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What can we do to develop more equal experiences and 
outcomes?

• Society-level interventions

• School-level interventions

• Classroom-level interventions (curriculum and pedagogy)

• (see Mitchell, D. (2017) Diversity in Education: Effective Ways to Reach All Learners. London 
and New York: Routledge)



Societal Factors: Income Inequality

• Income Inequality: the bigger the income gap…..the greater the number and degree of social 
problems encountered, including poor educational achievement (see Wilkinson and Pickett, 
2009).

• Gini coefficients

• Mismatch of cultural and social capital: “disconnect between cultural capital valued by 
schools and the cultural capital valued by many in their communities” ( Mitchell, 2017, p.102)



Societal factors: Family factors

• Opportunities to provide a stimulating (educationally) home environment:

• Access to language/ vocabulary (of school): different backgrounds create cultural confluences 
with the language of school

• Also, the language of the school adapting to the language of the home, neighbourhood 
(‘funds of knowledge’)



Educational Disadvantage (Definitions)

• Education Act of 1998 which defined educational disadvantage as:

 ‘impediments to education arising from social or economic disadvantage 
which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in 

schools’



Disrupting Deficit Views 
(O’Sullivan, 2005)

• Constitutional Limitation (Genetic/ Social 
Darwinism)

• Material Condition (Wealth and what it provides)

• Personal deficit (individual skills required…e.g. 
Bernstein’s codes)

• Cultural deficit (‘school facing an inhospitable 
culture….culturally discordant schooling’)

• Political Economy (Marxist- ‘schools serving the 
interests of those who control production’)



Culturally discordant schooling

• The argument that ‘schools must shoulder much of the blame for the failure of pupils. Their 
codes of behaviour, their expectations of pupils’ motivation and aspirations, their styles of 
speech, and above all, their formal curriculum, present a culture that is meaningless to many 
pupils’

• Ignore pupils tastes and differences

• Discontinuity between home and school

• Rather than expecting children to become more like the culture of the school… the school 
and teachers would adapt the setting, contexts and curriculum to be more like the world of 
the students



Disrupting Deficits

• We must not subscribe to the belief that ‘ a culture of poverty’ exists (Gorski, 2008; Mitchell, 
2013)

• teachers in high-needs urban schools develop a greater awareness of the literate and urban 
lives of their students by paying attention to the complexities of poor children’s daily 
geographies that too often go unrecognized. By understanding and integrating these complex 
factors that contribute to children’s educational experiences, teachers can become much 
more effective at fostering education in a way that is responsive to and respectful of students’ 
homes, cultures, and urban lives (Rogalski, 2009, p. 



‘culturally relevant pedagogy’ (Ladson-Billings, 1995)

• How can we make our subject areas more culturally relevant to the diversity of students we 
teach?



Cultural reproduction and hegemony

• Apple (1979) ‘ certainly we must be honest about the ways power, knowledge and interest 
are interrelated and made manifest, about how hegemony is economically and culturally 
maintained’



DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools)

DEIS 2005 DEIS 2017



Before DEIS (pre- 2005)

• Early Start

• Giving Children an Even Break (incorporating the primary Disadvantaged 
Areas Scheme and Breaking the Cycle)

• the Support Teacher Project (primary level)

• Early Literacy Initiative, including the Reading Recovery initiative

• Junior Certificate School Programme Literacy Strategy and Demonstration 
Library Project

• Home/School/Community Liaison Scheme

• School Completion Programme 

•Disadvantaged Areas Scheme for second-level schools and related projects in 
second-level schools supporting access to third-level.

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-
Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-
Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html

https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html
https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/DEIS-Supporting-Information/Historical-Educational-Disadvantaged-Schemes-Pre-DEIS.html


DEIS 2017

• Our Vision

 For Education to more fully become a proven 
pathway to better opportunities for those in 
communities at risk of disadvantage and social 
exclusion.

•  Our Ambition

 To become the best in Europe at harnessing 
education to break down barriers and stem the cycle 
of inter-generational disadvantage by equipping 
learners to participate, succeed and contribute 
effectively to society in a changing world.



Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools 
(DEIS)

Goal 5
To support the work of schools by providing the 
research, information, evaluation and feedback to 
achieve the goals of the plan

Goal 4
Inter-Agency working to support and foster best 
practice in schools 

Goal 3
To improve the capacity of school leaders and teachers 
to engage, plan and deploy resources to their best 
advantage

Goal 2
To improve the learning experience of pupils in DEIS 
schools

Goal 1
To implement a more robust and responsive 
Assessment Framework for identification of Schools 
and effective resource allocation 



Focus Areas of DEIS Plans in Schools

• Retention in School

• Attendance at School

• Improve Numeracy Levels

• Improve Literacy Levels

• Improve Examination Attainment

• Improve Educational Progression

• Promote Partnership with Parents

• Promote Partnership with Others (schools, 
community, other agencies)



PISA and DEIS 2018: Reading Literacy 2018
(Gilleece et al.,2020, p.xii) 

In reading, students in DEIS schools (479.2) scored at the level of the OECD average (487.1). 
Students in non-DEIS schools (530.4) achieved a mean reading score significantly above the 
corresponding OECD average. 

• There was a difference of 51.2 points (over half an international standard deviation) between 
the average reading performance of students attending DEIS schools and those attending non-
DEIS schools. This difference is statistically significant and adequately large to be of substantive 
importance. 

• Students in DEIS schools had significantly lower achievement on each of the three reading 
subscales than their counterparts in non-DEIS schools. On each subscale, the gap was 
approximately 50 points



PISA and DEIS 2018: Reading Literacy 2018

• In DEIS schools, just over one-fifth of students (21.8%) achieved a reading score below Level 
2. Such students are considered low-achievers by the OECD. In non-DEIS schools, just 9% of 
students are classified as low achievers in reading.

 • Conversely, looking at high-achievers in reading, the percentage of students at or above Level 
5 is lower in DEIS schools (5.5%) compared to non-DEIS schools (14.2%).

 • Turning to student attitudes and engagement in reading, a higher percentage of students in 
DEIS schools reported that they did not read at all for enjoyment (58.5%) compared to students 
in non-DEIS schools (44.3%).

 • Students in DEIS schools reported a less positive self-concept in reading competence 
compared to students in non-DEIS schools.



Donohue, B., Perkins, R., Walsh, T., O’Neill, B., Ó Duibhir, C., & Duggan, A. (2023). Education in a 
Dynamic World: the performance of students in Ireland in PISA 2022. Dublin: Educational Research 
Centre.



Donohue, B., Perkins, R., Walsh, T., O’Neill, B., Ó Duibhir, C., & Duggan, A. (2023). Education in a 
Dynamic World: the performance of students in Ireland in PISA 2022. Dublin: Educational Research 
Centre.





Mathematical Literacy 2018

• • The average mathematics performance of students in DEIS schools (466.4) is significantly 
lower than the corresponding OECD average score (489.3). Students in non-DEIS schools 
(510.2) had an average mathematics score significantly above the OECD average.

•  • The average mathematics performance of students attending DEIS schools (466.4) was 
significantly and substantially lower than that of students in non-DEIS schools (510.2), with a 
difference of 43.8 score points in favour of students in non-DEIS schools. This difference 
represents two-fifths of an international standard deviation.

•  • The percentages of students categorised as low achievers in mathematics (below 
proficiency Level 2) is higher in DEIS schools (28%) compared to non-DEIS schools (12%). A 
small percentage (3.6%) of students in DEIS schools reached the highest levels of 
achievement in mathematics (at or above Level 5). The corresponding percentage in non-DEIS 
schools was 9.7%





PISA 2022 Data Included



Scientific Literacy 2018

• • Students attending DEIS schools had an average science score (465.0) that was significantly 
lower than the corresponding OECD average (488.7). Students in non-DEIS schools had an 
average science score (506.0) that was significantly above the OECD average.

•  • With a mean score of 465.0, the average science performance of students attending DEIS 
schools was significantly, and substantially, lower than the average of students in non-DEIS 
schools (mean score 506.0). The difference between the two amounts to 41 score points 
which is equivalent to two-fifths of an international standard deviation.

•  • The percentage of low achieving students in science (i.e., achieving scores below Level 2) 
is higher in DEIS schools (28.2%) compared to non-DEIS schools (13.5%).

•  • A small percentage (3.1%) of students in DEIS schools reached the highest levels of 
achievement in science (at or above Level 5). The corresponding percentage in non-DEIS 
schools was 6.7%.





Science 2022



Gender differences in achievement 2018

• • A significant gender difference was found in reading in both DEIS and non-DEIS schools. 
Female students had significantly higher reading scores than male students in both DEIS (+17 
points) and non-DEIS schools (+20 points). Gender differences in favour of girls were found in 
all PISA 2018 participants and the average gender gap was almost 30 points (OECD, 2020a).

•  • One quarter of boys (23.9%) in DEIS schools had a reading score below Level 2 in PISA 2018. 
Thus, one quarter of boys in DEIS schools have reading skills described by the OECD as 
inadequate for future study and work. The corresponding percentage for females is 18.9%.

•  • In Ireland overall, there was no significant gender difference in average mathematics 
achievement. The magnitude of the gender gap was similar in DEIS and non-DEIS schools 
(+9.5 points in favour of males) but statistically significant in non-DEIS schools only.





Motivation for Reading: Gender/DEIS/Non-DEIS



• Some reading on 
DEIS: 
Fleming, B. and 
Harford, J., 
2021. The DEIS 
programme as 
a policy aimed 
at combating 
educational 
disadvantage: 
fit for 
purpose?. Irish 
Educational 
Studies, pp.1-
19.

Findings:

Teaching and Learning (maintaining 
high expectations; prioritising care 
over learning)

Leadership and Management (more 
support required e.g. AP posts)

Well-being (societal issues 
concentrated in DEIS schools; 
‘emotionally charged’ environment



Cahill, K. and O'Sullivan, D., 2022. Making a difference in 
educational inequality: reflections from research and 
practice. Irish Educational Studies, 41(3), pp.473-485.

• What key ideas emerged for you from this reading?

• Discuss in twos/ threes

• Be prepared to offer brief feedback to the class

• Do you have any questions relating to the article 
content?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.blogs.hss.ed.ac.uk/pubs-and-publications/2019/04/22/discussion-advice/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


School Level Actions (Mitchell 2017)

• Effective and Inclusive School leadership

• Engage families in education (e.g. HSCL)

• Focus on literacy and numeracy development

• Take account of intersectionality between SES – Ethnicity- Gender

• Develop positive school culture (positive teacher- student relationships)

• Additional supports for at-risk students

• Implement ICT Access policies (provide resources)



Classroom level (Mitchell, 2017, p.136-)

• Universal Design for Learning (see differentiation lecture ED6330)

• Equal Access to the curriculum (not a ‘watered-down’ version)

• Set high but realistic expectations

• Evidence-based teaching and learning strategies (what are they? Next slide)



Effective Pedagogies (Mitchell, 2017)

• Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

• Active Learning

• Team Teaching

• Collaborative learning/Peer Tutoring

• Metacognition (cognitive strategy 
instruction)

• Memory strategies

• Social skills education

• Self-regulated learning
• Review and practice
• Reciprocal teaching

• Formative assessment and 
feedback (feedforward)

• Peer tutoring
• Technology



Transformative Pedagogies

• Critical Pedagogy (Critical literacies)

• Child-centred schooling (Cahill et al., 2018)

• Funds of Knowledge (funds of pedagogy)

• Productive pedagogies (Mills et al)

• Pedagogical possibilities (Lupton &  Hempel-Jorgenson, 2012)

• Munns (2007) pedagogies to engage children living in poverty



Critical pedagogy

• Freire ([1970] 1993, 33) defines praxis as:

• ‘reflection and action upon the world in order to 
transform it’, arguing that ‘through praxis, oppressed 
people can acquire a critical awareness of their own 
condition, and, with their allies, struggle for liberation’.



Critical Pedagogy

• Creating opportunities for students to critically interrogate their reality.

• Critical pedagogy gives voice to the voiceless; gives power to the powerless. Change is often 
difficult, and critical pedagogy is all about change from coercive to collaborative; from 
transmission to transformative; from inert to catalytic; from passive to active. Critical 
pedagogy leads us to advocacy and activism on behalf of those who are the most vulnerable 
in classrooms and in society (Wink, 2005, p.165)



Critical Pedagogy (McLaren, 2019, p.4)

• Critical pedagogy will remain a vital force in shaping the future of our collective commons 
when teachers assume the role of public intellectuals, of social activists, of political 
protagonists who are able to work with the insight that what happens inside the classroom 
cannot be disconnected from what is happening in the local community, the school district, 
and the wider precincts of democracy.

• Can you think of any current examples?



Cahill, K. and O'Sullivan, D., 2022. Making a difference in 
educational inequality: reflections from research and 
practice. Irish Educational Studies, 41(3), pp.473-485.

• Deconstructing Educational Disadvantage

• Neoliberalism and accentuating educational inequalities

• Innovative and flexible approaches to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment

• Disrupting ‘cultural deficit theories’ through a ‘funds of knowledge’ approach

• Adopting a capabilities approach/strengths-based approach

• Intersectional understandings of educational inequality

• Critical pedagogical approaches



Transformative Pedagogies

• Critical Pedagogy (Critical literacies - Wink, 2005)

• Child-centred schooling (Cahill et al., 2018)

• Funds of Knowledge ( Moll et al., 1992) (funds of pedagogy)

• Productive pedagogies (Mills et al., 2009)

• Pedagogical possibilities (Lupton &  Hempel-Jorgenson, 2012)

• Munns (2007) pedagogies to engage children living in poverty



Critical Pedagogy

• Freire ([1970] 1993, 33) defines 
praxis as:

• ‘reflection and action upon the 
world in order to transform it’, 
arguing that ‘through praxis, 
oppressed people can acquire a 
critical awareness of their own 
condition, and, with their allies, 
struggle for liberation’.



Critical Pedagogy

•Creating opportunities for students to critically interrogate their 
reality.

•Critical pedagogy gives voice to the voiceless; gives power to the 
powerless. Change is often difficult, and critical pedagogy is all about 
change from coercive to collaborative; from transmission to 
transformative; from inert to catalytic; from passive to active. Critical 
pedagogy leads us to advocacy and activism on behalf of those who 
are the most vulnerable in classrooms and in society (Wink, 2005, 
p.165)



Critical Pedagogy (McLaren, 2019, p.4)

• Critical pedagogy will remain a vital force in shaping the future of our collective commons 
when teachers assume the role of public intellectuals, of social activists, of political 
protagonists who are able to work with the insight that what happens inside the classroom 
cannot be disconnected from what is happening in the local community, the school district, 
and the wider precincts of democracy.

• Can you think of any current examples?



What are the Global, National, Local Issues most in 
need of your attention as a teacher

Menti.com: 



Climate Action



What other issues 
might we address?

• Race/ Ethnicity/ Hate/ Privilege

• Gender Discrimination

• Economic Inequality/ Poverty (Social 
Class/ SES)

• Disability/ SEN

• Sexuality

• Human Rights

• Religious Persecution

• War/ Conflict

• Homelessness

• Sustainability

49
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is licensed under CC BY-NC

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under 
CC BY-SA-NC

http://www.thebluediamondgallery.com/wooden-tile/g/gender.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://disabilityvisibilityproject.com/2014/08/10/disability-history-access-for-montreal-july-25-2014/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://classism.org/about-class/classism/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Critical Pedagogy: How?

• Disrupting the commonplace

• Interrogating multiple viewpoints

• Focusing on social political issues

• Taking action and promoting social justice

• Can you share examples from your own subject 
area(s) where this is possible:

• Languages?

• History?

• Geography?

• Science?

• Art?

• Business?

• Music?

• Mathematics?

• SPHE?

• CSPE?



student-centred schooling (Cahill et al. 2018)

• Learning from Alternative Education Settings

• Curriculum Flexibility

• Pedagogical Approaches

• The Dilemmas of assessment practices



“Funds of Knowledge”

•  “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of 
knowledge and skills” (Moll et al. 1992)

• Venturing beyond the walls of the classroom - Connecting 
home, school and community.
 

• Drawing on knowledge / skills found in households/communities 
to organise classroom literacy experiences that exceed in quality 
the rote-like instruction commonly found in schools  
(Moll et al. 1992, p.132).

• Connecting the curriculum with students lives
(Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a,  p.43)
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