evident in practices like rotating peer groups to prevent exclusion, using 

thematic or play-based approaches to boost engagement (less common in senior classes overall), with greater 

retention in designated DEIS schools (See CSL Report 5), and modelling prosocial behaviour to build a supportive 

classroom climate. 

	Teacher: I match them up with four different people every week and it’s just that they get to know everyone. Like that, 

you probably saw throughout the day they’re moving around a bit, they move into different groups … we’re all a class, 

we all need to get to know each other. 

	(Female teacher, Junior Infants, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Urban)

		�  Teacher: You are supposed to do two-and-a-half hours of English, Gaeilge, or whatever. It is not 

hard, it is impossible! To spend the right amount of time on what you are supposed to, from what the 

Department [of Education] allocates you. So, I do a lot of thematic teaching and try to overlap subjects. 

		  (Female teacher, Junior Infants, Non-DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

	Teacher: I do think it’s important for children to be in groups, to learn to work as a team, to work together. I also think 

it’s important to be careful where children are placed around that room, that somebody won’t be a trigger for them … 

A few children that are struggling academically will be quite close to my desk. 

(Female teacher, 2nd Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

		  Teacher: In the DEIS school I kind of find if the kids are having fun, they don’t realise they’re learning. 	

		  And they’ll seem to like, well I think they learn a bit more when they’re having a bit more fun.

		  (Male teacher, 4th Class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
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Case study teachers viewed wellbeing as integral to their practice and closely linked to differentiated pedagogies. 

Wellbeing was embedded in daily routines through strategies like emotional check-ins, calm modelling, and smooth 

transitions, seen not as an add-on, but as essential to both learning and self-expression: 

Teacher: I think especially, and in a lot of places, but especially here, before they come here in the morning, God 

knows what may have happened … So, the first thing that we do is check in emotionally how everybody is. That kind 

of gives you a good guide to how the day might be. 

(Female teacher, Junior Infants, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

		�  Teacher: I just think the biggest thing I can give them when they’re leaving is confidence and the ability 

to express themselves, whether it’s their opinions or their feelings, that just they can leave feeling 

confident and being able to deal with a bit of stress.  

		  (Female teacher, 4th Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

Teacher: I’m here to teach them and stuff like that, but my purpose is … to give the lives of kids in an area that I’m 

from … some moment[s] of happiness in their childhood. 

(Male teacher, 6th Class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

Children’s voice practices

Report 5 outlined teachers’ views on integrating children’s voice into classroom practice. Here, we compare 

responses between teachers of Senior Infants and 2nd class in Cohort A and teachers of 3rd to 6th class in Cohort 

B. As shown in Figure 39, levels of engagement with children’s voice remained generally stable over time, though 

teachers in Cohort A were more likely than those in Cohort B to ‘nearly always’ encourage independent thinking and 

the expression of individual views. 

FIGURE 39: Teachers’ engagement with children’s voices (Cohort A & B, Nearly Always)
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In terms of teachers’ practices around children’s voice, we find that approximately half of teachers quite often or 

nearly always had children in their classroom ‘help to choose the rewards and penalties for their behaviour’, as shown 

in Figure 40. However, there was minimal use of other children’s voice practices among teachers in CSL, particularly 

in ‘children help[ing] to choose the teaching materials’ and ‘children help to decide how we use classroom space’. 

FIGURE 40: Teachers’ practices around children’s voice (Cohort A & B, Quite Often/Nearly Always)

Many case study teachers highlighted the importance of children’s voice, often linking it to the relational nature of 

primary teaching. Some actively incorporated children’s input into classroom routines, while others saw it as an 

important ideal, they found harder to realise. Overall, there was broad recognition that listening to children is central 

to high-quality teaching, though, as reflected in Figure 40, its practical implementation varied:

			�   Teacher: [It] would be a big goal, hopefully for next year, that I could incorporate a lot more of that  

[children’s voice], because that’s supposed to be happening, definitely. 

			   (Female teacher, 1st Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

		�  Teacher: We try and give the children as much responsibility as we can, and we try to  

guide rather than control… And definitely inclusive … we try to avoid that sort of  

top-down thing where the teacher is controlling everything. 

		  (Male teacher, 4th Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

			�   Teacher: The emphasis is that you’d love a class that talk. You want them to engage,  

you want them to ask questions on the topic. 

			   (Female teacher, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)
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Teachers’ circumspect views on children’s voices were echoed in the children’s own accounts (see Figure 40 and 

CSL Reports 5 and 9). In discussing classroom life, children recognised the positional authority of both teachers and 

principals, while also expressing that opportunities to exercise their own voice were limited: 

		  Girl: We just come in and whatever she tells us to do, we do [it].

		  Interviewer: And who’s she?

		  Girl: Teacher.

		  (Girl, 1st class, non-DEIS, All girls, Urban)

		  Boy: The teacher basically is the boss of the class and won’t let the persons do their own thing.

		  (Boy, 1st class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

Girl 1: When we get like extra time at school, like the teacher can say ‘Oh what do you guys want to do just for  

like the few minutes left to home time?’ and like yeah, would tell us, ‘Who wants to do that?’, and then you  

raise up your hand if you want to do that and raise up your hand if you want to do that.

Girl 2: I don’t really think [Teacher] gives us many choices. It depends on the day. Like for art she usually  

puts up prompts. She has like different sheets, like on the floor, and she says ‘You guys can pick which  

type of sheet you want.’

Girl 3: But a lot of the time in art she makes us follow like, take for example our Valentine’s art, she made  

us follow it almost exactly.

(Girls, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural Town)

 

		  Interviewer: Are you guys allowed to make decisions here?

		�  Boy: A bit but, so, it’s more like [Teacher] says it’s kind of just certain children. Like, say if [names Girl], 

[names other Girl], [names other Girl], says something, then the whole class has to do it. Yeah, she 

always picks them to do everything. 

		  (Boy, 6th Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

Extending children’s learning

One measure to assess teachers’ pedagogical approaches was through determining the climate for learning they 

promoted that encouraged children to learn at their best, called their ‘mastery learning’ (Midgley et al. 2000). As 

Figure 41 shows, those working with younger children in Cohort A tended to express stronger support for a mastery 

learning climate than their counterparts in Cohort B. However, within Cohort A, support declined slightly between 

Junior Infants and 2nd class, alongside a broader drop over time in both cohorts in agreement with the statement 

that ‘children are told that making mistakes are OK as long as they are learning and improving’, falling from 88% to 

39% in Cohort A and from 80% to 21% in Cohort B. 

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_9_Transition.pdf
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FIGURE 41: Mastery learning climate (Cohort A & B, Strongly Agree)

Furthermore, among Cohort A teachers in designated non-DEIS schools, strong support for promoting a mastery 

learning climate declined significantly overall between Junior Infants and 2nd class. We do not observe these 

significant declines overall among teachers in DEIS status schools, or teachers in Cohort B. 

FIGURE 42: Mastery learning climate within designated DEIS and non-DEIS schools (Cohort A, Strongly Agree)
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As seen in previous reports (See CSL Reports 5, 6, and 8a), case study data shows that teachers paid close attention 

to children’s lived experiences, which helped them build strong relationships and support meaningful learning 

engagement beyond standardised academic benchmarks. Some teachers sustained playful learning and ‘learning 

through mistakes’ into senior classes. A shift towards more performance-oriented practices was also evident in 

schools serving children from higher socio-economic backgrounds:

	Teacher: I feel like once you build a relationship with the kids you do get that engagement. 

(Female teacher, 1st Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

		�  Teacher: The good teacher is someone who is tuned into the pupils, sees where they’re at, knows where 

they want to bring them and does that all while nurturing the children and developing their social 

intelligence, their emotional intelligence.  

		  (Female teacher, 2nd Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

	Teacher: It’s moving from … that negative mindset, to that something might go wrong but it can be fixed. I have a 

great saying in this class. When somebody makes a mistake, I say ‘it’s not a mistake, it’s a learning opportunity.’  

(Male teacher, 5th Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

		�  Teacher: There would be a lot of play in my class but it’s a different kind of play. It’s more, I suppose, 

‘having the craic.’  

		  (Male teacher, 5th Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

Teacher: I don’t mind a much more free-flowing, free classroom where they can chat to each other …  

[But] for English, Irish and maths, I like all concentrating, no interruptions, that’s kind of how I roll.

(Female teacher, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

		�  Teacher: I would be aiming for what [knowledge] they should have and teaching towards that …  

It’s very hard to get topics covered to the level that they’re supposed to be covered, because you  

do have to go back to basics with so many of them.

		  (Female teacher, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

Developing critical thinking and reflective practices with children were consistently valued by teachers in the CSL 

study. As shown in Figure 43, teachers’ attitudes in Cohort B remained stable over time, with around 80% agreeing 

that thinking and reasoning skills mattered more than covering specific curriculum content, 85% seeing their role 

as facilitating children’s own inquiry, and 93% supporting the idea that children should be given the opportunity to 

find solutions themselves before being shown how to solve a problem. There were no significant differences by DEIS 

status of school. 

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/CSL-Report-Number-6-v6.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
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FIGURE 43: Teacher attitudes towards children’s critical thinking (Cohort B, Agree/Strongly Agree)

Reaffirming these patterns, many case study teachers viewed critical thinking as central to meaningful learning, 

highlighting its role in fostering reflection, dialogue, and child-led inquiry. At the same time, some teachers also 

recognised the value of memorisation in reinforcing foundational knowledge:

	Teacher: This thing where you have to memorise stuff, that day seems to [be gone],  

now I don’t think it should be gone, so I do a lot of that in class. 

(Female teacher, 1st Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

		�  Teacher: I do like them to kind of converse with each other if they are a bit lost on the topic.  

And maybe I have posed the question in a certain way that is abstract to them but to their  

partner it’s not and they’d be like ‘oh yeah’. They can help them out in that way and then it clicks.  

		  (Female teacher, 2nd Class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

	Teacher: I think that’s how they learn, like you know by questioning things and coming up with things …  

I definitely would encourage that and discussion. I love discussion!

(Female teacher, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)
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Children’s views of academic support and teacher expectations

Overall, children reported very positive perceptions of teacher academic support in classrooms across primary 

school. In Cohorts A and B, approximately 90% of children feel that their teachers ‘Usually’ or ‘Always’ like to help 

them learn, which remains largely similar throughout both cohorts. On the other hand, very few children (<5%) feel 

that their teacher never likes to help them learn. In 4th, 5th, and 6th class, CSL also asked children further questions 

on teacher academic support: my teacher cares about how much I learn, my teacher likes to see my work, and my 

teacher wants me to do my best schoolwork. These four questions can be combined into a scale measuring overall 

Teacher Academic Support (Johnson, 1983; Rowe et al. 2010), which is utilised in later regression analyses (see 

section 7). Descriptive analyses were performed to assess mean differences across socio-demographic variables, 

which found that girls tended to have more positive perceptions of teacher support in 1st, 2nd and 4th classes. There 

were no significant differences found in teacher support dependent on the designated DEIS status of the school or 

migrant background.

FIGURE 44: My teacher likes to help me learn (Cohort A & B)

Furthermore, children’s views on teacher’s concept of their ability are also generally positive, with approximately 

80% of children in Cohort A, and 70% of children in Cohort B reporting that their teacher ‘Usually’ or ‘Always’ thinks 

they are smart shown in Figures 44 and 45. This does decline somewhat across primary school, with more children 

(27.8%) in 6th class feeling that their teacher only ‘sometimes’ thinks that they are smart. There were no significant 

mean differences found in children’s views on teacher’s concept of their ability by gender, DEIS status of the school 

they attend, or migrant background.
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FIGURE 45: Teacher concept of ability / “My teacher thinks I am smart” (Cohort B)

Differentiation

Previous reports have referred to the pedagogical strategies of teachers in terms of the use of ability grouping (See 

CSL Report 5). While approximately 50% of Junior Infant classrooms in 2019/20 did not utilise ability grouping 

(Figure 46), this fell to only 20% of classrooms by the next year among Senior Infant classrooms. Between Senior 

Infants and 2nd class, ability grouping was most used for English (~75%), followed by increasing prevalence of ability 

grouping for Mathematics (30 – 50%), and relatively lower prevalence of ability grouping for other subjects (<10%). 

FIGURE 46: Ability grouping in classrooms (Cohort A)
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https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
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Trends in ability grouping differ substantially in Cohort B, shown in Figure 47. In 2nd class (2018/2019), the large 

majority of CSL classrooms reported ability grouping for English reading (84%) and mathematics (78%). However, 

the use of ability grouping declined substantially by 2020/21, with the number of classrooms without ability 

grouping rising from 13% to approximately 40% in 3rd through 6th class. Resultantly, ability grouping in English and 

mathematics falls within the 40 – 60% range in 3rd through 6th class, with slightly more ability groups prevalent for 

mathematics. Ability grouping in other subjects also remained low throughout (below 10%). 

FIGURE 47: Ability grouping in classrooms (Cohort B)

To understand how teachers implemented ability grouping practices we asked teachers in Cohort B if they ever 

changed children from one ability group to another. Figure 48 indicates that most teachers appear to implement 

ability group assignment flexibly, agreeing that they ‘sometimes’ or always change children to another ability group.

FIGURE 48: “Do children ever change to another ability group?” (Cohort B)
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In addition, when asked if children remain in the same group or move between groups depending on the subject 

being taught, most teachers agreed there was movement depending on the subject being taught, although this was 

less likely to happen in 5th and 6th classes (see Figure 49). 

FIGURE 49: “Which of the following best describes how you group the children?” (Cohort B)

Child wellbeing

The kind of classroom learning environment children experience influences not only their sense of themselves 

as learners but also their wellbeing. Our previous analysis (See CSL Report 7) highlighted that most children feel 

happy in school and interested in their learning but this declined as they entered the senior end of primary school. 

With respect to their sense of confidence in their work in school, we reported that children’s academic self-concept 

increased for children in Cohort A from 1st – 2nd class, especially for boys (See CSL Report 7, p.49). However,  for 

children in Cohort B gender differences in  academic self-concept grew between 4th – 6th class, with boys reporting 

a higher academic self-concept than girls as reflected in Figure 50. 

FIGURE 50: Children’s academic self-concept by gender (Cohort B)
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Further analysis indicated that children’s self-rating in reading ability showed some decline between 5th and 6th 

class, with no gender difference; while mathematics self-ratings remained stable over time, with boys significantly 

rating their abilities in maths more highly than girls (See CSL Report 7, p.51). 

These patterns will be considered further to highlight any relationships between class level practices (ability 

grouping, children’s perceptions of teacher academic support and teacher expectations) and child wellbeing.  

Children’s subjective wellbeing was measured using an 8-item scale (Symonds et al., 2022), which asked children 

how often they felt happy, good about themselves, cared for, feelings of autonomy, competence, safety, helpfulness 

to others, and problem solving. Total scores could range from 8 to 40, with higher scores indicating greater feelings 

of wellbeing. Average wellbeing scores for children in 6th class were 31.6.  We compared children’s wellbeing scores 

by ability grouping status; children’s perceptions of academic support from their teacher and their teacher’s concept 

of their ability (all measured in 6th class).

Children’s reported levels of wellbeing did not differ between those taught in ability groups (mean = 31.6) compared 

to those not taught in ability groups (mean = 31.9; p = .21). However, we did find a positive, significant correlation 

between wellbeing and children’s perception of academic support from their teacher (r = .29, p<.001), and children’s 

perceptions of their teacher’s concept of their ability (r = .35, p<.001). This suggests that these aspects of the 

learning climate are positively associated with children’s wellbeing.

Teacher wellbeing

Teachers’ wellbeing is central to sustaining positive learning climates but is often strained by the emotional and 

practical demands of the role. In CSL, wellbeing surfaced as a complex and evolving issue, shaped by job satisfaction, 

shifting workloads, and the everyday pressures of school life. This section explores how teachers experienced and 

responded to these demands over time, highlighting patterns of stress, fulfilment, and resilience across different 

school contexts.

Job satisfaction 

In Cohort B, frequent feelings of job stress increased over time, even as overall job satisfaction remained steady 

at around 70%. In contrast, Cohort A teachers reported a decline in stress levels over the same period, alongside 

higher, though slightly declining, levels of job satisfaction.

FIGURE 51: Teacher job satisfaction (Cohort A & B, Frequently/Always)

How often do you feel stressed by your job? How often do you feel satisfied in your job?

43%

28%
31%

45%

85%

78%

69%
72%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Junior Infants (2019/20) 2nd Class (2022/23) 2nd Class (2018/19) 6th Class (2022/23)

COHORT A COHORT B

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
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As reflected in Figure 51, case study teachers working with younger children often described a strong sense of job 

satisfaction linked to supporting early learning and development, alongside a generally positive work-life balance. 

Those teaching older age groups also expressed satisfaction in their roles, though they more often highlighted 

challenges and pressures that could at times feel overwhelming, such as managing diverse learning needs in a single 

classroom and balancing work and home commitments:

Teacher: [I am] constantly looking at why is it not working? Why is that child not learning … and we’re constantly 

looking at … what methodology we’re using, and how can we improve it … there’s huge job satisfaction in that. 

(Female teacher, 1st class, DEIS, All-girls, Urban)

 

		�  Teacher: [The] home-work life balance is great, but also there’s great job satisfaction in it … It’s been a 

great profession. It’s really been a great profession. If you could just, if you could lose the surplus stuff.

		  (Female teacher, 1st class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)

 

Teacher: There are times when you are pulling your hair out but for the vast majority of the time it is enjoyable and 

there is great satisfaction to be taken from the children and seeing how they develop themselves and improve. 

(Female teacher, 3rd class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

 

		�  Teacher: We’re not all freedom warriors. We can’t all just be like going around marching around asking 

for things. Sometimes they’re just trying to like, make a living and get through the job and feed our kids, 

do you know what I mean? 

		  (Female teacher, 6th class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural Town)
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Teacher burnout

Figure 52 illustrates that overall levels of teacher burnout in the CSL study were relatively low. Around one-third of 

teachers reported feeling frequently or always emotionally drained, while fewer than 10% found working with pupils 

all day to be a frequent strain. However, there was a slight upward trend in reported burnout over time across both 

cohorts and all measures.

FIGURE 52: Teacher burnout (Cohort A & B, Frequently/Always)

Furthermore, Figure 53 highlights a notable rise in reported burnout among Cohort A teachers working in DEIS  

status schools, with the proportion feeling frequently or always emotionally drained increasing from 21% to 37% 

over a five-year period. 

FIGURE 53: Burnout amongst teachers working in designated DEIS schools (Cohort A, Frequently/Always)
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Interviews with case study teachers highlighted the significant demands of primary teaching, including the ongoing 

challenge of balancing curriculum enactment, differentiation, and child wellbeing. As shown in Figure 53 patterns 

differed across contexts. Teachers working in designated DEIS schools often spoke about the emotional toll of 

supporting children living in acute poverty, as detailed in CSL Report 8a, and the strain this placed on their own 

wellbeing and work-life balance. In non-DEIS status schools, stress was more often linked to intrinsic pressures to 

meet high professional standards and perform well:

Teacher: We have tough kids and it’s tough working in a DEIS school for a long time and burnout is very high. And 

there was a time here before when I started here, I remember my first year I started here, there was a turnover of 

maybe 11 teachers. 

(Female teacher, 1st class, DEIS, All-boys, Urban)

		�  Teacher: It’s so difficult. It’s 20 different personalities in one class, 20 different ways of thinking, 20 

different minds that you have to try and shape and grow, and then obviously within that you’ll always get 

the personality clashes.  

		  (Female teacher, 5th class, DEIS, Co-Ed, Urban)

Teacher: It’s not a job I would ever discourage anybody from doing and I think probably it can be as difficult or as 

easy as you make it out yourself. It’s always on your mind, there’s always something on your mind, you’re always 

thinking, ‘what could I do better?’  

(Male teacher, 5th Class, Non-DEIS, Co-Ed, Rural)

		�  Teacher: There’s probably a little bit of pressure in schools for numbers, so a lot of extracurricular stuff. 

A lot of ‘nice Instagram posts’, and the website and the flags, and all of that … I feel that there’s a lot of 

extras. 

		  (Female teacher, 6th Class, Non-DEIS, All-girls, Rural town)

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/CSL-Report-Number-8a-Equalities.pdf
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PRIMARY SCHOOLS MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Factors associated with reading attainment 

To explore potential changes in attainment over time, CSL gathered standardised test data from schools at multiple 

time points: 2nd class, 4th class, and 6th class in Cohort B, and 1st class and 2nd class in Cohort A. For literacy/

English this consisted of Drumcondra Reading and Micra-T tests. To combine these tests for the following analyses, 

the test scores were first standardised into z-scores, which shows how far a score is from the average in standard 

deviations. To look at overall test means over time, z-scores were then normalised via min-max normalisation such 

that all scores fall between 0 and 1. For group comparisons, z-scores were transformed (z-score*15 + 100) to reflect 

standardised test scores once again.

Figure 54 shows average reading attainment scores for both cohorts. In Cohort A, reading scores remained stable 

between 1st and 2nd class, while there is more variation in scores in Cohort B. Reading attainment scores dipped 

slightly in 4th class after COVID-19, and remained lower than pre-COVID scores in 6th class. Further, when 

comparing both Cohorts at 2nd class, significant differences are evident: 2nd class children in 2019 scored higher  

in reading attainment than children in 2nd class in Cohort A in 2023.

FIGURE 54: Reading attainment (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)

First, there are some minor differences in reading attainment by gender. Boys consistently scored lower on 

standardised reading tests on average than girls. However, while statistically significant, differences were minor  

(See CSL Report 8b for further detail). 

95%

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

1st Class
(2021/22)

2nd Class
(2022/23)

2nd Class
(2018/2019)

4th Class
(2020/21)

6th Class
(2022/23)

Cohort A              Cohort B

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf


67

FIGURE 55: Reading attainment by gender (Cohort B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)

Looking next at reading attainment across the gender profile of schools, there are also some significant differences 

(see Figure 56). In Cohort B, girls, in all-girls’ schools, consistently performed the best in reading attainment, while 

boys in all-boys’ schools consistently had the lowest reading attainment scores from 2nd to 6th class. Boys, in all-

boys’ schools, scores in particular dropped in 4th class post-COVID. 

FIGURE 56: Reading attainment by school gender profile (Cohort B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/

Micra-T)

Differences in reading attainment are also evident across children in designated DEIS and non-DEIS schools. In both 

Cohort A and Cohort B, children from DEIS status schools scored significantly lower on average than children from 

non-DEIS schools.
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FIGURE 57: Reading attainment according to whether a child attends a designated DEIS or non-DEIS school  

(Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)

Larger differences are also evident in Figure 58 below when it comes to levels of family affluence. In Cohort B, 

significant differences emerged in 2nd class and were sustained through 6th class, with children from the lowest 

affluence families scoring significantly lower than medium and high-affluence children. This pattern also appears in 

Cohort A, with children scoring lower on the Family Affluence Scale showing significantly lower attainment in 1st and 

2nd class compared to their more affluent peers. Children also appeared to be particularly affected by the pandemic, 

with scores between 2nd and 4th class in Cohort B dropping substantially compared to children of medium or high 

affluence.

FIGURE 58: Attainment by family affluence (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)
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With respect to the impact of immigrant background, in both Cohort A and Cohort B, children from non-immigrant 

backgrounds consistently scored better in reading attainment testing than children from immigrant backgrounds (See 

CSL Report 8c for further detail). However, in Cohort B, notable differences in reading attainment scores by immigrant 

status observed in 4th class had largely equalised by 6th class and were no longer statistically significant (Figure 59). 

While in Cohort A, differences between non-immigrant and immigrant children widened significantly between 1st 

and 2nd class. 

FIGURE 59: Attainment by immigrant status (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)

Finally, in Figure 60 we see large and significant differences in reading attainment for Irish Traveller children.12 While 

Irish Traveller children already scored much lower in literacy testing than children from other ethnic backgrounds in 

2nd class, this gap widened further after COVID-19 in 4th class, and the gap remained in 6th class. Thus, attainment 

gaps in reading attainment for Traveller children were not only sustained throughout primary schooling but widened.

FIGURE 60: Attainment among Traveller children (Cohort B, standardised scores Drumcondra Reading/Micra-T)

12 �Although all three groups are presented together graphically, it is important to note that the sample size of Traveller data at each wave is 
substantially smaller than the sample sizes for White Irish children and children from other minority ethnic backgrounds. The number of Traveller 
children in Cohort A ranges between 24 and 34, and in Cohort B ranges between 42 and 52 (for specific N’s for each wave, please refer to the tables 
presented on Traveller children in Report 8c).
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To explore the factors linked to children’s reading attainment at the end of primary school, a regression analysis was 

conducted with reading attainment in 6th class as the outcome variable, controlling for children’s reading scores from 

2nd class to account for earlier differences in reading ability. This approach makes it possible to identify which factors 

are associated with higher or lower reading attainment by 6th class, beyond what would be expected based on their 

earlier reading performance. The model then included a number a socio-demographic, school-, class-, and individual-

level factors theorised to influence attainment: child age, gender, migrant background, family affluence, designated 

school DEIS status, school gender (co-educational, all-boys or all-girls), school engagement, children’s sense of 

voice, perceived teacher academic support, perceptions of teacher concept of ability, and the use of ability grouping in 

reading,13 captured in Figure 61.

FIGURE 61: Factors associated with changes in children’s reading attainment in 6th class (controlling for 2nd class 

reading attainment)
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analysis indicated a strong positive relationship between perceived teacher academic support and teacher concept of ability (r = .55, p < .001), 
suggesting that these measures capture overlapping aspects of the teacher–child relationship. When both are included in the model, their shared 
variance may obscure the independent contribution of teacher academic support to children’s reading outcomes.

Note: This figure reports standardised beta coefficients to show the relative strength and direction of the relationship between 

each factor and children’s reading attainment in 6th class, after accounting for reading attainment in 2nd class. Positive values 

indicate factors associated with higher attainment, while negative values indicate factors associated with lower attainment. Larger 

absolute values represent stronger associations. Bars in purple are statistically significant.
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Factors associated with mathematics attainment 

For mathematics attainment testing, CSL gathered Drumcondra Maths and Sigma-T tests from schools. In the figures 

below, the results from these two tests were aggregated after the scores were standardised using z-scores. To look 

at overall test means over time, z-scores were then normalised via min-max normalisation such that all scores fall 

between 0 and 1. For group comparisons, z-scores were transformed (z-score*15 + 100) to reflect standardised test 

scores.

Figure 62 captures average mathematics attainment scores or both cohorts, according to gender. In Cohort A, 

mathematics scores rose very slightly between 1st and 2nd class. In Cohort B, mathematics scores dipped slightly 

in 4th class after COVID-19 and remained stable in 6th class. Further, when comparing both cohorts in 2nd class, 

children in Cohort B scored slightly higher in mathematics than children in 2nd class in Cohort A.

FIGURE 62: Average mathematics attainment by cohort (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/

Sigma-T)

In terms of gender differences, there were only significant differences in Cohort A (See CSL Report 8b). Boys scored 

higher on mathematics attainment testing than girls, with this gap widening in 2nd class, shown in Figure 63. 

However, by 6th class, there were no significant gender differences in maths attainment. 
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FIGURE 63: Attainment by gender (Cohort A, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/Sigma-T)

Mathematics attainment also varied according to whether their school was designated DEIS or not, with children 

attending DEIS status schools scoring significantly lower than their peers in non-DEIS designated schools across 

all time points and both cohorts (see Figure 64). In Cohort B, these differences were quite narrow, while the gap 

remained much wider in Cohort A between 1st and 2nd class.

FIGURE 64: Attainment by school designated DEIS status (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/

Sigma-T)

As with reading attainment, children from poorer (low-affluence) families scored significantly lower on mathematics 

attainment testing than children from medium and high-affluence families, shown in Figure 65. This pattern 

remained stable across all waves of data collection in both cohorts. 
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FIGURE 65: Attainment by family affluence (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/Sigma-T)

With respect to the impact of immigrant background, Cohort A children from non-immigrant backgrounds scored 

better in mathematics attainment testing than children from immigrant backgrounds, though this largely equalised by 

2nd class. However, in Cohort B, second generation immigrant children consistently scored higher (on average) than 

non-immigrant children, with first generation immigrant children scoring the lowest.

FIGURE 66: Attainment by immigrant status (Cohort A & B, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/Sigma-T)
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Additionally, Figure 67 shows that there was significantly lower mathematics attainment amongst children of Irish 

Traveller ethnicity, within Cohort B, compared to other ethnic backgrounds. These gaps also widened in 4th class 

after the COVID-19 pandemic, though rebounded slightly in 6th class (although the gap remained substantial):

FIGURE 67: Attainment among Traveller children (Cohort B, standardised scores Drumcondra Maths/Sigma-T)

In order to investigate factors influencing children’s mathematics attainment at the end of primary school, regression 

analyses were conducted. The outcome variable was set as children’s standardised maths attainment scores in 6th 

class (Drumcondra Mathematics and Sigma-T tests), while controlling for mathematics attainment in 2nd class to 

control for earlier differences in maths ability. The model then included a number a socio-demographic, school-, 

class-, and individual-level factors theorised to influence attainment: child age, gender, migrant background, family 

affluence, school DEIS status, school gender, school engagement, children’s sense of voice, perceived teacher 

academic support, perceptions of teacher concept of ability, and the use of ability grouping in mathematics, shown in 

Figure 68.
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FIGURE 68: Factors associated with changes in Cohort B children’s mathematics attainment in 6th class (controlling 

for 2nd class maths attainment)

Note: This figure reports standardised beta coefficients to show the relative strength and direction of the relationship between 

each factor and children’s mathematics attainment in 6th class, after accounting for maths attainment in 2nd class. Positive values 

indicate factors associated with higher attainment, while negative values indicate factors associated with lower attainment. Larger 

absolute values represent stronger associations. Bars in purple are statistically significant.

From the regression analyses, gender, teacher concept of ability, school engagement, second generation migrant 

background, and all-girls’ schooling were found to be significantly associated with maths attainment in 6th class. 

Girls were found, on average, to score significantly lower on mathematics testing in 6th class than boys, although girls 

who attend all-girl’s schools performed significantly better than girls in co-educational schools. Children from second 

generation migrant backgrounds were observed to score better, on average, in 6th class maths attainment than 

children from non-immigrant backgrounds. Finally, school engagement and children’s perception of teacher concepts 

of their ability are both positively associated with mathematics attainment in 6th class.
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Factors associated with children’s wellbeing

To better understand what shapes children’s wellbeing as they move towards the end of primary school, we 

examined a range of school-related factors and how they relate to changes in children’s wellbeing between 5th 

and 6th class. This analysis used a statistical model (a regression analysis) that predicts children’s wellbeing in 

6th class while taking into account their wellbeing in 5th class. In doing so, the model identifies which factors are 

associated with an increase or decrease in wellbeing over time, rather than simply reflecting children’s existing levels 

of wellbeing. The factors examined included children’s sense of voice (feeling heard and able to express their views), 

their engagement in school, perceived support from teachers, sense of belonging at school, academic self-concept 

(how capable they feel as learners), experiences of bullying, perceptions of respect for children within the school, and 

teachers’ concept of ability (how children think their teachers view their potential).

The analysis showed that school belonging had the strongest positive association with wellbeing (see Figure 

69), followed by academic self-concept, teacher concept of ability, and feeling respected in school. In contrast, 

experiences of being bullied are strongly associated with lower wellbeing, while children from second-generation 

migrant backgrounds also reported slightly lower wellbeing scores on average. Other factors, including voice, school 

engagement, and perceived teacher support, were not directly associated with changes in wellbeing once other 

factors were accounted for. Taken together, the results suggest that children’s wellbeing is most strongly influenced 

by their sense of belonging and positive recognition within the school environment, rather than by structural 

characteristics such as school gender mix or a school’s designated DEIS status.

FIGURE 69: Factors associated with changes in children’s wellbeing between 5th and 6th class

Note: This figure reports standardised beta coefficients to show the relative strength and direction of the relationship between each 

factor and children’s wellbeing in 6th class, after accounting for wellbeing in 5th class. Positive values indicate factors associated 

with higher wellbeing, while negative values indicate factors associated with lower wellbeing. Larger absolute values represent 

stronger associations. Bars in purple are statistically significant.
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CHILDREN’S LEARNING TRAJECTORIES OVER TIME
The Children’s School Lives family studies provide rich insights into children’s everyday lives across their homes, 

communities and schools. By providing insights into their experiences of living and learning, they signal the impact of 

the nested layers of influence reflected in Figure 1 previously on children’s learning dispositions, engagement, voice, 

well-being and ultimately their learning trajectories as they transition through primary school. 

Ciarán’s everyday life and learning from Junior Infants to 2nd Class 

Ciarán, an only child, lives with his Mum, Gráinne, and Dad, Pádraig, in a rural town, and attends a co-educational 

Gaelscoil with a strong Catholic ethos. Gráinne described how: “He loves the outdoors. He loves playing. He loves 

football. He loves sharks.” Both parents are full-time professionals and hold university degrees. Gráinne speaks of the 

challenges she and Pádraig face in trying to balance the demands of parenting with the pressures of full-time work.  

Príomhoide Cáit, principal of Ciarán’s school, notes that many families within the school community, while relatively 

comfortable financially, are similarly stretched. Due to their work commitments, Ciarán’s parents rely heavily on the 

support of his maternal grandmother, Bridie, with whom he has a very close relationship. During the school week, 

Ciarán spends his afternoons with Bridie, who collects him from school every day and sometimes also drops him off 

in the mornings. She was heavily involved in supporting his remote schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic while 

both parents continued to work. She describes Ciarán as: “A very intelligent child … he is marvellous. He loves going 

to school.” Gráinne lovingly refers to Ciarán as a ‘granny’s boy’, given the strong bonds between them, something 

also noted by his teacher in first class, Múinteoir Áine, who remarked that Ciarán’s granny ‘mollycoddles him’. Prior 

to attending primary school, Ciarán attended a naíonra (Irish-medium pre-school) near his home, which his parents 

and granny feel has been beneficial. They take pride in his attendance at a Gaelscoil, despite none of them being 

fluent in Irish. Over time, Ciarán’s Irish has improved significantly, passing his skills to his family. His granny Bridie 

is particularly proud of his progress: “He’d be singing Irish songs to me, and you know, I’m no good with Irish, but I’ll 

listen to them … he’s very good like.”

FIGURE 70: Ciarán’s ‘All About Me’ family drawing in 2nd class

In busy home schedules, Ciarán’s mum and dad remained consistently engaged in his learning, supporting him with 
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his homework and even placing educational posters in his bathroom. Pádraig relayed: “He has to do his homework 

[every day] or he’s not going outside. The homework is the priority … I’m probably better at the maths than Gráinne 

would be, so I’d help him with the maths a good bit.” Although evenings are often busy, Ciarán’s family value their 

shared time together, especially at weekends, often spending time outdoors with other families in the community, 

having a friendly kickabout or visiting the local park. However, Gráinne did comment that: “Pádraig always seems to 

get to do the fun stuff with him.”  

Ciarán has been described over the years by his teachers as kind, quiet, and reserved, but also confident. Gráinne 

was initially concerned about Ciarán’s ability to assert himself amongst his peers, but a parent–teacher meeting in 

Junior Infants reassured her that he was well liked. He is seen as highly caring towards his friends, and teachers 

often seat new children beside him because of his calming presence and kindness. Ciarán is described by his class 

teachers as having a positive academic influence, due to his diligence and focus: “He’s a gentleman and very kind and 

dependable and he’s a good worker”, reported his second-class teacher, Múinteoir Tomás. By second class, Ciarán 

expressed a strong interest in maths and moderate interest in reading and writing, alongside high levels of interest 

in SESE, Irish, art, and PE. Music and drama seem to hold less interest for him. His extracurricular activities are also 

expanding with football and swimming, in addition to developing a keen interest in Irish dancing, nurtured by the 

school. His overall positive disposition to school is reflected in his strong academic engagement levels, his feelings 

of being supported by staff and his agreement that children are respected and that school rules are fair. It is also 

reflected in his dad’s assertion that Ciarán aspires to become a teacher. 

Ciarán’s overall experience of the school resonated with the emphasis placed by Príomhoide Cáit on “joy, care and 

concern” as core to the culture of the school, alongside its Catholic ethos and love for the Irish language, values also 

shared by its mainly older and what she describes as “very consistent and steady” teaching staff. Nonetheless, by 

second class, Ciarán was inclined to agree that children had little influence over decision-making and what happens 

in school, corroborating the stated preferences for structure and strict routines evident across the school.  Múinteoir 

Tomás, his second-class teacher stated: “[Kids] need an organised kind of classroom … I like to have discipline.”  

Ciarán’s relatively comfortable family life, combined with a supportive school culture is reflected in his overall positive 

sense of wellbeing and ease in his social relations with both teachers and peers. A strong inter-generational, caring 

network in a busy, and sometimes time-stretched household, enables him to thrive. His local environment is also rich 

with opportunities to support his learning. Equipped with high levels of economic, social and cultural resources, his 

family’s knowledge and understanding of how to support his learning, interests and strengths, ensure Ciarán has a 

very positive disposition to his learning. This is also reflected in his foundational progress in reading and mathematics, 

among other curricular areas. This trajectory maps to a school culture and classroom environment that is attentive and 

supportive to his, and his family’s needs, albeit with limited focus to date on supporting his active voice in classroom 

and school practices. Staff stability is a hallmark of the school, enabling consistency and cohesiveness in the school 

culture. 
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Sinéad’s everyday life and learning from Junior Infants to 2nd Class 

Sinéad is an only child living with her parents, Angela and Mick, in a socially mixed housing estate in a low-income 

suburb of a city in Ireland. Sinéad attends a designated DEIS co-educational school in her urban community. Sinéad’s 

maternal grandfather, Eamonn, is a regular carer of his youngest grandchild and often collects her from school when 

Angela is busy, providing a level of support important for their family: “I used to see her every day of the week … 

and we would have our cup of tea … [a] little snack.” The importance of this wider network is illustrated in Sinéad’s 

drawing in 2nd class (Figure 71) of her family, which includes both parents and cousins:

FIGURE 71: Sinéad’s response to ‘All About Me’

 

Angela is both proud and supportive of her daughter in primary school: “I’m very proud of how well she’s coping … and 

I try my hardest to always compliment her”, recalling her own “inferiority complex” when she attended school saying 

she herself was “always afraid of the teacher and the principal.” She refers to the welcoming openness of the school 

staff: “The way everything is explained ... If there’s any issue, you’re made aware of it.” Mr Byrne, the school principal, 

emphasises the priority the school places on nurture and care, recognising the “pockets of acute … not just educational 

disadvantage but social disadvantage” in the wider school community. He describes a culture of constant daily check-

ins: “How are you? What matters to you? I care about you and you’re important to me.” This also includes care for the 

school staff and his concern about the high staff turnover: “The level of burnout that we would have amongst our staff is 

chronic. It’s one of the biggest challenges we face.”

Sinéad is a creative child who enjoys trying new activities and regularly takes part in extracurricular art. She also 

participates in Irish dancing and has previously won top prizes at Feis competitions. When asked in 2nd class what she 

wants to be when she grows up, Sinéad replied: “An Irish dancing teacher.” However, she often finds preparing for such 

competitions overwhelming, particularly the rehearsals and the pressure of public performances. Over time, Sinéad 

has learned to manage her performance anxiety and enjoy dancing more fully, significantly supported by her extended 

family, and teachers in the school.
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Sinead’s transition to primary school was smooth, having attended the early start pre-school located on site.  Angela 

notes at the time “the change in her already is amazing … even the fact that she’s come in.”  Over time, Sinéad has 

shown herself to be academically very capable. Her 1st class teacher, Ms. Carey, notes: “Sinéad always works hard 

… she is academically motivated and performs well across the curriculum.” Angela acknowledges that Sinéad is a 

capable and well-behaved child in school, but describes their relationship at home as sometimes strained: “She had 

a bad day the other day … I know not to approach her until she has processed what’s going on.” Sinéad often shows 

frustration at home, can be uncooperative, has temper tantrums, withdraws from family members, and occasionally 

lashes out in anger. By 1st class, this led Angela to seek professional support. However, waiting lists delayed any 

immediate intervention. Seeking further guidance from the school, Angela secured private play therapy which Sinéad 

attended weekly, while Angela sought additional support for herself through a parenting support course in the school. 

Despite the cost, Angela believes these supports have significantly improved their family’s dynamics at home: “Now 

I just realised that sometimes life is just getting on top of her …It’s all about trying to figure out what works best when 

things get to that stage.”

By 2nd class, Sinéad reports strong interest in reading, writing, and maths. She focuses well and is not easily 

distracted during lessons, though she remains shy and hesitant to speak in class.  Sinead explains that “I got anxious 

when we were doing our work today … because I didn’t really understand it.” Consistently Sinéad’s teachers comment 

on Angela’s active involvement, with Ms. Sloane in 2nd class, stating that: “Sinéad’s mum wants her to do well in 

school … She wants the best for her.” By 2nd class, Ms. Sloane observes clear progress, particularly in Sinéad’s 

growing confidence when contributing to group discussions: “I have started to see her come out of her shell and I 

know her mum has seen a difference this year.” Sinéad feels listened to at school but tends not to think that children 

are involved in many decisions. Sinéad has strong friendships and is viewed by teachers as getting along well with her 

peers. However, by 2nd class Sinéad herself reports uncertainty about her friendships, even as she also expressed a 

greater sense of care from them.

Sinéad’s narrative highlights the importance of families and schools working together to support children across all 

aspects of their learning, and of the difference early intervention can make to their everyday lives. This included not 

only school-based interventions to support Sinéad’s language delay but also active and continuous support for her 

parents in working to resolve behavioural and emotional challenges at home. Through these supports, both Sinéad 

and her Mum have grown in confidence, learning what works, also affirming to the school staff a positive feedback loop 

of school and classroom cultures making a difference. That Sinéad’s family had the resources to both seek out and 

privately fund the additional therapeutic support needed, unavailable to many in the wider school community, is of 

note. This case underscores how emotional wellbeing, though often invisible in classroom settings, can be central to a 

child’s capacity to engage in learning, and how access to such support makes a real difference to their everyday lives. 

Furthermore, the wider challenges within the school, evident in the reported burnout of staff, must also be understood 

in the context of challenges to the care capacities of families in contexts of chronic social deprivation.
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Niamh’s everyday life and learning from 2nd to 6th class 

Niamh attends a co-educational Catholic DEIS status primary school in an urban community characterised by high 

levels of poverty and social deprivation, an environment the school principal, Mr. Flanagan, describes as “a tough one 

for children to grow up in.” Conscious of the “bad reputation” of where she lives, Niamh says she loves living there and 

“don’t think I would ever like to live somewhere that is posh.”  Niamh lives within walking distance of the school with 

her mum, Lisa, and younger sister, Aoibhe. Her Granny, Kathleen, describes Niamh as shy but very close to herself 

and her Granda, Séamus, as they all lived together when Niamh was young. Niamh describes her Granda as great 

with helping with her homework because “[he] is really good at maths.” 

Niamh’s mum, Lisa, balances her role as a single mum, while working full-time, and pursuing further education 

as a mature student. She has an extended relationship with the school, having attended it herself as a child and 

speaks glowingly about it, especially its inclusive and welcoming culture, including very approachable teachers. 

This culture is epitomised in the comments of Mr. Flanagan, the school principal, who describes the school staff 

as “very tight … committed and ambitious for the children … wanting to see them catered for properly.” Conscious 

of “minding the staff” he also notes they can at times feel ‘overwhelmed’ by the depth and range of the complex 

social needs of some children in the school, needs that have only intensified in the wake of the pandemic. These 

often manifest in behavioural challenges in the classroom, something Mr. Flanagan has prioritised tackling through 

positive reinforcement, ‘popping’ in daily to classrooms, having a “good visual” of what is going on. Supporting staff 

in mainstream classrooms through increasing professional development in SET is also a priority, alongside the 

implementation of a new nurture programme across the school.  

Lisa describes herself as “a bit of a messer” when she was younger, in contrast to her daughter, Niamh, whom 

she views as studious and hardworking, particularly in her favourite subjects, English, art, and history. Niamh 

describes herself as quiet, shy, and always tries her best but expresses some discomfort with the conflict she often 

experiences with some classmates, both in and out of school. Over time, this appears to affect her confidence with 

peers, reflecting growing feelings of anxiety and worry as she transitions to the senior end of primary school. Niamh 

has a small, close-knit group of friends, including a best friend, Chloe, who joined the school in third class. Over 

time the two have grown very close, and their mums have also become friends. Despite this, Niamh says she is 

often discouraged from visiting Chloe’s home, with a lack of safe green spaces to play in the estate where she lives: 

“There would be a lot more of that [negative behavioural] stuff in there.” As she gets older, Niamh seems conscious of 

avoiding “the wrong crowd”, which shapes her choices about how and with whom she engages at school. 

Niamh’s favourite teacher, Mr. Kelleher in 5th class, describes her as a deep thinker and methodical in approaching 

new tasks and problems. Mr. Kelleher is passionate about his job and about working in this school, saying “It’s just 

amazing what an 11- or 12-year-old can teach you about life … They are just a wonderful bunch to teach here.” 

However, he notes the ongoing impact of the pandemic and the subsequent lockdown “did not suit these children 

at all … a class like this, that is so vulnerable … they need people close to them all the time, to nurture and encourage 

them.” He is constantly looking for new ways to cater to the multiple and diverse needs of children in his class 

including through project-based learning, and “cajoling” them to remain focused. He notes that sometimes girls, like 

Niamh, struggle to get attention: “there are some strong personalities that demand a lot of attention … and you try 

your hardest to get to everyone but it’s only one person and one pair of hands.” This is borne out by Niamh’s 6th class 

teacher, Mr. Doran, who describes her as quiet and observant, eager to learn, but often withdrawn and hesitant to ask 

questions. However, he notes that she has an acute mind, capable of asking penetrating questions when she feels it 

necessary. Describing himself as “cutting his teeth in the role”, Mr. Doran also speaks about the constant challenges of 

meeting the wide range of learning needs in Niamh’s class: “some of them just put the shutters up” and how he often 
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struggles to find enough time to support each child at the level required. Describing himself as “a strict teacher”, he 

is concerned to ensure children will be ready for the transition to post-primary school. Niamh reports consistently 

high levels of interest in reading, SESE, Irish, art and music in school. However, by 6th class, she also reports feeling 

progressively less engaged academically. She admits that “it can be difficult to get up in the morning” because she 

must “deal with school.” Niamh singles out being “bored” as how she feels when she thinks about herself in primary 

school by 6th class (see Figure 72).

FIGURE 72: Excerpt from Niamh’s ‘My Time in Primary School’ exercise

Despite these challenges Lisa, Niamh’s mum, remains optimistic about her daughter’s future as primary school 

draws to a close. In 6th class, she observes that Niamh no longer finds school academically challenging. She says 

she is more than ready to transition to secondary level, adding “I want her to become a brain surgeon.” Niamh has a 

strong understanding of her mum’s lack of opportunity when she was young and describes her mother’s adamance 

that she will attend college: “My Ma says that she was really jealous of her friends that went to college … she didn’t 

really get that experience.” Excited by the transition, and especially drawn to learning new subjects like German, she 

is simultaneously sad as she has chosen to attend a different school to Chloe. Following this transition, Lisa reports 

positively about Niamh’s first year of secondary school, noting she is more stimulated and engaged in her learning. 

Evident in Niamh’s learning trajectory is a quiet determination to persevere in a context of deeply embedded structural 

poverty in her local community. Key factors supporting her trajectory include a loving family with strong inter-

generational support, coupled with her mum’s determination for her daughter to break a cycle of intergenerational 

poverty and early school leaving. These values are strongly supported by the school, which works at the front line, 

supporting the needs of the wider community of children and families living and learning in low-income community 

contexts. Firmly rejecting but aware of the social stigma attached to her community, Niamh navigates her journey 

through school with care and some reticence, her social world restricted through limited public spaces where she feels 

it is safe to freely play. Niamh’s love of learning is recognised by teachers who, in spite of their deep commitment, feel 

frustrated at their capacity to cater to the divergent needs of all children and ensure their transition to post primary 

school. This influences the learning climate in the classroom, as teachers work to ensure children’s engagement, often 

with mixed results. This frustration sits alongside the passion and love of teaching, and a strong collegial school culture 

that sustains teachers in their roles.  
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Eli’s everyday life and learning from 2nd to 6th class

Eli is a first-generation immigrant boy of minority ethnicity who attends a multi-denominational co-educational 

DEIS status primary school in a rural Irish town, joining the school and CSL in fifth class. From a multi-ethnic and 

transnational background, Eli spent his earlier years with his maternal grandparents while his parents, Marisol and 

Andrei, worked in different countries. Before reuniting as a family in Ireland, where Andrei was already working and 

living, the family spent nine months in Eastern Europe while waiting for the necessary visas. Since settling in Ireland, 

Eli’s family network is small, “I have one brother, he’s six months old, and my sister, she’s three years old … and we 

have cousins, because they moved to Ireland.” Eli reflects that his mum is raising himself and his two siblings, as 

Andrei’s demanding job requires him to travel for extended periods. While living in Eastern Europe, Eli began learning 

the local language and is continuing his studies in Ireland, keen to keep up his language skills by attending Saturday 

classes. This involves an hour and a half round trip every Saturday morning in the drive from his rural hometown. 

He is also physically active, with Marisol describing how he plays football, and is a keen member of a local running 

club. Marisol views her son as a helpful, empathetic, well-behaved child, something with which his schoolteachers 

consistently agree.  His teacher in fifth class, Mr. Keane says: “He’s a very smiley chap. Very easy-going. Highly 

intelligent.” This is borne out in Eli’s ease of sociability and his very positive disposition towards both his school 

and his peers. He views his peers as caring, friendly and protective of him in any scuffles, including an incident he 

recounts when he was told by one child to “go back to my country.” Despite such an experience, Mr. Nolan, the school 

principal, notes that the school has long welcomed a diverse student population, and has zero tolerance of racist 

incidents. He is “proud and lucky to have so many different nationalities in the school” and notes the school prides 

itself on supporting children from a diverse range of cultural backgrounds.

Eli is confident in his learning, finds classwork easy, and feels he performs well in school overall. Despite missing 

school for two months following a holiday trip to see his grandparents, his 6th class teacher Ms. Brennan reported no 

immediate impact on his academic progress: “It just clicks straightaway, and he races on ahead.” His teachers predict 

he will attend university, observing that technical subjects seem to come naturally to him. Marisol notes a clear 

contrast between her own schooling and Eli’s experiences in primary school in Ireland. While she has been used to 

large amounts of homework each day, she feels that her son’s school places much more emphasis on play-based 

learning. Over time, and with reassurances from teachers during parent-teacher meetings, she has come to view this 

change positively, seeing it as less stressful for children in primary school. Nonetheless, Marisol has established a 

structured study routine at home, requiring Eli to complete his homework daily before doing other activities. In fifth 

class, he reports liking maths and loving science: “When I first learned about atoms … I was so confused how they 

couldn’t touch each other … that’s what made me really interested.” In addition, Eli expresses an interest in PE, SESE, 

art, and drama, though he is less enthusiastic about music and Irish. Eli’s favourite teacher is Mr. Keane who taught 

him in fifth class. He sometimes finds Mr. Keane strict but appreciates how clearly and vividly he explains ideas. Mr. 

Keane describes his relational approach to teaching: “I’d be making up stories for them about my life … you can cover 

all sorts of parts of the curriculum and reference your own life and their lives and they just, they love to do it that way.” 

When asked what he wants to be when he grows up, Eli says: “A scientist … My teacher calls me a science geek.” By 

sixth class, however, as the transition to secondary school approaches, Eli reports only moderate levels of academic 

engagement and feels generally less listened to in class. In his ‘My Time in School’ artefact completed in sixth class 

(Figure 73), he imagines his first year in secondary school, visualising difficulties finding the correct classroom.
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FIGURE 73: Eli’s ‘My Time in School’ response to his future self in school

Eli’s profile highlights the complexities of migration in children’s adjustment to primary school. His early years involved 

periods of family separation, as well as transnational caregiving arrangements. Ongoing cultural ties were maintained 

in Ireland, with weekly language classes supported by consistent family commitment. Eli’s mother, initially uneasy 

with what she perceived as Ireland’s more play-based education system, worried that it might not provide sufficient 

academic structure. Over time, she came to value its holistic focus. The importance of teacher pedagogies is evident 

from the positive impact of Eli’s teacher in fifth class who adopted a relational story-based approach to teaching that 

sparked Eli’s engagement and interest. 

How I see
myself next

year...
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Shay’s everyday life and learning from 2nd to 6th class 

Shay is a middle child from a large family, with three older siblings and a younger brother. He attends a DEIS status 

primary school in a suburb of an Irish city. Máire describes Shay as independent and emotionally sensitive, with a 

strong-willed temperament and close ties to both his immediate and extended family. His mother also notes that 

while he can be deeply caring, he also has a sharp temper, saying “he could take your head off if you got on the wrong 

side of him.” Over the course of his time with CSL, Shay’s sense of independence becomes increasingly evident in his 

daily behaviour, particularly noticeable through his growing interest in paid work. Máire explained that his uncle is 

a self-employed contractor, and Shay is eager to work alongside him to earn his own wage. Shay describes himself 

as an active child, taking part in a wide range of extracurricular activities including boxing, athletics, swimming, GAA 

sports, and football. Máire explains that keeping Shay busy is a deliberate strategy to help him stay out of trouble, 

and she actively supports his involvement in a wide range of extracurricular activities. The principal, Mr. Devlin, 

echoes such an emphasis on practical and embodied forms of learning, describing a broader school ethos focusing 

on capability-building: “I want them to be able to be as sufficiently equipped with a mindset that says I’m able to 

actually achieve what I want … I have these capabilities.” Despite his strong engagement in extracurricular activities, 

Shay struggles with the academic demands of primary school, with teachers consistently describing him as highly 

energetic but also easily distracted. His third-class teacher, Ms Dunne, described how: “Shay would have been quite 

lively, you know?” By fifth class, his teacher, Mr Dempsey, reflected on the influence of Shay’s changeable moods on 

the atmosphere in the classroom: “He is unbelievably wise beyond his years … If he is in a good mood, we’re all in 

great form.” Shay links these moods to his academic challenges, explaining: “I don’t understand a lot of it.” Even so, in 

both second and sixth class, Shay self-reported moderate levels of academic engagement.

Although Shay tries to remain engaged over time, he describes a growing dissatisfaction with primary school, which 

increasingly shapes both his day-to-day levels of motivation and his sense of what was possible in the future. Máire 

speaks about his frequent resistance to attending school, describing a daily struggle to “get him out the door”. On 

particularly difficult mornings, she will occasionally decide to keep him at home, concerned that his mood may lead 

to conflict with teachers or classmates. For Shay, the roots of his disengagement have been clear for some time, 

captured plainly in his own words: “I don’t really like school.” In interviews, he describes feelings of low academic 

self-esteem and struggles with core subjects, which undermines his engagement levels: “I still try a good bit, but 

I give up really easy, because I’m not good.” He reports consistently low levels of interest in English, Irish, and art 

across his experiences in primary school, although he enjoys maths, particularly when it involves ‘real-world’ topics 

like money. Still, he does not believe he is as capable as many of his classmates and as he has progressed through 

primary school his interest in mathematics has diminished. In sixth class, Shay notes that he likes project-based 

learning in groups with his peers, but this is more often discouraged, which contributes to Shay’s growing sense of 

frustration and detachment.

FIGURE 74: Excerpt from Shay’s ‘All About Me’ exercise



86

Over the years, teachers describe Shay as a challenging child to teach, citing complex learning needs and a 

requirement for significant academic and social support, while also noting his strong competitive drive. By contrast, 

Shay says he often feels overlooked in class, with teachers tending to him last, leaving him bored and distracted. 

Despite this tension, Mr Dempsey, his fifth-class teacher, observes: “He has so much to offer school teams, school 

projects. He has done projects with both myself and the support teacher and he’s absolutely thrived.” Shay’s 

experiences with teachers and classroom life are often marked by contradiction: he feels bored while waiting for 

attention yet doesn’t always enjoy it when it comes; he likes sitting near classmates who can support his learning 

but also wanting to be left alone; he values learning the ‘right’ answers but also finds assessments difficult and 

emotionally draining. In sixth class, he shared: “I always feel nervous before tests, that I’m going to fail and 

everything.” By the end of primary school, Shay is beginning to question the utility of what he is learning, stating: 

“School is not going to help you with … anything.”

During Shay’s final year of primary school, Máire expressed concern about his academic future, believing he is 

better suited to a practical apprenticeship than a more traditional academic path. At the same time, she makes 

it clear that leaving school early is not an option. If an apprenticeship cannot be arranged, she expects him to 

complete his Leaving Certificate. Over the years, teachers voiced the opinion that Shay would thrive in a more 

hands-on environment. In sixth class, Shay himself feels confident that he will enter an apprenticeship, like his 

father, expressing an interest in becoming a mechanic. At the end of primary school, he is enthusiastic about starting 

secondary school, looking forward to new subjects, increased freedom, and the chance to move beyond the confines 

of a single classroom. He speaks about wanting a fresh start in a place where teachers don’t hold preconceived 

ideas about him. Perhaps as a result of his growing clarity about the future, Shay reports lower anxiety in sixth class 

compared to earlier years. When interviewed during Shay’s first year of secondary school, Máire reported that the 

transition was challenging for him and that he struggled to initially settle in his new school. 

Shay’s narrative highlights the academic challenges that some boys face in primary school, against the backdrop of 

structural poverty in the wider community. It also highlights how disengagement can build slowly over time through 

repeated moments of frustration. He was seen as bright and capable but began to resist learning after feeling 

overlooked and struggling to see the point of what he was being taught. This happened despite the principal’s stated 

focus on practical and hands-on learning. His teachers also recognised his potential, with Mr Dempsey noting that 

Shay did well when working with others. But these kinds of learning experiences seemed too rare to shift his growing 

frustration with school. At home however, Shay was offered a different path. By sixth class, he fully expected to enter a 

trade like his father, who he believed would guide him when the time came. While teachers agreed that more practical 

subjects might suit him better, these remained on the margins of the curriculum. As a result, school often felt out of step 

with his strengths and interests. By the end of primary school, Shay’s academic confidence had taken a hit, though he 

had begun to form a clear sense of where he was headed.
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CONCLUSIONS
This report presents a synthesis of findings from the five years of the Children’s School Lives study, examining 

children’s learning outcomes and the factors shaping those outcomes. The socio-cultural framing underpinning the 

study positions children’s learning within the broader interconnections of family, school and community contexts. 

Primary schools matter because they set the foundations for children’s later educational and life trajectories, as well 

as their present lives as children. Rather than conceptualising learning as a linear or fixed input–output process, 

this approach understands learning as relational, dynamic and cumulative — shaped by multiple nested layers of 

influence that interact to form children’s learning dispositions and learner identities over time. This is reflected in 

Figure 1 outlined in the introduction. 

FIGURE 1: Nested layers of influence in children’s school lives

In this report we focus not only on children’s academic outcomes (in reading and mathematics) but also on their 

wellbeing and their learning trajectories over time. This allows us to identify emerging patterns of difference and to 

examine the drivers of these in terms of societal structure and policies, school contexts and classroom practices. 
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Societal level

The Children’s School Lives study was conducted during a period of significant social, economic and demographic 

transition in Ireland, characterised by rising child poverty; a growing housing crisis; rising immigration, including 

refugees from war torn countries; and the disruption of a global pandemic. These challenges unfolded alongside 

sustained economic growth and increased investment in primary education, particularly in the post-pandemic period.  

Over five years of immersive research (2019 – 2023), the CSL study provides a detailed overview of the everyday 

lives of diverse children in just under 200 communities during this period of significant social, cultural and economic 

change. Our analysis of 4,000 children across two age cohorts documents rising child poverty and a growing 

proportion of children with immigrant backgrounds, particularly in the early primary years, reflecting wider national 

trends.

FIGURE 75: Societal level influences on children’s school lives

Previous reports (See CSL Reports 8a, 8b and 8c) highlighted in-depth the persistence of inter-generational poverty 

and privilege framing children’s lives. These shape the social, cultural and economic resources available in children’s 

homes, setting the foundations for their engagement with school. CSL also captured the disruption to schooling 

caused by the COVID 19 pandemic and the intersectional effects of education, welfare and health policy responses 

on children’s learning and wellbeing (See CSL Report 2).   

These policy intersections are also evident in the resourcing of services more generally that support families and 

children, as well as schools. Our case studies highlight some families under stress, managing busy working lives, 

reliance on grandparents for childcare and frustration with waiting lists for services when needed. Children from 

families with strong inter-generational, material, and community resources benefit from the advantages these 

bring to support their learning. Educational policy initiatives including targeted resourcing of schools, accountability 

mechanisms and curriculum reform are also important drivers of change in schools.

School level influences

These broader societal dynamics shape the composition and culture of primary schools, which vary by social intake, 

gender, size and location. The clustering of different groups of children within schools (itself a by-product of ​policies, 

e.g. housing and welfare) influences school cultures, as schools respond to diverse student needs. In this report, 

we examine how social background and school gender profile shape school culture, and how they relate to patterns 

of attainment and wellbeing. Our findings show a persistent over-representation of children experiencing poverty, 

Societal 
level

Structures of inequality related to social class/gender/ethnicity/migration and dis/ability 
Economic growth and development 
Rising immigration 
COVID-19 pandemic 
Educational, welfare and health policies

https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/CSL-Annual-Report-2-Final.pdf
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children from immigrant backgrounds, and children requiring additional learning support in DEIS schools. While 

poverty is not confined to designated DEIS schools, some DEIS schools exhibit acute concentrations of social and 

economic disadvantage. Although most CSL primary schools are co-educational, 11% are single sex, with all-boys’ 

schools in CSL more likely to be DEIS status schools.

FIGURE 76: School level influences in children’s school lives

There is a pronounced socio-economic effect on children’s reading and mathematics attainment. Children attending 

DEIS designated schools and those experiencing poverty achieve lower results.  Our findings point to structured 

inequalities emerging early in children’s primary school trajectories, intensified during the COVID-19 period, and 

visible in the significantly lower attainment of 2nd class children across both cohorts (pre- and post-pandemic), 

particularly in DEIS status schools. Even after accounting for family affluence, gender, immigrant background 

and school gender mix, school level effects of socio-economic clustering remain. Mathematics attainment is also 

influenced by the gender composition of a school: girls in all-girls’ schools achieve higher maths outcomes, net 

of background factors. Immigrant and minority ethnic background also intersects with attainment, with second 

generation children achieving parity (reading) or better (mathematics) with peers, while first-generation migrants 

and Traveller children under-achieve, exacerbated post the pandemic. Of concern also is the decline in attendance in 

school by Traveller children over time, especially evident in the later years of primary school.

Our case study work in schools and communities highlights the underlying drivers of inequality that shape these 

attainment differences. Families experiencing poverty face intersecting challenges — food and housing insecurity, 

addiction, and social isolation. In communities marked by urban neglect, social segregation and stigma, parental 

engagement with schools declines over time — reflecting how difficult it is to sustain educational engagement during 

periods of acute stress. Conversely, children from well-resourced families benefit from cumulative advantages, 

reflected in higher attainment, stronger wellbeing and greater school engagement (See CSL Reports 7 and 8). These 

structural dynamics are visible in the divergent learning trajectories of the case study children presented in this 

report, and in the differentiated patterns of school engagement that follow from them.

Poverty and privilege shape not only children’s engagement with learning, but the work of educators and the culture 

of schools. The challenges of overcoming the effects of deprivation on children are reflected in widening gaps in 

principals’ stress, burnout, and self-efficacy between those working in designated DEIS and non-DEIS schools. 

Although principals consistently report loving their jobs, this declines steadily for principals working in DEIS status 

schools over time — against a backdrop of relatively high principal turnover in CSL schools generally. Growing 

complexity in children’s academic and social needs, exacerbated by structural inequalities and pandemic disruption, 

places pressure on school leaders, especially in DEIS schools, whose frontline roles increasingly involve navigating 

administrative processes to secure resources for children in need.

School 
level

School cultures and outcomes are shaped by DEIS status and gender composition 
Reading and maths attainment is lower in DEIS schools, with COVID-19 disruptions 
worsening gaps, especially for younger children 
Girls in all-girls’ schools perform, better in maths even when controlling other factors 
Principals in DEIS schools report higher stress, burnout and lower self-efficacy, worsening over time 
School profile is not associated with difference in children’s wellbeing

https://cslstudy.ie/news/
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At the same time, strong cultures of care are evident across most primary schools (See CSL Reports 5 and 7). This may 

explain why there is no school-level differences in children’s wellbeing by DEIS status or school gender profile. Instead, 

wellbeing is associated primarily with socio-economic inequality: children from more well-off families report higher 

wellbeing than those experiencing poverty. Immigrant background also matters; while second-generation immigrant 

children perform well academically, they report lower wellbeing than non-immigrant peers, signalling the need for 

greater attention to the wellbeing of immigrant children, beyond academic outcomes alone (See CSL Report 8c). How 

classroom practice interacts with these structural dynamics is central to interpreting the attainment and wellbeing 

patterns identified.

 

Class level influences

Wider societal structures, school composition and local context are not passive background conditions — they 

actively shape classroom learning cultures through the pedagogical choices teachers make, influencing children’s 

day-to-day experiences and outcomes (Devine & McGillicuddy 2016). Building on previous analysis on pedagogy, 

curriculum and assessment (See CSL Reports 5 and 6), this report shows how class level micro-practices of learning 

and teaching are associated with children’s attainment, wellbeing and engagement but also with the characteristics 

of children in classrooms based on their age, gender, and social background.    

FIGURE 77: Class level influences on children’s school lives

Most teachers in CSL value critical thinking, but mastery-oriented practices – emphasising effort, learning from 

mistakes and doing one’s best – are more evident in Cohort A but decline over time across both cohorts. This may 

connect to issues of self-efficacy noted later but also to a narrower focus on academic performance as children get 

older (See CSL Report 5, 8a, 8b and 8c), especially in designated non-DEIS schools. Differentiation through ability 

grouping is more common in Cohort A and declines over time in Cohort B, especially for reading.  As highlighted in 

Reports 5 and 8b, children generally experience positive expectations and support by teachers, with girls experiencing 

the most positive support. However greater ambiguity in children’s experiences of classroom learning climates is 

evident in 5th and 6th class. This is of concern given these years are a critical turning point, particularly for children 

who are struggling, with implications for subsequent pathways through to post-primary (See CSL Report 9). A core 

challenge for children from poorer backgrounds, boys and girls, especially as they get older, is securing the level of 

support needed to give them an equal opportunity to succeed relative to their more advantaged peers. Our case 

studies illustrate this clearly: Shay and Niamh have trouble sustaining engagement in different ways, and within 

classroom contexts where teachers are simultaneously responding to complex and varied social and academic needs.

Class 
level

Classrooms with engaged children, high teacher expectation, and strong academic support  
and respect are linked to higher maths and reading attainment 
Ability grouping, implemented flexibly, is not associated with attainment or wellbeing 
Classroom climate varies by grade level and DEIS status 
Lower-attaining children in DEIS schools report particularly positive academic support 
Children in older classes are less positive about classroom climates, and teachers report  
lower self-efficacy

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/CSL-Report-Number-7_Wellbeing.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/12/CSL-Report-Number-6-v6.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8a_Social_Class.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_8c_Migration-Ethnicity.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/CSL_Report5_ForPublication.pdf
https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
https://cslstudy.ie/downloads/CSL_9_Transition.pdf
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We examined associations between these experiences of classroom culture (perception of teacher expectations, 

academic support and engagement with school, ability grouping) and children’s attainment and wellbeing. After 

controlling for social background, higher school engagement and a positive sense of teachers’ expectations are both 

positively associated with reading and mathematics attainment in 6th class. Children’s perception of an academically 

supportive classroom environment is itself strongly correlated with children’s positive sense of teacher expectations 

of their academic capabilities. While these views are evident among children across all attainment levels, it is 

especially evident among those who are lower reading attainers in DEIS status schools. This suggests strong cultures 

of support in these classrooms.  However, for mathematics, classroom cultures intersect with gender composition 

with poorer girls in co-educational classrooms especially disadvantaged (Report 8b). This has implications for their 

later educational trajectories and for longer-term gender parity in STEM learning and careers.

Overall, these findings suggest positive and ambitious learning climates for children in primary schools, and relatively 

consistent experiences of children being supported with their learning.  Furthermore, these findings align with those 

on ability grouping: ability grouping is not associated with attainment outcomes. Follow-on analysis shows that 

teachers use grouping flexibly, with substantial movement between groups over time — which may act to buffer or 

offset potential negative stratification effects. However, by 5th and 6th class this fluidity in movement is less evident.

Classroom learning cultures also matter for children’s wellbeing. Social belonging is positively associated with 

wellbeing, and bullying is negatively associated, in the senior primary years — underscoring the centrality of peer 

relational dynamics to classroom cultures. Teacher practices also matter; wellbeing is higher when children feel 

respected by their teachers and believe their teachers view them as academically capable. In contrast, ability 

grouping shows no association with wellbeing, possibly reflecting the flexible rather than fixed way teachers 

implement it in practice. These patterns hold when controlling for social background, gender and immigrant status, 

as well as school gender and DEIS profile.

Taken together, the findings suggest that class-level pedagogical cultures have significant positive associations 

with both attainment and wellbeing. Classrooms characterised by sustained engagement, high expectations, and 

academic support and respect from teachers are those most strongly associated with higher reading and maths 

outcomes, and greater belonging and wellbeing. These patterns sit alongside flexible differentiation practices 

that appear to reflect wider cultures of positive expectation. As with principals, teachers tend to love their jobs. 

Burnout is generally low, but highest among teachers working in designated DEIS schools working with the youngest 

children (Cohort A), who also report the lowest self-efficacy. These patterns likely connect to the disruption of the 

pandemic on younger children, especially for those who are poor. Self-efficacy in Cohort B also declines over time, 

indicating that as teachers work with older children, their sense of efficacy declines. Combined with children’s greater 

ambiguity about their classroom experiences in 5th and 6th class, this signals a need for targeted policy attention 

with respect to pedagogies in the senior end of primary school.

 

https://cslstudy.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/CSL-8b-Gender.pdf
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Individual level

It is at the level of each individual child that the impact of wider social structures, policies, school, and classroom 

level practices can be fully understood. Wider patterns associated with groups of children have consequences for 

the lives of individual children as they transition through the primary school system. Our longitudinal case studies 

document individual learning trajectories while also highlighting how structural inequalities shape the form these 

trajectories take. They also highlight children’s agency and capabilities in navigating the complexities of daily life, with 

family, teachers, and peers.

The narratives of Ciarán, Sinéad, and Niamh illustrate how supportive family and school contexts can foster positive 

learning trajectories, even amid socio-economic inequalities. Ciarán benefits from a comfortable family life, strong 

intergenerational support, and a rich local environment, alongside a caring and stable school culture, which together 

promote his wellbeing, social confidence, and foundational academic progress. Sinéad’s trajectory highlights the 

critical role of early intervention and family–school collaboration: targeted school support for her language delay, 

combined with guidance for her parents in managing behavioural and emotional challenges, generated a positive 

feedback loop enhancing her engagement and confidence. Her family’s ability to privately fund additional therapeutic 

support underscores the unequal access to resources in contexts of social deprivation, where staff burnout in her 

school reflects broader systemic pressures. Niamh demonstrates quiet perseverance in a context of entrenched 

community poverty and social stigma. Supported by a loving, determined family, and a school committed to the 

needs of low-income communities, she maintains a love of learning, even as teachers navigate the tension between 

catering to diverse needs and sustaining classroom engagement. A strong collegial school culture supports both 

teachers and children in her school.

Shay and Eli highlight different challenges in navigating primary school. Shay’s trajectory reflects how structural 

disadvantage, learning out of step with his interests, and repeated moments of frustration can erode academic 

confidence over time, despite a child’s capabilities, and efforts by his parents and teachers to keep him on track. 

Eli’s experiences illustrate the complexities of migration and transnational family arrangements, where continuity 

of cultural and linguistic ties, combined with responsive teaching — including story-based relational pedagogies — 

fosters engagement and learning. Together, these cases underscore that children’s learning trajectories are shaped 

by the interplay of family support, school culture, socio-economic conditions, and targeted interventions, with 

differing impacts on wellbeing, engagement, and academic progress.
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CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
Overall, the Children’s School Lives study underscores the centrality of primary schools in shaping children’s learning, 

wellbeing, and future trajectories. Learning is relational, cumulative, and embedded within nested layers of influence 

spanning society, school, classroom, and family. Our findings show that while strong school cultures, supportive 

principals and teachers, and caring school and classroom environments can foster positive outcomes, structural 

inequalities — including poverty, gender and migration/minority ethnic status — continue to create divergent and 

unequal pathways. Socio-economic disadvantage, compounded by pandemic-related disruption, has persistent 

effects on attainment and wellbeing, particularly for younger children in designated DEIS schools and for children 

from marginalised backgrounds. Yet, individual case studies reveal children’s agency and resilience, highlighting  

how targeted interventions, intergenerational family support, and inclusive school and classroom practices can  

help mitigate disadvantage and sustain engagement.

These findings carry clear policy implications. Ensuring equitable access to high-quality early interventions, wrap-

around supports, and family resources is critical to reducing structural barriers that are themselves located in wider 

social and economic policies and inequalities. Schools require sustained investment to maintain stable, inclusive, 

and collaborative cultures, supporting principals’ and teachers’ capacities to respond to diverse and complex student 

needs. Classroom pedagogies that combine high expectations, academic support, and social-emotional care are 

strongly associated with better outcomes, particularly for children from less advantaged backgrounds. Gender 

composition also matters; girls in single-sex schools achieve higher mathematics outcomes, while co-educational 

classrooms may disadvantage some groups, such as poorer girls. Intersectional inequalities remain pronounced:  

first-generation immigrant children and Traveller children continue to underachieve, underscoring the need for 

targeted policies especially for marginalised groups. Primary schools matter not only as sites for academic learning; 

they are critical relational environments where children’s capabilities and potential are actively formed. Policy needs 

to be focused on the full continuum of primary schooling, including targeted interventions to sustain engagement and 

participation in the senior primary years. This should be supported by structured and ongoing professional learning to 

build and maintain teacher self-efficacy.   
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