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Abstract

Attending school is a significant experience during the course of a person’s 
lifetime. It contributes to the foundation of emotional, social, cognitive, moral and 
spiritual development, particularly at pre-school and primary school levels. Despite 
its importance, it is not available to all children equally and this phenomenon mirrors 
broader societal inequalities. During the past three decades in Ireland there has been 
much discourse and financial investment focusing on educational disadvantage, yet it 
remains an intractable problem for society. This thesis provides one lens through 
which educational disadvantage can be investigated: school absenteeism at primary 
level in schools located in an area designated as disadvantaged. The research 
provides information on: 1) the attendance of 306 students in one school-year and 2) 
the experience and perceptions of seven key personnel dealing with school 
absenteeism on a daily basis. The inquiry was conducted in a systematic way to 
ensure the validity of the findings and a contribution to the knowledge already 
available on absenteeism in primary level schools. The research adopts a case study 
research strategy and applied a mixed-methods sequential explanatory design.

The study traces the key concepts underpinning absenteeism in Irish and 
international literature as the substantive focus of the thesis. The broader frame 
locates the issue of school absenteeism within inequality of education and 
educational disadvantage using an interdisciplinary approach. This work considers 
public policy in relation to Irish education, educational disadvantage and school 
attendance with a particular focus on relevant legislation and policy implementation.

Having established that there is a serious problem of poor attendance in some 
Irish primary schools a key conclusion of this research is that while the Education 
(Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000) provides the legislative and policy 
mechanism to curtail the extent of absenteeism at primary level, serious attention 
needs to be given to its full implementation. Despite the high levels of absenteeism in 
schools designated as disadvantaged there is evidence of a strong and definite 
commitment to prevent and curtail this phenomenon within the educational system. It 
is evident from the interviews that this is a key area of concern for all the personnel 
involved.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THESIS

This thesis examines poor school attendance. The study investigates poor 

attendance at primary level in schools located in an area designated as 

disadvantaged1. The focus of this inquiry is on the prevalence of absenteeism in these 

schools and on the experience of implementing statutory responses and strategies 

dealing with this problem. The concept of absenteeism is explored through an 

analysis of the theoretical understandings available in Irish and international 

literature using an interdisciplinary approach. The wider problem of inequality in 

education provides the broad framework, with the initial focus of the literature and 

policy reviews exploring concepts of equality, inequality of education and 

educational disadvantage. This work further considers public policy in relation to 

Irish education and educational disadvantage with a particular focus on policy 

implementation.

The research provides systematically collected data on: (a) the attendance 

pattern of 306 students in one school-year and (b) the experience and perceptions of 

seven key personnel dealing with school absenteeism on a daily basis. The research 

adopts a case study research strategy and applied a mixed-methods sequential

1 The Scheme of Assistance to Schools in Designated Areas of Disadvantage at primary level was 
introduced in 1984 in disadvantaged areas. Schools seeking disadvantaged status were assessed and 
prioritised as to need on the basis of socio-economic and educational indicators such as 
unemployment levels, housing, medical card holders and information on basic literacy and numeracy. 
Band 1 2 Schools: are designated as disadvantaged under DEIS and classified as Band 1 (most
disadvantaged), and Band 2 (highly disadvantaged).
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explanatory design. The research is conducted in two phases: Phase 1 involves the 

extraction of data from primary school roll books over one academic year and Phase 

2 includes semi-structured interviews with seven key personnel with responsibilities 

in relation to school attendance. The aim of the research is to identify the factual 

details of absenteeism among students attending schools designated as educationally 

disadvantaged and to outline the experiences of implementing statutory responses to 

this phenomenon. This introductory chapter outlines: (a) the rationale for undertaking 

the study; (b) the structure of the thesis including a brief outline of each chapter and 

(c) the author’s perspective and voice.

Why Study School Absenteeism Now?

Educational qualifications are a crucial determinant of later life-chances across 

Western societies including Ireland. There has been a significant increase in general 

participation in formal education in Ireland over the past four decades. There has also 

been a significant investment by the State to improve access to education by all 

children. However, there is much evidence that many children are not benefiting 

from the education system. This is in part due to poor attendance which can reflect 

general disengagement with school and can be associated with early school leaving, 

academic underperformance and more restricted opportunities in terms of further 

education, training and the labour market (Darmody, Smyth & McCoy, 2007;



Malcolm, Wilson, Davidson & Kirk, 2003; McCoy, Darmody, Smyth & Dunne, 

2007). The Combat Poverty Agency2 (CPA, 2003) described educational 

disadvantage as a relative term and this has implications as it becomes more the 

norm to participate and benefit from education.

The intractable problem of educational disadvantage has been the subject of 

much discourse and deliberation among all education stakeholders and general Irish 

society. Educational disadvantage is most comprehensively understood as the 

inability to derive an equal benefit from education (as a result of social, economic, 

cultural, environmental, school and system factors), which results in disadvantage, 

inside and outside the formal educational system, in the form of underachievement 

within the school system, low literacy levels, early school leaving, and exclusion 

from secure, well-paid employment, adequate housing, services and lifelong learning 

(Kelleghan, Weir, o hUallachain & Morgan, 1995). The link between educational 

disadvantage and poverty is uncontested by many educationalists in Ireland today 

(Downes & Gilligan, 2007). Much interdisciplinary research work has been 

undertaken with a focus on family poverty and links with educational disadvantage

2 The Combat Poverty Agency (CPA) was established by legislation in 1986 to provide policy advice 
to the Minister for Social and Family Affairs on all aspects of poverty. In July 2009 the CPA was 
integrated with the Office for Social Inclusion to form the Social Inclusion Division within the 
Department of Social and Family Affairs. In May 2010 the Social Inclusion Division was transferred 
to the Department of Community, Equality and Gaeltacht Affairs.
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(Archer, 2001; Daly & Leonard, 2002; Department of Education and Science [DES] 

2005a; Smyth & McCoy, 2009; St. Vincent de Paul Society [SVP], 2002).

Within this broader context this study focuses on one indicator of educational 

disadvantage: poor attendance. In recent decades, school absenteeism has attracted 

much interest in international educational research as well as policy discourses 

(Malcolm et al., 2003; Reid, 2003; 2005). There is a general consensus among 

researchers that poor attendance has substantial costs for the individual and for wider 

society. On the individual level, persistent school absence is likely to lead to early 

school leaving and social as well as economic disadvantage later in life. On a societal 

level, persistent absence from school and subsequent early school leaving can be 

associated with becoming engaged in criminal activity (Robins & Radcliffe, 1980) 

and high levels of unemployment. In other words, persistent absence from school is 

costly to the individual as well as to the State (Darmody et al., 2007).

In Ireland, the fourth in a series of reports based on data collected by the 

National Educational Welfare Board (NEWB) on non-attendance in primary and 

post-primary schools provides information on school attendance returns for 2007/8 

and compares these figures with the previous four years (Millar, 2010). According to 

this report, annual percentage student days lost in 2007/8 were 6.5% in primary and 

about 7.7% in post-primary schools. This implies that, on average, each primary 

student missed 12 days per year and each post-primary student missed 13 days per 

year. The proportion of students in primary school absent 20 days or more is as high 

as 12 Vo; the corresponding figure at post-primary level is 16.9%. Millar pointed out 

that, c<1he percentage of twenty-day absences continued in the range of approximately



11-12% in primary schools and 16-18% in post primary schools” (p.6). The 2007/8 

figure for primary schools was at the top of the range, while for post-primary the 

figure was lower for 2007/8 than for the previous year. It is worth noting here that 

the figure for 2006/7 (coinciding with the year in which my study was carried out) 

was 10.9% for over twenty days absent in primary schools. This figure is close to my 

figure of 10.2% absenteeism for the schools in this study.

As indicated by this picture of absenteeism by Millar (2010), it is clear that 

non-attendance at primary level requires further interrogation. This topic is seen as 

important because attendance at primary school is an indicator of further education 

and life-chances (McCoy et al., 2007). Attendance at school contributes to the 

foundation of emotional, social, cognitive, moral and spiritual development, 

particularly at pre-school and primary school levels (Daly, 2005). The rationale for 

selecting this focus includes the realisation of the importance of school attendance.

There is also an opportunity to review the relatively recently-enacted 

legislation and policy initiatives that have been put in place to address the problem of 

poor attendance. The specific focus in the policy review is on the implementation of 

strategies as envisaged through the enactment of the Education (Welfare) Act 

(Government of Ireland, 2000). The Act was seen as a systematically-designed 

approach to addressing the issue of non-attendance through providing a statutory 

framework for addressing student absenteeism (McCoy et al., 2007). However, as 

pointed out by McCoy et al. (2007) there has been little focused research in the Irish 

context on the nature of poor attendance. This is particularly true in the primary

5



school context. This small scale study hopes to contribute in a limited fashion to the 

knowledge of absenteeism in educationally disadvantaged primary schools.

Summary of Thesis Structure and Contents

Having presented the rationale for the selection of the research topic the 

following outline of the chapters provides the rationale for the approach taken to this 

investigation. Chapter 2 begins with a review of the literature on inequality, 

educational disadvantage and school attendance internationally. It then narrows to a 

specific focus on school absenteeism in Ireland. The chapter outlines a number of 

shifts that have taken place, especially in the 1990s, in understandings and practices 

of equality strategies. These shifts have been influenced by several factors including 

innovative ways of conceptualising justice, equality and human rights (Zappone, 

2003). The historical debates regarding the nature of economic development and 

distribution and redistribution are highlighted and traced to the development of 

equality concepts such as inclusion and difference. There is also a focus on the 

relationship between social class and resistance theories and early school leaving and 

absenteeism. The active concepts of self-withdrawal and disengagement are explored 

and considered adopting a rights-based approach.

Chapter 3 presents a review of relevant legislation and policy initiatives in

Ireland in relation to educational disadvantage and narrows to school attendance with

a particular focus on the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000) and

its implementation. This review is framed by the general political, social and cultural

context and includes the broader objective of the ‘joined up5 policy approach adopted

by recent Irish Government departments (McCarthy, 2005; National Economic and
6



Social Council [NESC], 2005). The main tendencies, patterns, key moments and 

significant developments in education reform are linked to other relevant national 

strategies that impinge on the subject of this study.

Chapter 4 presents the research strategy, design and methodology and includes 

a rationale for the approach adopted, assumptions made, ethical considerations and 

the perceived limitations of the study. The theoretical worldview applied is 

pragmatism as it “draws on many ideas, including applying ’what works,' using 

diverse approaches, and valuing both objective and subjective knowledge” (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2007, p. 43). This disciplined inquiry applied a mixed-methods 

sequential explanatory design. The sequential procedure allowed the researcher to 

seek and elaborate on and expand the findings of one method with another method 

(Creswell, 2003). These methods involved two phases with Phase 1 providing the 

systematic review of quantitative data on the phenomenon of school attendance and 

Phase 2 providing additional qualitative data based on the views and perceptions of 

the key school and agency personnel that interact with school absenteeism on a daily 

basis. Finally the mixing of methods at the interpretation stage allowed for a depth to 

the inquiry that the serious topic of absenteeism deserves.

Chapter 5 is a sequenced presentation of the findings from Phase 1 and 2. It 

begins with contextual details of the junior and senior primary schools involved in 

the study. The analysis of the data is presented as if the school is one entity to assist 

the identification of patterns and trends across all primary school grades over the 

school year. The data collected provides information on 306 pupils attending these 

schools in 2006/2007 and their pattern of attendance under the headings of student’s
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grade and gender and periods of absence such as the day of the week and time of the 

year.

Building on Phase 1 and aiming to acquire further knowledge on the subject of 

school absenteeism at primary level, Phase 2 included semi-structured interviews 

with seven people in key positions (direct and indirect) in the schools. The 

participants were asked to respond, based on their experience, to a set of questions 

guided by key themes, identified in Phase 1, and a subsequent set of related sub

themes. The four key themes included: 1) patterns and trends in primary school 

absenteeism; 2) the implementation of the legislation (Education (Welfare) Act, 

Government of Ireland, 2000); 3) prevention and intervention strategies and 4) 

recommendations for future practice and policy. The responses provide a narrative 

under each theme, interspersed with relevant quotes from the interviews, where 

pertinent.

Chapter 6 is an attempt to integrate and connect findings from Phase 1 and 2 

with the literature and policy chapters. The structure of the chapter is designed to 

capture the primary learning from the thesis. As in the other related chapters the 

substantive subject of absenteeism is framed by the context of inequality in education 

and educational disadvantage. The learning from the thesis is discussed by focusing 

on the prevalence and patterns of absenteeism in the sample schools and the 

experiences of implementing the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland,

2000) and polices to prevent and lessen poor attendance.

The final chapter draws together the learning from this research study and 

highlights recommendations. Having established that there is a serious problem of



poor attendance in some Irish primary schools a key conclusion of this research is 

that the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000) provides the 

legislative and policy mechanisms to curtail the extent of absenteeism at primary 

level but serious attention needs to be given to its implementation to make substantial 

progress. This is presented as a positive prospect given the apparent commitment to 

improve the services for vulnerable children and their families through integrated 

services. The formal formation in June, 2011 of a full Department for Children and 

Youth Affairs (DCYA) is an example of the commitment to this reform (DCYA, 

2011).

Authors Perspective and Voice

My values as a researcher and a community development worker have shaped 

the choice of topic, the design of the research and the presentation of the thesis. I 

have always had a personal and professional interest in education and its importance 

in society. My early childhood experiences imprinted on me the value of education 

along with the awareness of the class divide in accessing education. In addition, I had 

early exposure to the struggle for fairness and equality in the delivery of public 

service for the public good. This interest in class-based inequality influenced me to 

follow a career in social work, applying a community development approach. During 

the past 30 years I have experienced a range of opportunities and challenges in my 

working life towards lessening educational disadvantage. In addition, having seen 

my children’s journey through to third level education this further confirmed for me 

that even though there have been many initiatives, legislative changes and education



reforms it is still very difficult for children of families that haven’t benefited from 

education to reach their full potential.

I pursued the idea of returning to education to study the educational 

disadvantage module of the doctorate in education programme in St Patrick’s 

College as I had a desire to build on the theoretical, formal and informal experiences 

of my various roles and responsibilities. The combination of the coursework and the 

self-directed learning through the dissertation was very attractive to me as someone 

returning to the formal education sector. By obtaining an understanding of policy 

frameworks and their application in disadvantage within international ‘social 

movements’ I was provided with an exciting and enlightening basis upon which to 

undertake this research. The manner in which these were linked nationally with 

educational discourses, policies and practices, with particular reference to their 

implications for planning, reform and improvements in targeting disadvantage 

provided the much needed focus for this study.

Even though studying within the discipline of education was a new challenge 

for me I held the conviction, and still do, that it is only when we have the cross

fertilization of training and research that we will be able to truly perform our public 

service in an integrated and joined-up fashion. I had gained sufficient professional 

confidence through my work-life experiences to undertake this study and to pursue 

my search for broad system change. My primary motivator is the belief that the child 

and family must be at the centre of policies and services that involve them and that it 

is only through genuine sharing of perspectives we might arrive at a respectful and 

more equitable education system.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter provides a literature review on absenteeism in primary schools in 

the Republic of Ireland. The review will clarify the concept of absenteeism through 

an analysis of some of the theoretical understandings available in Irish and 

international literature using an interdisciplinary approach. The wider problem of 

inequality within education will provide the broad framework for this study and the 

initial focus of the literature review will explore equality, inequality of education and 

educational disadvantage. The final section in this chapter explores the literature on 

policy implementation and integrated responses.

This chapter will inform the analysis of legislation and policy in the next 

chapter specifically focused on policy development in relation to absenteeism. These 

chapters naturally interlink as much policy results from the design and 

implementation of legislation usually formulated as a result of heightened awareness, 

previous research and prior knowledge of a given subject. The review also refers to a 

number of research studies which have informed the theoretical understandings of 

educational disadvantage and poor attendance.

Understandings of Equality

There are a range of understandings of the term equality as my investigation of 

the interdisciplinary literature will demonstrate. The “discourse on equality brings 

into play the intersecting categories of class, gender, disability, ethnicity and sexual 

orientation and the linked spheres of public and private life” (Lyons & Waldron,



2005, p. 1). Much benefit may be obtained by exploring assumptions that make up the 

social constructs of the modem and post-modem world. Discussions that include 

how we are and how we go about our business should include reference to the moral 

order of society. Taylor (2004) traced the new vision of moral order back to the 

theories of Natural Law which emerged in the seventeenth century, largely as a 

response to the domestic and international disorder wrought by the wars of religion. 

Taylor also cited Grotius and Locke as being the most important theorists of Natural 

Law, with Grotius “seeing human beings as rational, sociable agents who are meant 

to collaborate in peace to their mutual benefit” (p.3). Taylor argued that from the 

time of Locke “although the contract language may fall away, and be used by only a 

minority of theorists, the underlying idea of society as existing for the (mutual) 

benefit of individuals and the defence of their rights takes on more and more 

importance”(p.4). He pointed out that this thinking had given a firm basis for 

political institutions even if it has gone through a double expansion through the 

intensity of its use and the demands on it.

The equality debate in the twentieth century centred on ’socio-economic’ 

inequality and class, due mainly to the imbalance of wealth ownership in western 

countries and the prevalence of high unemployment. This led to the central 

positioning of an economic or material understanding of equality/inequality and was 

upheld also by the moral philosophy of utilitarianism, the liberal political theory of 

Rawls and the Marxist, socialist and feminist traditions shaping a more radical 

understanding of an egalitarian society (Zappone, 2001). The utilitarian argument 

proposed that rich people should transfer some of their income to poor people



because this could increase the utility or happiness of the poor person, without 

substantially decreasing the happiness of the rich person.

Embedded in a distributive theory of justice and equality is the assumption that 

our sameness to one another is the deciding element that justifies equal treatment and 

respect. While the focus is on how goods are distributed, little attention is placed on 

how the differences in economic resources impact on capacities and opportunities. 

This leads to a consideration of the work of Amartya Sen. His emphasis on 

differential need confronted the attractive simplicities embedded in earlier theories. 

Young concurs with Sen “I find focus on distribution of goods or income per se too 

limited a way of evaluating justice or well-being” (Young, 2000, p.32). Young 

further elaborated “Because of their differing attributes or situations, some people 

need more or different kinds of goods to enable equal levels of capability with 

others” (2000, p32).

For these theorists, equality refers, not primarily to the distribution of social 

goods but above all, to the full participation and inclusion of everyone in a society’s 

major institutions. Their work requires the socially supportive opportunity for all 

people to develop and exercise their capabilities and realise their choices. The social 

choice theory of Sen, whereby each person is empowered to take responsibility for 

his/her own preferences is linked to the capacities in each individual (Sen & Foster,

1997). According to Sen and Foster:

If the objective is to concentrate on the individual’s real 

opportunity to pursue her objectives, then account would have to be 

taken not just of the primary goods the person holds but also of the



relevant personal characteristics that govern the conversion of 

primary goods into the person’s ability to promote her ends. (p. 198)

Sen linked this notion to his functionings theory which referred to the various 

things a person may value doing or being. These valued functionings may vary from 

basic ones such as food to more complex ones such as self-respect. The focus on this 

capability approach could be either on realized functionings or on a set of 

alternatives a person has which could be equated to real opportunities. Sen explained 

that “The perspective of human capability focuses, .. ..on the ability -  the substantive 

freedom -  of people to lead the lives they have reason to value and to enhance the 

real choices they have”(1999, p. 293). Sen recognised Rawls expansion from a focus 

on primary goods to the inclusion of income but viewed even this expansion as too 

narrow a frame to “...deal with all the relevant variations in the relationship between 

resources and functionings” (Sen, 1997, p. 393). Sen advocated that “inequality 

comparisons will yield very different results depending on whether we concentrate 

only on incomes or also on the impact of other economic and social influences on the 

quality of life” (Sen, 1997, p.389).

Sen connected his theoretical understanding of equality with an individual’s 

lifestyle and /or well being. He explained that the worth of incomes cannot stand 

separated from deeper concerns and that a society that respects individual well-being 

and freedom must take note of these concerns in making interpersonal comparisons 

as well as assessment of social situations (Sen, 1997). In advocating for the 

importance of understanding individual capabilities, Sen explained that the 

relationship between income (and other resources) on the one hand and individual



achievements and freedoms on the other is not constant. The lifestyles experienced 

by individuals are influenced by different types of contingencies that lead to 

systematic variations in the conversion of incomes into the distinct functionings that 

are achieved or, put another way, the various things we can do or be (Sen, 1997).

This primacy of focus on the individual by Sen has led to critiques by theorists 

from other disciplines; however, Sen defends the criticism of his social choice theory 

by explaining that in fact his focus on capabilities recognises individual social and 

capital differences while holding a focus on inequality as a central theme (Sen,

1989), Sen connected the modem focus on quality of life with “conditions of living” 

(Sen, 1997, p. 392). In addition, Sen broadened the original social choice framework 

as he viewed it as inadequate as it left little room for distributive considerations such 

as equality. Sen argued for the need for certain equity or distributive factors to be 

satisfied or otherwise “We can have complete equality of the chosen index of 

primary goods, and yet some people may be immensely more deprived than others 

because of age, disabilities, proneness to illness, epidemiological conditions, and so 

on” (Sen, 1997, p. 393). Outlining Sen’s theory in this thesis, where the focus is on 

educational inequality through a multidisciplinary frame, offers us an opportunity to 

explore the basis of what determines equality in society and opens a way for 

considerations of recent deliberations of the theory of liberal egalitarianism.

Modem egalitarianism advocated for more equality of income and equality of 

production, involving democratic control of the economy and of the workplace, and 

the right of everyone not just to some kind of work, but to work which is safe, 

dignified, useful, and engaging (Baker, 1987). There are interesting connections of
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perspectives of the various disciplines through the work of Sen in relation to well

being and Baker in relation to equality o f condition. Even though the former comes 

from an economic and philosophical perspective and Baker is a political philosopher 

they offer similar critiques of early theorists such as Rawls and share some 

understandings of the historical theoretical frameworks for considering equality 

(Baker, 2005; Sen, 1997, 1999).

The need for an interdisciplinary approach to the theorising on equality 

influenced the setting up of the Equality Studies Centre at University College Dublin 

(UCD), founded in 1989, to bring “together sociologists, political theorists, lawyers, 

economists, feminists and policy analysts, each with a unique contribution to make to 

the understanding of equality and social justice” Lynch (1999, p. 42). According to 

Lynch this was an example of an attempt to form “both an inter-disciplinary and a 

pluri-disciplinary project around the study of equality issues” and reflected an 

outlook “that no single discipline provided a comprehensive view of the complex 

subject of equality, or indeed an adequate analysis of how to address inequalities and 

injustices as they arose” (1999, p.42). An additional “generative force” for the 

creation of the Centre was due to the recognised failure of “...liberal public policies 

to promote radical social change in society in the post-war era” (Lynch, 1999, p.42).

In the context of these developments it is worth highlighting the specific 

similarities between Sen and Baker (and his colleagues) and the potential 

implications of this theoretical frame to assist schools to engage with their students 

experiencing social marginalisation. In Development as Freedom (1999) Sen 

acknowledged the foundational aspect of seeing incomes and commodities as the

16



material basis of our well-being. However, as mentioned earlier, Sen pointed to the 

importance of assessing what advantages (and freedoms) are accrued from this 

income. He outlined five distinct sources of variation that need to be considered 

when examining equality. These include: 1) Personal differences, such as physical 

conditions such as age, gender, disability and illness; 2) Environmental diversities 

such as the effects of climate change and or wind borne diseases; 3) Social condition 

variations including public education and health and safety conditions; 4) Relational 

perspective differences such as the social norms of individuals within a particular 

community or society and 5) Distribution within the family, as this may not be 

undertaken in a way that advantages all family members on an equal basis (Sen,

1999, pp. 70,71). This broad categorisation provides a complementary framework 

that can be placed in dialogue with the five key dimensions that constitute equality of 

condition, identified as essential for radical egalitarianism through the work of 

Baker, Lynch, Cantillon and Walsh (2004, 2009).

Baker defined equality of condition as concerned with “respect and 

recognition; resources; love, care and solidarity; power; working and learning”

(2005, p. 15). In his article: The Philosophy and Politics o f Equality o f Condition

(2005) Baker expanded on each of the five dimensions of the philosophy of equality 

of condition. The first dimension, namely, respect and recognition where Baker 

called for critical inter-culturalism; an acceptance of diversity and critical dialogue 

over cultural differences, connects to both Sen’s understanding of personal 

heterogeneities and his exploration of differences in relational perspectives. The 

second dimension that Baker elaborated is related to the area of equality of resources.



Here again, there are concurrences between his call for substantial equality of 

resources leading to roughly equal prospects of well-being and Sen’s challenge for 

the need to examine distribution within the family “...if well-being or freedom of 

individuals” is to be realised (1999, p.71). One further point in the comparative 

analysis, pertinent to this thesis, is the condition that Baker elaborated under the 

heading working and learning, where he emphasised the importance of all contexts of 

learning and the need for restructured systems of learning. This has similarities to 

Sen’s challenge to examine variation in social climate (pp.71-72). Once more, Sen 

concurs that “quality of life is influenced also by social conditions, including public 

educational arrangements ... and the nature of community relationships” (p.71). Both 

of these frameworks offer a depth to our theoretical understanding of equality. In 

addition, both Sen (1997, 1999) and Baker (2005) propose a move from a liberal 

commitment to equal rights and privileges for all citizens to a concept of society 

which appreciates and accepts difference and supports a critical dialogue through 

clear democratic means, something I will return to in the discussion (Chapter 6) of 

this thesis.

Zappone reminds us that the shifts that took place in understandings and 

practices of social change and equality strategies have been influenced by several 

factors including innovative ways of conceptualising justice, equality and human 

rights and new ways of theorising about difference and identity. Post-modem 

egalitarianism and philosophical thought provided new meanings of the socially- 

constructed categories of race, class, gender, sexual orientation and disability. They 

developed out of group struggles over socially-valued resources and ongoing debates



regarding the nature of economic development and the place of distribution, 

redistribution or material equality within development (Baker et al., 2009; Zappone,

2001). As indicated, these changes resulted in new ideas being associated with 

equality including concepts such as inclusion, difference, identity and citizenship. As 

explained earlier, examining the concept of equality benefits from a multifaceted and 

multidimensional approach as it is concerned with economic, social, political, and 

philosophical complexity and as a result there are enormous challenges to be faced in 

embracing equality. These challenges include respect for the multiple identities3 of 

all people living in Ireland while at the same time understanding basic and often 

competing rights (Sen, 1973; Sen & Foster, 1997). The implications of this 

theoretical investigation for the thesis will be further expanded in the examination of 

inequality in education where I focus on the developments of the equality framework 

(five dimensions) and how the Equality Studies Centre aimed to treat “...the subject 

of equality within education in a holistic manner” (Baker et al., 2009, p. 143).

Understandings of Inequality within Education

According to the CPA (2003) inequalities in educational participation and 

achievement reflected a wide range of social and economic inequalities in Irish 

society and a widening gap between the better off and the less well off. The Agency

* Defined by Zappone (2003, p.3) as: “Multiple characteristics and membership of more than 
one social group structure, the unique experiences and identity of individuals”.
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claimed that where there was greater socio-economic inequality, there was an 

increased likelihood of educational inequality.

Much theoretical analysis of inequality in education has been undertaken 

within the sociology of education. Over time, the critique from the Equality Studies 

provided a new frame by which this analysis could be undertaken. As stated already, 

this framework has many similarities to that provided by Sen and offers the author of 

this thesis a way of engaging with the theoretical concepts and relating them to 

educational disadvantage and poor school attendance. To assist this task I outline the 

four dimensions by which the Equality Studies Centre examined inequality within 

education. They included: 1) equality in education and related resources; 2) equality 

of respect and recognition; 3) equality of power and 4) equality of love, care and 

solidarity (Baker et al,, 2009, pp. 143,144). It is worth considering three of these 

here (resources, recognition and power) as they are the most pertinent to this thesis.

The first of these relates to a person’s access to and successful participation in 

education and the fact that this is “generally dependent on having the economic 

resources to avail fully of the opportunities that education can offer” (Baker et ah, p. 

144). This dimension is a clear example of how equality of education cannot be 

considered separately from economic equality. This is further exacerbated through 

the effects of globalisation and how education has become a market commodity. The 

fact that the credentials one holds play an increasingly powerful role in determining 

life chances has added to the intensity of the competitive market forces (Baker et al.). 

This manifests itself as a social class problem in education, “a problem of unequal 

access, participation and outcome arising from unequal access to resources” (Baker
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et al., p. 145). This analysis connects with the literature on poverty and social 

exclusion which indicates the importance of overall equality for the pursuit of 

educational equality. Baker et al. (2009) explained that even where there is a 

comprehensively designed state sector, people with greater economic capital are able 

to purchase “valued credentialised cultural capital” (p. 151) and thereby perpetuate 

cycles of class advantage. As Lynch (2005) has pointed out this problem requires an 

external solution rather than a solution that is internal to the education system.

Conversely to the latter point the task of resolving inequalities in education 

relating to the lack of respect and recognition is much more amenable to action 

within education itself. This dimension refers to respect for the values, beliefs and 

lifestyles of others. According to Baker et al., it involves both the formal study of the 

promotion of the principle of inclusion itself and the “adoption of difference- 

respectful procedures and processes” in order to challenge inequalities of respect and 

recognition (2009, p. 161). The underlying premise here is that education is a very 

powerful cultural institution and thereby has the ability to promote and ensure active 

inclusion. However, success within this dimension is also dependent on wider reform 

of cultural and social relations such as the media, workplaces, law and politics 

(Baker et al.).

The inequality of power relations is increasingly regarded as having a profound 

impact on education systems as it is widely recognised that education has not 

managed to promote basic forms of equality (Lynch, 2005). There are two distinct 

levels at which equality of power may be a problem in education. Firstly, at the 

macro level, it concerns the institutional procedures for decision-making in relation
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to school management, curriculum planning, policy development and 

implementation. Secondly, at the micro level, it concerns the internal life of 

educational institutions such as the relations between staff and students and among 

the staff themselves. These levels point to the importance of power and control as 

issues that are endemic to the operation of education and can be linked to the process 

of authority (Baker et al., 2009).

Lynch (2005) highlighted the way education acts as an agent of social 

stratification and the role of middle and upper classes in maintaining their relative 

position, negating the equalising tendencies within education through the purchase of 

educational privilege. In Ireland the educational system is a highly segregated one, 

according to Lynch (2005). She identified power as an equality problematic within 

the education system at all levels (2005). According to Lynch “...if the (Irish) 

educational system was democratised it would not only challenge the power 

imbalances inherent in the current structures but would allow the students to develop 

the understanding and skills necessary for democratic citizenship” (2005, p. 154).

The power relationships that dominate educational discourse are rarely 

examined or challenged. Despite the rhetoric concerning parental choice and 

stakeholder involvement, people from marginalised groupings encounter substantial 

difficulties in having their voices heard. Even where these voices are heard it is still 

relatively easy for policy makers and professionals to sideline these views in pursuit 

of greater efficiency or the efficient allocation of scarce resources.

People must be labelled before these resources can be accessed (Shelvin & 

Rose, 2003). The effects of this categorisation, though well intentioned, can be to
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further marginalise and alienate people already excluded from the mainstream of 

society. An example of this disempowerment can be seen in the Encouraging Voices 

research project (Shevlin & Rose, 2003) as a dominant theme identified was the 

powerlessness of children in relation to the adult world. Shevlin and Rose (2003, 

p.294) pointed out that: “Children are keenly aware of the inequality in child-adult 

power relations within schools”. They referred to student’s account of their 

experiences that included a lack of privacy and autonomy in everyday school life and 

recommended the creation of a democratic ‘listening culture’ within schools as an 

obvious first step to re-balancing power relations (p.294). The authors recognised the 

attempts to tackle this issue through the formation of school councils (at post primary 

levels), however, they remained doubtful as to whether the creation of student 

councils might seriously address the issues raised by young people from 

marginalised groupings in relation to the imbalanced power relationships they 

experience within schools. This links with Lynch’s view that implementing change 

in education systems can involve simplistic assumptions that ignore the reality of 

how decisions are made and implemented in schools. Shevlin and Rose (2004, p.294) 

called for a radical approach and recommended “...greater analysis of the 

complexities of encouraging and affirming voices traditionally suppressed, and 

enabling these voices to have significant impact on school policy and practice”. The 

aligning of egalitarian principles would require a commitment to participatory 

democracy at all levels within the education system.

The work of Unterhalter helps to connect the understandings of inequality in 

education, described above, with Sen as she believes that Sen provides “...a new



language to understand important social and economic processes” and for the 

connections across disciplines to allow “...the implications of Sen's work for 

examining practical approaches to social justice” (2003, p.665) to emerge. 

Unterhalter has studied the potential of the capability approach for work in education 

as she identified a gap as:

While Sen's ideas have posed some central questions for debates in 

philosophy concerning equality, for discussions on social choice in 

economics, and for the reffaming of the definition of'development1 in 

development studies, his work has had surprisingly little impact on 

discussions in sociology of education. (Unterhalter, 2003, p.665)

Unterhalter has a background in academic education studies and similar to Sen 

has focused on development studies. She explained that before considering what 

some of the potential of Sen’s thinking is for sociologists of education, some 

elements of his thinking need explanation. This includes an understanding that Sen’s 

ethical individual approach should not be read as implying a lack of concern with 

social conditions. Conversely, Unterhalter viewed the analysis of social formations 

as key to Sen's thinking, but understood that due partly to his lack of focus on the 

“...issue of complex social division or social change, both of central concern to many 

sociologists, his writing on education, for example, often comes across as 

insufficiently nuanced” (Unterhalter, 2003, p.668). In spite of this understanding 

Unterhalter proposed that there is “...rich potential for cross-disciplinary work, where 

a depth of social analysis can complement and provide new contexts to explore 

questions posed by the capability approach” (p.668). In addition she pointed to
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possibilities related to considering what scope the capability approach might provide 

for evaluating education differently beyond the debate about input and output 

measures and thereby allow for “...a new perspective for addressing distributional 

issues and concerns with educational equality”(Unterhalter, p.668).

It is indeed possible that Unterhalter would agree that many of her concerns 

have been addressed in Sen’s later work, for example in Identity and Violence

(2006). Within this material, Sen offered a penetrating and nuanced investigation into 

multi-culturism and stated that “if cultural issues are taken into account, among 

others, in a fuller accounting of societal change, they can greatly help to broaden our 

understanding of the world” (p. 108). Furthermore, he implied that the fuller 

accounting of social change will be achieved by ensuring “the two-way relationship 

between education and culture, just as education influences culture, so can 

antecedent culture have an effect on educational policies” (p. 108). Through the 

power of narrative he illustrated, with moving life stories, including his own, how 

education plays a vital role in forming “the values, ethics and sense of belonging that 

shape our conception of the global world” (p. 185). Throughout this work, Sen held 

the focus on equality, global poverty and global fairness and reminded us, as does the 

work of the Equality Studies Centre, examined earlier, that the “...nature of market 

outcomes are massively influenced by public policies in education and literacy.. .in 

each of these fields there are things to be done through public action that can 

radically alter the outcome of local and global economic relations” (Sen, 2006,



Inequality in education can be seen as a political issue, in particular through the 

reproduction and resistance debate (see for example Fagan, 1995). Theorists 

interested in linking education to politics turned to Marxism as the main critical 

theory, giving rise to the argument that the forces of (re)production within a capitalist 

society determine the school failure of those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

in order to maintain the status quo for the dominant capitalist class. Following on 

from a critique of the determination of the reproduction model, the late 1970s saw 

the emergence of a Marxist interpretation of early school leaving, namely the 

resistance perspective (Fagan). While accepting the basic merits of the reproduction 

perspective, resistance theory focused more on the pro-active participation of 

dropping out of school by the working class as a symbol of revolt against perceived 

suppression. This perspective explains educational failure among working-class 

children as oppositional behaviour and politically-based rather than deviant (Fagan). 

Thus, rejection of school authority by working class children was seen as working 

class resistance to what they recognised as the inherent inequalities in the educational 

system favouring middle-class aims and values.

Other perspectives began to widen the Marxist narrative on educational 

discourse and a new critical focus on gender and race strengthened the debate on 

educational inequality. Fagan (1995), in her research into Irish school drop-outs, 

attempted to progress the political debate and practice through exploring the potential 

of radical democratic politics to empower early school leavers. She used insights 

gleaned from the progressive theoretical paradigms of the late 1980s and 1990s such 

as post-structuralism, postmodernism, feminism, post-colonialism, post-Marxism and
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critical cultural studies to go beyond a critique of the forces of social and economic 

control. Fagan primarily situated herself within cultural politics as a means of 

holding transformative possibilities to empowering early school leavers while 

simultaneously drawing from and contributing to the broader politics of radical 

democracy. In my view Fagan’s thesis holds a key to the way forward to breaking 

down the intractable stubbornness of educational inequality, especially as she views 

this inequality as a lived experience.

This approach is also supported by Gilligan’s (2005) call for the adoption of 

some prerequisites for transformational change in an unequal world. She argues for 

the need to take on board the voices of those living with the reality of poverty and to 

learn from the experience of those whose needs are not being met by the current 

education system. Gilligan (2005, p.244) argued for an “ethical imagination” to fuel 

“transformative action” and identified the role of the imagination in bridging the gap 

between theory and practice, between the present reality and the imagined future.

Educational Disadvantage, Social Exclusion and Poverty

The frame of reference applied here is based on the definition of “educational

disadvantage” in the Education Act 1998 (Section 32: 9 [Government of Ireland,

1998]): “the impediments to education arising from social or economic disadvantage

which prevent students from deriving appropriate benefit from education in schools”.

Educational disadvantage refers to a situation whereby individuals in society derive

less benefit from the education system than their peers. In Ireland it is manifested in

many ways, most notably in low levels of participation and achievement in the
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formal education system as 15.6% of 18-24 year olds had left school without a 

formal qualification in 2006 (Central Statistics Office, 2007). According to Smyth 

and McCoy (2009, p.2), “education is highly predictive of individual life-chances in 

Ireland and a Leaving Certificate qualification has become the ‘minimum’ to secure 

access to further education/training and high quality employment, among other 

outcomes”.

Educational disadvantage is closely linked to poverty. A substantial volume of 

research indicates that individuals from poorer socio-economic backgrounds are 

more likely to underachieve in the education system than their peers from higher 

income backgrounds (Archer & Weir, 2005; Boldt & Devine, 1998; Eivers, Sheil Sc 

Shortt, 2004; Kelleghan, Weir, o hUallachain & Morgan, 1995; National Economic 

and Social Forum [NESF], 2002; Office of the Minister for Children and Youth 

Affairs [OMCYA], 2010; Smyth, 1999; Smyth & Hannon, 2000). According to the 

CPA (2003), educational disadvantage is also considered to be a factor that 

perpetuates intergenerational poverty. This factor is an important one to note when 

providing a rationale for studying school absenteeism.

According to Downes and Gilligan (2007), “few if any educationalists would 

contest the view that poverty is the foundation and key issue that must be addressed 

if we are to end educational disadvantage in Ireland today” (p.xiv). Much



interdisciplinary research work has been undertaken with a focus on family poverty 

and links with educational disadvantage (Archer, 2001; Daly & Leonard, 2002;

DES4, 2005a; Smyth & McCoy, 2009; SVP, 2002). According to the DES (2005a, 

p.65), “It is clear that educational attainment is one of the most significant factors in 

helping people to escape inter-generational poverty”. Educational disadvantage is 

most comprehensively understood as the inability to derive an equal benefit from 

education (as a result of social, economic, cultural, environmental, school and system 

factors), which results in disadvantage, inside and outside the formal educational 

system, in the form of underachievement within the school system, low literacy 

levels, early school leaving, and exclusion from secure, well-paid employment, 

adequate housing, services and lifelong learning.

A 2006 study in Blanchardstown5, which focused on four primary schools, 

identified food poverty as a serious issue with “approximately 18% of the 6th class 

pupils attending school on a given day across the four schools stated that they were 

either often, very often or every day too hungry to do their work in school” (Downes, 

Maunsel & Ivers, p.77). The authors argued for services and schools to intervene in a

4 Until 2010 the Department was known as the Department of Education and Science and 
subsequently known as Department of Education and Skills or DES.
5 Blanchardstown is a large suburban district in Dublin. The schools involved in this study are those 
within the RAPID (Revitalising Areas by Planning Investment and Development Programme) areas of 
Blanchardstown. RAPID targeted urban centres nationally with greatest concentration of disadvantage 
for priority funding under the National Development Plan. The four RAPID areas within 
Blanchardstown are Corduff, Mountview, Blakestown and Mulhuddart.
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consistent fashion to deal with the problem of poverty and its effects on education. 

Interestingly for this research they linked the provision of breakfast clubs in the 

relevant schools to the increase in school attendance in their study.

Critics of the failure of Irish society to address the intractable nature of 

educational disadvantage usually linked this back to the need for a fundamental shift 

in how we operated our systems. This is the approach recommended by egalitarian
O '

commentators and academics and can be summed up by a statement by O’ Ceinnide 

at a conference on Welfare and Poverty when he advocated that “we need to widen 

our focus, not concentrating solely on ‘the poor’ or ‘the excluded’ but on the incomes 

and welfare of, and relations between, all levels in society” (O’Ceinnide, 2007, p.2).

There have been many attempts to redress the fact that young people in schools 

designated as disadvantaged and from poorer backgrounds have a greater risk of 

significant reading difficulties, higher absenteeism and leave school earlier and with 

fewer qualifications, but unfortunately as Tormey (2007, p.l) pointed out at the 

aforementioned conference on Welfare and Poverty: “It is arguable that the 

association between poverty or social class and educational outcomes remains as 

much a feature of the Irish educational landscape as ever”.

Research carried out by Kellaghan et al. (1995) on educational disadvantage in 

Ireland is probably the key source of literature in this area. Based on an 

understanding of educational disadvantage as a culmination of both in-school and 

out-of-school experiences, Kellaghan et al. used indicators of low educational 

achievement (i.e. scores from a 5th class reading test) and poverty (i.e. possession of 

a family medical card) to estimate that 16% of the school-going population can be
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regarded as educationally disadvantaged. However, with the exception of the study 

of Kellaghan et al. (1995), the focus (until relatively recently) on early school leaving 

meant that there is very little research available that provided a comprehensive 

picture of the extent of educational disadvantage in Ireland, using the broader 

understanding of the concept. A number of individual studies provide different, 

individual sets of data, which collectively contributed vital information on the extent 

and location of educational disadvantage in Ireland (McCoy at al., 2007). The rates 

of early school leaving have remained constant since the mid-1990s (Me Coy, Kelly 

& Watson, 2007; McCoy & Williams, 2000), and early school leaving is clearly still, 

a serious issue. Klasen (2000) pointed out that education systems on their own 

cannot tackle disadvantage and social exclusion and that substantial progress in other 

areas such as poverty, inequality, discrimination, unemployment, access to public 

and social services, and the geographical concentrations of economic and social 

disadvantage also have to be made for educational systems to address the problems 

they are capable of addressing. Many authors have called for a shift to a rights-based 

analysis and to the language of equality and away from the language of disadvantage 

(Educational Disadvantage Committee, 2005; Zappone, 2002).

Understandings of Absenteeism

The focus on early school leaving and educational disadvantage in the 1990s

provided the backdrop for a refocusing on the retention of students at schools and the

revival of interest in ensuring that all children get access to the education system.

The study of absenteeism begins with the exploration of the concept of mandatory or

compulsory schooling. A brief historical account of the development of the concept
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of compulsory school attendance in Ireland is provided, by way of background. This 

will be enhanced further in the policy review chapter through the presentation of a 

chronological record of legislation related to school attendance in Ireland.

Compulsory education and schooling has generated much discussion and 

sociological exploration over the centuries, with views ranging from it being good to 

it being an unnecessary imposition. This interrogation has been influenced by the 

position taken of the view of the world and on the relationship between the state and 

family authority. This is very true particularly in Ireland which enshrined the special 

position of the family in the Irish Constitution in 1937. Kilkelly (2010) made the 

distinction between rights of the family and those of children when she explained 

that it is “of particular importance that the terms of Article 42 of the Irish 

Constitution are parent rather than child focused reflecting the fact that in Irish law, 

education concerns the relationship between the state and the family, rather than [the 

state and] the child” (p. 10). The constitutional position of the rights of the child to 

education will be discussed further in the next chapter.

According to Fahey (1992), as the relatively young Irish state developed its 

own systems, this also resulted in the growth of interventionist polices. One example 

of this is the adoption of the UK’s compulsory schooling policies. Compulsion 

implies having to do something and the imposition of a rule or law. This compulsion 

reflected liberal thinking which viewed schooling as the right way to impose 

something good on the population at large (Fahey). In contrast to these views 

theorists such as Tyack (1976) argued that schooling was an example of the 

dominant class ensuring that their status is maintained and unchallenged.



More recently the study of school non-attendance in one large English city has 

prompted researchers such as Dwyfor Davies and Lee (2006) to note that the effect 

of compulsory schooling for almost all young people is to pathologise school non- 

attendance. According to Dwyfor Davies and Lee students who do not attend school 

are necessarily a problem for schools, authorities and the political community but 

non-attendance, of itself, is not necessarily a problem for the student. Small-scale 

research undertaken by these authors suggests that, for some students, self

withdrawal is a solution to a problem (Dwyfor Davies & Lee, 2006). In an effort to 

aid understanding, while not dismissing the dilemmas of school authorities, Dwyfor 

Davies and Lee stood back from the assumption that non-attendance is a problem and 

suggested that the term self-withdrawal is less prejudicial and this maybe an accurate 

descriptor in some cases. Their paper positioned pupil and parent voices at the heart 

of the ongoing debate regarding the nature of schooling for children and young 

people who are in the process of becoming alienated from a self-proclaimed 

inclusive education system (Dwyfor Davies & Lee, 2006).

There is merit in highlighting the consequence of the compulsory nature of 

school attendance and Dwyfor Davies and Lee’s recommendation for the adoption of 

the concept of self-withdrawal is welcomed as it has potential to shift the power and 

responsibility dynamics and could lead to the adoption of alterative solutions. These 

researchers suggested that “compulsion is of limited use in analysing the issues 

surrounding self-withdrawal” (Dwyfor Davies & Lee, 2006, p.208) and that it may 

be more useful to explore what is to be gained from school attendance through the 

examination of both the providers' and the students’ perspectives. They stress that



consent is required to operate any system successfully and that implies understanding 

the benefit from both sides and a breakdown of this contractual type of relationship 

often leads to unpredictable behaviour such as self-withdrawal. I will elaborate on 

this in the discussion chapter as there is an opportunity to explore this argument 

while engaging with the findings of this study. It is worth noting the focus of Dwyer 

Davies and Lee's research was on post primary pupils. However, they do reference 

students' memory of their experiences at primary level which is the reason for 

including their views in this review. In addition to the studies mentioned above, there 

is a body of international research literature on poor school attendance and its impact 

on student outcomes, some of which is reviewed to offer a working definition of 

absenteeism.

Towards a Working Definition o f Absenteeism

The study of absenteeism is particularly complex as there is a lack of easily 

understood terms due, in part, to the fact that there is not an accepted consensus 

regarding the conceptualisation of the term school absenteeism or what Kearney

(2007) refers to as school refusal behaviour. According to Atkinson, Quarrington, 

and Cyr (1985), most studies on school absenteeism contain methodological artefacts 

that mask the significance of the complexity inherent in this phenomenon. Many 

terms, such as school refusal, non-attendance, absenteeism and truancy are used as 

umbrella terms that cover many hypothesised subtypes of youths displaying 

problematic absenteeism (Keamey). It is clear from the literature and from an 

analysis of policy responses that the lack of clear definitions has not prevented a 

myriad of developments designed to tackle this phenomenon. However, the lack of
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c la r i t y  a n d  c o n s e n s u s  m a y  b e  t h e  r e a s o n  w h y  K e a r n e y  ( 2 0 0 7 )  c l a i m e d  th a t  m a n y  

s t u d i e s  in  t h i s  a r e a  a r e  d i f f i c u l t  to  c o m p a r e .

En m y  r e v i e w  o f  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e  I w a s  s tr u c k  b y  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  t h e  l a b e l l i n g  o f  

t r u a n c y ,  e v e n  in  w o r k  b y  I r is h -b a s e d  a u th o r s  ( F a h e y ,  1 9 9 2 ;  M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h is  

i s  t h e  c a s e  in  s p i t e  o f  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  a  s h a r e d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  t h i s  t e r m  a n d  o f  i t s  

l e s s  f r e q u e n t  a p p l ic a t io n  in  s o m e  lite r a tu r e , e s p e c i a l l y  in  r e la t io n  t o  p r im a r y  l e v e l  

e d u c a t io n .  I s u s p e c t  t h is  p r e v a le n c e  i s  d u e  t o  p r a c t ic a l  c o n c e r n s  o f  a c a d e m i c  w r i t e r s  

m a k in g  l i n k s  w i t h  in t e r n a t io n a l  l ite r a tu r e . H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  s t u d y  w i l l  o n l y  r e fe r  t o  

t r u a n c y  w h e n  q u o t in g  r e le v a n t  s tu d ie s  a n d  w i l l  u s u a l l y  a p p l y  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  a s  

t h e  w o r k i n g  t e r m  w h e n  r e fe r r in g  to  p u p i l s  w h o  m i s s  s c h o o l  a t  p r im a r y  l e v e l .

International Knowledge Informing our Understanding o f  Absenteeism

It i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  p la c e  I r e la n d  in  a n  in t e r n a t io n a l  c o n t e x t  in  t e r m s  o f  t h e  

p r e v a l e n c e  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  p r o b le m s  a n d  l e v e l s  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  n o n a t t e n d a n c e  a s  

c o u n t r ie s  c o l l e c t  in f o r m a t io n  o n  d i f f e r e n t  m e a s u r e s  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  d i f f e r e n t  

c r i t e r ia  a re  e m p l o y e d  t o  a s s e s s  a t t e n d a n c e  l e v e l s  ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e  e x t e n t  o f  

a b s e n c e  f r o m  s c h o o l  c a n  d i f f e r  c o n s id e r a b ly  a s  i t  c a n  r a n g e  f r o m  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  

s k i p p i n g  o f  c l a s s e s  ( o f t e n  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  t r u a n c y )  t o  a b s e n t e e i s m  th a t  m a y  la s t  f o r  

s e v e r a l  w e e k s  ( A t k in s o n ,  H a l s e y ,  W i lk in ,  &  K in d e r ,  2 0 0 0 ) .

A s  s t a t e d  a b o v e ,  m u c h  a t t e n t io n  i s  g i v e n  in  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e  t o  t r u a n c y  a n d  i t  h a s  

b e e n  d e f i n e d  b y  S t r o l l  ( 1 9 9 0 ,  c i t e d  in  D a r m o d y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ,  p . 2 )  a s  ‘a b s e n c e  f r o m  

s c h o o l  fo r  n o  l e g i t im a t e  r e a s o n ’ . H o w e v e r ,  a s  n o t e d  b y  t h e  O f f i c e  f o r  S t a n d a r d s  in  

E d u c a t io n ,  C h i l d r e n ’ s S e r v i c e s  a n d  S k i l l s  ( O f s t e d ,  2 0 0 1 ) ,  ‘t r u a n c y  i s  n o t  

s y n o n y m o u s  w i t h  u n a u t h o r is e d  a b s e n c e ’ . T h is  i s  b e c a u s e  s c h o o l s  m a y  n o t  a u t h o r is e



a n  a b s e n c e  th a t  p a r e n ts  d e e m  a c c e p t a b le .  P a r e n t a l l y - c o n d o n e d  a b s e n c e  i s  o f t e n  

p e r c e i v e d  b y  t e a c h e r s  o f  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  c h i ld r e n  a s  a  r e a s o n  f o r  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  

( R e id ,  2 0 0 6 ) .  T r u a n c y ,  a s  d e s c r ib e d  in  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e ,  r e f e r s  n o t  j u s t  t o  s k ip p in g  s c h o o l  

b e c a u s e  o f  r e b e l l i o n ,  b o r e d o m  o r  la c k  o f  in t e r e s t  in  l e s s o n s ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e s e  c a n  b e  

r e a s o n s  f o r  p l a y i n g  tru a n t . In  th e  m a j o r i t y  o f  p e r s i s t e n t  c a s e s ,  t h e  c a u s e s  a r e  c o m p l e x  

( R e id ,  2 0 0 6 ) .  S o m e  o f  th e  l it e r a tu r e  a l s o  r e f e r s  to  t h e  d e s p o n d e n t  o r  ‘p r e s e n t  b u t  

a b s e n t ’ s t u d e n t  a s  it  c a n n o t  b e  a s s u m e d  th a t  b e n e f i t  w i l l  a l w a y s  f o l l o w  b e i n g  in  

a t t e n d a n c e  ( C o l l i n s ,  1 9 9 8 ) .

I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r is in g  th a t  th e r e  h a s  b e e n  a  v a r i e t y  o f  d i f f e r e n t  s u b - c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  

u s e d  in  I r e la n d  a n d  in  o t h e r  c o u n tr ie s .  S o m e  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t s  th a t  h a v e  ta k e n  

p l a c e  in t e r n a t io n a l ly  h a v e  le d  to  t h e  f o r m u la t io n  o f  s p e c i f i c  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  

v a r io u s  f o r m s  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  in  S c o t la n d  t h e  u s e  o f  c o n c e p t s  o f  

a u t h o r is e d  a n d  u n a u t h o r is e d  a b s e n t e e i s m  is  c o m m o n ,  w h i l e  in  N o r t h e r n  I r e la n d  a n d  

t h e  U K  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  a r e  d e s c r ib e d  a s  e x p l a i n e d  a n d  u n e x p l a i n e d  a b s e n t e e i s m .  In  

I r e la n d  t h e r e  d o e s  n o t  a p p e a r  to  b e  e x a c t  c o m p a r a b le  t e r m s ,  h o w e v e r ,  in  p r a c t ic e ,  

s c h o o l s  u s e  a  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  p a r e n t a l ly - e x p la in e d  a n d  u n e x p l a i n e d  a b s e n c e ,  

a l t h o u g h  n o  s u c h  d is t i n c t io n  a p p e a r s  in  o f f i c i a l  r e c o r d s .

A n o t h e r  a p p r o a c h  to  t h e  a n a ly s i s  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  i s  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  v a r io u s  

p e r s p e c t i v e s  a d o p t e d  b y  r e s e a r c h e r s  e x p lo r in g  t h i s  p h e n o m e n o n .  R e v i e w i n g  s o m e  o f  

t h e  h i s t o r ic a l  l i t e r a tu r e  e .g .  H e r s o v  a n d  B e r g  ( 1 9 8 0 ) ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  th a t  v a r io u s  

p r o f e s s i o n a l s  b r in g  t h e ir  o w n  p e r s p e c t iv e  to  b e a r  o n  t h i s  i s s u e .  T h e s e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  

in c l u d e  a  c h i l d  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  a p p r o a c h , a  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f o c u s ,  a  p s y c h ia t r i c  d i s o r d e r  

f o c u s  a n d  m o t i v a t i o n a l  d e f i c i t  f o c u s .  T h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f o c u s  e m p h a s i s e s  s t u d e n t s ’



s e n s e  o f  b e l o n g i n g  o r  a t ta c h m e n t  t o  s c h o o l ,  w h i c h  h a s  t o  d o  w i t h  f e e l i n g s  o f  b e i n g  

a c c e p t e d  a n d  v a l u e d  b y  th e ir  p e e r s ,  a n d  b y  o t h e r s  a t t h e ir  s c h o o l .  A n o t h e r  a s p e c t  o f  

t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f o c u s  c o n c e r n e d  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  s t u d e n t s  v a l u e  s c h o o l  s u c c e s s  a n d  

b e l i e v e  th a t  e d u c a t io n  w i l l  b e n e f i t  t h e m  p e r s o n a l l y  a n d  e c o n o m i c a l l y  ( J o h n s o n ,  

C r o s n o e  &  E ld e r ,  2 0 0 1 ) .

T h e s e  u n d e r s t a n d in g s  l in k  s t r o n g ly  w i t h  a  s t u d y  c o n d u c t e d  in  I r e la n d  in  w h i c h  

t h e  a u th o r s  r e f e r  to  ‘s u b j e c t iv e  f a c t o r s ’ ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  S o m e  c la r i t y  m a y  b e  

f o u n d  t h r o u g h  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  t h e  c a u s e s  a n d  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  p o o r  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e .  

H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s  o f t e n  n o t  p o s s i b l e  to  c l a s s i f y  t h e  r e la t e d  f a c t o r s  d e f i n i t i v e l y .  W h i l e  t h e  

n a tu r e  a n d  e x t e n t  o f  s c h o o l  a b s e n c e  d i f f e r ,  i t  i s  a l s o  im p o r ta n t  to  n o t e  th a t  la c k  o f  

p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  e d u c a t io n  i s  c a u s e d  b y  m u l t i p l e ,  o f t e n  in t e r r e la t e d  f a c t o r s  ( D a r m o d y ,  

S m y t h  &  M c C o y ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  In  th e  a b s e n c e  o f  c l e a r  d e f i n i t i o n s  a n d  a n  a g r e e d  

u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  t h i s  c o n c e p t  m o s t  o f  th e  l i t e r a tu r e  h i g h l i g h t s  t w o  m a in  a s p e c t s :  t h e  

p e r c e i v e d  c a u s e s  a n d  th e  p e r c e iv e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s .

Causes o f  School Absenteeism

P r e v i o u s  in t e r n a t io n a l  r e s e a r c h  h a s  i d e n t i f i e d  a  v a r i e t y  o f  c a u s e s  o f  p e r s i s t e n t  

a b s e n t e e i s m  f r o m  s c h o o l .  A s  s ta te d  b y  D a r m o d y  e t  a l .  ( 2 0 0 7 ) ,  s t u d e n t s  w h o  m i s s  

s c h o o l  d o  n o t  c o n s t i t u t e  a  h o m o g e n o u s  g r o u p  w h i c h  in  tu r n  i m p l i e s  th a t  t h e  c a u s e s  o f  

s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  a r e  m u l t id im e n s io n a l .  In  m a n y  c a s e s  t h e  c a u s e s  a r e  a l s o  

c o n t e s t e d  b e t w e e n  p a r e n t s / s t u d e n t s  a n d  t h e  s c h o o l  s t a f f  w i t h  t h e  s c h o o l  s t a f f  o f t e n  

c i t i n g  t h e  c a u s e  a s  t h e  h o m e  b a c k g r o u n d  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t  a n d  t h e  p a r e n t s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  

l o c a t i n g  t h e  c a u s e  in  t h e  s c h o o l  ( M a lc o lm ,  W i l s o n ,  D a v i d s o n  &  K ir k ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  

H o w e v e r ,  in  t h e  lit e r a tu r e ,  th e  m o s t  c o m m o n l y  c a u s e s  w e r e  l in k e d  t o  i n - s c h o o l



f a c t o r s  s u c h  a s  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  t e a c h in g ,  t e a c h e r - p u p i l  r e la t io n s  a n d  p a s t o r a l  c a r e ;  a  

s c h o o l ' s  e t h o s ,  l e a d e r s h ip  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  s t y le ;  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  b u l l y i n g ;  a n d  o u t - o f 

s c h o o l  a n d  a f t e r - s c h o o l  f a c i l i t i e s  a n d  p r o v i s i o n  ( A t k i n s o n  e t  a l ,  2 0 0 0 ;  R e id ,  1 9 9 9 ,  

2002).

In  D o w n e s  ( 2 0 0 4 ) ,  th e  f in d in g s  f r o m  c h i ld - c e n t r e d  r e s e a r c h  in  t h e  D u b l i n  

s u b u r b  o f  B a l l y f e r m o t  h ig h l ig h t e d  th a t p u p i l s  a c r o s s  a  r a n g e  o f  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s  

p e r c e i v e d  b u l l y i n g  to  b e  a  m a jo r  p r o b le m  a n d  f r e q u e n t ly  r a i s e d  t h i s  i s s u e  in  

q u e s t io n n a ir e s ,  e v e n  w h e n  n o t  d ir e c t ly  a s k e d  a b o u t  b u l l y i n g  i t s e l f .  I n  a d d i t io n  a  

n o t a b l e  m in o r i t y  o f  p u p i l s  d r e w  a n  e x p l i c i t  l in k  “ b e t w e e n  b e i n g  b u l l i e d  a n d  n o t  

a t t e n d in g  s c h o o l ”  ( D o w n e s ,  2 0 0 4 ,  p . 1 1 ) . M o r e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  b u l l y i n g  

in  s c h o o l s  w a s  s e e n  in  a n o t h e r  la r g e  D u b l in  s u b u r b , T a l la g h t ,  w h e r e  it  w a s  r e p o r t e d  

th a t  3 3 %  o f  c h i ld r e n  h a d  b e e n  b u l l i e d  a t s c h o o l ,  w i t h  8 %  o f  t h e s e  b e i n g  b u l l i e d  

s e v e r a l  t im e s  a  w e e k  d u r in g  t h e  p r e v io u s  t e r m  ( C h i l d h o o d  D e v e l o p m e n t  I n i t i a t iv e ,  

2 0 0 4 ) .

O th e r  s c h o o l - b a s e d  c a u s e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  a t t i tu d e  o f  t e a c h e r s ,  s c h o o l  p r in c ip a l s ,  

y e a r  h e a d s ,  a n d  o t h e r  p r o f e s s io n a l s  ( e .g .  E d u c a t io n  W e l f a r e  O f f i c e r s )  to  t h e  

m a n a g e m e n t  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  w i t h in  s c h o o l s ,  w a s  a l s o  e x p lo r e d  in  r e s e a r c h  ( R e i d ,

2 0 0 4 ,  2 0 0 5 ) .  T h e  n a tu r e  o f  in t e r a c t io n  w i t h  p e e r s  a n d  t e a c h e r s ,  t h e  c o n t e n t  a n d  

d e l i v e r y  o f  t h e  c u r r ic u lu m  a n d  i t s  r e l e v a n c e ,  d i s c i p l i n e  i s s u e s ,  b o r e d o m  w i t h  s c h o o l ,  

a n d  t h e  a c a d e m i c  e t h o s  o f  th e  s c h o o l  a n d  t e a c h e r s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  w e r e  a l s o  h i g h l i g h t e d  

( S m y t h ,  1 9 9 9 ;  S m y t h ,  M c C o y  &  D a r m o d y ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  A n  O f s t e d  s t u d y  in  t h e  U K  ( 2 0 0 1 )  

f o u n d  th a t ,  in  s o m e  s c h o o l s ,  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  o c c u r s  d i s p r o p o r t io n a t e ly  a m o n g  

s t u d e n t s  w h o  w e r e  w e a k  r e a d e r s ,  in d ic a t in g  a  l in k  b e t w e e n  a c a d e m i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a n d
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a b s e n c e .  D i f f i c u l t y  in  k e e p in g  u p  w it h  s c h o o l  w o r k  a n d  le a r n in g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

e x p e r i e n c e d  b y  s tu d e n t s  a re  a l s o  h ig h l ig h t e d  in  o t h e r  s t u d i e s  a s  p o s s i b l e  c a u s e s  o f  

a b s e n c e  ( M a l c o l m  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  a c c o r d in g  t o  R e i d  ( 2 0 0 6 ) ,  t h e r e  w e r e  w i d e  

v a r ia t io n s  in  a t t e n d a n c e  r a te s  b e t w e e n  s c h o o l s ,  e v e n  s c h o o l s  l o c a t e d  in  s im i la r  

c a t c h m e n t  a r e a s  a n d  h o m o g e n e o u s  p la c e s .  R e i d  fu r th e r  a r g u e d  th a t  “ w h i l e  s o c i a l  

c l a s s  a n d  p u p i l  in t a k e  f a c t o r s  m a y  o n  o c c a s i o n  a c c o u n t  f o r  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  

t h e r e  a r e  u n d o u b t e d ly  a  r a n g e  o f  w i t h i n - s c h o o l  f a c t o r s  w h i c h  a r e  a l s o  h i g h l y  

s i g n i f i c a n t ”  ( p .4 2 ) .

I n  s e a r c h in g  f o r  c a u s a l  f a c t o r s ,  a f e a t u r e  th a t  e m e r g e s  i s  th a t  w h i l s t  m o s t  

p a r e n t s  t h in k  i t ’ s  im p o r ta n t  th a t  c h i ld r e n  a t t e n d  s c h o o l  r e g u la r ly ,  p a r e n t s  p e r c e i v e d  

t h e  m a in  c a u s e  o f  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  to  b e  b u l l y i n g ,  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  t e a c h e r s  a n d  p e e r  

p r e s s u r e  ( M a l c o l m  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  T h e s e  r e s e a r c h e r s  p o i n t e d  o u t  th a t  l o c a l  e d u c a t io n  

a u t h o r i t ie s  a n d  t e a c h e r s ,  o n  th e  o t h e r  h a n d , b e l i e v e d  th a t  p a r e n t a l  a t t i tu d e s  a n d  h o m e  

e n v ir o n m e n t s  w e r e  m o r e  in f lu e n t ia l .  T h e  o u t - o f -  s c h o o l  a s p e c t  i n c l u d e  a  w i d e  r a n g e  

o f  f a c t o r s  r e la t e d  to  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  e n v ir o n m e n t  a n d  f a m i l y  e c o n o m i c  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  

a n d  th e  c h i l d ’s  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  in c lu d in g  la c k  o f  s e l f - e s t e e m ,  p o o r  s e l f - c o n c e p t ,  s o c i a l  

s k i l l s ,  c o n f i d e n c e ,  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p r o b le m s  ( D w y f o r  D a v i e s  &  L e e ,  2 0 0 6 ;

K in d e r ,  W a k e f i e ld  &  W ilk in ,  1 9 9 6 ;  M a lc o lm  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 3 ;  R e i d ,  1 9 8 2 ) .  In  a d d i t io n ,  

s o m e  s t u d i e s  h a v e  h i g h l ig h t e d  g e n d e r  a n d  a g e  a s  im p o r ta n t  f a c t o r s ,  f o r  e x a m p l e  t h e  

S o c i a l  E x c l u s i o n  U n i t  ( 1 9 9 8 )  in  t h e  U K  a n d  W a g n e r ,  D u n k a k e  a n d  W e i s s  ( 2 0 0 4 ) .

T h e  la t t e r  f o u n d  th a t  m a le  s tu d e n t s ,  in  G e r m a n y ,  w e r e  g e n e r a l l y  m o r e  l i k e l y  th a n  

f e m a l e  s t u d e n t s  t o  m i s s  s c h o o l  r e g u la r ly .
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A c c o r d i n g  t o  W i l l m s ’ ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  lo n g i t u d in a l  r e s e a r c h  o n  c h i l d  d e v e l o p m e n t  

s u g g e s t e d  th a t  t h e r e  i s  a  c o r e  s e t  o f  r is k  f a c t o r s  in c l u d i n g  p o v e r t y ,  p o o r  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  

c o g n i t i v e  p r o b l e m s ,  l e a r n in g  d i s a b i l i t i e s  a n d  p h y s i c a l  a n d  m e n t a l  d i s a b i l i t i e s  th a t  

w e r e  e v id e n t  in  m a n y  c h i ld r e n  w h e n  t h e y  e n t e r e d  s c h o o l .  C h i l d r e n  w h o  d i s p la y  

b e h a v io u r  p r o b l e m s  o r  le a r n in g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  d u r in g  t h e  e a r ly  y e a r s  o f  s c h o o l i n g  w e r e  

vulnerable, in  t h e  s e n s e  th a t, w i t h o u t  c o n c e r t e d  a n d  p r o l o n g e d  in t e r v e n t io n ,  th e ir  

c h a n c e s  o f  s u c c e e d i n g  a t s c h o o l  o r  l e a d in g  h e a l t h y  a n d  p r o d u c t iv e  l i v e s  w e r e  

d i m in i s h e d .  H e  l in k e d  t h is  t o  th e  s t r u g g le  m a n y  c h i ld r e n  h a d  w i t h  r e a d in g  ( R o w e  &  

R o w e ,  1 9 9 2 ) ,  a n d  e x p la in e d  th a t th e ir  p r o b l e m s  w o r s e n  w h e n  m a t h e m a t ic s  a n d  o t h e r  

s c h o o l  s u b j e c t s  p l a c e d  g r e a te r  d e m a n d s  o n  r e a d in g  s k i l l s .  W i l l m s  s ta te d  th a t  b y  th e  

m id d le  s c h o o l  g r a d e s  ( 5  t o  7 ) ,  m a n y  o f  t h e s e  c h i ld r e n  d i s p l a y e d  a  l o w  c o m m i t m e n t  to  

e d u c a t io n a l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  a  d i s a f f e c t io n  t o w a r d s  s c h o o l ,  p o o r  s o c i a l  b o n d i n g ,  a n d  p o o r  

p e e r  r e la t io n s .  T h e s e  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s  c o n t in u e d  in t o  t h e  p o s t  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  y e a r s ,  

w h i c h  p l a c e d  t h e s e  c h i ld r e n  a t a  v e r y  h ig h  r i s k  o f  c o n d u c t  d i s o r d e r s ,  l o w  

a c h i e v e m e n t ,  a n d  e a r ly  s c h o o l  w it h d r a w a l  a n d  o t h e r  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  p o o r  s c h o o l  

a t t e n d a n c e .

Consequences o f  School Absenteeism

P r e v i o u s  r e s e a r c h  in d ic a t e d  th a t , in  g e n e r a l ,  s c h o o l  a b s e n c e  c a n  b e  a s s o c i a t e d

w i t h  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g ,  a c a d e m ic  u n d e r p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  m o r e  r e s t r ic t e d

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  in  t e r m s  o f  fu r th e r  e d u c a t io n ,  t r a in in g  a n d  t h e  la b o u r  m a r k e t  ( M a l c o l m ,

T h o r p e  &  L o w d e n ,  1 9 9 6 ) .  I n v a r ia b ly ,  p e r s i s t e n t  a b s e n c e  f r o m  s c h o o l  r e s u l t e d  in

l i m i t e d  l i f e - c h a n c e s  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  fo r  t h e  y o u n g  p e r s o n  i n v o l v e d  ( F a r r in g to n ,

1 9 8 0 ;  W a g n e r  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  T h e r e  i s  m u c h  r e s e a r c h  e v i d e n c e  th a t  e a r ly  s c h o o l
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l e a v i n g  a n d  p o o r  e d u c a t io n a l  a t ta in m e n t  w a s  s t r o n g l y  l in k e d  w i t h  lo n g - t e r m  

u n e m p l o y m e n t  ( M c C o y  &  S m y t h ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  M o r e o v e r ,  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  

p e r s i s t e n t  a b s e n t e e i s m  c a n  a l s o  le a d  to  a n t i s o c ia l  b e h a v i o u r  ( M a l c o l m  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 3 ;  

N o r t h e r n  I r e la n d  A u d i t  O f f i c e ,  2 0 0 4 ;  R o b i n s  &  R a d c l i f f e ,  1 9 8 0 ) ,  a n d  a  p o s s i b l e  

a s s o c i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t r u a n c y  a n d  c r im e  h a s  a l s o  b e e n  n o t e d  ( D e p a r t m e n t  fo r  

E d u c a t io n ,  S k i l l s  &  H o m e  O f f i c e ,  1 9 9 9 ,  2 0 0 1 ) .  G r e a t e r  i n v o l v e m e n t  in  d e l i n q u e n c y  

w a s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a s s o c ia t e d  w i t h  s c h o o l  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e .

W h i l e  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a  d ir e c t  c a u s e ,  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  i s  a n  im p o r ta n t  s i g n a l  o f  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  a m o n g  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a n d  t h is  g r o u p  h a d  m o r e  n e g a t i v e  p o s t - s c h o o l  

o u t c o m e s  in  t e r m s  o f  a c c e s s  to  h ig h e r  e d u c a t io n  a n d  e m p lo y m e n t .  It a p p e a r s ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t , w h i l e  in  s o m e  c a s e s ,  o p e r a t in g  a s  a  f o r m  o f  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  s c h o o l  

c u lt u r e ,  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  s e r v e d  to  r e p r o d u c e  s o c i a l  c l a s s  in e q u a l i t i e s  in  e d u c a t io n a l  

a n d  la b o u r  m a r k e t  o u t c o m e s  ( D a r m o d y  e t  a h ,  2 0 0 7 ) .

T h e  N a tu r e  o f  A b s e n t e e i s m  in  I r e la n d

C o g n i s a n t  o f  t h e  d e a r th  o f  s tu d ie s  th a t  f o c u s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  o n  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m

t h e  N E W B  c o m m i s s i o n e d  a n  in v e s t ig a t io n  in t o  t h e  c a u s a l  f a c t o r s  in  r e la t io n  to

a b s e n t e e i s m  in  I r e la n d . T h i s  r e v ie w ,  a lr e a d y  r e f e r e n c e d  in  t h is  c h a p te r ,  c l a s s i f i e d

t h e s e  a f o r e m e n t i o n e d  c a u s e s  th a t  p e r ta in  t o  i n d iv id u a l  s t u d e n t s  in t o  o b j e c t i v e  a n d

s u b j e c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t ic s  ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e  o b j e c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s

in c lu d e d  t h e  b a c k g r o u n d s  o f  s tu d e n t s  w i t h  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e ,  f o c u s i n g  o n  s o c i a l  c l a s s ,

p a r e n ta l  e d u c a t io n  a n d  e t h n ic i t y  a lo n g  w i t h  a  s p o t l i g h t  o n  t h e  r e g io n a l  v a r ia t io n  in

t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  r e v i e w  w a s  b a s e d  o n  r e - a n a ly s i s  o f  d a ta

c o l l e c t e d  f o r  e a r l ie r  s t u d ie s  u n d e r ta k e n  in  t h e  E c o n o m i c  a n d  S o c i a l  R e s e a r c h  I n s t i t u t e
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( E S R I )  a n d  t h e  n a t io n a l  d a ta  c o l l e c t e d  b y  t h e  N E W B  ( W e ir ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  M c C o y  e t  a l. 

( 2 0 0 7 )  p o in t e d  o u t  th a t  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e s e  d a ta , w h i l e  n o t  f o c u s i n g  e x p l i c i t l y  o n  

a t t e n d a n c e :  “ d o  p r o v id e  v a lu a b le  in s ig h t s  in t o  t h e  in d i v i d u a l  a n d  s c h o o l  f a c t o r s  

i n f l u e n c i n g  a t t e n d a n c e  in  p o s t -p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ”  ( p .2 ) .  E v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  i n f o r m a t io n  

g le a n e d  b y  M c C o y  e t  a l. r e la t e s  d ir e c t ly  t o  t h e  p o s t - p r im a r y  s c h o o l  s e c t o r ,  i t  d o e s  

a s s i s t  in  o u r  o v e r a l l  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  in  I r e la n d .

C o i n c i d i n g  w i t h  th e  in te r n a t io n a l  r e s e a r c h ,  t h e  f i n d i n g s  in d ic a t e  th a t  y o u n g  

m a l e  s t u d e n t s  a r e  s o m e w h a t  m o r e  l i k e l y  to  s k ip  s c h o o l  t h a n  y o u n g  f e m a l e  s t u d e n t s  a s  

a r e  s t u d e n t s  w h o  a r e  o ld e r  th a n  a v e r a g e .  It a l s o  s u b s t a n t ia t e s  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  b e t w e e n  

a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  f a m i l y  b a c k g r o u n d  c h a r a c t e r is t ic s :  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

f a m i l i e s  a n d /o r  t h o s e  w h o s e  p a r e n t s  h a v e  t h ir d - l e v e l  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  t e n d  to  h a v e  b e t t e r  

a t t e n d a n c e  r e c o r d s  a n d  a re  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  s k ip  c l a s s e s .  W h i l e  d i f f e r e n c e s  in  a t t e n d a n c e  

r a te s  b y  n a t io n a l  o r ig in  w e r e  n o t  s t a t i s t i c a l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  u p  t o  t h i s  p e r io d ,  n o n -  

a t t e n d a n c e  p a t t e r n s  s h o w  a  p a r t ic u la r ly  s t r o n g  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  m e m b e r s h ip  o f  t h e  

T r a v e l le r  C o m m u n i t y .  In  a d d it io n ,  th e  s t u d y  id e n t i f i e d  s o m e  r e g i o n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ;  t h e  

i n c i d e n c e  o f  s e r i o u s  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  w a s  h ig h e r  in  t h e  B o r d e r  c o u n t i e s ,  D u b l i n  a n d  

S o u t h - E a s t e r n  a r e a s  ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .



T h e  r e p o r t  p r o v id e d  a  c la s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  s u b j e c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  w h i c h  d r e w  

f r o m  t h r e e  d a t a  s o u r c e s 6 to  in v e s t ig a t e  s o m e  o f  t h e  a t t i tu d e s  th a t  c h a r a c t e r i s e d  p u p i l s  

w it h  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  t h e  f o c u s  r e m a in e d  o n  p o s t  p r im a r y  p u p i l s .  W h i l e  

a c k n o w l e d g i n g  th a t  t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e t w e e n  p u p i l  a t t i t u d e s  a n d  a t t e n d a n c e  l e v e l s  

w a s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a  c a u s a l  r e la t io n s h ip ,  t h e  r e p o r t  p a r t ic u la r ly  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  p u p i l  

e x p e r i e n c e  o f  s c h o o l  l i f e ,  l o o k in g  at th e ir  a t t i t u d e s  t o  s c h o o l ,  t e a c h e r s ,  t h e ir  s e l f -  

r a t in g  a s  p u p i l s  a n d  th e ir  in t e r a c t io n s  w i t h  p e e r s .  I n  a d d i t io n  to  t h e s e  f a c t o r s ,  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  b e t w e e n  p a r t - t im e  w o r k in g  a n d  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  w a s  a l s o  e x p l o r e d  

( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .

T h e  a u t h o r s  a c k n o w l e d g e d  th a t  it  i s  u n s u r p r is in g  th a t  p u p i l s  w i t h  p o o r  

a t t e n d a n c e  r a te s  g e n e r a l ly  r e p o r te d  n e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e s  t o  s c h o o l  a n d  t e a c h e r s .  T h e y  

p r o p o s e d  th a t  b y  s t u d y in g  t h e s e  s u b j e c t iv e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  s t u d e n t s  w e  m a y  o b t a in  

a n  i n s i g h t  in t o  h o w  p o o r  a t t e n d e e s  v i e w  t h e ir  s c h o o l  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  n e g a t i v e  n a tu r e  

o f  t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  t h e s e  p u p i l s  h a d  w it h  t h e ir  s c h o o l  l i f e  w a s  h i g h l i g h t e d  w i t h  p o o r  

a t t e n d e e s  n o t  o n l y  d i s l i k i n g  s c h o o l  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  t h in k  

s c h o o l  l i f e  w a s  h a p p y  f o r  t h e m  a n d  v i e w e d  it  a s  u n f r i e n d l y  ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  

T h e y  w e r e  m o r e  l i k e l y  t o  th in k  th e ir  t e a c h e r s  d id  n o t  c a r e  f o r  t h e m  a n d  th a t  t h e  

s c h o o l  r u le s  w e r e  u n fa ir .  I t i s  a l s o  u n s u r p r is in g  th a t  p o o r  a t t e n d e e s  h a d  l o w e r  

a c a d e m i c  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  d id  n o t  h a v e  c o n f i d e n c e  in  t h e ir  a c a d e m i c  a b i l i t y  ( l e s s

6 The Schools' D atabase o f  1994, the School Leavers' Survey o f  2002 and the Junior Cycle 
L ongitudinal Study 2004.
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t h a n  6 6 %  o f  t h o s e  w i t h  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  t h o u g h t  t h e ir  s c h o o l  w o r k  w a s  w o r t h  d o i n g ) .  

T h e  a u th o r s  c o n c l u d e d  th a t  p u p i l s ’ w it h d r a w a l  f r o m  s c h o o l  a p p e a r e d  t o  r e f l e c t  

d i s a f f e c t i o n  w i t h  s c h o o l  l i f e ,  a  p r o p o s i t io n  th a t  i s  r e fe r r e d  t o  in  in t e r n a t io n a l  l i t e r a tu r e  

a s  d i s e n g a g e m e n t ,  a  s u b j e c t  h ig h l ig h t e d  p a r t ic u la r ly  b y  W i l l m s  ( 2 0 0 3 ) .

An Integrated Response to School Attendance

O v e r  t h e  p a s t  15  to  2 0  y e a r s ,  th e r e  h a s  b e e n  g r o w i n g  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  id e a  th a t  

p r o b l e m s  o f  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n ta g e ,  in c l u d i n g  p o o r  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e ,  r e q u ir e d  a n  

in t e g r a t e d  r e s p o n s e  ( C u l le n ,  2 0 0 0 ;  Z a p p o n e ,  2 0 0 1 ,  2 0 0 2 ) .  S u p p o r t  fo r  in t e g r a t e d  

r e s p o n s e s  h a s  t a k e n  m a n y  f o r m s  s in c e  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  s o m e  o f  

t h e s e  w i l l  b e  r e fe r r e d  t o  in  t h e  n e x t  ( p o l i c y )  c h a p te r .  H o w e v e r ,  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  

c r i t ic a l  e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a  m e c h a n i s m  to  i n s t i g a t e  a  n e w  p r a c t i c e  o f  

in t e g r a t io n  o f  s e r v i c e s  d e s e r v e s  a  m e n t io n  h e r e  a s  i t  r e la t e s  d i r e c t l y  to  s c h o o l  

a t t e n d a n c e .  T h i s  i s  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  t h e  N a t i o n a l  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  B o a r d  

( N E W B )  in  2 0 0 2 ,  w i t h  t h e  p r im a r y  a im  o f  i m p l e m e n t i n g  t h e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )

A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 0 ) .  T h is  s e r v i c e  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  t o  e b b  t h e  t id e  o f  

e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  t h r o u g h  e n s u r in g  th a t  “ . .  . . e v e r y  c h i l d ’ s  r ig h t  t o  a n  

e d u c a t io n  i s  r e a l i s e d ” ( D o w n e s  &  G i l l i g a n ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h i s  d e v e l o p m e n t  r e s u l t e d  f r o m  a  

g r o w i n g  c o n s e n s u s  th a t  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  d e s e r v e d  p a r t ic u la r  a t t e n t io n  i f  I r e la n d  

w a s  in t e n d i n g  t o  m o v e  b e y o n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  N E W B  ( 2 0 0 9 )  o n e  o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  f a c e d  b y  t h e  B o a r d  w a s  

to  m a k e  o p t im u m  u s e  o f  th e  r e s o u r c e s  a l lo c a t e d  a n d  t o  d e v e l o p  a n d  d e l i v e r  q u a l i t y  

s e r v i c e s  t o  c h i ld r e n ,  f a m i l i e s  a n d  s c h o o l s .  W i t h in  t h i s  r e m it  t h e  B o a r d  u n d e r t o o k  to  

d e v e l o p  a  m o d e l  o f  s e r v i c e  th a t  w a s  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  a n d  b u i l t  o n  t h e  w o r k  o f  o t h e r s .



O n e  o f  th e  p r in c ip le s  u n d e r p in n in g  t h is  a p p r o a c h  w a s  th a t  t h e  m o d e l  w o u l d  b e  

r e s p e c t f u l  o f  f a m i l i e s  a n d  th e ir  c ir c u m s t a n c e s  a n d  th a t  l e g a l  s a n c t i o n s  ( a s  s ta te d  in  

t h e  A c t )  w a s  u s e d  a s  a  la s t  r e so r t  t o  a c h i e v e  p o s i t i v e  c h a n g e  f o r  t h e  c h i ld .  H a v in g  

r e v i e w e d  h o w  t h e  s e r v i c e  w a s  o p e r a t in g  s i n c e  2 0 0 2  t h e  B o a r d  d e c i d e d  t o  p i l o t  a  n e w  

in t e g r a t e d  m o d e l  o f  s e r v ic e ,  b a s e d  o n  i t s  p r e v i o u s  e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e  o b j e c t i v e s  w e r e  

t w o f o l d :  t o  m a in t a in  a  q u a l i t y  p r o f e s s io n a l  s u p e r v i s i o n  p o l i c y  t o  s u p p o r t  s t a f f  in  th e ir  

w o r k  a n d  t o  e n s u r e  th a t  th e  w o r k  p r io r i t i s e d  a  f o c u s  o n  s ta n d a r d s  a n d  o u t c o m e s .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  e v a lu a t io n  r e p o r t  o f  t h e  p i l o t  p r o je c t ,  “ t h e  w o r k  o f  th e  

o r g a n i s a t i o n ’s  s u p e r v i s i o n  p o l i c y  id e n t i f i e d  t h e  n e e d  t o  d e s c r i b e  a n d  s ta n d a r d is e  

e d u c a t io n a l  w e l f a r e  p r a c t ic e  a n d  to  f o c u s  o n  t h e  f a m i l y ’s  j o u r n e y  f r o m  p o in t  o f  f ir s t  

d ir e c t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  s e r v ic e  u n t i l  c a s e  c l o s u r e ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p . 2 ) .

T h e  p i l o t  p r o j e c t  in v o l v e d  th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  g u i d e l i n e s  to  d ir e c t  t h e  w o r k .  

T h e s e  w e r e  t e s t e d  a n d  e x t e r n a l ly  e v a lu a t e d  o v e r  a  s i x  m o n t h  p e r io d .  T h e  p a r t ic ip a n t s  

f o r  t h e  P i l o t  P r o j e c t  in c lu d e d  1 7  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  S t a f f  a n d  7 9  s c h o o l s  in  s i x  p i lo t  

g e o g r a p h ic a l  a r e a s .  R e le v a n t  S c h o o l  P r in c ip a ls  a n d  t h e  E d u c a t io n  S u p p o r t  S e r v i c e s 7 

in c l u d i n g  t h e  H o m e  S c h o o l  C o m m u n it y  L i a i s o n  C o o r d in a t o r s ,  S c h o o l  C o m p l e t i o n  

C o o r d in a t o r s  a n d  V i s i t i n g  T e a c h e r s  fo r  T r a v e l le r s  a lo n g  w i t h  t h e  N E W B  t e a m s  w e r e  

a l l  i n v o l v e d  in  t h e  p r o je c t .  A c c o r d in g  to  N E W B  ( 2 0 0 9 ,  p . 3 ) ,  t h e  m o d e l  s e l e c t e d  f o r

7 This pro ject used the term  Education Support Services to refer to the H om e School C om m unity 
Liaison Program m e, the School Com pletion Program m e and the V isiting Teachers for T ravellers 
Schem e. It is w orth noting that these program m es are also referred to as the School Support 
Program m e (SSP) under DEIS as they were integrated with other schem es w ithin D EIS (DES, 2005a).
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t e s t i n g  “ i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  c o m m o n  f e a t u r e s  o f  o t h e r  n a t io n a l  a n d  in t e r n a t io n a l  

m o d e l s  o f  c h i l d  a n d  f a m i l y  p r a c t ic e  w i t h  a  c l e a r  e m p h a s i s  o n  a s s e s s m e n t ,  p la n n i n g ,  

a n d  e n g a g e m e n t  o f  c l i e n t s  in  m e e t in g s  t a r g e t s  a n d  r e s o l v i n g  i s s u e s ” . T h e  e v a lu a t io n  

a im e d  to  “ o u t l i n e [ s ]  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  n e w  w a y  o f  w o r k i n g  w i t h  v u l n e r a b le  c h i ld r e n  

a n d  f a m i l i e s  in  c o l la b o r a t io n  w i t h  s c h o o l s  a n d  o t h e r  c o l l e a g u e s  in  e d u c a t io n  s u p p o r t  

s e r v i c e s  in  r e la t io n  to  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  p l a c e m e n t  m a t t e r s ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p .

2 ) .  T h e  r e p o r t  c l a i m e d  th a t  t h is  le a r n in g  p r o c e s s  r e p r e s e n t e d  “ a  s i g n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  in  

p a r a d ig m  f r o m  f o c u s i n g  s o l e l y  o n  ra w  a t t e n d a n c e  d a t a ”  a n d  th a t  “ t h e  m o d e l  

r e c o g n i s e s  t h e  r o le  o f  s c h o o l s  in  e a r ly  in t e r v e n t i o n ”  ( N E W B ,  p . 2 ) .

T h e  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  e v a lu a t io n  in d ic a t e d  th a t  t h e  im p a c t  o f  t h e  n e w  w a y  o f  

w o r k i n g  w i t h  c h i ld r e n ,  f a m i l i e s  a n d  s c h o o l s  w a s  p o s i t i v e ,  r e s u l t in g  in  s t r o n g  s u p p o r t  

fo r  i t s  c o n t in u e d  u s e  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t .  T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  in  p e r s p e c t i v e s  o f  th e  

p a r t ic ip a n t s ,  o u t l in e d  in  th e  f in d in g s ,  is  w o r t h  n o t i n g  a s  it  g e t s  t o  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  w h y  

in t e g r a t e d  w o r k  c a n  b e  s o  d i f f ic u l t .  T h e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  n e w  a p p r o a c h  m o s t  s t r o n g ly  

f a v o u r e d  b y  t h e  S c h o o l  P r in c ip a ls  w a s  t h e  s t r u c t u r e d  i n t e r a g e n c y  c a s e  p la n n i n g .

T h e y  w e l c o m e d  t h e  n e w  f o c u s  o n  c o l la b o r a t iv e  w o r k i n g ,  w i t h  6 8 %  o f  P r in c ip a ls  

s e e i n g  t h i s  a s  a n  im p r o v e m e n t  o n  c u r r e n t  p r a c t ic e .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  t i m e  r e q u ir e d  fo r  

i n t e r a g e n c y  m e e t i n g s  a n d  c o m p l e t i n g  r e fe r r a l  f o r m s  c a u s e d  t h e m  c o n c e r n .  P r in c ip a l s  

a l s o  f e l t  th a t ,  e v e n  w i t h  t h e  n e w  a p p r o a c h , E W O s  w o u l d  n o t  b e  a b le  to  p r o v id e  in p u t s  

to  a l l  t h e  c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s  w h o  n e e d  t h is  l e v e l  o f  in t e r v e n t io n .  T h e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  

a p p r o a c h  a b o u t  w h i c h  t h e y  h a d  m o s t  r e s e r v a t io n s  w a s  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  c h i l d r e n ’ s  

p a r t ic ip a t io n  a n d  e n s u r in g  th a t  t h is  i s  d o n e  in  a n  a g e  a p p r o p r ia te  m a n n e r .  T h e s e  

c o n c e r n s  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  t h e  n e w  f o c u s  o f  l i s t e n i n g  d i r e c t l y  to



c h i ld r e n ;  h o w e v e r ,  t h e y  a l s o  e x p r e s s e d  c o n c e r n  a b o u t  t h e  s u i t a b i l i t y  o f  t h is  m o r e  

p a r t ic ip a t iv e  a p p r o a c h  fo r  y o u n g e r  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  a t t e n d a n c e  c o n c e r n s .

T h e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  n e w  a p p r o a c h  m o s t  s t r o n g l y  f a v o u r e d  a m o n g  t h e  E d u c a t io n  

S u p p o r t  S e r v i c e s  w a s  t h e  f o c u s  o n  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  w o r k i n g  w i t h  “ 9 7 %  s e e i n g  t h is  a s  a n  

im p r o v e m e n t  o n  c u r r e n t  p r a c t ic e ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p . 3 2 ) .  F in d i n g s  a m o n g  t h e s e  

s e r v i c e s  a l s o  i n d ic a t e d  v e r y  h ig h  l e v e l s  o f  a p p r o v a l  fo r  c a s e  p la n n i n g  ( 8 7 % ) ,  

l i s t e n i n g  t o  c h i ld r e n  ( 7 9 % )  a n d  a t t e n d a n c e  t a r g e t  s e t t in g  ( 7 7 % ) .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e y  h a d  

r e s e r v a t io n s  a b o u t  t h e  u s e  o f  th e  r e fe r r a l f o r m ,  m a i n l y  c i t i n g  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  h o w  th e  

c o m p l e t i o n  o f  th e  f o r m  w o u ld  b e  m a n a g e d  a t s c h o o l  l e v e l .  It a p p e a r s  th a t  t h e s e  

c o n c e r n s  w e r e  r e la t e d  to  c la r i t y  o f  r o le s  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  in  r e la t io n  t o  fo r m  f i l l i n g  

a n d  s i g n i n g .  H o w e v e r ,  7 7 %  o f  E d u c a t io n  S u p p o r t  S e r v i c e s  s t a t e d  th a t  t h e  n e w  

r e fe r r a l  p r o c e s s  im p r o v e d  N E W B ’s  s e r v ic e  t o  t h e  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

a t t e n d a n c e  d i f f i c u l t i e s .

P a r t ic ip a n t s  in  t h e  p i lo t  a l s o  in c lu d e d  p a r e n t s  a n d  c h i ld r e n  a n d  t h e ir  r e s p o n s e  in  

t h e  e v a l u a t i o n  w a s  d e e m e d  p o s i t i v e ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  “ t o  b e i n g  p a r t  o f  t h e  p la n n i n g  g r o u p  

a n d  c o n t r ib u t in g  to  f in d in g  s o lu t io n s  to  t h e  a t t e n d a n c e  p r o b l e m s .  T h e y  e x p r e s s e d  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  w a y  t h e y  w e r e  l i s t e n e d  t o  a n d  th a t  t h e ir  e x p e r i e n c e  w a s  v a l u e d ”  

( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p . 3 2 ) .  A r i s in g  f r o m  th e  s u c c e s s f u l  o u t c o m e s  o f  t h e  e v a l u a t i o n  th e  

N E W B  p la n  t o  e x t e n d  t h e  m o d e l  to  o th e r  a r e a s  t o  “ b r o a d e n  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  to  

a d v a n c e  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  w h a t  w o r k s  in  r e la t io n  t o  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  th e  

a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  g o o d  s e r v i c e  o u t c o m e s  f o r  c h i l d r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  

p . 2 ) .  A s  m e n t i o n e d  in  t h e  n e x t  c h a p te r ,  t h i s  l e a r n in g  p r o j e c t  t o o k  p l a c e  p r io r  to  p o l i c y  

a n n o u n c e m e n t  b y  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  a n d  S c i e n c e  ( M a y  2 0 0 9 )  t o  e x t e n d



t h e  r e m it  o f  t h e  N E W B  t o  in c lu d e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  t h e  H o m e  S c h o o l  C o m m u n i t y  

L i a i s o n  S c h e m e  ( H S C L ) ,  t h e  S c h o o l  C o m p l e t i o n  P r o g r a m m e  ( S C P ) ,  a n d  t h e  V i s i t i n g  

T e a c h e r  S e r v i c e  f o r  T r a v e l le r s  ( V T S T ) .

T h e  le a r n in g  f r o m  t h is  e x a m p le  p r o v id e s  a  g o o d  s ta r t in g  p o in t  f o r  t h e  w o r k  th a t  

i s  n o w  g e t t i n g  u n d e r  w a y  o n  d e v e l o p i n g  a  m o r e  in t e g r a t e d  r e s p o n s e  t o  s c h o o l  

a t t e n d a n c e ,  r e t e n t io n  a n d  p a r t ic ip a t io n .  T h i s  c a n  a l s o  b e  a u g m e n t e d  b y  le a r n in g  f r o m  

a  n u m b e r  o f  e a r ly  in t e r v e n t io n  a n d  p r e v e n t io n  in i t i a t i v e s  th a t  a r e  b e i n g  r o l l e d  o u t  

c u r r e n t ly  in  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  c o m m u n i t i e s  ( P E I P ) 8. T h e s e  in i t i a t i v e s  i n c lu d e  r ig o r o u s  

e v a l u a t i o n s  o f  in  a n d  o u t - o f - s c h o o l  e l e m e n t s  w i t h  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  o f  i d e n t i f y i n g  w h a t  

w o r k s  f o r  c h i ld r e n  a n d  in c lu d e ,  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  a  f o c u s  o n  s u p p o r t  t o  p a r e n t s  f r o m  b ir th  

a n d  t h e  p r e - s c h o o l  s e c t o r  ( O M C Y A ,  2 0 0 8 ) .  In  a d d i t io n ,  a n o t h e r  s t u d y  w h i c h  f o c u s e d  

o n  a n  in t e g r a t e d  r e s p o n s e  to  t a c k l in g  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  in  a n  in n e r  c i t y  

d is a d v a n t a g e d  c o m m u n i t y  p r o v id e d  a  m o d e l  o f  e a r ly  in t e r v e n t io n  a n d  in t e g r a t io n  o f  

h e a l t h  a n d  e d u c a t io n  s e r v i c e s  a n d  a r g u e d  f o r  a  t a r g e t e d ,  s t r a t e g ic  v i s i o n  t o  a d d r e s s  

s e r i o u s  d i s a d v a n t a g e  ( D o w n e s  &  M a u n s e l l ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e s e  e x a m p l e s  a r e  c i t e d  h e r e  a s  

a n  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  g r o w i n g  e m p h a s i s  in  p r a c t ic e  t o  in i t ia t e  “ a n  in t e g r a t e d ,  j o i n e d  u p  

s t r a t e g y  w i t h  n e w  s e r v i c e s  a n d  k e y  a c to r s  w i l l i n g  to  c o l la b o r a t e  [a n d ]  r e q u ir e s  a

8 The Prevention and Early  Intervention Program m e for children (PEEP) was established by the 
O M C Y A  and  The A tlantic Philanthropies in February 2007 to support and prom ote better outcom es 
for children  in d isadvantaged areas through innovation, effective planning, integration and delivery o f  
services. The PEIP(C ) was a five year com m itted fund o f  €36 m illion (€18 m illion from  G overnm ent 
and €18 m illion from The Atlantic Philanthropies).
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c h a n g e  o f  s y s t e m s  a t l o c a l  l e v e l  w i t h  a n  in t e n t io n  t o  f i t  j o i n e d - u p  e f f o r t s  a n d  c h a n g e  

s y s t e m s  a t  n a t io n a l  l e v e l ”  ( Z a p p o n e ,  2 0 0 7 ,  p .2 1 ) .  T h e  f o c u s  o n  in t e g r a t e d  s e r v i c e s  

l e d  r e s e a r c h e r s  t o  e x p lo r e  h o w  p o l i c i e s  a r e  i m p le m e n t e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  

e v i d e n c e - b a s e d  p r a c t ic e .  M e n t io n  o f  t h is  h e r e  g i v e s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  to  c o n n e c t  b a c k  

w i t h  le a r n in g  f r o m  s t u d ie s  o f  in e q u a l i t y  o f  e d u c a t io n  a n d  t o  t a k e  o n  b o a r d  t h e  n e e d  

f o r  c h a n g e  a t  t h e  s y s t e m i c  l e v e l .

Implementation o f Integrated Services

I m p le m e n t a t io n  s c i e n c e  r e fe r s  to  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  w a y s  t o  “ t r a n s m it  

i n n o v a t i v e  p r o g r a m s  a n d  p r a c t ic e s  to  m e n t a l  h e a l t h ,  s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s ,  j u v e n i l e  j u s t i c e ,  

e d u c a t io n ,  e a r ly  c h i ld h o o d  e d u c a t io n ,  e m p l o y m e n t  s e r v i c e s ,  a n d  s u b s t a n c e  a b u s e  

p r e v e n t io n  a n d  t r e a tm e n t ” (  F ix s e n ,  N a o o m ,  B l a s e ,  F r ie d m a n  &  W a l l a c e ,  2 0 0 5 ,  p .v i ) .  

F i x s e n  e t  a l. e s p o u s e d  t h e  r o le  o f  s y s t e m a t ic  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  in  a n y  a t t e m p t  t o  u t i l i s e  

e v i d e n c e - b a s e d  p r o g r a m m e s  o r  o t h e r  p r o d u c t s  o f  s c i e n c e  t o  im p r o v e  l i v e s  o f  c h i ld r e n  

a n d  f a m i l i e s .  T h e y  r e fe r  t o  e v i d e n c e - b a s e d  p r a c t i c e s  a s  b e i n g  s k i l l s ,  t e c h n iq u e s  a n d  

s t r a t e g ie s  th a t  c a n  b e  u s e d  b y  a  s e r v ic e  p r o v id e r  o r  p r a c t i t io n e r  ( F i x s e n  e t  a l . ,  p . 2 6 ) .  

T h e s e  p r a c t i c e s  p r o p o s e  to  o f f e r  o p t io n s  o f  s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  t o  e n s u r e  d e s i r a b le  

r e s u l t s  a n d  p r o v i d e  a  w a y  t o  tr a n s fo r m  t h e  c o n c e p t u a l  o b j e c t i v e s  o f  i n t e r v e n t io n s  in t o  

e f f e c t i v e  p r a c t i c e  w i t h  p o s i t i v e  o u t c o m e s .  T h e  r e v i e w  o f  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  s c i e n c e  

c a r r ie d  o u t  b y  F i x s e n  e t  a l, p r o v id e s  in s ig h t  in t o  s y s t e m  c h a n g e  n e e d e d  a t  

o r g a n i s a t io n a l  l e v e l s  a n d  c o u ld  p r o v id e  a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  c h a n g e  m a n a g e m e n t  f o r  t h e  

e d u c a t io n  s e c t o r .  T h e y  a d v o c a t e  a  c lo s e r  l in k  f o r  p r a c t i t io n e r s  ( s u c h  a s  t e a c h e r s )  w i t h  

r e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s  to  e n s u r e  th a t  t h e  g o a l  o f  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  i s  a c c o m p l i s h e d  t o  t h e  

h i g h e s t  q u a l i t y  s ta n d a r d s  p o s s i b l e  ( F ix s e n  e t  a l . ,  p . 2 8 ) .



T h e  l in k  b e t w e e n  c h a n g e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  t r a in in g  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  a n d  

o n g o i n g  c o n t in u a l  p r o f e s s io n a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  c o u l d  o f f e r  a n  in t e r e s t in g  t h e o r e t ic a l  

b a s e  u p o n  w h i c h  t o  s h i f t  p r a c t ic e s  in  r e s p o n s e  t o  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a s  

o u t l in e d  b y  a d v o c a t e s  o f  im p le m e n t a t io n  s c i e n c e .  L o d g e  a n d  L y n c h  ( 2 0 0 4 )  

r e c o m m e n d e d  a w a r e n e s s  r a is in g  f o r  a ll  e d u c a t i o n  p a r tn e r s  in  r e la t io n  t o  e q u a l i t y  

l e g i s l a t i o n  s o  th a t  e v e r y o n e  in v o l v e d  is  a w a r e  o f  th e ir  r ig h t s  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  

T h e s e  a u th o r s  s ta te d  th a t , “ to  b r in g  a b o u t  r e a l  c h a n g e ,  e d u c a t io n a l  i n s t i t u t io n s  s h o u ld  

d e v i s e  e q u a l i t y  a c t io n  p la n s  (n o t  j u s t  w r i t e  p o l i c i e s )  w i t h  d e f i n i t e  t a r g e t s ,  m e a s u r a b le  

o b j e c t i v e s  a n d  s p e c i f i c  t im e s c a le s  a s  w e l l  a s  h a v i n g  c l e a r  r e p o r t in g  m e c h a n i s m s  a n d  

i m p le m e n t a t io n  s t r a t e g ie s ”  ( L o d g e  &  L y n c h ,  p . 1 0 6 ) .  T h e y  r e c o m m e n d e d  s p e c i f i c  in -  

s e r v i c e  t r a in in g  fo r  t e a c h e r s  a n d  s c h o o l  m a n a g e m e n t  in  r e la t io n  t o  e q u a l i t y  

l e g i s l a t i o n  a n d  im p le m e n t a t io n .

A  s im i la r  g a p  in  s k i l l s  w a s  r e c o g n i s e d  b y  D o w n e s ,  M a u n s e l  &  I v e r s  ( 2 0 0 6 ) ,  in  

r e la t io n  t o  c r e a t in g  a n  e n v ir o n m e n t  c o n d u c i v e  t o  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  w o r k  b e t w e e n  s c h o o l s  

a n d  o t h e r  s u p p o r t  s e r v i c e s .  In  th e ir  s tu d y  t h e y  w e r e  c o n c e r n e d  th a t:

A  n u m b e r  o f  s e r v ic e  p r o v id e r s  r e fe r  t o  a  la c k  o f  e q u a l i t y  in  t h e  

c o m m u n i c a t i v e  r e la t io n  b e t w e e n  t h e ir  s e r v i c e  a n d  t h e  s c h o o l s ,  r e f e r r in g  

f o r  e x a m p l e  to  ‘c o m m u n ic a t io n  b a r r ie r s ’ , t h e  n e e d  to  b e  ‘w o r k i n g  w i t h  

n o t  f o r  t h e  t e a c h e r s ’ , ‘n o  p a r ity  o f  e s t e e m ’, ‘t w o  s e p a r a te  c u l t u r e s  

e s s e n t i a l l y ’ . P r o c e s s e s  w i l l  n e e d  t o  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  g e n u in e  

c o l la b o r a t io n  b e t w e e n  s e r v ic e s  a n d  s c h o o l s  f o r  t h i s  P s y c h o l o g i c a l  

S u p p o r t  S e r v i c e  [ to  w o r k  s u c c e s s f u l l y ] .  ( D o w n e s  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 6 ,  p . 8 3 )
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T h e  l i t e r a tu r e  o n  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  p o l i c i e s  th a t  s t r iv e  to  i m p r o v e  o u t c o m e s  

f o r  c h i ld r e n  t h r o u g h  e n s u r in g  g r e a te r  e q u a l i t y  f o r  a l l  e s p o u s e  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  

s h a r e d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  th e  d e s ir e d  o b j e c t i v e s  a n d  c a l l  f o r  s y s t e m i c  c h a n g e .  F i x s e n  

e t  a l .  ( 2 0 0 5 ,  p . 6 8 )  p o in t e d  o u t  th a t  s im i la r  c o r e  im p le m e n t a t io n  c o m p o n e n t s  s e e m  to  

a p p l y  e q u a l l y  w e l l  to  a  b r o a d  r a n g e  o f  p r o g r a m m e s  a n d  p r a c t i c e s  a c r o s s  a  v a r i e t y  o f  

d o m a in s .  It i s  m y  v i e w  th a t  t h e  la t te r  c o n t e n t i o n  c o u l d  p r o v id e  a  k e y  f o r  i n f l u e n c i n g  

s o c i a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  p o l i c y  r e fo r m  in  a  c o u n t r y  s u c h  a s  I r e la n d . T h i s  b r o a d e r  r e f o r m  

c o u l d  f o c u s  o n  t h e  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  c h a n g e  a t s y s t e m  l e v e l s  in c l u d i n g  in  th e  

e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m .

C o n c l u s i o n

T h is  c h a p te r  p r o v id e d  a  f r a m e w o r k ,  t h r o u g h  a n  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  in  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e ,  

o f  th e  k e y  c o n c e p t s  u n d e r p in n in g  t h e  s u b s t a n t iv e  s u b j e c t  o f  t h is  t h e s i s .  T h e  i n t e n t io n  

o f  t h i s  a p p r o a c h  i s  to  lo c a t e  th e  i s s u e  o f  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  in  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  a b o u t  

i n e q u a l i t y  o f  e d u c a t io n  a n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  U s i n g  a n  in t e r d i s c ip l in a r y  

a p p r o a c h  d r a w in g  o n  th e  lit e r a tu r e  o f  s o c i o l o g y  a n d  p h i l o s o p h y ,  t h i s  r e v i e w  p r o v i d e s  

t h e  f o u n d a t io n  f r o m  w h i c h  to  in v e s t ig a t e  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  p o l i c y  f o r m a t io n  a n d  

i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  r e le v a n t  to  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  in  t h e  n e x t  c h a p te r .  B o t h  o f  t h e s e  

c h a p te r s  p r o v i d e  t h e  b r o a d  la n d s c a p e  fo r  t h e  s t u d y  a n d  t h r o u g h  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  

k e y  d e v e l o p m e n t s  t h e y  a f f o r d  t h e  o p p o r t u n it y  f o r  d i a l o g u e  i n t e r w o v e n  w i t h  th e  

r e s e a r c h  d a t a  ( d i s c u s s i o n  c h a p te r  6 ) .

T h e  m a in  e l e m e n t s ,  o u t l in e d  h e r e , th a t  w i l l  a s s i s t  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  w i t h  th e

s t u d y ’s  f i n d i n g s  in c lu d e  ( a )  th e  r a d ic a l  e q u a l i t y  t h e o r y  o f  e g a l i t a r ia n i s m  ( B a k e r ,

2 0 0 5 ;  B a k e r  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 9 )  a n d  h o w  i t  l in k s  t o  t h e  s o c i a l  c h o i c e  t h e o r y  ( S e n ,  1 9 7 9 ,
5 1



1 9 9 9 ,  2 0 0 6 ) ;  ( b )  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  r e s i s t a n c e  t h e o r ie s  ( F a g a n ,  1 9 9 5 )  a s  r e la t e d  t o  e a r ly  

s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  d i s e n g a g e m e n t  in  s c h o o l  a n d  ( c )  t h e  r e la t iv e  a n d  r e la t io n a l  n a tu r e  

o f  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a n d  a b s e n t e e i s m  ( C P A ,  2 0 0 3 ) ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  c o n c e p t  

o f  c o n s e n t .  T h e  f in a l  o v e r a r c h in g  c o n c e p t  i s  th a t  o f  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  s y s t e m  c h a n g e  

a n d  t h e  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  w e l l - d e f i n e d  p o l i c e s  th a t  a r e  r e q u ir e d  t o  t r u ly  a d d r e s s  t h e  g a p s  

b e t w e e n  a s p ir a t io n s  a n d  s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  s u c h  a s  i s  n e e d e d  to  l e s s e n  i n e q u a l i t y  in  t h e  

c u r r e n t  I r is h  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m .
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C H A P T E R  3 : L E G I S L A T I O N  a n d  P O L I C Y  R E V I E W

I n tr o d u c t io n

T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h is  c h a p te r  i s  to  o u t l i n e  l e g i s l a t i v e  a n d  p o l i c y  d e v e l o p m e n t s  in  

r e la t io n  t o  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  in  I r e la n d . T h i s  i s  f r a m e d  b y  t h e  g e n e r a l  p o l i t i c a l ,  s o c i a l  

a n d  c u lt u r a l  c o n t e x t  w i t h in  w h i c h  th e  c u r r e n t  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m  e x i s t s .  E d u c a t io n  

l e g i s l a t i o n  a n d  p o l i c y  in i t ia t iv e s  w i t h  d ir e c t  im p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  at  

p r im a r y  l e v e l  w i l l  b e  th e  m a in  f o c u s  o f  t h e  r e v i e w .  T h e  o b j e c t i v e  o f  t h i s  c h a p te r  i s  to  

r e v i e w  t h e  l i n k a g e s  in  I r is h  e d u c a t io n a l  p o l i c y  w i t h  t h e  b r o a d  t h e m e s  o f  e q u a l i t y ,  

in e q u a l i t y  o f  e d u c a t io n  a n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a n d  i d e n t i f y  t h e  im p l i c a t i o n s  

f o r  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e .  I  a im  to  s e l e c t  s o m e  o f  t h e  m a in  t e n d e n c i e s ,  p a t te r n s ,  

k e y  m o m e n t s  a n d  s i g n i f i c a n t  d e v e lo p m e n t s  in  e d u c a t io n  r e f o r m  th a t  r e la t e  t o  th e  

r e v i e w  o f  t h e  c o n c e p t s  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a s  o u t l i n e d  p r e v i o u s l y .

U n d e r s t a n d in g s  o f  P o l i c y  F o r m a t io n  a n d  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

P o l i c y  f o r m a t io n  m e r it s  d e t a i le d  a n d  r e g u la r  a n a l y s i s  a n d  d e b a t e  a s  it  i s  t h r o u g h  

t h e  a p p l i c a t io n  a n d  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  p o l i c y  th a t  s y s t e m s  a r e  p u t  in  p l a c e  b y  w h i c h  

s o c i e t y  f u n c t i o n s  e q u i t a b ly  a n d  e f f i c i e n t l y .  B r o a d l y  s p e a k i n g  w h e n  p e o p l e  r e fe r  to  

p o l i c y m a k e r s  t h e y  a r e  r e fe r r in g  to  G o v e r n m e n t  a n d  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  s e r v i c e .  T h e  p a s t  

t w o  d e c a d e s  h a v e  w i t n e s s e d  e n o r m o u s  c h a n g e  in  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  g o v e r n a n c e  a n d



p o l i c y  m a k in g  in  I r e la n d . B y  m id  1 9 9 0 s  I r e la n d  h a d  e n t e r e d  a  t im e  o f  e c o n o m i c  

p r o s p e r i t y  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  t h e  Celtic Tiger9 w h i c h  la s t e d  b e y o n d  t h e  m i d  2 0 0 0 s .  T h e  

s p e e d  o f  c h a n g e  th a t  t r a n s f o r m e d  a  r e l a t i v e l y  p o o r  c o u n t r y  o n  t h e  p e r ip h e r y  o f  

E u r o p e  to  a  c o u n t r y  h e ld  a s  a n  e x a m p le  o f  e c o n o m i c  s u c c e s s  a n d  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  

f a i r ly  s u d d e n  r e v e r s a l  o f  t h i s  tr e n d  h a s  m e a n t  th a t  I r is h  g o v e r n a n c e  s t r u c t u r e s  h a v e  

w i t n e s s e d  p r o f o u n d  u n c e r t a in t y  a n d  c h a n g e .  T h e  d r a m a t ic  d o w n t u r n  in  t h e  e c o n o m y  

r e s u l t i n g  in  a  s p e c t a c u la r  r e v e r s a l  o f  th e  e c o n o m i c  s t o r y  b y  2 0 0 8  l e d  t o  a  G r o s s  

D o m e s t i c  P r o d u c t  ( G D P 10) c o n tr a c t io n  o f  1 4 %  a n d  e x p e c t e d  u n e m p l o y m e n t  l e v e l s  a t  

1 4 %  b y  2 0 1 0  ( E S R I ,  2 0 0 9 ) .  A c c o r d in g  t o  t h e  N E S C  ( 2 0 1 0 ,  p . 9 8 ) ,  “ e x c e s s  b a n k  

b o r r o w i n g  a n d  p r o - c y c l i c a l  f i s c a l  p o l i c y  c r e a t e d  u n s u s t a in a b le  g r o w t h  b e t w e e n  2 0 0 0  

a n d  2 0 0 7  a n d  m a d e  I r e la n d  e s p e c i a l l y  v u ln e r a b le  t o  t h e  g lo b a l  c r i s i s  w h i c h  h i t  in  

2 0 0 8 ” . In  2 0 1 1 ,  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  fo r  th e  I r is h  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  o t h e r  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  a r e  

p r o f o u n d  a n d  c o r r e c t iv e  m e a s u r e s  to  r e d u c e  b o t h  c u r r e n t  a n d  c a p i t a l  e x c h e q u e r  

e x p e n d i t u r e  a r e  n o w  in e s c a p a b le .

D u r i n g  t h e  e a r ly  2 0 0 0 s  th e r e  w a s  g r o w i n g  a w a r e n e s s  th a t  e c o n o m i c  g r o w t h  

w a s  n o t  e n o u g h  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  k in d  o f  p r o g r e s s  th a t  w a s  b e i n g  s o u g h t .  T h e r e  w a s  a n  

e m p h a s i s  o n  a d d r e s s in g  b o t h  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  d e v e l o p m e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  

c a r e f u l l y  c r a f t e d  p o l i c y ,  o r ig in a l ly  s e p a r a t e ly  a n d  t h e n  in  a  m o r e  in t e g r a t e d  w a y

9 C eltic T iger is a term  used to describe the econom y o f  Ireland during a period  o f  rapid  econom ic 
grow th betw een  1995-2007.
10 G D P is the central aggregate o f  N ational A ccounts. It represents the total value added (output) in  
the production  o f  goods and services in the country.
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( N E S F ,  2 0 0 9 ) .  A s  r e fe r r e d  to  a t t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e  r e v i e w  th e r e  w a s  a  

s h i f t i n g  o f  e m p h a s i s  f r o m  th e  d e s i g n  o f  p o l i c y  t o  i t s  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  a n d  th e  

i m p e n d in g  c o m p l e x i t i e s .  H o w e v e r ,  th e  r e s u l t s  w e r e  o f t e n  j u d g e d  a s  i n c o m p l e t e  a n d  

p a t c h y ,  u n d e s ir a b le  a n d  u n in t e n d e d  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  p o l i c y  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  ( N E S F ,  

2 0 0 9 ) .  A s  e a r ly  a s  1 9 9 4 ,  C o o la h a n  h ig h l ig h t e d  th a t  a s  d i f f i c u l t  it  i s  to  f o r m u la t e  

p o l i c y  it  i s  e v e n  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  to  im p le m e n t  it  a s  i t s  s u c c e s s  d e p e n d s  o n  m a n y  

v a r ia b le s .  A c c o r d i n g  to  S t o n e  ( 2 0 0 2 ) ,  p o l i c y  m a k in g  i s  a  m e s s y  a n d  u n t id y  b u s i n e s s  

a n d  h a s  s e v e r a l  c o m p o n e n t s  f r o m  d e s ig n  t o  i m p le m e n t a t io n .  It i s  c o m p l i c a t e d  b y  t h e  

f a c t  th a t  t h o s e  r e s p o n s ib le ,  f o r  t h e  m o s t  p a r t , f o r  i t s  c r e a t io n  a r e  a l s o  r e s p o n s i b l e  fo r  

o v e r s e e i n g  it ,  f u n d in g  it  a n d  i t s  im p le m e n t a t io n .

I n  s i m p l e  t e r m s ,  p u b l ic  p o l i c y  i s  a b o u t  t h e  d e c i s i o n  m a k in g  r e q u ir e d  to  g u i d e  

p u b l i c  s p e n d in g  in  a n  e f f e c t i v e  a n d  e f f i c i e n t  w a y .  A c c o r d i n g  to  M a j o n e  a n d  

W i l d a v s k y  ( 1 9 7 8 ) ,  p o l i c y  i s  b e s t  d e p i c t e d  b y  a  c o n t in u u m  w h i c h  s ta r ts  w i t h  id e a s  a n d  

e n d s  w i t h  a c t io n  w h i c h  c a n  b e  a lt e r e d  a n d  c h a n g e d  t h r o u g h  i t s  in t e r p r e t a t io n  a n d  

c o n t e x t .  T h e r e  i s  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  w a y s  o f  l o o k i n g  a t p o l i c y  b u s i n e s s  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  

s o m e  t h in g s  th a t  a r e  g i v e n  a n d  n o t  u p  fo r  d i s p u t e .  T h e r e  c a n  b e  n o  d o u b t  th a t  a l l  n e w  

p o l i c i e s  h a v e  t o  c o m e  a f te r  e x i s t i n g  o n e s  a n d  it  i s  n e v e r  p o s s i b l e  to  o p e r a t e  f r o m  a  

c le a n  s la t e  ( C o h e n  &  S p i l la n e ,  1 9 9 2 ) .

D u r in g  t h e  p a s t  f e w  y e a r s ,  in  I r e la n d , t h e r e  h a s  b e e n  m u c h  d e b a t e  a b o u t  h o w  

b e s t  to  e n d u r e  t h e  c u r r e n t  e c o n o m i c  d o w n t u r n  w h i l e  a l s o  e n s u r in g  s u s t a in a b le  fu tu r e  

g r o w t h .  T h e  c o n c e r n  f o r  m a k in g  r e le v a n t  p o l i c y  d e c i s i o n s  a n d  c h o i c e s  r e s u l t e d  in  a  

r e n e w e d  f o c u s  o n  p o l i c y  im p le m e n t a t io n  a n d  in t e g r a t io n  o f  s e r v i c e s  b y  t h e  I r is h  

g o v e r n m e n t .  M c C a r t h y  ( 2 0 0 5 )  f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  n e e d  f o r  s y s t e m  c h a n g e  to  r e s p o n d  to



t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  e f f e c t i v e  p o l i c y - m a k in g  p a r t ic u la r ly  i n  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  a r e a s  o f  p o l i c y  

r e la t in g  t o  s o c i a l  e x c l u s i o n .  M c C a r th y  fu r th e r  a r g u e d  th a t  a s  in  a l l  p o l i c y  m a k in g  

t h e r e  c a n  b e  b o t h  in t e n d e d  a n d  u n in t e n d e d  o u t c o m e s  a n d  t h e  w a y  t o  a v e r t  p o s s i b l e  

‘perverse consequences' o f  p u b l ic  p o l i c y  i s  to  a d o p t  a  m o r e  j o i n e d - u p  a p p r o a c h  to  

s u c h  c o m p l e x  s o c i a l  p r o b le m s .

P o l i c y  I m p le m e n t a t io n  a n d  R e f o r m

T h i s  d e b a t e  h a s  l e d  to  a  f o c u s  o n  t h e  n e e d  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  s o c i a l  r e f o r m  a n d  

s y s t e m s  c h a n g e  w h i c h  i s  w o r t h  m e n t io n in g  in  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h i s  t h e s i s .  T h e r e  h a s  

b e e n  a  r e n e w e d  f o c u s  o n  p o l i c y  im p le m e n t a t io n  a s  it  h a s  b e e n  n a m e d  a s  t h e  a r e a  o f  

d e f i c i t  b y  m a n y  a n a l y s t s  ( L ie b e r m a n , 1 9 9 8 ;  N E S C ,  2 0 0 5 ;  N E S F ,  2 0 0 9 ;  O r g a n is a t io n  

o f  E c o n o m i c  C o o p e r a t io n  a n d  D e v e l o p m e n t  [ O E C D ] ,  2 0 0 8 ) .  A t  a  m a c r o  l e v e l  th e r e  

h a s  b e e n  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  p o s i t i v e s  o f  t h e  la s t  t w o  d e c a d e s  w i t h  a  r e n e w e d  

e m p h a s i s  o n  s t r e n g t h e n in g  t h e  in n o v a t io n  a n d  le a r n in g  th a t  h a s  t a k e n  p l a c e  a c r o s s  

m a n y  s e c t o r s  ( N a t io n a l  E c o n o m ic  a n d  S o c ia l  D e v e lo p m e n t  O f f i c e  [ N E S D O ] ,  ( 2 0 0 9 ) .

A  s t u d y ,  Futureslreland ( N E S D O ,  2 0 0 9 ) ,  b u i l t  o n  a  s e r i e s  o f  fu t u r e  s c o p i n g  ( p o l i c y  

in f o r m in g )  e x e r c i s e s  a n d  a im e d  at f in d in g  w a y s  t o  e n h a n c e  I r e la n d  a s  a  l e a r n in g  

s o c i e t y .  It f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  in t e r a c t io n  b e t w e e n  w e a l t h  c r e a t io n ,  s o c i e t y  a n d  p u b l i c  

g o v e r n a n c e  a n d  d e s c r ib e d  t h is  a p p r o a c h  a s  b e i n g  “b a s e d  o n  t h e  b e l i e f  th a t , in  m a n y  

r e s p e c t s ,  t h e  fu t u r e  i s  h e r e  a lr e a d y  in  th e  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  p a t t e r n s  o f  t h o s e  a c to r s  m o s t  

a t t u n e d  t o  e m e r g i n g  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ” ( N E S D O ,  p . 1 8 ) .  T h e  e m e r g i n g  f o c u s  o n  th e  

in t e r a c t io n  b e t w e e n  g o v e r n a n c e  s tr u c tu r e s ,  m a r k e t  f o r c e s  a n d  s o c i e t y  r e s u l t e d  in  

p r o p o s a l s  f o r  cross-fertilization b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t h r e e  s p h e r e s  a n d  c a l l e d  f o r  “ p r o f o u n d



c h a n g e  to  o u r  o r g a n is a t io n a l  s y s t e m s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  o u r  s y s t e m s  o f  c o n t r o l  a n d  

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  in  t h e  p u b l i c  s e c t o r ”  ( p .5 7 ) .

I n  i d e n t i f y i n g  c a p a b i l i t i e s  a t th r e e  l e v e l s  ( in s t i t u t io n a l ,  in t e r - p e r s o n a l  a n d  in tr a 

p e r s o n a l )  Futureslreland ( F I )  c a l le d  fo r  a n  a l ig n m e n t  b e t w e e n  t h e s e  t h r e e  l e v e l s  to  

e n s u r e  c l e a r  r o l e s ,  c o m m it m e n t s  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .  It c i t e d  p r e s e n t  f a i lu r e  t o  e n s u r e  

th a t  in n o v a t i o n  e x i s t s  w i t h in  a  c o n t e x t  th a t  e n c o u r a g e s  a  d u t y  t o  s y s t e m  r e v i e w  a n d  

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .  F i n a l l y  it  c o n c lu d e d  th a t t h e  “ e v i d e n c e  c o l l e c t e d  in  t h e  p r o je c t  

r e v e a l e d  a  d i s ju n c t u r e  b e t w e e n  a  w id e s p r e a d  d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  b e  f l e x i b l e  a n d  to  le a r n  

f r o m  e x p e r i e n c e ,  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d , a n d  t h e  n e a r  d e s p a ir  a b o u t  t h e  l im i t s  o f  le a r n in g  in  

o u r  c o l l e c t i v e  e n d e a v o u r s  [ o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ] ”  ( N E S D O ,  p . 5 9 ) .  T h i s  la t t e r  s t a t e m e n t  

a n d  t h e  a f o r e m e n t io n e d  d i s c u s s i o n  a re  p r o v id e d  h e r e  b y  w a y  o f  b a c k g r o u n d  t o  t h e  

c u r r e n t  f o c u s  o n  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  th a t e x i s t  f o r  p o l i c y  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  a n d  t h e  d e m a n d  

f o r  c h a n g e  w i t h i n  t h e  I r is h  g o v e r n a n c e  s y s t e m s  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m .

I r is h  E d u c a t io n  P o l i c y  C o n t e x t

M a n y  p o l i c y  a n a ly s t s  a n d  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  v i e w e d  t h e  b r o a d e r  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m

a s  b e i n g  a t t h e  c e n t r e  o f  t h e  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  p r o g r e s s  th a t  t o o k  p la c e  p r io r  t o  t h e

m i d  2 0 0 0 s  ( D E S ,  2 0 0 4 ;  N a t io n a l  C o m p e t i t i v e n e s s  C o u n c i l  [ N C C ] ,  2 0 0 9 ) .  T h e

r e f o r m s  w i t h i n  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m  a n d  i n c r e a s e s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  i n v e s t m e n t  s i n c e  t h e

1 9 6 0 s  w e r e  r e g u la r ly  c r e d i t e d  w i t h  e n a b l in g  I r e la n d  t o  t a k e  a d v a n t a g e  o f  n e w

b u s i n e s s  o p p o r t u n i t ie s  a r is in g  f r o m  g lo b a l i s a t i o n  ( N C C ,  2 0 0 9 ) .  T h e r e  a r e  m a n y

d i v e r g i n g  v i e w s  t o  t h e  p r e m is e  th a t  th e  e d u c a t i o n  s y s t e m  w a s  a  k e y  d r iv e r  in  t h e  I r is h

e c o n o m i c  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  C e l t i c  T ig e r  y e a r s .  M a n y  p o l i c y  r e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  n a m e d  t h e

e d u c a t i o n  s y s t e m  a s  a  c e n tr a l  m e c h a n i s m  f o r  m a i n t a i n i n g  a n d  m ir r o r in g  b r o a d e r
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in e q u a l i t i e s  p r e v a le n t  in  I r is h  s o c i e t y  ( N E S F ,  1 9 9 7 ;  A r e a  D e v e l o p m e n t  M a n a g e m e n t  

[ A D M ] ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  A s  p o in t e d  o u t  in  th e  p r e v io u s  c h a p te r  t h i s  h a s  b e e n  l in k e d  to  I r e la n d  

n o t  b e i n g  a  m o r e  e q u i t a b le  s o c i e t y  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  e c o n o m i c  g r o w t h  b u t  r a th e r  a  

s o c i e t y  th a t  w i t n e s s e d  a n  u n e q u a l  d is t r ib u t io n  o f  b e n e f i t s  a m o n g  i t s  p o p u la t io n .

It i s  c l e a r  th a t  I r is h  s o c i e t y  in  g e n e r a l  h a s  b e n e f i t e d  e n o r m o u s l y  f r o m  w id e r  

p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  e d u c a t io n  a n d  t h e  s u b s t a n t ia l  in c r e a s e  in  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  y o u n g  p e o p l e  

g r a d u a t in g  f r o m  th ir d  l e v e l  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  

E d u c a t io n  a n d  S c i e n c e  ( 2 0 0 4 ,  p . 1 7 ) ,  th e :

3 5  y e a r  p e r io d  fr o m  1 9 6 5  to  2 0 0 0  s a w  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  in  th ir d  

l e v e l  e d u c a t io n  g r o w  fr o m  1 8 , 2 0 0  t o  a lm o s t  1 2 0 ,0 0 0 .  T h e s e  r a p id ly  

g r o w i n g  n u m b e r s  r e f l e c t  in c r e a s in g  r e t e n t io n  r a te s  a t s e c o n d  l e v e l ,  

d e m o g r a p h ic  tr e n d s  a n d  h ig h e r  t r a n s f e r  r a te s  in t o  th ir d  l e v e l  e d u c a t io n .

H o w e v e r ,  in  s p i t e  o f  t h is  in c r e a s e  in  g e n e r a l  p a r t ic ip a t io n :

S o c i a l  c l a s s  b a c k g r o u n d  a n d  p a r e n t a l  e d u c a t io n  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  r a n g e  o f  e d u c a t io n a l  o u t c o m e s  a m o n g  y o u n g  p e o p l e  in  

I r e la n d ,  i n c lu d in g  r e a d in g  a n d  m a t h e m a t ic s  p e r f o r m a n c e ,  g r a d e s  

a c h i e v e d  in  S t a t e  e x a m in a t io n s ,  a n d  h o w  l o n g  y o u n g  p e o p l e  r e m a in  in  

t h e  e d u c a t io n a l  s y s t e m .  ( S m y t h  &  M c C o y ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p . 1 1 )

T h e  1 9 9 0 s  w a s  s e e n  a s  a  d e c a d e  o f  e d u c a t io n a l  r e f o r m  w h i c h  in c l u d e d  a  f o c u s  

o n  t h e  u n d e r ly in g  p r in c ip le s  w i t h in  e d u c a t io n .  M u c h  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  w a s  g i v e n  to  t h is  

t o p i c  a t t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  E d u c a t io n  C o n v e n t i o n  in  1 9 9 3  a n d  t h e  l e a d  u p  t o  t h e  W h i t e
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P a p e r  o n  E d u c a t io n  ( D E S ,  1 9 9 5 )  a n d  t h e  e n a c t m e n t  o f  t h e  E d u c a t i o n  A c t  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 1 9 9 8 ) .O u t l in in g  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  to  c l a r i f y  a  philosophical 

rationale, D u n n e  ( 1 9 9 5 )  q u e s t io n e d  w h a t  e d u c a t i o n  p o l i c y  w a s  s t r iv in g  f o r  a n d  w h a t  

i t  s h o u ld  l o o k  l ik e  in  t h e  fu tu r e . T h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  w e r e  m ir r o r e d  b y  in t e r n a t io n a l  

d i a l o g u e  a n d  in c lu d e d  i s s u e s  s u c h  a s  e x c e l l e n c e  v e r s u s  e f f i c i e n c y  a n d  e x t e r n a l  v e r s u s  

in t e r n a l  i n f l u e n c e s  o n  e d u c a t io n .  D u n n e  p o i n t e d  o u t ,  “ A  p r a c t i c e  [ o p e r a t io n  o f  a n y  

s y s t e m ]  d e c l i n e s  i f  e x t r in s i c  c o n s id e r a t io n s  p r e d o m in a t e ”  (p .  1 2 4 ) ,  s u c h  a s  th e  

e c o n o m y .  H e  a r g u e d  f o r  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  m a in t a in in g  c la r i t y  a n d  f o c u s  o n  w h a t  i s  

e s s e n t i a l  a t  t h e  c o r e  o f  e d u c a t io n  i f  w e  a r e  t o  d e s i g n  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  m e a n i n g f u l  

e d u c a t io n  p o l i c i e s .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  O ’ S u l l i v a n  ( 2 0 0 5 ) ,  v i e w i n g  e d u c a t i o n  a s  a  c o m m o d i t y  i s  o n e  o f  

t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h e  I r is h  G o v e r n m e n t  v i e w i n g  g l o b a l i s a t i o n  a s  a  p r io r i t y  f o r  

e d u c a t io n .  H e  a r g u e d  th a t  t h is  tr e n d  h a s  s h i f t e d  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o f  e d u c a t i o n  a s  a  

p r e r e q u is i t e  t o  e q u a l  p a r t ic ip a t io n  to  b e in g  a  c o m m o d i t y  s u b j e c t  t o  m a r k e t  f o r c e s .  

O ’S u l l i v a n  v i e w e d  t h e  e d u c a t io n a l  r e fo r m  in  I r e la n d  s i n c e  t h e  1 9 5 0 s  a s  h a v i n g  

u n d e r g o n e  a  s h i f t  f r o m  a  theocentric to  a  mercantile p a r a d ig m  a n d  th a t  t h i s  t r a n s i t io n  

w a s  m o r e  t h a n  a  r e s p o n s e  to  m a r k e t - l ik e  c o n d i t i o n s  in  s c h o o l s .  H e  c o n t e n d e d  th a t  

t h i s  t r a n s i t io n  r e p r e s e n t e d  a  “ b r o a d e r  c u ltu r a l  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  w h i c h  v a l o r i s e s  

t r a d e / e x c h a n g e  d i s p o s i t i o n s  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l  s e t t i n g s  a n d  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  f o r m s  

w h i c h  e x e m p l i f y  t h e m  to  t h e  e x t e n t  th a t  t h e y  b e c o m e  n o r m a t i v e ”  ( p .  1 0 7 ) .

T h e r e  h a s  b e e n  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  n a r r o w  v i e w  o f  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  e d u c a t io n  a n d  

t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  n a r r o w in g  o f  s c h o o l i n g .  H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  i s  m u c h  l e s s  t h e  c a s e  at 

p r im a r y  l e v e l  m a i n l y  d u e  t o  t h e  a d o p t io n  o f  s e v e r a l  r e f o r m s  s u c h  a s  t h e  ( r e v i s e d )

59



p r im a r y  s c h o o l  c u r r ic u lu m  d e v e lo p e d  in  1 9 9 9  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  1 9 9 9 a ) .  T h e  

c u r r ic u lu m  a im e d  to  in c o r p o r a te  t h e  r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  o f  t h e  R e v i e w  o f  th e  P r im a r y  

C u r r ic u lu m  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 1 9 9 0 )  a n d  e n c o m p a s s  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  th r u s t  o f  

Curaclam na Bunscoile ( p r e v io u s  o r  n e w  c u r r ic u lu m , 1 9 7 1 )  a n d  t h e  1 9 9 8  E d u c a t io n  

A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 1 9 9 9 a ) .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  M i n i s t e r  o f  E d u c a t io n ,  a t th a t  

t im e ,  t h e  c u r r ic u lu m  “ . . .r e p r e s e n t s  a  p r o c e s s  o f  r e v i s i o n  th a t  i s  b o t h  e v o l u t i o n a r y  a n d  

d e v e lo p m e n t a l ;  i t  i s  d e s ig n e d  to  c a te r  fo r  t h e  n e e d s  o f  c h i ld r e n  in  t h e  m o d e m  w o r l d ”  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , p .v i ) .  T h is  w a s  b r o a d ly  w e l c o m e d  a s  a n  e x c i t i n g  

o p p o r t u n i t y  fo r  c h a n g e  a n d  r e n e w a l  in  p r im a r y  l e v e l  e d u c a t io n  a n d  s o m e  p e r t in e n t  

r e f o r m s  f o l l o w e d .

C h a n g e  w a s  a l s o  e v id e n c e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  a d o p t io n  o f  s o m e  o f  th e  

r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  o f  t h e  C r o m ie n  R e p o r t  ( D E S ,  2 0 0 0 ) 11 w h i c h  t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  a c t e d  

u p o n  f r o m  J u n e  2 0 0 1 .  T h is  p la y e d  a  p a r t in  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  n u m b e r  o f  

a g e n c i e s  s u c h  a s  t h e  S t a t e  E x a m in a t io n s  C o m m i s s i o n ,  a  N a t i o n a l  C o u n c i l  f o r  S p e c i a l  

E d u c a t io n ,  t h e  N E W B ,  a  n e t w o r k  o f  R e g i o n a l  O f f i c e s  a n d  t h e  t r a n s f e r  o f  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  r e la t in g  t o  th e  I n s t i tu te s  o f  T e c h n o l o g y  t o  t h e  H ig h e r  E d u c a t io n  

A u t h o r i t y .  T h e s e  c h a n g e s  are  e x a m p le s  o f  a  w i l l i n g n e s s  to  s h i f t  t o w a r d s  a  m o r e  

s t r a t e g ic  r o l e  f o r  t h e  D E S  at th e  c e n tr a l  l e v e l  w h i l e  p r o m o t i n g  t h e  d i s p e r s i o n  o f  

s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  t o  t h e  r e g io n s  t h r o u g h  n e w  s tr u c tu r e s .  H o w e v e r ,  in  p r a c t i c e  t h e

11 This refers to  a review  by Sean Crom ien into the D B S’s operations, system s and staffing needs 
com m issioned by  the M inister o f  the D epartm ent com pleted in October, 2000.
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r é g io n a l i s a t i o n  p o l i c y  h a s  m e t  w i t h  m i x e d  s u c c e s s  in  t e r m s  o f  r e a l  d e v o l u t i o n  f r o m  

t h e  c e n tr a l  d o m a in  o f  th e  D E S .  It a p p e a r s  th a t  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  n u m b e r  o f  

b o d i e s  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  r e g io n a l  o f f i c e s  h a s  d e - c e n t r a l i s e d  t h e  D E S  a t l e a s t ,  a t a n  

a d m in is t r a t iv e  l e v e l .  A r c h e r  ( 2 0 0 7 )  r e fe r s  to  t h e  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  p la n  t o  t r u ly  

d e c e n t r a l i s e  a s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  w h e r e  p a r tn e r s  c a n  a g r e e  in  p r i n c i p l e  b u t  n o t  in  

p r a c t ic e .  T h e  s h a r in g  o f  g o v e r n a n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  s ta t e  a n d  o t h e r  s t a k e h o ld e r s  i s  w o r t h  

l o o k i n g  a t h e r e  a s  it  i s  a n  im p o r ta n t  p o l i c y  c o n t e x t  f o r  f u tu r e  p a r tn e r s h ip s  o r  

in t e g r a t e d  p r o v i s io n .

Partnership and Policy Making

A r c h e r  ( 2 0 0 7 )  s u g g e s t e d  th a t  p a r tn e r s h ip  b e t w e e n  t h e  s ta te  a n d  o t h e r  

s t a k e h o ld e r s  h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n  a  f e a tu r e  o f  p o l i c y  m a k in g  in  e d u c a t io n  in  I r e la n d . H e  

e x p l a i n e d  th a t  s i n c e  t h e  1 9 2 0 s  a n d  u p  to  t h e  p r e s e n t  t im e  t h i s  s h a r in g  o f  g o v e r n a n c e  

h a s  t a k e n  m a n y  f o r m s .  H e  o u t l in e d  e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  t h e  in t e r a c t io n  

o v e r  t h e  d e c a d e s .  H e  c o n c lu d e d  th a t  th e r e  w a s  e v i d e n c e  o f  t i m e s  w h e n  p o l i c y  w a s  

a g r e e d  b a s e d  u p o n  c o n s e n s u s ,  o t h e r  t im e s  th a t  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  a p p e a r e d  to  c e d e  i t s  

p o l i c y - m a k i n g  f u n c t io n  to  p a r t ic u la r  s t a k e h o ld e r s  a n d  t i m e s  w h e n  i n i t ia t iv e s  w e r e  

a b a n d o n e d  d u e  t o  o p p o s i t i o n  o f  s t a k e h o ld e r s  a n d  a l s o  e x a m p l e s  o f  w h e n  t h e  

g o v e r n m e n t  p e r s i s t e d  w i t h  p o l i c y  in  th e  f a c e  o f  v i g o r o u s  o p p o s i t i o n  f r o m  a  

s t a k e h o ld e r  ( A r c h e r ,  2 0 0 7 ) .

T h e r e  a r e  d i f f e r e n t  v e r s i o n s  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  r o l e  o f  t h e  D E S  in  d ir e c t in g  p o l i c y  

a n d  in  e a r ly  f o r m a t io n  o f  th e  I r is h  s ta te  t h i s  w a s  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  l in k e d  t o  t h e  r o le  o f  th e  

C a t h o l i c  C h u r c h  in  p r o v id in g  a n d  m a n a g in g  s c h o o l s .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  A r c h e r  ( 2 0 0 7 )  

a n d  O ’B u a c h a l l a  ( 1 9 8 8 ) ,  t h e  D E S  h e ld  a  t ig h t  c o n t r o l  o n  i s s u e s  s u c h  a s  c u r r ic u lu m  in



s p i t e  o f  a p p e a r in g  n o t  t o  in te r fe r e  w it h  in te r n a l  m a t t e r s .  A s  m e n t io n e d  in  t h e  p r e v io u s  

c h a p te r ,  F a h e y  ( 1 9 9 2 )  a r g u e d  th a t  s ta te  in t e r v e n t io n  w a s  e v id e n t  t h r o u g h  th e  

e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  t h e  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  A c t ,  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  1 9 2 6 )  a n d  th a t  

t h is  w a s  a t  v a r ia n c e  w i t h  th e  p e r c e iv e d  n o n - in t e r v e n t io n i s t  p o l i c y  o f  t h e  s ta te  th a t  

a p p e a r e d  t o  c o n c e d e  t o  t h e  C a t h o l ic  C h u r c h  a n d  d i s p l a y e d  a n  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  to  

in t e r f e r e  w i t h  f a m i l y  m a t te r s .

In  r e c e n t  y e a r s  a l l  G o v e r n m e n t  p o l i c y ,  in c l u d i n g  e d u c a t io n  p o l i c y ,  h a s  b e e n  

f r a m e d  w i t h in  a n  in c r e a s e d  e n g a g e m e n t  in  th e  e s t a b l i s h e d  t r a d it io n  o f  ( s o c i a l )  

p a r tn e r s h ip .  T h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  th e  N a t io n a l  C o u n c i l  f o r  C u r r ic u lu m  a n d  

A s s e s s m e n t  ( N C C A )  in  2 0 0 1  i s  a n o th e r  e x a m p l e  o f  p a r tn e r s h ip .  It w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  a s  

a  s ta tu t o r y  a g e n c y  to  a d v i s e  t h e  M in is t e r  f o r  E d u c a t io n  o n  t h e  c u r r ic u lu m  a n d  

a s s e s s m e n t  fo r  e a r ly  c h i ld h o o d  e d u c a t io n  a n d  p r im a r y  a n d  p o s t - p r im a r y  l e v e l s .  I t s ’ 

b o a r d  is  m a d e  u p  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  o f  t e a c h e r  u n io n s ,  s c h o o l  m a n a g e m e n t  

o r g a n i s a t io n s ,  p a r e n t s ’ g r o u p s ,  in d u s t r y  a n d  tr a d e  u n i o n  i n t e r e s t s  a n d  o p e r a t e s  o n  a  

c o n s e n s u a l  b a s i s .

H o w e v e r ,  g i v e n  th e  in c r e a s in g  s o c i a l  a n d  c u lt u r a l  d i v e r s i t y  in  I r is h  s o c i e t y ,  

c o n s e n s u s  h a s  b e c o m e  m o r e  d i f f i c u l t  to  a c h i e v e  w i t h  t h o s e  w h o  a r e  n o t  r e p r e s e n t e d  

w i t h i n  t h e  n e w l y - f o r m e d  s tr u c tu r e s  d e e m in g  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  b e  e x c l u d e d  ( O E C D ,  

2 0 0 4 ) .  F r o m  t h e  m id  2 0 0 0 s  t h e  in c r e a s in g  p r e s s u r e s  in c lu d e d  t h e  f a s t  r a te  o f  c h a n g e  

w it h in  I r is h  s o c i e t y  a n d  s tr a in  w a s  p la c e d  o n  a l l  p a r ts  o f  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m .  A t  

p r im a r y  l e v e l  t h e  a r t ic u la te d  t e n s i o n s  fo r  c o m p e t i n g  r e s o u r c e s  in c l u d e d  c l a s s  s i z e  

( w i t h  th e  R e p u b l i c  o f  I r e la n d  h a v i n g  th e  s e c o n d  l a r g e s t  c l a s s  s i z e  in  t h e  E U ) ,  th e  

b u i l d i n g  p r o g r a m m e  ( m a n y  o f  t h e  s c h o o l  b u i l d i n g s  a r e  o u t d a t e d  a n d  in  n e e d  o f  r e p a ir



a n d  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  b u i ld in g s  in  s o m e  la r g e  n e w  u r b a n  a r e a s ) ,  th e  

p r o v i s i o n  o f  s u p p o r t  f o r  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  s p e c i a l  n e e d s ,  p r o m o t i n g  i n c l u s i o n  ( c u r r e n t ly  

f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  d r a m a t ic  in c r e a s e  o f  c h i ld r e n  a t t e n d in g  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  w h e r e  E n g l i s h  

i s  n o t  t h e ir  f ir s t  l a n g u a g e )  a n d  in v e s t in g  in  I n f o r m a t io n  C o m m u n ic a t io n s  T e c h n o l o g y  

( O E C D ,  2 0 0 4 ) .

M u c h  o f  t h e  r e fo r m s  w e r e  e m b e d d e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  e x t e n s i v e  l e g i s l a t i v e  

f r a m e w o r k ,  s o m e  o f  w h i c h  h a v e  a lr e a d y  b e e n  m e n t i o n e d ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  E d u c a t io n  A c t  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 1 9 9 8 ) ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  Q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  E d u c a t io n  a n d  T r a in in g  

A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d  , 1 9 9 9 b ) ,  th e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  

I r e la n d ,  2 0 0 0 ) ,  t h e  O f f i c ia l  L a n g u a g e s  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 3 )  a n d  th e  

E d u c a t io n  f o r  P e r s o n s  w i t h  S p e c ia l  E d u c a t io n a l  N e e d s  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  

2 0 0 4 ) .  O t h e r  n o t a b le  r e fo r m s  a n d  r e s tr u c tu r in g  w i t h i n  t h e  D E S  in c lu d e d  th e  

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  n u m b e r  o f  in d e p e n d e n t  a n d  o r  s ta tu t o r y  a g e n c i e s  t o  d ir e c t  w o r k  in  

p a r t ic u la r  a r e a s .  N o t a b l e  a m o n g  t h e s e  h a v e  b e e n  t h e  N a t i o n a l  C o u n c i l  f o r  S p e c ia l  

E d u c a t io n  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  t h e  N E W B  ( 2 0 0 2 )  a n d  t h e  T e a c h i n g  C o u n c i l  ( 2 0 0 6 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  to  

t h e  O E C D  ( 2 0 0 4 )  u n d e r s ta n d in g  t h e  im p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e s e  n e w  l e g i s l a t i v e  d ir e c t iv e s  

a n d  le a r n in g  h o w  t o  in t e r f a c e  w i t h  n e w  a g e n c i e s  a n d  o r g a n i s a t io n s  a d d e d  to  th e  

c o m p l e x i t y  o f  e d u c a t io n a l  c h a n g e  f o r  a ll  t h e  p a r tn e r s  in  e d u c a t io n ,  a n d  w i l l  c o n t in u e  

t o  b e  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  f e a tu r e  o f  I r is h  e d u c a t io n  f o r  t h e  s h o r t  t o  m e d i u m  te r m .

Partnership, Social Exclusion and Inequality

M u c h  o f  t h e  d ia lo g u e  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  1 0  to  2 0  y e a r s  in  r e la t io n  t o  t a c k l in g  

e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  h a s  t a k e n  p la c e  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  t a c k l i n g  s o c i a l  

e x c l u s i o n  u n d e r  t h e  i n f lu e n c e  o f  N a t io n a l  a n d  E u r o p e a n  S t r a t e g ie s .  T h e s e  i n c lu d e  th e



L i s b o n  S t r a t e g y 12, t h e  s o c ia l  p a r tn e r s h ip  a g r e e m e n t  Sustaining Progress13, th e  

N a t i o n a l  A n t i - P o v e r t y  S t r a t e g y  ( N A P S ) 14, a n d  t h e  N a t io n a l  A c t i o n  P la n s  a g a in s t  

P o v e r t y  a n d  S o c i a l  E x c l u s i o n  ( N A P s / i n c l ) 15, a s  w e l l  a s  s e v e r a l  p r o g r a m m e s  fo r  

g o v e r n m e n t .  A l l  h a v e  h a d  a  r o le  in  d r iv in g  e d u c a t io n a l  r e fo r m  in  t h e  b r o a d e r  c o n t e x t  

o f  t a c k l in g  p o v e r t y  a n d  s o c ia l  e x c l u s i o n .  T h e  p a r tn e r s h ip  a g r e e m e n t  Towards 2016 

in c lu d e d  a  c o m m i t m e n t  to  “ fu r th e r  d e v e l o p  m e a s u r e s  t o  c o m b a t  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  

a n d  e n h a n c in g  a t t e n d a n c e ,  e d u c a t io n a l  p r o g r e s s io n ,  r e t e n t io n  a n d  a t t a in m e n t  at  

p r im a r y  a n d  s e c o n d  l e v e l s ”  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 6 ,  p .3 1 ) .  A  r a n g e  o f  o t h e r  

G o v e r n m e n t  m e a s u r e s  a l s o  p la y e d  a n  im p o r ta n t  r o le  in  a d d r e s s in g  s o c i a l  e x c l u s i o n  

t h r o u g h  a n  i n c r e a s e d  e m p h a s is  o n  s o c i a l  i n c l u s i o n  in i t i a t i v e s  a t  r e g i o n a l ,  c o u n t y  a n d  

l o c a l  l e v e l  ( L o c a l  D e v e l o p m e n t  S o c ia l  I n c l u s i o n  P r o g r a m m e 16 [ L D S I P ] ,  2 0 0 0 -  

2 0 0 6 ) .T h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  i s s u e  h e r e  i s  th a t a l l  t h e s e  in i t i a t i v e s  i n v o l v e d  w o r k i n g  in

12 One o f  the objectives set at the Lisbon European Council (M arch, 2000) was to m ake a decisive 
im pact on the eradication o f  poverty and social exclusion by  2010.
13 Sustaining Progress 2003-2005 was the sixth in the series o f  Partnership agreem ents and included 
ten special initiatives, one o f  which is entitled Tackling Educational Disadvantage: Literacy, 
Numeracy and Early School Leavers.
14 N A PS, introduced in 1997, and revised in 2002, is focused on five key areas, one o f  w hich is 
educational disadvantage.
15 Each EU  m em ber state is required to produce a N ational A ction P lan against P overty  and Social 
Exclusion (N A Ps/incl), The second NAPs/incl, covering the period 2003-2005, was subm itted to the 
E uropean C om m ission in July, 2003 by the Irish G overnm ent. A central them e o f  the N A Ps/incl, 
2003-2005, is to ensure that all young people leave the education system  w ith a h igh quality education 
and related qualifications to support their full participation in society and the econom y.
16 This program m e, established under the N ational D evelopm ent Plan was im plem ented at a local 
level by 38 partnerships, 33 com m unity groups and 4 em ploym ent Pacts to counter disadvantage and 
prom ote equality  and social and economic inclusion.

64



p a r tn e r s h ip  a n d  m o s t  in c lu d e d  a  f o c u s  o n  c o m b a t i n g  e d u c a t io n a l  i n e q u a l i t y  ( A D M ,  

2 0 0 3 ) .

A t  e d u c a t io n a l  g o v e r n a n c e  l e v e l s ,  “ c o n c e r n  w i t h  e d u c a t io n a l  in e q u a l i t y  d a t e s  

b a c k  t o  t h e  I n v e s t m e n t  in  E d u c a t io n  R e p o r t  ( D E S ,  1 9 6 6 )  w h i c h  in d i c a t e d  s ig n i f i c a n t  

s o c i a l  c l a s s  a n d  r e g io n a l  d is p a r i t ie s  in  e d u c a t io n a l  p a r t i c ip a t io n ”  ( S m y t h  &  M c C o y ,  

2 0 0 9 ,  p .  1 3 ) .  T h e  r e s p o n s e s  to  th e  G r e e n  P a p e r  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  1 9 9 2 )  a n d  th e  

d i s c u s s i o n  a t  t h e  E d u c a t io n  C o n v e n t io n  o f  1 9 9 3  w e r e  a c k n o w l e d g e d  b y  C o o la h a n  

( 1 9 9 4 )  a s  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  p r io r i t i s a t io n ,  b y  a l l  t h e  m a in  p a r tn e r s  in  e d u c a t io n ,  o f  

a t t e n t io n  t o w a r d s  t a c k l in g  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  C o o la h a n  e x p l a i n e d  th a t  th e r e  

w a s  a n  e a g e r n e s s  s h o w n  b y  m o s t  o f  th e  s c h o o l  a u t h o r i t i e s  a n d  t h e  t e a c h e r  u n io n s :  “ to  

t a c k le ,  a s  a  m a t t e r  o f  u r g e n c y ,  th e  m o s t  s e r i o u s  e d u c a t io n a l  f a i lu r e  p r o b l e m s  at 

p r im a r y  a n d  s e c o n d a r y  l e v e l s ,  a n d  a  w i d e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  th e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  p r io r i t i s in g  

r e s o u r c e  a l l o c a t i o n  t o  t a c k l in g  t h i s  p r o b le m ” ( 1 9 9 4 ,  p . 1 0 8 ) .

T h e  e x t e n s i v e  t r e a tm e n t  a f f o r d e d  t o  e q u a l i t y  i s s u e s  w i t h i n  t h e  G r e e n  P a p e r  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 1 9 9 3 )  w a s  s e e n  b y  C o o la h a n  a s  a  s i g n a l  o f  t h e  p r io r i t y  o f  

r e f o r m in g  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  D e v i n e  ( 2 0 0 4 ,  p . 1 1 4 ) ,  e d u c a t io n  

r e fo r m  d u r in g  t h e  la t e  1 9 9 0 s  a n d  e a r ly  2 0 0 0 s  in c l u d e d  a  g r e a t e r  f o c u s  o n  e q u a l i t y  

i s s u e s  t h a n  h e r e t o f o r e .  T h e r e  w a s  in c r e a s in g  e m p h a s i s  o n  t h e  im p o r t a n c e  o f  

e d u c a t io n  in  c r e a t in g  a n d  m a in t a in in g  i n d i v i d u a l s  th a t  c a n  p a r t ic ip a t e  in  t h e ir  

c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y  a n d  it  w a s  w i d e l y  a c k n o w l e d g e d  a c r o s s  m o s t  w e s t e r n  

s o c i e t i e s  th a t  a c c e s s  t o  e d u c a t io n  i s  e v e r y  c h i l d ’ s  r ig h t  ( U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  C h i l d r e n ’s  

F u n d ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  T h i s  r e c o g n i t io n  w a s  a p p a r e n t  in  I r e la n d  t h r o u g h  t h e  N a t i o n a l  

C h i l d r e n ’s  S t r a t e g y  ( [ N S C ]  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  H e a l t h  a n d  C h i l d r e n  [ D H C ] ,  2 0 0 0 ) ,  a



s o c i a l  i n c l u s i o n  m e a s u r e  d e s ig n e d  to  p r o g r e s s  t h e  im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  th e  U n i t e d  

N a t i o n s  C o n v e n t i o n  o n  th e  R ig h t s  o f  t h e  C h i l d  ( O f f i c e  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  H i g h  

C o m m i s s i o n e r  f o r  H u m a n  R ig h t s  [ 1 9 8 9 ] ,  r a t i f ie d  b y  t h e  I r is h  g o v e r n m e n t  in  1 9 9 2 ) .  

T h e  s t r a t e g y  c l a i m e d  to :

P r o v id e  a  c o h e r e n t  p o l i c y  s ta t e m e n t  w h i c h  r e f l e c t s  t h e  a s p ir a t io n s  a n d  

c o n c e r n s  o f  c h i ld r e n  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h o s e  w h o  c a r e  a b o u t  t h e m . It i s  

f o c u s e d  o n  a ll  c h i ld r e n  a n d  h o w  t o  m a k e  c h a n g e s  in  t h e ir  l i v e s  f o r  t h e  

b e t t e r  o v e r  t h e  n e x t  te n  y e a r s .  ( D H C ,  2 0 0 0 ,  p . 4 )

T h e  s t r a t e g y  e m p h a s i s e d  th e  n e e d  to  e s t a b l i s h  a  whole child p e r s p e c t i v e  a t  th e  

c e n t r e  o f  a l l  r e le v a n t  p o l i c y  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  a n d  to  i m p r o v e  t h e  

q u a l i t y  o f  c h i l d r e n ’ s  l i v e s  t h r o u g h  in t e g r a t e d  d e l i v e r y  o f  s e r v i c e s  in  p a r tn e r s h ip  w i t h  

c h i ld r e n ,  y o u n g  p e o p l e ,  t h e ir  f a m i l i e s  a n d  t h e ir  c o m m u n i t i e s .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  

s t r a t e g y  t h e  w h o l e  c h i ld  p e r s p e c t iv e  d r e w  o n  r e s e a r c h  a n d  k n o w l e d g e  o f  c h i l d r e n ’ s  

d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  t h e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e t w e e n  c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l y ,  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  t h e  

w i d e r  s o c i e t y .  It id e n t i f i e d  th e  c a p a c i t y  o f  c h i ld r e n  t o  s h a p e  t h e ir  l i v e s  a s  t h e y  g r o w ,  

w h i l e  a l s o  b e i n g  s h a p e d  a n d  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e  w o r l d  a r o u n d  t h e m . T h e  S t r a t e g y  

i d e n t i f i e d  t h r e e  n a t io n a l  g o a l s  in c lu d in g :  ( a )  g i v i n g  c h i ld r e n  a  v o i c e  in  m a t t e r s  w h i c h  

a f f e c t  t h e m ;  ( b )  u n d e r s t a n d in g  c h i ld r e n 's  l i v e s  b e t t e r  t h r o u g h  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  

e v a lu a t io n ,  r e s e a r c h  a n d  in f o r m a t io n  o n  t h e ir  n e e d s ,  r ig h t s  a n d  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  

s e r v ic e s ;  a n d  ( c )  p r o v id in g  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  q u a l i t y  s u p p o r t s  a n d  s e r v i c e s  t o  p r o m o t e  a l l  

a s p e c t s  o f  th e ir  d e v e l o p m e n t .
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In  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  d e l i v e r i n g  t h e s e  t h r e e  g o a l s  a n d  e s t a b l i s h i n g  

t h e  w h o l e  c h i l d  p e r s p e c t iv e  c e n t r a l ly  in  p o l i c y  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  s e r v i c e  d e l i v e r y  t h e  

s t r a t e g y  r e c o g n i s e d  th e  n e e d  f o r  a  s p e c ia l  e f f o r t  b y  a l l  t h o s e  i n v o l v e d  in  i t s  

i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  a t  n a t io n a l  a n d  lo c a l  l e v e l .  N e w  s tr u c t u r e s  w e r e  p r o p o s e d  to  d r iv e  

t h i s  c h a n g e  a n d  s u p p o r t  it s  d e l i v e r y  a n d  in c lu d e d  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  th e  N a t i o n a l  

C h i l d r e n ’s  O f f i c e 17. T h e  e m p h a s i s  b e in g  p l a c e d  o n  t h e  im p o r t a n c e  o f  in t e g r a t io n  is  

w o r t h  n o t i n g  h e r e  a s  t h e  N S C  ( D H C ,  2 0 0 0 )  s t a t e d  th a t  t h e  “ C h i l d r e n ’s  O f f i c e  w i l l  b e  

t h e  c a t a l y s t  w i t h i n  th e  G o v e r n m e n t ’s  a d m in is t r a t iv e  s y s t e m  f o r  e n s u r in g  

in t e r d e p a r t m e n ta l  c o - o p e r a t io n  a n d  th e  in t e g r a t io n  o f  a c t i v i t i e s  o n  c h i l d r e n ’s  i s s u e s ”  

(p .  8 5 ) .  It s t a t e d  th a t  a l l  g o v e r n m e n t  d e p a r t m e n t s  w i t h  a  c h i l d r e n ’ s  f o c u s  w i l l  b e  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  n a t io n a l  o f f i c e  “ in  t h e  p r e p a r a t io n  a n d  

im p le m e n t a t io n  o f  d e t a i le d  a c t io n  p la n s  w h i c h  w i l l  g i v e  e f f e c t  to  t h e  N a t io n a l  G o a l s ”  

(p .  8 7 ) .

A  s i g n i f i c a n t  d e v e lo p m e n t  in  th is  r e g a r d  w a s  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a n  E a r ly  

Y e a r s  E d u c a t io n  P o l i c y  U n i t  ( 2 0 0 5 )  w i t h in  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  a n d  c o 

l o c a t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  O M C  ( O M C , 2 0 0 5 ) .  T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h i s  w a s  t o  o v e r s e e  th e  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  e a r ly  y e a r ’ s  e d u c a t io n  p o l i c y  a n d  i n i t i a t i v e s .  In  a d d i t io n ,  a t n a t io n a l

17 T he N ational C h ild ren’s Office (NCO) was established in  2001 to lead and oversee the 
im plem entation  o f  the N ational C hildren’s Strategy. In D ecem ber 2005, the governm ent set up the 
O ffice o f  the M inister for Children (OM C) which incorporated the w ork o f  the N CO . The M inister 
attended cabinet m eetings with the status o f  a jun io r M inister. The O M C  was renam ed the Office o f  
the M inister for Children and Youth Affairs (OM CYA) in M ay 2008. R ecently  (June, 2011) a full 
governm ent cabinet m inistry has been form ed to incorporate the O M C Y A  and other functions. T he 
new  departm ent w ill be known as the Departm ent o f  C hildren and Y outh  A ffairs (DCY A).
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l e v e l ,  a n  I m p le m e n t a t io n  G r o u p , c h a ir e d  b y  t h e  O f f i c e  o f  t h e  M i n i s t e r  fo r  C h i l d r e n  

( O M C )  a n d  i n v o l v i n g  th e  r e le v a n t  G o v e r n m e n t  d e p a r t m e n t s ,  H e a l t h  S e r v i c e  

E x e c u t i v e  ( H S E ) ,  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  o f  l o c a l  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s e c t o r  a n d  o t h e r  

k e y  a g e n c i e s  a s  r e q u ir e d , l in k e d  w i t h  t h e  E x p e r t  A d v i s o r y  G r o u p  o n  C h i ld r e n ,  w a s  

e s t a b l i s h e d  b y  t h e  H S E .  T h is  w a s  a ls o  to  b e  m a t c h e d  a t  a  l o c a l  l e v e l  b y  th e  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  m u l t i - a g e n c y  C h i l d r e n ’s  S e r v i c e s  C o m m i t t e e  t o  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  

w i t h i n  e a c h  o f  th e  C i t y /C o u n t y  D e v e l o p m e n t  B o a r d s .  T h e s e  c o m m i t t e e s  w e r e  t o  b e  

c h a ir e d  b y  t h e  H S E  a n d  f o c u s e d  o n  a c h i e v i n g  c o o r d in a t e d  a n d  in t e g r a t e d  s e r v i c e s  f o r  

c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s .  It w a s  a l s o  in t e n d e d  th a t  t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  O f f i c e  w i t h  

o v e r a r c h in g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t a c k l in g  p o v e r t y ,  t h e  O f f i c e  f o r  S o c i a l  I n c l u s i o n ,  

w o u l d  w o r k  c l o s e l y  w i t h  t h e  O M C  in  p r o m o t i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  i n c l u s i o n  a g e n d a  in  

r e la t io n  t o  c h i ld r e n  a n d  th e ir  f a m i l i e s ,  a n d  in  i d e n t i f y i n g  a n d  d r iv in g  s t r a t e g ic  

r e s p o n s e s  in  t h i s  a r e a  ( O M C , 2 0 0 5 ) .

I n  a d d i t io n  t o  t h is  c e n tr a l  o b j e c t i v e  o f  in t e g r a t io n  t h e r e  w e r e  o t h e r  s p e c i f i c  

a s p ir a t io n s  m e n t i o n e d  in  th e  s t r a t e g y  th a t f o c u s e d  o n  e d u c a t i o n  p o l i c y  th a t  a r e  

r e le v a n t  t o  t h i s  r e v ie w .  T h e  N C S  c o m m it t e d  to  e n h a n c i n g  t h e  a p p r o a c h e s  th a t  h a d  

b e e n  d e v e l o p e d  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s  w i t h in  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m  “ . . . t o  t a c k l e  a n d  a c t i v e l y  

c o m p e n s a t e  f o r  t h e s e  i n e q u a l i t i e s ” ( D H C , 2 0 0 0 ,  p . 5 3 ) .  T h e  m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  s ta te d  

o b j e c t i v e s  in c lu d e d  th e  d e l i v e r y  o f  e d u c a t io n  s tr u c tu r e s  a t  l o c a l  l e v e l ;  a n d  th e  

e n a c t m e n t  o f  l e g i s l a t i o n  a n d  o t h e r  p o l i c i e s  s u c h  a s  t h e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 0 ) ,  th e  W h i t e  P a p e r  o n  E a r ly  C h i l d h o o d  E d u c a t io n  

( D E S ,  1 9 9 9 )  a n d  t h e  E d u c a t io n  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  1 9 9 8 ) .  I t  a l s o  p r o v id e d  

a  c o n t e x t  f o r  e x p e n d i t u r e  o n  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a t  a l l  l e v e l s  in c l u d i n g  a  n e w



s c h e m e  f o r  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  s c h o o l s  at p r im a r y  l e v e l  ( G i v i n g  C h i l d r e n  a n d  E v e n  

B r e a k ) ;  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  p r im a r y  p u p i l  d a t a b a s e ;  p r o m o t i o n  o f  m e a s u r e s  to  

t a c k le  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v in g ;  g u id a n c e  in i t ia t iv e s ;  e x p a n s i o n  o f  s c h o o l  d e v e l o p m e n t  

p l a n n i n g  a n d  a  n a t io n a l  p o l i c y  o n  a f t e r - s c h o o l  a n d  o u t - o f - s c h o o l  c a r e  s e r v i c e s  to  

s u p p o r t  t h e  p r o v i s i o n  o f  a  q u a l i t y  s e r v ic e .  It i s  w o r t h  n o t i n g  th a t  p r o g r e s s  h a s  b e e n  

m a d e  o n  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  o b j e c t i v e s  w h i l e  o t h e r s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  t h e  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  

d a t a b a s e  a n d  t h e  n a t io n a l  p o l i c y  f o r  o u t - o f - s c h o o l  s e r v i c e s ,  h a v e  n o t  b e e n  p u t  in  

p la c e .

O n e  o f  t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  o f  t h e  N C S  ( D H C ,  2 0 0 0 )  w h e r e  p r o g r e s s  h a s  b e e n  m a d e  

i s  r e la t e d  t o  r e s e a r c h  o n  c h i ld r e n ’s  l i v e s .  A s  a  r e s u l t  t h e r e  i s  n o w  in  p l a c e  a  

l o n g i t u d in a l  s t u d y  o n  c h i ld r e n ’s l i v e s  Growing up in Ireland  a n d  a  State o f the 

N ation’s Children r e p o r t  w h i c h  i s  p r o d u c e d  in  a  b i e n n i a l  s e r i e s  b y  t h e  O M C Y A .  T h e  

la t te r  r e p o r t  a im s  t o  p r o v id e  th e  m o s t  u p - t o - d a t e  d a t a  o n  a l l  in d ic a t o r s  w i t h i n  t h e  

n a t io n a l  s e t  o f  c h i l d  w e l l - b e i n g  in d ic a to r s .  T h e  th ir d  b i e n n i a l  S t a t e  o f  t h e  N a t i o n ’ s  

C h i ld r e n  r e p o r t  w a s  p u b l i s h e d  ( O M C Y A ,  2 0 1 0 )  a n d  a i m e d  t o  c h a r t  t h e  w e l l - b e i n g  o f  

c h i ld r e n  in  I r e la n d ,  tr a c k  c h a n g e s  o v e r  t im e ,  b e n c h m a r k  p r o g r e s s  in  I r e la n d  r e l a t i v e  

t o  o t h e r  c o u n t r ie s  a n d  h i g h l ig h t  p o l i c y  i s s u e s  a r is in g .  I m p r o v e m e n t s  m a d e  s i n c e  

p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  p r e v io u s  r e p o r t  ( O M C Y A ,  2 0 0 8 )  h a v e  a l l o w e d  fu r th e r  

d is a g g r e g a t i o n  a c r o s s  v u ln e r a b le  g r o u p s  o f  c h i ld r e n  d u e  m a i n l y  t o  t h e  c o o p e r a t io n  o f  

a  n u m b e r  o f  d a t a  p r o v id e r s  th a t  h a v e  c o n t r ib u t e d  d a t a  i n  r e la t io n  t o  T r a v e l l e r  

c h i ld r e n ,  im m ig r a n t  c h i ld r e n  a n d  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  a  d i s a b i l i t y  a n d /o r  c h r o n ic  i l l n e s s .  

T h e s e  r e p o r t s  c a n  b e  a n  im p o r ta n t  s o u r c e  o f  d a t a  o n  c h i ld r e n  w h i c h  t h r o u g h  t h e
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p r o v i s i o n  o f  r e a d i l y  a v a i la b le  n a t io n a l  a n d  in t e r n a t io n a l  c o m p a r i s o n s  a s s i s t s  th e  

p la n n i n g  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  r e le v a n t  p o l i c y .

E d u c a t io n a l  D i s a d v a n t a g e  P o l i c y  I n i t i a t iv e s

S e v e r a l  s ig n i f i c a n t  d e v e lo p m e n t s  h a v e  t a k e n  p l a c e  in  I r e la n d  to  s p e c i f i c a l l y  

t a c k l e  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  O n e  o f  t h e s e  w a s  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  th e  

E d u c a t io n a l  D i s a d v a n t a g e  C e n tr e  ( E D C )  in  2 0 0 0  in  S t .  P a t r ic k ’s  C o l l e g e .  T h e  E D C ,  

in  i t s  o b j e c t i v e  t o  h i g h l ig h t  th e  im p l i c a t io n s  o f  s o c i a l  a n d  e c o n o m i c  d i s a d v a n t a g e  o n  

e d u c a t io n  w i t h i n  t h e  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  s e c t o r  in  I r e la n d  p l a c e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  a  

c o l l a b o r a t i v e  ( i n c l u d i n g  a l l  th e  m a in  s t a k e h o ld e r s )  p la n n i n g  p r o c e s s .  T h i s  l e d  t o  a  

w e e k - l o n g  n a t io n a l  f o r u m  in  J u ly  2 0 0 2  o n  Primary Education and Ending 

Disadvantage . T h e  m a in  p r io r i t ie s  o f  t h e  f o r u m  in c lu d e d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a n  

in t e r d i s c ip l in a r y  a p p r o a c h  to  le a r n in g  f r o m  n a t io n a l  a n d  in t e r n a t io n a l  r e s e a r c h ,  

s h a r in g  t h e  le a r n in g  f r o m  s c h o o l - b a s e d  a n d  i n i t i a t i v e - b a s e d  r e s p o n s e s ,  s u p p o r t  fo r  

p a r e n t s ,  t e a c h e r s  a n d  c o m m u n i t y  p r o v id e r s  a n d  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  c r i t i c a l l y  r e f l e c t  o n  

a c t io n  to  d a te .  T h e  o v e r a r c h in g  a m b it io n  o f  th e  f o r u m  w a s  t o  d e v e l o p  a  

c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a c t io n  p la n  th a t  w o u ld  e n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  ( G i l l i g a n ,  2 0 0 2 ) .

In  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  th e  c o n t in u in g  c h a l l e n g e  f a c e d  b y  t h e  m a n y  m e a s u r e s  a n d

i n i t i a t i v e s  d e s i g n e d  to  tu r n  b a c k  t h e  t id e  o f  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  p o o r  a t t a in m e n t

t h e  E d u c a t io n a l  D i s a d v a n t a g e  C o m m it t e e  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  in  2 0 0 2 ,  u n d e r  s e c t i o n  3 2

o f  t h e  E d u c a t io n  A c t  ( 1 9 9 8 ) .  T h is  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  a s  a  s t a t u t o r y  b o d y  w i t h

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  a d v i s i n g  th e  M in is t e r  f o r  E d u c a t io n .  O n e  o f  i t s  p r im a r y  r o le s

in c lu d e d  t h e  e x a m in a t io n  o f  th e  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  p r o g r a m m e s  th a t  w e r e  a lr e a d y  in  p l a c e

to  t a c k le  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  D u r in g  i t s  t h r e e - y e a r  t e r m  o f  o f f i c e  ( 2 0 0 2 - 2 0 0 5 )
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t h e  c o m m i t t e e  r e c e i v e d  s e v e r a l  s u b m is s io n s  a n d  c o n d u c t e d  a  r e v i e w  o f  in t e r n a t io n a l  

l i t e r a tu r e  a n d  o f  s t r a t e g y  in  I r e la n d  (A r c h e r  &  W e ir ,  2 0 0 5 )  a n d  c u lm in a t e d  i t s  w o r k  

w i t h  a  f in a l  r e p o r t  Moving beyond Educational Disadvantage  ( D E S ,  2 0 0 5 b ) .  T h is  

r e p o r t  a c k n o w l e d g e d  t h e  a d o p t io n  o f  m u c h  o f  i t s  p r e v i o u s  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  t h r o u g h  

t h e  Delivering Equality o f Opportunity in Schools (DEIS18)  ( D E S ,  2 0 0 5 a )  in i t ia t iv e ,  

p a r t ic u la r ly  t h e  f o c u s  o n  s c h o o l - b a s e d  s o l u t i o n s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

p la n  t o  a d d r e s s  p r o b le m s  w i t h  l i t e r a c y  a n d  n u m e r a c y  i n  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  a r e a s ,  e a r ly  

u n q u a l i f i e d  s c h o o l  l e a v in g ,  im p r o v in g  t h e  r a te  o f  r e t e n t io n  t o  t h e  L e a v i n g  C e r t i f i c a t e  

a n d  t r a n s f e r  to  fu r th e r  a n d  h ig h e r  e d u c a t io n  a n d  t r a in in g  f o r  p e o p l e  f r o m  

d is a d v a n t a g e d  b a c k g r o u n d s .  T h e  r e p o r t  p r o p o s e d  t h e  a d o p t i o n  o f  a  b r o a d e r  

f r a m e w o r k  w h i c h  a c k n o w le d g e d  th a t  t h e  p r o b le m s  o f  e d u c a t i o n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  

c a n n o t  b e  s o l v e d  in  m a in s t r e a m  s c h o o l - b a s e d  p r o g r a m m e s  a l o n e  b u t  i s  s t r o n g ly  

a f f e c t e d  b y  t h e  w i d e r  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  s o c i e t y .

A t  t h e  s a m e  t im e  o t h e r  g o v e r n m e n t  D e p a r t m e n t s  w e r e  b e i n g  e n c o u r a g e d  to  

w o r k  t o g e t h e r  to  d e l i v e r  m o r e  a c c u r a te  t a r g e t in g  o f  s e r v i c e s  f o r  c h i ld r e n ,  a s  a lr e a d y  

r e fe r r e d  to  ( O M C ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  O n e  th a t  i s  v e r y  r e l e v a n t  t o  c h i l d r e n ’s  w e l l - b e i n g  w a s  The 

Agenda fo r  Children Services ( O M C , 2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e  f o c u s  o f  The Agenda fo r  Children’s 

Services w a s  o n  t h e  k e y  m e s s a g e s  o f  e x i s t i n g  p o l i c i e s  in  r e la t io n  t o  c h i ld r e n  a n d  to  

p r o m o t e :  ( a )  a  w h o l e  c h i l d / w h o l e  s y s t e m  a p p r o a c h  t o  m e e t i n g  t h e  n e e d s  o f  c h i ld r e n ;

18 D EIS  is the Irish w ord for opportunity. The by-line o f  the heading is D elivering Equality  o f 
O pportunity  in Schools. The action plan is fully explained in the next section  o f  this chapter.
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a n d  ( b )  a  f o c u s  o n  b e t t e r  o u t c o m e s  fo r  c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s  ( O M C , 2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e  

a g e n d a  r e c o g n i s e d  t h e  b e n e f i t s  o f  c r o s s - f e r t i l i s a t io n  o f  id e a s  w h i c h  c o u l d  r e s u l t  i n  

m o r e  e f f e c t i v e  d e l i v e r y  o f  s e r v ic e s ,  c o m b i n i n g  im p a c t  a n d  e n s u r in g  b e t t e r  o u t c o m e s  

f o r  c h i ld r e n .  A l o n g s i d e  t h e s e  p o l i c y  d e v e l o p m e n t s ,  a  l i t t l e  e a r l ie r ,  a  s im i la r  

d e v e l o p m e n t  h a d  b e e n  e n v i s a g e d  th r o u g h  th e  in t e n t io n s  b e h i n d  D E I S ,  t h e  m o s t  

r e c e n t  p o l i c y  s t r a t e g y  f o c u s e d  o n  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a n d  i n c l u s i o n  w h i c h  w i l l  

b e  d e s c r i b e d  in  t h e  n e x t  s e c t io n .

D E I S  -  A n  A c t io n  P la n  f o r  E d u c a t io n a l  I n c lu s io n

T h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  a n d  S c i e n c e ,  u n t i l  2 0 0 5 ,  o p e r a t e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  

in i t i a t i v e s ,  in  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ,  d e s ig n e d  t o  t a c k le  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  e c o n o m i c  a n d  

s o c i a l  i m p e d i m e n t s  t o  e d u c a t io n ,  in c lu d in g  s o m e  i n i t i a t i v e s  t a c k l in g  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .  

T h e  p r o g r a m m e s  in c lu d e d  t h e  E a r ly  S ta r t  P r o g r a m m e  ( 1 9 9 4 ) ;  G i v i n g  C h i ld r e n  a n  

E v e n  B r e a k  ( 2 0 0 1 )  ( in c o r p o r a t in g  t h e  p r im a r y  D is a d v a n t a g e d  A r e a s  S c h e m e  ( 1 9 8 4 )  

a n d  B r e a k i n g  t h e  C y c l e  ( 1 9 9 6 ) ) ;  t h e  S u p p o r t  T e a c h e r  P r o j e c t ;  a  n u m b e r  o f  s p e c i f i c  

e a r ly  l i t e r a c y  in i t i a t i v e s ,  in c lu d in g  t h e  R e a d in g  R e c o v e r y  I n i t ia t iv e ;  t h e  H o m e  S c h o o l  

C o m m u n i t y  L i a i s o n  S c h e m e ;  th e  S c h o o l  C o m p l e t i o n  P r o g r a m m e  ( f u n d e d  u n d e r  t h e  

N a t io n a l  D e v e l o p m e n t  P la n  w i t h  a s s i s t a n c e  f r o m  t h e  E u r o p e a n  S o c i a l  F u n d )  a n d  t h e  

p r im a r y  a n d  s e c o n d - l e v e l  S c h o o l  B o o k s  G r a n t  S c h e m e s .  T h e s e  s c h e m e s  w e r e  

c o n s i d e r e d  t o  b e  m i x e d  in  t e r m s  o f  im p a c t  a n d  in  t e r m s  o f  c o o r d in a t io n  a n d  

e v a lu a t io n  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 6 ;  D E S ,  2 0 0 5 a ) .

D E I S  w a s  in t r o d u c e d  in  2 0 0 6 / 2 0 0 7  a n d  i s  t h e  m o s t  r e c e n t  p r o g r a m m e  o f

a s s i s t a n c e  t o  s c h o o l s  s e r v in g  s tu d e n t s  f r o m  d is a d v a n t a g e d  b a c k g r o u n d s .  T h e  a im  o f

D E I S  i s  t o  “ e n s u r e  th a t  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  n e e d s  o f  c h i ld r e n  a n d  y o u n g  p e o p l e  f r o m
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d is a d v a n t a g e d  c o m m u n i t i e s  a r e  p r io r i t i s e d  a n d  e f f e c t i v e l y  a d d r e s s e d ”  ( D E S ,  2 0 0 5 a ,  

p . 9 ) .  I t s  c o r e  e l e m e n t s  a r e  a n  in t e g r a t e d  S c h o o l  S u p p o r t  P r o g r a m m e  ( S S P )  a n d  a  

s t a n d a r d is e d  s y s t e m  fo r  i d e n t i f y in g  a n d  r e v i e w i n g  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  ( D E S ,  

2 0 0 5 a ) .  D E I S ,  a l s o  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  t h e  a c t io n  p la n ,  a i m e d  t o  a d o p t  a  m o r e  in t e g r a t e d  

a n d  f o c u s e d  a p p r o a c h :  “ s u p p o r t e d  b y  a  m u c h  in c r e a s e d  e m p h a s i s  o n  t a r g e t - s e t t in g  

a n d  m e a s u r e m e n t  o f  p r o g r e s s  a n d  o u t c o m e s ”  ( 2 0 0 5 a ,  p . 3 ) .  M o s t  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ,  

e v e n  i f  t h e y  o n l y  h a d  v e r y  s m a l l  n u m b e r s  o f  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  

b a c k g r o u n d s ,  r e c e i v e d  s o m e  a d d it io n a l  f u n d in g  u n d e r  t h e  p r o g r a m m e .

S c h o o l s  a s s e s s e d  a s  h a v i n g  t h e  h i g h e s t  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  ( 3 4 0  u r b a n  

p r im a r y ,  3 4 0  r u r a l p r im a r y , a n d  2 0 0  p o s t - p r im a r y )  w e r e  i n v i t e d  t o  p a r t ic ip a t e  in  t h e  

S S P  c o m p o n e n t  o f  D E I S .  In  th e  u r b a n  p r im a r y  c a t e g o r y  s c h o o l s  w e r e  d i v i d e d  in t o  

t w o  ‘b a n d s ’ d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e ir  a s s e s s e d  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  B a n d  1 ( a b o u t  2 0 0  

s c h o o l s )  a v a i l e d  o f  a d d it io n a l  s u p p o r t s  s u c h  a s  r e d u c e d  c l a s s  s i z e  a t  j u n i o r  c l a s s  

l e v e l s  d u e  t o  t h e ir  g r e a t e r  c o n c e n t r a t io n s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  t h a n  t h o s e  in  B a n d  2 .  T h is  

p o l i c y  a p p r o a c h  o f  t a r g e t in g  s c h o o l s  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t e s t  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  

a p p e a r s  t o  b e  in  l i n e  w i t h  e v i d e n c e  fr o m  r e s e a r c h  in  I r e la n d  th a t  t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  

d is a d v a n t a g e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  p o v e r t y  a r e  e x a c e r b a t e d  w h e n  la r g e  p r o p o r t io n s  o f  

s t u d e n t s  in  a  s c h o o l  a re  f r o m  p o o r e r  b a c k g r o u n d s  ( S o f r o n i o u ,  A r c h e r  &  W e ir ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  

T h is  i s  k n o w n  a s  t h e  multiplier effect o r  t h e  social context effect ( D E S ,  2 0 0 5 c ;  D E S ,  

2011).

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  D E S  ( 2 0 1 1 )  D E I S  a c k n o w l e d g e s  th a t  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  

d i f f e r e n t  s c h o o l s  v a r y ,  a n d  th a t  s c h o o l s  h a v e  t o  u s e  v a r ie d  r e s p o n s e s  t o  m e e t  t h e  

n e e d s  o f  t h e ir  s t u d e n t s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s .  T h e  D E S  s e e s  t h e  D E I S  i n i t i a t i v e  a s  a n
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o p p o r t u n i t y  a n d  r e q u ir e m e n t  fo r  s c h o o l s  t o  d e t e r m in e  t h e ir  o w n  n e e d s ,  s e t  t h e ir  o w n  

t a r g e t s ,  a n d  u s e  r e s o u r c e s  a s  t h e y  th in k  b e s t .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  a l s o  p o in t s  o u t  th a t  t h e  

a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  l i t e r a c y  a n d  n u m e r a c y  o u t c o m e s  “ . . . i s  a m o n g  t h e  k e y  a r e a s  i n  w h i c h  

s c h o o l s  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  im p r o v e  w h i l e  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e  D E I S  in i t i a t i v e .  A  s t r o n g  

e m p h a s i s  i s  p la c e d  o n  s c h o o l s  e s t a b l i s h in g  t h e ir  b a s e l i n e  d a ta , o n  s e t t i n g  a t t a in m e n t  

ta r g e t s  a n d  a c t io n s ,  a n d  o n  m o n i t o r in g  t h e  o u t c o m e s ”  ( D E S ,  2 0 1 1 ,  p .6 3 ) .  T h e  a c t io n  

p la n  w a s  in t r o d u c e d  o n  a  p h a s e d  b a s i s  o v e r  f i v e  y e a r s  a n d  i n v o l v e d  1 0  k e y  m e a s u r e s  

o f  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  in c lu d in g :  “ . . . t o  e n h a n c e  s t u d e n t  a t t e n d a n c e ,  e d u c a t io n a l  

p r o g r e s s io n ,  r e t e n t io n  a n d  a t t a in m e n t ” ( D E S ,  2 0 0 5 a ,  p . 1 1 ) .  T h e  D e p a r t m e n t  

c o m m i s s i o n e d  t h e  E d u c a t io n a l  R e s e a r c h  C e n t r e  ( E R C )  t o  c o n d u c t  a n  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  

m e a s u r e s  a n d  s u p p o r t s  p r o v id e d  to  s c h o o l s  u n d e r  D E I S .  In  a d d i t io n ,  t h e  I n s p e c t o r a t e  

o f  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  w a s  a s k e d  to  e v a lu a t e  h o w  e f f e c t i v e  s c h o o l s  w e r e  a t i d e n t i f y i n g  

a n d  s e t t in g  t a r g e t s  fo r  im p r o v e m e n t ,  at i m p l e m e n t i n g  c h a n g e s  to  t h e ir  p r a c t i c e ,  a n d  a t  

m o n i t o r i n g  t h e ir  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  in  a c h i e v i n g  r e a l  i m p r o v e m e n t s  in  l e a r n in g  o u t c o m e s  

f o r  s t u d e n t s .  T h e  I n s p e c t o r a t e  w a s  a l s o  a s k e d  t o  i d e n t i f y  e x a m p l e s  o f  g o o d  p r a c t ic e  

w h e r e  D E I S  s c h o o l s  w e r e  b e i n g  p a r t ic u la r ly  s u c c e s s f u l  in  r a i s in g  l i t e r a c y  a n d  

n u m e r a c y  s ta n d a r d s  ( D E S ,  2 0 1 1 ,  p .6 3 ) .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  th e  D e p a r t m e n t  th e  e v i d e n c e  e m e r g i n g  f r o m  t h e  E R C  e v a l u a t i o n  

p o in t s  t o  p o s i t i v e  e n g a g e m e n t  b y  s c h o o l  p e r s o n n e l  w i t h  t h e  r a n g e  o f  s u p p o r t s  

p r o v id e d  u n d e r  t h e  s c h o o l  s u p p o r t  p r o g r a m m e . I t  a l s o  a p p e a r s  th a t  t h e  r a n g e  o f  

s u p p o r t s  p r o v id e d  t o  s c h o o l s  i s  h a v i n g  a  p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t ,  f o r  e x a m p le :  “ t h e  e a r ly  

in d ic a t io n s  a r e  th a t  s c h o o l s  a r e  m a n a g in g  t o  s h o w  s i g n i f i c a n t  g a in s  in  im p r o v i n g  t h e  

l e a r n in g  o f  s t u d e n t s  w h o  a re  p e r f o r m in g  l e a s t  w e l l  in  l i t e r a c y  ( t h o s e  s c o r in g  a t  o r



b e l o w  t h e  1 0 th p e r c e n t i l e  o n  t e s t s  o f  r e a d in g  l i t e r a c y ) ”  ( D E S ,  2 0 1 1 ,  p . 6 3 ) .  I n  a d d it io n  

e v i d e n c e  f r o m  I n s p e c t o r a te  e v a lu a t io n s  o f  D E I S  s c h o o l s  s h o w s  th a t  m a n y  s c h o o l s  are  

m a n a g i n g  t o  s e t  r e a l i s t i c  ta r g e t s  f o r  im p r o v e m e n t  a n d  t o  u s e  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  to  d e l i v e r  

t h e  p la n n e d  im p r o v e m e n t s  ( D E S ,  2 0 1 1 ) .  T h e  D e p a r t m e n t  a l s o  s e e m e d  t o  i m p l y  th a t  a  

m o r e  s t r a t e g ic  f o c u s  i s  n e e d e d  a t s c h o o l  l e v e l  a n d  th a t  “ e x p e r i e n c e  in  im p l e m e n t i n g  

t h e  D E I S  s t r a t e g y  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  th r e e  y e a r s  h a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  c l e a r l y  th a t  w h o l e -  

s c h o o l  c o m m i t m e n t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  t o  a c h ie v in g  c h a n g e  a n d  i m p r o v e m e n t ,  a n d  t h a t  e v e r y  

t e a c h e r  i s  a  k e y  a g e n t  o f  c h a n g e ”  ( D E S ,  2 0 1 0 ,  p . 1 2 ) .

N E S F  ( 2 0 0 9 )  r e p o r t e d  th a t  D E I S  w a s  a  w e l l - d e s i g n e d  p o l i c y  a n d  in c lu d e d  

p o l i c y  o b j e c t i v e s ,  ta r g e t s  a n d  o u t c o m e s .  H o w e v e r ,  N E S F  c l a i m e d  t o  h a v e  id e n t i f i e d  a  

n u m b e r  o f  w e a k n e s s e s  w i t h i n  t h e  p la n , s u c h  a s :  ( a )  t h e  p la n  w a s  n o t  d e l i v e r e d  a s  f ir s t  

e n v i s a g e d ,  e i t h e r  in  t h e  t im e f r a m e  o r  in  t h e  f u l l  r a n g e  o f  s e r v i c e s  p r o v id e d ;  ( b )  th e r e  

a p p e a r e d  t o  b e  v a r ia t io n  in  t h e  t im in g  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f  t r a in in g  a n d  s u p p o r t s  a v a i la b le  

to  s c h o o l s ;  a n d  ( c )  t h e  in i t ia l  p la n  to  in c lu d e  a n  e a r ly  c h i l d h o o d  e d u c a t i o n  e l e m e n t  

a p p e a r e d  t o  h a v e  b e e n  d r o p p e d .  N E S F  a l s o  m e n t i o n e d  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  t h e  w e a k n e s s  

in  r e la t io n  t o  o u t - o f - s c h o o l  e l e m e n t s  s u c h  a s  h o m e w o r k  c lu b s ;  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  c h i ld r e n  

n o t  a t t e n d in g  D E I S  s c h o o l s .  A n o t h e r  w e a k n e s s  i d e n t i f i e d  b y  N E S F  th a t  i s  v e r y  

r e l e v a n t  t o  t h i s  r e v i e w  w a s  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  in t e g r a t io n :  “ D E I S  p o l i c y  a n d  

i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  h a s  b e e n  s l o w  to  c a p tu r e  c o m m u n i t y  s t r e n g t h s  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  l in k  

t h e m  t o  n a t io n a l  s t r a t e g ie s  in  a n y  s y s t e m a t ic  w a y ”  ( N E S F ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p .  1 2 5 ) .  T h e  

f o r t h c o m in g  r e p o r t  f r o m  th e  E R C  o n  th e  e v a lu a t io n  o f  D E I S  a t  p r im a r y  l e v e l  s e e m s  

l i k e l y  t o  p r e s e n t  a  m o r e  p o s i t i v e  p ic tu r e  o f  D E I S  t h a n  th a t  o f  t h e  N E S F .
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In  2 0 0 7 ,  t h e  E R C  g a t h e r e d  d a ta  o n  t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t s  in  r e a d in g  a n d  

m a t h e m a t ic s  o f  p u p i l s  in  1 2 0  s c h o o l s  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  t h e  u r b a n  d i m e n s i o n  o f  th e  

S c h o o l  S u p p o r t  P r o g r a m m e  ( S S P )  u n d e r  D E I S .  I n  2 0 1 0 ,  f o l l o w - u p  a c h i e v e m e n t  d a ta  

w e r e  c o l l e c t e d  f r o m  p u p i l s  in  t h e  s a m e  1 2 0  s c h o o l s .  A  c o m p a r i s o n  o f  th e  

a c h i e v e m e n t s  o f  p u p i l s  in  2 0 0 7  w i t h  t h e ir  c o u n te r p a r t s  in  2 0 1 0  r e v e a le d  th a t  t h e  la t te r  

g r o u p  h a d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  h ig h e r  t e s t  s c o r e s  in  r e a d in g  a n d  m a t h e m a t i c s  a t  e a c h  g r a d e  

l e v e l  t e s t e d .  A  c o m p a r i s o n  o f  th e  s a m e  p u p i l s ’ a c h i e v e m e n t s  o n  t w o  o c c a s i o n s  ( e .g . ,  

t h o s e  in  2 nd c l a s s  in  2 0 0 7  w i t h  t h e ir  s c o r e s  o n  a  d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l  o f  th e  t e s t  in  5 th c l a s s  

in  2 0 1 0 )  a l s o  s h o w e d  s ig n i f ic a n t  im p r o v e m e n t s .  T h e  E R C  a p p e a r s  t o  h a v e  f o u n d  n o  

e v i d e n c e  f o r  s o m e  o f  th e  w e a k n e s s e s  c l a i m e d  in  t h e  N E S F  r e p o r t  e s p e c i a l l y  in  

r e la t io n  t o  l i n k s  b e t w e e n  lo c a l  a n d  n a t io n a l  t a r g e t s  (P . A r c h e r ,  J u ly  2 0 1 1  p e r s o n a l  

c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) .

D E I S  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  o n e  e le m e n t  o f  a  c o n t in u u m  o f  i n t e r v e n t io n s  to  a d d r e s s  

d is a d v a n t a g e ,  w h i c h  in c lu d e  s e c o n d - c h a n c e  e d u c a t io n  a n d  t r a in in g  a n d  a c c e s s  

m e a s u r e s  f o r  a d u l t s  to  s u p p o r t  in c r e a s e d  p a r t ic ip a t io n  b y  u n d e r - r e p r e s e n t e d  g r o u p s  in  

fu r th e r  a n d  h i g h e r  e d u c a t io n .  A n o t h e r  e l e m e n t  o f  t h i s  c o n t in u u m  i s  t h e  o n g o i n g  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  p r o v i s i o n  fo r  p u p i l s  w i t h  s p e c i a l  e d u c a t i o n a l  n e e d s  in  l ig h t  o f  th e  

e n a c t m e n t  o f  t h e  E d u c a t io n  f o r  P e r s o n s  w i t h  S p e c i a l  E d u c a t io n a l  N e e d s  A c t  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 4 ) .  T h is  w a s  e n a c t e d  t o  e n s u r e  th a t  p e r s o n s  w i t h  s p e c i a l  

e d u c a t io n a l  n e e d s  c o u l d  b e  e d u c a t e d  w h e r e  p o s s i b l e  in  a n  i n c l u s i v e  e n v ir o n m e n t ,  

w i t h  th e  s a m e  r ig h t s  to  e d u c a t io n  a s  p e r s o n s  w i t h o u t  s p e c i a l  e d u c a t io n a l  n e e d s  a n d  to  

e n s u r e  th a t  s u c h  p e r s o n s  a re  e q u ip p e d  b y  t h e  e d u c a t io n  s y s t e m  w i t h  t h e  s k i l l s  t h e y  

n e e d  to  p a r t ic ip a t e  in  s o c i e t y  a n d  to  l i v e  in d e p e n d e n t  a n d  f u l f i l l e d  l i v e s .  T h i s  p a s t
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s e c t i o n  a im e d  t o  o u t l in e  t h e  p o l i c y  in i t ia t iv e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  l e s s e n  e d u c a t io n a l  

d is a d v a n t a g e  a n d  s o c i a l  e x c l u s i o n .  It i s  n o w  in t e n d e d  to  f o c u s  o n  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  a n d  

p o l i c y  im p l e m e n t a t i o n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o c u s e d  o n  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  e x t e n t  o f  

a b s e n t e e i s m  in  I r e la n d  i s  f i r s t ly  p r e s e n t e d  t o  o u t l in e  t h e  c o n t e x t  f o r  p o l i c y  

d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  im p le m e n t a t io n .

T h e  E x t e n t  o f  A b s e n t e e i s m  in  I r e la n d

In  I r e la n d ,  t h e  f o u r th  in  a  s e r ie s  o f  r e p o r t s  b a s e d  o n  d a ta  c o l l e c t e d  b y  t h e  

N E W E  o n  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  in  p r im a r y  a n d  p o s t - p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ,  p r o v i d e s  

in f o r m a t io n  o n  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  r e tu r n s  f o r  2 0 0 7 / 8  a n d  c o m p a r e s  t h e s e  f ig u r e s  w i t h  

t h e  p r e v i o u s  f o u r  y e a r s  ( M il la r ,  2 0 1 0 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h i s  r e p o r t ,  a n n u a l  p e r c e n t a g e  

s tu d e n t  d a y s  lo s t  in  2 0 0 7 / 8  w e r e  6 .5 %  in  p r im a r y  a n d  7 .7 %  in  p o s t - p r im a r y  s c h o o l s .  

T h i s  is  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  1 2  d a y s  lo s t  p e r  p u p i l  p e r  y e a r  a t p r im a r y  l e v e l  a n d  1 3  d a y s  at  

p o s t - p r im a r y  l e v e l .  A c r o s s  th e  f i v e  y e a r s  t h e  r a n g e  o f  v a l u e s  f o r  p r im a r y  i s  0 .3 %  

( b e t w e e n  a  m i n i m u m  o f  6 .2 %  a n d  a  m a x i m u m  o f  6 .5 % )  a n d  f o r  p o s t - p r im a r y  0 .6 %  

( b e t w e e n  7 .5 %  a n d  8 .1 % ) .  M i l la r  p o in t e d  o u t  th a t , “ T h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  t w e n t y - d a y  

a b s e n c e s  c o n t i n u e d  in  th e  r a n g e  o f  a p p r o x im a t e ly  1 1 - 1 2 %  in  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s  a n d  1 6 -  

1 8 %  in  p o s t  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ” ( p .6 ) .  T h e  2 0 0 7 / 8  f ig u r e  f o r  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s  w a s  a t  t h e  

t o p  o f  t h e  r a n g e ,  w h i l e  fo r  p o s t -p r im a r y  t h e  f ig u r e  w a s  l o w e r  f o r  2 0 0 7 / 8  t h a n  f o r  t h e  

p r e v i o u s  y e a r .  It i s  w o r t h  n o t in g  h e r e  th a t  t h e  f ig u r e  f o r  2 0 0 6 / 7  ( c o i n c i d i n g  w i t h  t h e  

y e a r  in  w h i c h  m y  s t u d y  w a s  c a r r ie d  o u t )  w a s  1 0 .9 %  f o r  o v e r  t w e n t y  d a y s  a b s e n t  in  

p r im a r y  s c h o o l s .

M i l la r  ( 2 0 1 0 )  s u g g e s t e d  th a t  t h e s e  d a ta  r e la t e d  t o  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  f o r  t h e  e n t ir e

p o p u la t io n  o f  s t u d e n t s  a n d  s h o u ld  b e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  in  a
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p a r t ic u la r  s c h o o l .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  w a s  p r e v i o u s l y  t r e a te d  a s  a  f e a tu r e  

o f  th e  p o p u la t io n  o f  p u p ils  n a t io n a l ly ,  a n d  t h e  s t a t i s t i c  w a s  c o m p u t e d  a n d  p r e s e n t e d  

a c c o r d i n g l y  ( M i l la r ) .  O n  t h is  b a s i s ,  “ s c h o o l s  d o n 't  e n t e r  t h e  p ic t u r e  e x c e p t  f o r  th e ir  

r o l e  in  p r o v id in g  t h e  d a ta ”  (M il la r ,  p . 8 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  a n  in d e x  th a t  s h o w e d  t o  w h a t  

e x t e n t  e a c h  s c h o o l  w a s  a f f e c t e d  b y  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  w a s  a l s o  

c o m p u t e d  b e c a u s e  “ s u c h  s c h o o l - b a s e d  i n d i c e s  o f  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  a r e  e s s e n t ia l  in  

e s t a b l i s h i n g  r e la t io n s h ip s  b e t w e e n  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  o t h e r  s c h o o l - b a s e d  m e a s u r e s  

o f  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e ,  s u c h  a s  r e t e n t io n  r a te s  a n d  a c a d e m ic  a c h i e v e m e n t ”  

( M i l la r ,  p . 8 ) .  T h e y  w e r e  n e e d e d  to  l in k  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  t o  a s p e c t s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  

d e s c r ib e d  o n l y  a t s c h o o l  l e v e l .

M i l la r  e x p l a i n e d  th a t  t h e  N E W B  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  d a t a  g a t h e r e d  f r o m  p r im a r y  

s c h o o l s  w a s  m e r g e d  w i t h  d a ta  m a in t a in e d  b y  t h e  E d u c a t io n  R e s e a r c h  C e n t r e 19 ( E R C )  

o n  t h e  s a m e  s c h o o l s .  T h e  E R C  d a ta , f r o m  a  n a t i o n w i d e  s u r v e y  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e ,  

c o n d u c t e d  in  2 0 0 5  in  a l l  m a in s t r e a m  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s ,  in c lu d e d  d e t a i l s  o n  s c h o o l  

l o c a t i o n  a n d  l e v e l  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e .  T h e  f i n d i n g s  f r o m  t h e  m e r g e d  d a t a  i n d ic a t e d  th a t  

n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  in  a l l  f o r m s  w a s  h ig h e r  in  u r b a n  s c h o o l s  a n d  th a t  t h i s  w a s  in  l i n e  w i t h

19
The Education R esearch Centre (ERC) was established on  the cam pus o f  St P atrick ’s (Teacher 

Training) College, D ublin in January, 1966. The Centre w orks at all levels o f  the education system , 
from  pre-school to third level and its establishm ent was a m eans o f  w idening the scope of, and m aking 
for greater continuity  in, education research in Ireland.



t h e  f ig u r e s  f o r  p r e v io u s  y e a r s .  T h e  r e p o r t  a l s o  h i g h l i g h t e d  t h e  f a c t  th a t  t h e  t w e n t y -  

d a y  a b s e n c e s  v a r ia b le  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  u r b a n  f r o m  r u r a l s c h o o l s  m u c h  m o r e  s h a r p ly  

th a n  g e n e r a l  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  d id . In  c a lc u la t in g  t h e s e  f ig u r e s ,  a s  o p p o s e d  t o  o b t a in in g  

t h e  g e n e r a l ,  n a t io n a l  p ic t u r e  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m ,  t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  o f  d a y s  lo s t  w a s  

c a lc u la t e d  fo r  e a c h  s c h o o l .  A  n a t io n a l  m e a n  a n d  s ta n d a r d  d e v i a t i o n  w a s  t h e n  

c a lc u la t e d .  T h e r e  w e r e  c o n s id e r a b le  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  s c h o o l s  a s  s h o w n  b y  t h e  

la r g e  s ta n d a r d  d e v ia t io n  ( 1 1 . 8 9 ) .  T h is  m e a n s  th a t  s o m e  s c h o o l s  h a d  n o  p u p i l s  a b s e n t  

f o r  t w e n t y  o r  m o r e  d a y s  w h i l e  o t h e r s  h a d  m o r e  th a n  o n e  f i f t h  o f  p u p i l s  m i s s i n g  t h is  

n u m b e r  o f  d a y s  ( M i l la r ,  2 0 1 0 ) .

In  a d d i t io n  t o  in f o r m a t io n  o n  s c h o o l  l o c a t io n ,  t h e  E R C  d a ta  p r o v id e d  

i n f o r m a t io n  o n  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  in  s c h o o l s .  T h e  2 0 0 5  s u r v e y  w a s  u s e d  a s  t h e  

b a s i s  o f  a s s i g n i n g  s c h o o l s  to  in i t ia t iv e  th e  S c h o o l  S u p p o r t  P r o g r a m m e  ( S S P ) 20 u n d e r  

D E I S  “ S S P  s c h o o l s  e x p e r ie n c e  h ig h e r  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e  th a n  n o n - S S P  s c h o o l s ”  

a n d  . . . f o r  u r b a n  s c h o o l s  th e r e  a r e  t w o  S S P  b a n d s ,  w i t h  s c h o o l s  in  b a n d  1 

e x p e r i e n c i n g  g r e a t e r  l e v e l s  o f  d i s a d v a n t a g e ”  ( M i l la r ,  2 0 1 0 ,  p . l  1 ). A  c o m p a r i s o n  o f  

t h e  f ig u r e s  f o r  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  t w e n t y - d a y  a b s e n c e s  l e d  M i l la r  t o  c o n c l u d e  th a t  it  

i s  t w e n t y - d a y  a b s e n c e s  th a t  a r e  m o s t  c l o s e l y  l in k e d  t o  t h e  D E I S  c a t e g o r i e s .  E v e n  

t h o u g h  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  ‘ Urban Not in SSP ' in  b o t h  2 0 0 6 / 7  a n d  2 0 0 7 / 8  h a d  h ig h e r  

n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  th a n  ‘Rural in SSP ' M il la r  f o u n d  a  s u b s t a n t ia l  d i f f e r e n c e  in  t w e n t y -

20 A n in tegrated School Support Program m e (SSP) w hich brought together a num ber o f  existing 
schem es and program m es under DEIS.
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d a y  a b s e n c e s  b e t w e e n  t h e  l o w e s t  a n d  t h e  h i g h e s t  D E I S  c a t e g o r i e s .  I t  a l s o  p la c e d  

s c h o o l s ,  f r o m  l o w e s t  to  h ig h e s t - s c o r in g  fo r  t w e n t y - d a y  a b s e n c e s ,  in  t h e  s a m e  o r d e r  a s  

t h e ir  D E I S  r a n k in g s ,  w h i c h  i s  n o t  th e  c a s e  f o r  g e n e r a l  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  c u r r e n t  

n a t io n a l  a t t e n d a n c e  d a ta  p r o v id e s  th e  c o n t e x t  f o r  l e g i s l a t i v e  a n d  p o l i c y  d e s i g n e d  to  

l e s s e n  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .

I r is h  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  P o l i c y  a n d  I m p le m e n t a t io n

P r io r  t o  t h e  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  th e  E d u c a t io n  W e l f a r e  A c t  ( 2 0 0 0 ) ,  l e g i s l a t i o n  

p e r t a in in g  t o  c o m p u l s o r y  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  d a t e d  b a c k  t o  1 9 2 6 .  U n d e r  th is  

l e g i s l a t i o n ,  a l l  c h i ld r e n  b e t w e e n  t h e  a g e s  o f  6  a n d  1 5  y e a r s  w e r e  l e g a l l y  o b l i g e d  to  

a t t e n d  s c h o o l .  T h e  1 9 2 6  l e g i s l a t i o n  p r o v id e d  f o r  a  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  s e r v ic e ,  t h r o u g h  

t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  C o m m i t t e e s  in  t h e  L o c a l  A u t h o r i t ie s :  D u b l i n  

C it y ,  C o r k  C i t y ,  W a te r fo r d  C i t y  a n d  th e  b o r o u g h  o f  D u n  L a o g h a ir e /R a t h d o w n .  T h e  

c o m m i t t e e s  in  tu r n  a p p o in te d  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  O f f i c e r s  ( S A O s )  t o  e n f o r c e  t h e  

p r o v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  l e g i s la t io n .  In  a l l  o th e r  a r e a s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  t h e  

e n f o r c e m e n t  o f  t h e  1 9 2 6  A c t  r e m a in e d  w i t h  t h e  G a r d a  S io c h a n a 21. U n d e r  th e  1 9 2 6  

A c t  f a i lu r e  b y  a  p a r e n t  o r  a  g u a r d ia n  to  c o m p l y  w i t h  t h e  p r o v i s i o n s  c o u l d  r e s u l t  in  t h e  

in t e r v e n t io n  o f  t h e  S A O  o r  G a r d a  a n d , in  s o m e  c a s e s ,  in  t h e  i n i t ia t io n  o f  c o u r t  

p r o c e e d i n g s  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  c h i l d ' s  c o n s t i t u t io n a l  r ig h t  t o  a  m i n i m u m  e d u c a t io n .

21 G arda Síochána is Ireland's N ational Police Service.



J u v e n i l e  L i a i s o n  O f f i c e r s  w e r e  a p p o in te d  f r o m  w i t h in  t h e  G a r d a  S i o c h a n a  a n d  th e  

S A O ,  p a r e n t s  a n d  s c h o o l s  c o u l d  c a l l  o n  t h e ir  a s s i s t a n c e  in  d e a l i n g  w i t h  n o n -  

a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e r e  w a s  h o w e v e r ,  n o  s ta tu t o r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  u n d e r  t h e  1 9 2 6  l e g i s l a t i o n  

o n  s c h o o l  a u t h o r i t ie s  to  n o t i f y  th e  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  S e r v i c e  o f  v o lu n t a r y  o r  

in v o lu n t a r y  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  ( M u r p h y ,  2 0 0 0 ) .

T h e  g r o w i n g  c o n c e r n  a b o u t  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  

l e d  t o  a n  in c r e a s e d  c a l l  fo r  a  c o m p r e h e n s iv e  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  s y s t e m ,  i n c lu d in g  a  

r e v i e w  o f  t h e  o p e r a t io n  o f  t h e  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  A c t s  a n d  a n  e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  th e  

r o le s  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  th e  v a r io u s  a g e n c i e s  i n v o l v e d .  T h i s  w a s  c a r r ie d  o u t  b y  

t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  a n d  t h e  r e s u l t in g  School Attendance/Truancy Report 

w a s  p u b l i s h e d  in  1 9 9 4 .  S u b s e q u e n t ly  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  p o s i t i v e  m e a s u r e s  h a v e  b e e n  

in t r o d u c e d  t o  a d d r e s s  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e ,  a s  

m e n t i o n e d  in  t h e  p r e v io u s  s e c t io n .  T h e r e  w a s  g r o w i n g  r e c o g n i t i o n  th a t  to  “ b e  

e f f e c t i v e ,  [ n e w  m e a s u r e s ]  m u s t  b e  c o m p le m e n t e d  w i t h  a  m o r e  m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  

a p p r o a c h  to  a d d r e s s  in  a  m o r e  f o c u s e d  w a y  t h e  r o o t  c a u s e s  o f  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g ”  

( N E S F 3 2 0 0 2 ,  p . i x ) .  B u i l d i n g  o n  t h e  v a r io u s  s t r a t e g ie s  a n d  p o l i c y  d e v e l o p m e n t s  th a t  

r e la t e d  to  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e ,  it  a p p e a r e d  th a t  t h is  w a s  a n  o p p o r t u n e  t im e  to  

s t r e n g t h e n  p o l i c i e s .  T h e  N E S F  s ta te d  th a t  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  a  k e y  d e v e l o p m e n t  in  t h is  

r e g a r d  w a s  t h e  N a t i o n a l  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  S e r v i c e .  T h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n  i s  e n t i r e ly  

f o c u s e d  o n  t h e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,  2 0 0 0 )  a n d  t h e  

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  t h e  N E W B  a n d  S e r v ic e  a s  it  i s  c e n tr a l  t o  t h i s  r e v i e w .
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M a n y  w o u l d  c la im  th a t  t h e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  ( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d ,

2 0 0 0 )  w a s  a  la n d m a r k  m o m e n t  in  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  I r is h  G o v e r n m e n t  e d u c a t io n  p o l i c y .  

T h e  A c t  r e p e a le d  t h e  S c h o o l  A t t e n d a n c e  A c t s  1 9 2 6  t o  1 9 6 7  a n d  a im s  t o  p r o v id e  fo r  

t h e  e n t i t l e m e n t  o f  e v e r y  c h i ld  in  th e  s ta te  t o  a  c e r t a in  m in im u m  e d u c a t io n .  It in c lu d e s  

t h e  r e g is t r a t io n  o f  c h i ld r e n  r e c e i v i n g  e d u c a t io n  in  p l a c e s  o t h e r  t h a n  r e c o g n i s e d  

s c h o o l s  a n d  t h e  c o m p u l s o r y  a t t e n d a n c e  o f  c e r t a in  c h i ld r e n  a t r e c o g n i s e d  s c h o o l s .  T h e  

A c t  a l s o  a p p l i e s  t o  a l l  y o u n g  p e o p l e  a g e d  1 6  a n d  1 7  w h o  l e a v e  s c h o o l  t o  ta k e  u p  

e m p lo y m e n t .  T h e  a im s  o f  th e  A c t  in c lu d e  “ . . . t o  p r o m o t e  a n d  f o s t e r  in  s o c i e t y  a n d  in  

p a r t ic u la r  in  f a m i l i e s ,  a n  a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  t h e  b e n e f i t s  t o  b e  d e r iv e d  f r o m  e d u c a t io n ”  

( S e c t i o n  1 0 a ) .  It p r o v id e s  fo r  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  s i n g l e  n a t io n a l  b o d y  ( t h e  

N E W B )  a n d  t h e  c o o r d in a t io n  o f  it s  a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  o f  o t h e r  p e r s o n s  w i t h  a  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  ( E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  [ G o v e r n m e n t  o f  

I r e la n d ,  2 0 0 0 ] ) .

A  d e s i g n a t e  B o a r d  w a s  e s t a b l i s h e d  u n d e r  t h e  a u s p i c e s  o f  th e  M i n i s t e r  o f  

E d u c a t io n  in  2 0 0 1  a n d  g i v e n  f u l l  s ta tu to r y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  im p l e m e n t  t h e  A c t  in  

2 0 0 2 .  T h e  m i s s i o n  o f  th e  N E W B  w a s  to  e n s u r e  th a t  e a c h  c h i ld  a t t e n d e d  a  r e c o g n i s e d  

s c h o o l  o r  o t h e r w i s e  r e c e i v e d  a n  e d u c a t io n  a n d  t o  a d v i s e  t h e  G o v e r n m e n t  o n  a n y  

r e la t e d  m a t te r s .  A c c o r d i n g  to  t h e  N E W B  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  w a s  b r o a d  in  i t s  v i s i o n  a n d  

c o m p r e h e n s i v e  in  i t s  in t e n t  a n d  i t  p r o v id e d  a  n e w  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  r e a l i s e  t h e  a s p ir a t io n  

th a t  a l l  y o u n g  p e o p l e  w o u ld  p a r t ic ip a t e  f u l l y  in  a n d  b e n e f i t  f r o m  t h e ir  e d u c a t io n .

t n t r o d u c t io n  o f  th is  l e g i s l a t i o n  w a s  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  s i g n i f i c a n t  c h a n g e s  s u c h  a s  

t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  s ta tu to r y  a g e n c y  ( N E W B )  t o  o v e r s e e  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  p o l i c y

NEWB -  A Multi-dimensional Response
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w it h  a  f o c u s  o n  m e e t i n g  t h e  w e l f a r e  n e e d s  o f  c h i ld r e n  a n d  t h e ir  f a m i l i e s  a s  a  m e a n s  

o f  c o u n t e r a c t in g  s c h o o l  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  c o m p u l s o r y  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a g e  w a s  

r a i s e d  f r o m  1 5  to  1 6  y e a r s  o r  c o m p le t io n  o f  t h r e e  y e a r s  in  p o s t - p r im a r y  e d u c a t io n ,  

w h i c h e v e r  i s  la te r . T h e  s ta tu t o r y  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  o u t l i n e d  in  t h e  A c t  i n c lu d e d  

n o t i f i c a t i o n  b y  t h e  s c h o o l s  t o  l o c a l l y  b a s e d  E d u c a t io n  W e l f a r e  O f f i c e r s  ( E W O s )  o f  

c h i ld r e n  w i t h  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  p a t t e r n s  a n d  a n  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  p r o d u c e  

a d m i s s i o n  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e  p o l i c i e s .

T h e r e  w a s  s o m e  d e la y  in  s e t t in g  u p  th e  N a t i o n a l  E d u c a t io n  W e l f a r e  S e r v i c e  a s  

it  w a s ,  l ik e  a l l  p o l i c y  in i t ia t iv e s ,  n o t  s ta r t in g  f r o m  a  c l e a n  s la t e .  T h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  

t h e  s e r v i c e  w a s  c o m p l e x  a n d  in c lu d e d  in d u s t r ia l  r e la t io n s  n e g o t i a t i o n s  o v e r  a  n u m b e r  

o f  m o n t h s .  T h i s  in c lu d e d  t h e  t r a n s fe r  to  t h e  B o a r d  o f  3 7  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  o f f i c e r s ,  

f o r m e r ly  e m p l o y e d  b y  l o c a l  a u th o r it ie s  u n d e r  t h e  p r e v i o u s  l e g i s l a t i o n .  O n e  o f  th e  

i s s u e s  r a i s e d  i s  a  g o o d  e x a m p le  o f  th e  c o m p l e x i t i e s  th a t  o f t e n  a r is e  w h e n  t r y in g  to  

c h a n g e  s y s t e m s .  T h i s  i n v o l v e d  t h e  ta k e  u p  o f  th e  f u l l  r a n g e  o f  E W O  d u t i e s  to  p r o v id e  

a  y e a r - r o u n d  s e r v i c e  r a th e r  th a n  t h e  s c h o o l - t e r m  b a s e d  s e r v i c e  th a t  t h e y  p r o v id e d  a s  

s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  o f f i c e r s  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 3 ) .

In  a  p r e - b u d g e t  s u b m i s s i o n  N E W B  ( 2 0 0 6 a )  o u t l i n e d  a n  u p d a t e  o f  i t s  s e r v ic e  

d e l i v e r y  a n d  h i g h l i g h t e d  th e  m a in  s h o r t f a l l  in  p r o v i d i n g  t h e  s e r v i c e  th a t  i s  r e q u ir e d  o f  

t h e m . D e v e l o p m e n t s  in c lu d e d  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  th e  e d u c a t io n a l  w e l f a r e  s e r v i c e ,  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  s u p p o r t  s e r v i c e s ,  d a ta  g a t h e r in g  a n d  a n a l y s i s ,  a n d  r e s e a r c h  a n d  

s t r a t e g ic  p la n n i n g .  T h e  N E W B ’s  S t r a t e g ic  P la n  Every Day Counts o u t l i n e d  p r o g r e s s  

to  d a t e  a n d  p la n s  f o r  t h e  c o n t in u e d  e x p a n s io n  f o r  t h e  p e r io d  2 0 0 5 - 2 0 0 7  ( N E W B ,



2 0 0 6 b ) .  In  o n e  s u c h  s u b m is s io n  it  a c c e p t e d  th a t  it  n e e d e d  t o  d e v e l o p  in  s t a g e s ,  

h o w e v e r ,  i t  a l s o  h i g h l ig h t e d  th a t:

A  h u g e  c o h o r t  o f  c h i ld r e n  th a t  a r e  m i s s i n g  o u t  o n  e d u c a t io n  h a v e  n e e d s  

th a t  g o  w e l l  b e y o n d  th e  d e v e l o p i n g  c a p a c i t y  o f  t h e  o r g a n i s a t io n  a t  

p r e s e n t .  T h e  n u m b e r s  o f  s t u d e n t s  e n t i t l e d  t o  a  s e r v i c e  f r o m  N E W B  u n d e r  

t h e  t e r m s  o f  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  fa r  o u t s t r ip s  t h e  c u r r e n t  c a p a c i t y  to  r e s p o n d .  

( N E W B ,  2 0 0 6 b ,  p .5 )

N E W B  ( 2 0 0 6 b )  c o n t in u e d  b y  s t r e s s in g  th a t  t h e  r a t io  o f  E W O s  t o  s c h o o l  

p o p u l a t i o n  in  I r e la n d  w a s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  b e l o w  in t e r n a t io n a l  n o r m s ;  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  

o f  th e  d e m a n d  f o r  t h e  s e r v ic e  r e q u ir e d  t h e  B o a r d ’s  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  S e r v i c e  to  

p r io r i t i s e  c h i ld r e n  w i t h  t h e  m o s t  s ig n i f i c a n t  l e v e l s  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m ,  th u s  r u n n in g  t h e  

r is k  o f  d e v e l o p i n g  a s  a  r e a c t iv e ,  f i r e - f ig h t in g  s e r v i c e ,  r a th e r  th a n  a s  a  p r o a c t iv e ,  

p r e v e n t i o n - f o c u s e d  s e r v i c e  a s  e n v i s a g e d  in  t h e  E d u c a t io n  ( W e l f a r e )  A c t  

( G o v e r n m e n t  o f  I r e la n d , 2 0 0 0 ) .

In  t h e  s t r a t e g ic  p la n  o f  t h e  N E W B  ( 2 0 0 6 b ) ,  t h e r e  w a s  a n  e m p h a s i s  o n  c r e a t in g  

a n  o r g a n i s a t io n  to  p r o v id e  a  s e r v ic e  to  t h e  e n t ir e  c o u n t r y ,  i n c l u d i n g  e v e r y  s c h o o l  a n d  

a l l  o t h e r  s i t e s  o f  e d u c a t io n  p r o v is io n .  T w o  y e a r s  la te r ,  a t t h e  2 0 0 8  in a u g u r a l  

c o n f e r e n c e  o n  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  o r g a n is e d  b y  t h e  N E W B  t h e  C E O ’s  p a p e r  u p d a t e d  

t h e  p r io r i t ie s  f o r  t h e  s e r v i c e  a n d  p r o v id e d  a n  in d ic a t io n  o f  t h e  c o n t in u in g  

in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  i t s  r o le .

T h e s e  p r io r i t ie s  e m p h a s i s e d  t h e  a p p r o a c h  a d o p t e d  b y  t h e  N E W B  a s  w o r k i n g  

w i t h  c h i ld r e n  a n d  p a r e n t s  e x p e r ie n c in g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  r e la t io n  t o  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e
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a n d  b e h a v i o u r  t h r o u g h  c o - c o o r d in a t in g  a n d  l e a d in g  a  n u m b e r  o f  k e y  a g e n c i e s  a n d  

s e r v i c e s  in  t a c k l i n g  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e .  It s a w  i t s e l f  a s  r a i s in g  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t e a c h e r s  

( i n c l u d i n g  s t u d e n t  t e a c h e r s )  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  m a t t e r s  a n d  t o  s u p p o r t  s c h o o l s  w i t h  t h e  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  e v i d e n c e - b a s e d  a t t e n d a n c e  p o l i c y  a n d  s t r a t e g ie s .  It a l s o  p la n n e d  to  

c a r r y  o u t  r e s e a r c h  to  b u i ld  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  t h e  f a c t o r s  i n f l u e n c i n g  

s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e ,  in c lu d in g  a  r e v ie w  o f  th e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  s c h o o l  c u r r ic u lu m  a n d  t h e  

r o le  o f  s c h o o l  c l i m a t e  in  d e t e r m in in g  c h i l d r e n ’ s  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  

s c h o o l  l i f e .  F i n a l l y  th e  C E O  e x p la in e d  th a t  t h e  N E W B  a im e d  t o  f o s t e r  a w a r e n e s s  in  

s o c i e t y  o f  th e  v a l u e  o f  e d u c a t io n .

W h i l e  r e v i e w i n g  t h e  e a r ly  d o c u m e n t a t io n  f r o m  N E W B  c e r t a in  t r e n d s  a r e  

e v i d e n t  in c l u d i n g  t h e  s h i f t  t o  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  p a r t ic ip a t io n  f r o m  th a t  o f  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  

a  r e n e w e d  f o c u s  o n  in t e g r a t io n  a n d  c o l la b o r a t io n .  T h i s  la t t e r  r o l e  w a s  e n h a n c e d  in  

M a y  2 0 0 9  w h e n  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  E d u c a t io n  a n n o u n c e d  th a t  t h e  H o m e  S c h o o l  

C o m m u n i t y  L i a i s o n  [ H S C L ] ,  t h e  S c h o o l  C o m p l e t i o n  P r o g r a m m e  a n d  t h e  V i s i t i n g  

T e a c h e r s  S e r v i c e  f o r  T r a v e l le r s  [ V T S T ]  w o u l d  b e  in t e g r a t e d  in t o  N E W B ,  w i t h  e f f e c t  

f r o m  S e p t e m b e r  2 0 0 9 .  T h e  N E W B  u n d e r t o o k  “ t o  d e v e l o p  a n  in t e g r a t e d  m o d e l  o f  

s e r v i c e  b u i l d i n g  o n  th e  c o m b in e d  s tr e n g t h s  o f  t h e  f o u r  s e r v i c e s  ( H S C L ,  S C P ,  V T S T  

a n d  th e  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  S e r v i c e )  t o  d e l i v e r  a  c h i l d - f o c u s e d  a n d  in t e g r a t e d  

a p p r o a c h  t o  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e ,  r e te n t io n  a n d  p a r t i c ip a t io n ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ) .

P r io r  t o  t h is  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  t h e  N E W B  in  2 0 0 8  h a d  in i t i a t e d  a  p i l o t  p r o j e c t  

( d e s c r i b e d  in  t h e  p r e v i o u s  c h a p te r )  to  d e v e l o p  a  m o d e l  s e r v i c e  w h i c h  a im e d  to  

“ o u t l i n e  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  n e w  w a y  o f  w o r k in g  w i t h  v u l n e r a b l e  c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s  

in  c o l la b o r a t io n  w i t h  s c h o o l s  a n d  o th e r  c o l l e a g u e s  in  e d u c a t io n  s u p p o r t  s e r v i c e s  in
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r e la t io n  t o  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  p la c e m e n t  m a t t e r s ”  ( N E W B ,  2 0 0 9 ,  p . 2 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  

to  N E W B  t h i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  a  s h i f t  fr o m  “ f o c u s i n g  s o l e l y  o n  r a w  a t t e n d a n c e  d a ta ”  a n d  

“ r e c o g n i s e s  t h e  r o le  o f  s c h o o l s  in  e a r ly  i n t e r v e n t io n ”  ( p .2 ) .  T h e  in t e n t io n  o f  N E W B  

a f t e r  th e  s u c c e s s  o f  t h e  p i l o t  w a s  t o  e x t e n d  i t s  im p le m e n t a t io n  t o  o t h e r  a r e a s .  

F o l l o w i n g  o n  f r o m  t h e  a n n o u n c e m e n t  o f  t h e  in t e g r a t io n  o f  H S C L ,  S C P  a n d  th e  

V T S T  in t o  N E W B  t h e  s c h o o l s  w e r e  a d v i s e d  b y  t h e  N E W B  th a t ,  “ . .  .a t  s c h o o l  a n d  

s c h o o l  c lu s t e r  a n d  lo c a l  a r e a  l e v e l s ,  th e r e  w i l l  b e  n o  im m e d ia t e  c h a n g e s  t o  th e  

o p e r a t io n  o f  H S C L ,  S C P  o r  th e  V T S T .  E a c h  w i l l  c o n t in u e  t o  o p e r a t e  t o  e n s u r e  

c o n t i n u i t y  o f  s e r v i c e s  to  s c h o o l s ,  f a m i l i e s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s ”  ( p .  1 ).

B a s e d  o n  t h e  c o m p e l l i n g  o v e r a l l  p r e m is e ,  o u t l i n e d  in  t h e  l i t e r a tu r e  c h a p te r  a n d  

l e a r n in g  f r o m  p o l i c y  im p le m e n t a t io n ,  th a t  e a r ly  p a t t e r n s  o f  n o n - a t t e n d a n c e  a r e  h a b it  

f o r m in g ,  t h e  c a s e  fo r  a  c le a r  p o l i c y ,  at b o t h  p r im a r y  a n d  p o s t - p r im a r y  l e v e l ,  t o  

h i g h l i g h t  t h e  im p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  i s s u e  a n d  p r o v id e  g u id a n c e  o n  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  i s  

w e l l  f o u n d e d  ( M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ) .  R a i l s b a c k  ( 2 0 0 4 ,  a s  c i t e d  in  M c C o y  e t  a l . ,  2 0 0 7 ,  

p p . 6 8 - 7 0 )  p r o m o t e d  a t t e n d a n c e  p o l i c i e s  a s  t h e y  “ c a n  h e lp  t o  f o s t e r  s e l f - d i s c i p l i n e  in  

s t u d e n t s ;  t o  d ic t a t e  a p p r o p r ia te  b e h a v io u r  a n d  d e t e r m in e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r  a c t i o n s ” , 

(p p .  6 8 -  7 0 ) .  M c C o y  e t  a l. m a d e  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  in  

a n  e f f o r t  t o  a d d r e s s  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .

T h e s e  in c l u d e d  t h e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  t a r g e t in g  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  s c h o o l s ;  f o c u s i n g  

m o r e  o n  e n g a g i n g  s t u d e n t s  in  s c h o o l  l i f e ;  g i v i n g  m o r e  s u p p o r t  t o  s t u d e n t s  w h o  la c k  

c o n f i d e n c e  in  t h e ir  a c a d e m ic  a b i l i t i e s ;  p r o m o t i n g  a  p o s i t i v e  s c h o o l  c l i m a t e  a n d  

im p r o v i n g  r e la t io n s h ip s  b e t w e e n  s tu d e n t s  a n d  t e a c h e r s .  T h e s e  in i t i a t i v e s  w o u l d  b e  

fu r th e r  e m b e d d e d  b y  e a c h  s c h o o l  i d e n t i f y i n g  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  h i g h  l e v e l s  o f
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a b s e n t e e i s m  a s  'at r isk ' o f  e a r ly  s c h o o l  l e a v i n g  a n d  t a r g e t in g  r e s o u r c e s  a t r e - e n g a g in g  

t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  ( M c C o y  e t  a l .) .

C o n c l u s i o n

O b s e r v i n g  p o l i c y  a n d  l e g i s l a t i v e  c h a n g e s  th a t  im p a c t  o n  t h e  l i v e s  o f  c h i ld r e n  

a n d  t h e ir  f a m i l i e s ,  in  g e n e r a l ,  a n d  t a p e r in g  in  t o w a r d s  a  f o c u s  o n  e d u c a t io n a l  

d is a d v a n t a g e  a n d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  o n  m e a s u r e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  c u r ta i l  a b s e n t e e i s m  a t p r im a r y  

l e v e l  w e  c a n  a p p r e c ia t e  t h e  n e e d  fo r  in t e g r a t io n ,  b y  a l l  i n v o l v e d .  E x a m i n i n g  I r is h  

e d u c a t io n  p o l i c y  w i t h  a  p a r t ic u la r  f o c u s  o n  e d u c a t io n a l  d i s a d v a n t a g e  a n d  s c h o o l  

a t t e n d a n c e  h a s  r a i s e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  k e y  i s s u e s .  T h i s  i s  p r e d ic t a b le  a s  t h e  p o l i c y  

p r o c e s s  i s  f lu id ,  a s  p o in t e d  o u t  b y  B a l l  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  a n d , t h e r e f o r e ,  p o l i c y  w o r k  s h o u ld  b e  

v i e w e d  a s  b e i n g  e v o lu t io n a r y  in  i t s  n a tu r e .

A l l  n e w  p o l i c y  d e s i g n  a n d  im p le m e n t a t io n  a f f e c t s  e x i s t i n g  p o l i c i e s ,  s o m e t i m e s  

o v e r t l y  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  s u b t ly .  T h e  in t e r p r e t a t io n  o f  p o l i c y  w i l l  v a r y  d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  

c o n t e x t  a n d  t i m e  in  w h i c h  it  i s  in tr o d u c e d .  T h e  m a in  e l e m e n t s  th a t  I h a v e  o u t l in e d  

h e r e  th a t  w i l l  a s s i s t  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  w it h  t h e  s t u d y ’ s  f i n d i n g s  in c lu d e :  ( a )  t h e  

i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  s y s t e m a t i c  c h a n g e  a r is in g  f r o m  p a s t  p o l i c y  a n d  im p le m e n t a t io n ;  a n d  

( b )  th e  r e la t iv e  a n d  r e la t io n a l  n a tu r e  o f  p o l i c y  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  in  t h e  a r e a  o f  

d is a d v a n t a g e  a n d  a b s e n t e e i s m .  In  c o n j u n c t io n  w i t h  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n s  a r i s in g  f r o m  t h e  

p r e v io u s  c h a p t e r  ( l i t e r a t u r e )  a n d  t h is  r e v i e w  o f  o v e r a l l  p o l i c y  c o n t e x t  a  f o u n d a t io n a l  

b a c k d r o p  t o  t h e  s t u d y  i s  in  p la c e  w h ic h  w i l l  a l l o w  f o r  f o c u s e d  d i a l o g u e  w i t h  th e  

o u t c o m e s  o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h .



C H A P T E R  4 : S T U D Y  D E S I G N  a n d  M E T H O D O L O G Y  

I n t r o d u c t io n

T h i s  c h a p te r  o u t l in e s  th e  s t r a te g y , d e s i g n  a n d  m e t h o d o l o g y  a p p l ie d  t o  t h e  

r e s e a r c h  s t u d y .  It i n c lu d e s  a  r a t io n a le  f o r  t h e  a p p r o a c h  a d o p t e d ,  a s s u m p t io n s  m a d e  

a n d  t h e  p e r c e i v e d  l im i t a t io n s  o f  th e  s tu d y .  In  d e s i g n i n g  a  r e le v a n t  r e s e a r c h  p r o j e c t  o n  

a b s e n t e e i s m  a t  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  l e v e l ,  o n e  o f  th e  p r io r i t i e s  a d o p t e d  w a s  t o  e n s u r e  th a t  

t h i s  d i s c i p l i n e d  in q u ir y  w a s  c o n d u c t e d  in  a  s y s t e m a t i c  w a y  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  

t h e  f in d in g s  a n d  t h e ir  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  th e  k n o w l e d g e  a lr e a d y  a v a i la b le  o n  a b s e n t e e i s m  

in  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s .  A n o t h e r  p r io r it y  w a s  to  a v o id  p l a c i n g  a n  u n d u e  a d d i t io n a l  b u r d e n  

o n  o t h e r s ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  o n  c h i ld r e n  a n d  f a m i l i e s  b u t  a l s o  o n  t e a c h e r s  a n d  o t h e r  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  s t a f f  in v o l v e d  w i t h  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m .  T h i s  r e q u ir e d  t h e  e x p lo r a t io n  o f  

p o s s i b l e  d a ta  s o u r c e s  th a t  m ig h t  a lr e a d y  b e  a v a i l a b l e  fo r  in v e s t i g a t i o n .  T h e  f o c u s  o n  

d a t a  th a t  w e r e  a lr e a d y  a v a i la b le  in  s ta t ic  fo r m a t ,  a s  s u p p l i e d  in  s c h o o l  r o l l  b o o k s 22, 

d e t e r m in e d  t h e  m e t h o d s  u s e d  in  P h a s e  1. T h e  f i n d i n g s  f r o m  t h i s  p h a s e  w e r e  t h e n  

u s e d  t o  in f o r m  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  th e  in s tr u m e n t s  ( q u e s t i o n s  in  a  s e m i- s t r u c t u r e d  

i n t e r v i e w )  u s e d  in  P h a s e  2 .

22 Roll Books record the name, address, and registration number of each child together with a daily 
attendance record, a total attendance for each quarter and a total annual attendance. (Rule 123 of the 
1965 Rules and Regulations for National Schools (DES).
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T h e  r e s e a r c h  a d o p te d  a  c a s e  s tu d y  r e s e a r c h  s t r a t e g y  a n d  a p p l ie d  a  m i x e d -  

m e t h o d s  s e q u e n t ia l  e x p la n a t o r y  d e s ig n  ( o u t l in e d  in  d e t a i l  b e l o w ) .  T h e  r a t io n a le  fo r  

c a s e  s t u d y  a s  t h e  c h o s e n  m e t h o d o l o g y  i s  e x p la in e d  t h r o u g h  c l a r i f i c a t io n  o f  d e c i s i o n s  

r e la t in g  t o  t h e  d e s i g n  o f  th e  s tu d y . T h e  s u b s e q u e n t  s e c t i o n s  i n c lu d e  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  

m e t h o d s  a n d  p r o t o c o l s  a d o p te d  in  e a c h  o f  th e  p h a s e s .  T h e  f in a l  s e c t i o n s  in  t h is  

c h a p t e r  o u t l i n e  t h e  e t h ic a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s  a p p l ie d  a n d  t h e  l im i t a t i o n s  o f  t h is  s tu d y .

R e s e a r c h  S t r a t e g y

A  c a s e  s t u d y  m e t h o d o l o g y  w a s  d e e m e d  a p p r o p r ia te  f o r  a  p h e n o m e n o n  s u c h  a s  

p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  a s  it  o f f e r s  a  w a y  o f  p r o v id in g  “ . . . i n - d e p t h  a c c o u n t  o f  e v e n t s ,  

r e la t io n s h ip s ,  e x p e r i e n c e s  o r  p r o c e s s e s  o c c u r r in g  in  th a t  p a r t ic u la r  in s t a n c e ”  

( D e n s c o m b e ,  2 0 0 3 ,  p . 3 2 ) .  It a l s o  a t t e m p ts  t o  e x p lo r e  a s p e c t s  o f  th e  h u m a n  c o n d i t io n  

in  i t s  r e a l  l i f e  c o n t e x t  ( R o b s o n ,  1 9 9 3 ) .  T h e  c a s e  b e i n g  s t u d ie d  r e la t e s  t o  t h e  

p h e n o m e n o n  o f  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e .  T h e  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  s t u d y  in  t w o  p a r t ic u la r  u r b a n -  

b a s e d  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s  a s s i s t e d  w i t h  th e  t a s k  o f  a l l o w i n g  t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  t o  f o c u s  o n  

r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  p r o c e s s e s  w h i c h  a re  f u n d a m e n t a l  t o  u n d e r s t a n d in g  p a t t e r n s  a n d  

t r e n d s  o f  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .

A c c o r d i n g  t o  Y i n  ( 2 0 0 6 ) ,  c a s e  s t u d ie s  a r e  b e s t  e m p l o y e d  t o  a d d r e s s

e x p la n a t o r y  o r  d e s c r ip t iv e  q u e s t io n s  w h i c h  s t r iv e  t o  d e v e l o p  a: “ f ir s th a n d

u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  p e o p l e  a n d  e v e n t s ”  ( Y in ,  2 0 0 6 ,  p . l  1 2 ) .  T h u s  t h e  c a s e  s t u d y  s t r a t e g y

f i t t e d  w i t h  t h e  q u e s t  to  u n d e r s ta n d  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  a s  e x p e r i e n c e d  in  a  s p e c i f i c  s i t e .

T h i s  l in k e d  w i t h  a n o t h e r  r a t io n a le  fo r  a d o p t in g  a  c a s e  s t u d y  s t r a t e g y  a s: “ . . . i t  a l l o w s

f o r  t h e  u s e  o f  a  v a r ie t y  o f  m e t h o d s ,  d e p e n d in g  o n  t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  a n d  s p e c i f i c

n e e d s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ”  ( D e n s c o m b e ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  R o b s o n  ( 1 9 9 3 )  e x p l a i n e d  th a t  a  m u l t ip le
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s o u r c e  o f  e v i d e n c e ,  in c lu d in g  q u a n t i t a t iv e  a n d  q u a l i t a t iv e  d a ta  a s s i s t s  in  t h e  

in v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t ic u la r . I n v o l v i n g  t w o  m e t h o d s  a l l o w e d  f o r  t r ia n g u la t io n  o f  

f i n d i n g s  o f  P h a s e  1 a n d  P h a s e  2 . In  a d d it io n ,  t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  

p e r s p e c t i v e s  d u e  to  th e  v a r ie d  b a c k g r o u n d s  o f  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e e s  r e s u l t e d  in  a  c r o s s  

c h e c k i n g  a n d  c o r r o b o r a t io n  o f  f in d in g s  a n d  t h e r e b y  a d d e d  to  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  th e  c a s e  

s t u d y  ( D e n s c o m b e ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  T h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  in t e r v i e w e e s  w e r e  d e e m e d  s u i t a b le  d u e  to  

t w o  m a in  c o n s id e r a t io n s ;  f i r s t ly  d u e  to  t h e ir  r o le  a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  in  r e la t io n  to  

a t t e n d a n c e  a t  t h e s e  s p e c i f i c  s c h o o l s  a n d  s e c o n d l y  d u e  to  t h e  in h e r e n t  v a r ie d  

p e r s p e c t i v e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  o p e r a t io n  o f  v a r io u s  s t r a t e g ie s  a n d  i n i t i a t i v e s  t o  t a c k le  a n d  

r e s p o n d  t o  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e .

E x a m i n i n g  p o o r  a t t e n d a n c e  in  t w o  p a r t ic u la r  s c h o o l s  a l l o w e d  t h e  l e v e l  o f  f o c u s  

th a t  w a s  r e q u ir e d  to  e n s u r e  th e  s y s t e m a t ic  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s  o f  d a ta . T h e  

p a r t ic u la r  s c h o o l s  w e r e  s e l e c t e d  a s  t h e y  m e t  a  n u m b e r  o f  c r i t e r ia  in c lu d in g :  (a )  

l o c a t e d  in  u r b a n  s e t t in g s  a n d  in  r e c e ip t  o f  a d d i t io n a l  r e s o u r c e s  d u e  t o  t h e ir  

d is a d v a n t a g e d  s ta tu s  a n d  ( b )  t h e  p o p u la t io n  o f  s t u d e n t s  w a s  o v e r  2 0 0  ( a n d  t h e r e b y  a  

r e a s o n a b le  s a m p l e  s i z e ) ,  o f  m i x e d  g e n d e r  a n d  in c lu d e d  m e m b e r s  o f  e t h n ic  m in o r i t i e s .  

T h e  f i n d i n g s  f r o m  t h is  s t u d y  a re  l im i t e d  t o  s c h o o l s  o f  t h i s  t y p e  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  t h e r e  i s  

l i m i t e d  g e n e r a l i s a b i l i t y  f r o m  t h is  r e s e a r c h .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  l e a r n in g  f r o m  t h i s  r e s e a r c h  

c o u l d  b e  b u i l t  u p o n  t h r o u g h  a d d it io n a l  c o m p a r a t iv e  s t u d ie s  w i t h  s c h o o l s  o f  t h is  t y p e .  

A s  o u t l i n e d  a b o v e ,  I s o u g h t  to  g a th e r  d a ta  t h r o u g h  a  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  a p p r o a c h  a s  t h i s  

p r o v id e d  a  s o u r c e  f o r  t r ia n g u la t io n  a c r o s s  a n d  w i t h i n  t h e  v a r io u s  m e t h o d s .



Research Design - A Mixed Methods Approach

T h e  c o n c e p t  o f  m i x i n g  d i f f e r e n t  m e t h o d s ,  a c c o r d in g  to  C r e s w e l l  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  

e m e r g e d  in  t h e  la t e  1 9 5 0 s  w h e n  r e s e a r c h e r s  w e r e  a t t e m p t in g  t o  in v e s t i g a t e  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l  tr a it s .  C r e s w e l l  ( 2 0 0 3 )  p o i n t s  o u t  th a t  m a n y  r e s e a r c h e r s  w e r e  

s u b s e q u e n t l y  p r o m p t e d  to  a p p ly  a  ‘multimethod matrix ’ a n d  to  d i s c o v e r  m u l t ip le  

a p p r o a c h e s  to  d a ta  c o l l e c t i o n .  T h is  h a s  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  n u m b e r  o f  d e c a d e s  le d  to  

in c r e a s e d  u s e  o f  th e  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  a p p r o a c h  w i t h  d i f f e r i n g  r a t io n a le  b e i n g  a p p l ie d  

d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  c o n t e x t  u s e d .  T h e  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  a p p r o a c h  o f t e n  p r o v id e d  

r e s e a r c h e r s  w i t h  a  m e c h a n i s m  to  a d d r e s s  t h e  l i m i t a t io n s  o f  u s i n g  e i t h e r  a  q u a n t i t a t iv e  

o r  q u a l i t a t iv e  a p p r o a c h  o n  i t s  o w n  ( C r e s w e l l ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  C r e s w e l l  a n d  

P la n o  C la r k  ( 2 0 0 7 ) ,  a l l  r e s e a r c h  i s  u n d e r p in n e d  b y  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  f o u n d a t io n s  a n d  

m i x e d  m e t h o d s  p r o v id e  a  m e c h a n is m  f o r  n a m i n g  t h e s e  a s s u m p t io n s .  T h e  b e n e f i t  

d e r iv e d  f r o m  a c k n o w l e d g i n g  t h e s e  u n d e r p in n in g  a s s u m p t i o n s  i s  th a t  t h is  l e a d s  to  

p r e c i s i o n  in  r e la t io n  to  s h a p in g  th e  p r o c e s s e s  a n d  c o n d u c t  o f  a n  in q u ir y .

P r a g m a t is m  h a s  b e e n  id e n t i f i e d  b y  m a n y  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  w r it e r s  a s  b e i n g  o n e  

o f  t h e  b e s t  f i t s  f o r  t h is  a p p r o a c h  ( C r e s w e l l ,  2 0 0 3 ;  C r e s w e l l  &  P la n o  C la r k , 2 0 0 7 :  

B u r k e  J o h n s o n  &  O n w u e g b u z ie ,  2 0 0 4 ) .  P r a g m a t i s m  i s  a p p l i c a b l e  t o  t h is  s t u d y  a s  it: 

“ d r a w s  o n  m a n y  i d e a s ,  i n c lu d in g  a p p ly in g  ’w h a t  w o r k s , 1 u s i n g  d i v e r s e  a p p r o a c h e s ,  

a n d  v a l u i n g  b o t h  o b j e c t i v e  a n d  s u b j e c t iv e  k n o w l e d g e ”  ( C r e s w e l l  &  P la n o  C la r k ,  

2 0 0 7 ,  p . 4 3 ) .  It a l l o w s  a  r e s e a r c h e r  to  d r a w  l ib e r a l l y  f r o m  b o t h  q u a n t i t a t iv e  a n d  

q u a l i t a t iv e  a s s u m p t io n s  a n d  to  c h o o s e ,  f r e e l y ,  t h e  m e t h o d s ,  t e c h n i q u e s  a n d  

p r o c e d u r e s  o f  r e s e a r c h  th a t  b e s t  m e e t  h e r /h i s  n e e d s  a n d  p u r p o s e s  ( C r e s w e l l ,  2 0 0 3 ) .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  B u r k e  J o h n s o n  a n d  O n w u e g b u z i e  ( 2 0 0 4 ) ,  t h e  l o g i c  o f  in q u ir y  i n v o l v e d

91



in  t h e  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  a p p r o a c h  in c lu d e s  “ t h e  u s e  o f  in d u c t io n  ( o r  d i s c o v e r y  o f  

p a t t e r n s ) ,  d e d u c t io n  ( t e s t in g  o f  t h e o r ie s  o r  h y p o t h e s e s ) ,  a n d  a b d u c t io n  ( u n c o v e r i n g  

a n d  r e l y i n g  o n  t h e  b e s t  s e t  o f  e x p la n a t io n s  f o r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o n e ’s  r e s u l t s ) ” (p .  1 7 ) .

W it h in  t h e  t w o  p h a s e s  o f  th is  r e s e a r c h ,  I u n d e r t o o k  t o  a u d it  t h e  r e s e a r c h  

p r o c e s s  f r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  e n s u r in g  r ig o u r  a n d  w h a t  L in c o l n  a n d  G u b a  ( 1 9 8 5 )  

d e s c r i b e  a s  confirmability ( p .3 1 9 ) .  T h is  i n c l u d e s  L i n c o l n  a n d  G u b a ’s  in t e r p r e t a t io n  

o f  H a l p e m ’s 23 t y p o l o g y  c a l l e d  t h e  confirmability audit, a  c h e c k  l i s t  t o o l  t o  e n s u r e  

th a t  t h e  d a ta , f i n d i n g s ,  in te r p r e ta t io n s  a n d  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  a r e  a c c e p t a b le .  T h is  

u s e f u l  c h e c k  l i s t ,  a p p l ie d  in  t h is  s tu d y , i s  p a r t ic u la r ly  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  a  m i x e d  m e t h o d s  

s t u d y  ( L i n c o l n  &  G u b a ,  1 9 8 5 ) .  T h e  d i s c i p l i n e  i m p o s e d  b y  t h e  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  

a u d it  a s s i s t e d  t h e  b e s t  s ta n d a r d s  in  r e la t io n  t o  r a w  d a t a  c o l l e c t i o n ,  d a t a  r e d u c t io n  a n d  

a n a l y s i s ,  p r o c e s s  n o t e s  a n d  in s tr u m e n t  d e v e l o p m e n t  in f o r m a t io n .  T h i s  p r o v id e d  th e  

r e s e a r c h e r ’s  r e f l e x i v e  g u id e  to  th e  s tu d y , in c l u d i n g  d e s i g n  a n d  m e t h o d s .

Sequential Explanatory Research Design

T h e  s t r a t e g y  u s e d  w a s  a  sequential p r o c e d u r e  in  w h i c h  “ t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  s e e k s  to  

e la b o r a t e  o n  o r  e x p a n d  t h e  f in d in g s  o f  o n e  m e t h o d  w i t h  a n o t h e r  m e t h o d ”  ( C r e s w e l l ,  

2 0 0 3 ,  p . 1 6 ) .  T h e  s t u d y  i n v o l v e d  t w o  p h a s e s  a n d  a p p l i e d  a  s e q u e n t ia l  e x p la n a t o r y  

d e s i g n  w h i c h  i s  i l lu s t r a t e d  in  f ig u r e  1.

23 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the major credit for the operationalisation of the auditing 
concept must go to Edward S. Halpem, who in 1983 completed his dissertation at Indiana University 
on this topic.
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Figure L  S e q u e n t ia l  E x p la n a t o r y  D e s i g n  ( A d a p t e d  f r o m  F i g .  1 1 .2 a  C r e s w e l l ,  2 0 0 3 ,  p . 
2 1 3 ) .

T h e  s e q u e n t ia l  e x p la n a t o r y  d e s ig n  ( a l s o  k n o w n  a s  t h e  e x p la n a t o r y  d e s i g n )  

o c c u r s  in  t w o  d i s t i n c t  in t e r a c t iv e  p h a s e s  ( C r e s w e l l  &  P la n o  C la r k , 2 0 0 7 ) .  T h e s e  

a u t h o r s ,  a l o n g  w i t h  B u r k e  J o h n s o n  a n d  O n w u e g b u z i e  ( 2 0 0 4 )  e n c o u r a g e  r e s e a r c h e r s  

to  b e  m in d f u l  o f  f o u r  p r im a r y  d e c i s i o n s  w h i c h  w i l l  i n f l u e n c e  h o w  t h e  s t u d y  i s  

c o n d u c t e d .  T h e s e  p r im a r y  c o n s id e r a t io n s  i n c lu d e  t h e  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  s e q u e n c e ,  

r e la t io n s h ip  b e t w e e n  p h a s e s ,  t im in g  a n d  m e t h o d  o f  m i x i n g  t h e  s tr a n d s .

T h i s  d e s i g n  f r a m e w o r k  s u i t e d  th e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  u n d e r w a y  in  t h i s  s t u d y  f o r  a  

n u m b e r  o f  r e a s o n s .  T h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  im p le m e n t  t h e  q u a n t i t a t iv e  p h a s e  f ir s t  c o i n c i d e d  

w i t h  m y  p r io r i t i e s  t o  e n g a g e  w i t h  d a ta  th a t  m a y  a lr e a d y  e x i s t  a n d  a  d e s i r e  to  

i n v e s t i g a t e  h o w  it  m ig h t  a d d  to  th e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  in  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s .  

T h is  v i e w  c a m e  f r o m  th e  p r a g m a t ic  l o g i c  th a t  m u c h  t i m e  a n d  e f f o r t  w a s  b e i n g  p u t  

in t o  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  r o l l  b o o k  d a ta . I w a s  a l s o  m o t i v a t e d  b y  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  th a t  

n a t io n a l  d a t a  w a s  b e i n g  c o l l e c t e d  f o r  th e  N a t i o n a l  E d u c a t io n a l  W e l f a r e  B o a r d  

( N E W B )  a n d  th a t  t h is  m ig h t  b e  c o m p l e m e n t e d  b y  r e s e a r c h  a im e d  a t i d e n t i f y i n g  

p a t t e r n s  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  a t in d iv id u a l  s c h o o l  l e v e l .  T h e  n e e d  t o  e x p a n d  o n  t h e  

o b j e c t i v e  f i n d i n g s  p r o v id e d  t h e  r a t io n a le  f o r  f o l l o w i n g  u p  w i t h  a  q u a l i t a t iv e  p h a s e  in  

o r d e r  t o  fu r th e r  e lu c id a t e  t h e  r e s e a r c h  t o p i c  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m .  F i n a l l y  t h e  m i x i n g  o f



m e t h o d s  a t in t e r p r e t a t io n  s ta g e  a l l o w e d  f o r  a  d e p t h  to  t h e  in q u ir y  w h i c h  t h e  s e r io u s  

t o p i c  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  d e s e r v e s .  F u r th e r  e x p la n a t io n  o f  t h e s e  d e c i s i o n s  w i l l  b e  g i v e n  

w h e n  o u t l i n i n g  t h e  e x a c t  m e t h o d s  a p p l ie d  in  e a c h  p h a s e .

P h a s e  1: Q u a n t i t a t iv e  M e t h o d ,  D a t a  C o l l e c t i o n  a n d  D a t a  A n a l y s i s

Quantitative Method

T h e  f ir s t  p h a s e  o f  t h e  r e s e a r c h  s t u d y  i n v o l v e d  d e s i g n i n g  a n d  i m p l e m e n t i n g  a  

q u a n t i t a t iv e  s tr a n d , in c lu d in g  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  a n d  a n a l y s i s  o f  d a ta . T h e  r a t io n a le  f o r  

a p p l y i n g  q u a n t i t a t iv e  m e t h o d s  t o  t h is  s t u d y  c o i n c i d e s  w i t h  r e l e v a n c e  o r , w h a t  

H a m m e r s l e y  ( 2 0 0 2 )  c a l l s ,  p r a c t ic a l  r e s e a r c h .  T h e  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  f a c t u a l  d a ta  t h r o u g h  

q u a n t i t a t iv e  m e t h o d s  a p p l ie s  t h i s  p r a c t ic a l  a p p r o a c h  a n d  s e t s  t h e  s c e n e  f o r  fu r th e r  

in v e s t i g a t i o n .

B y  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  t h e  q u a n t i t a t iv e  s t y l e  r e s e a r c h e r s  s h o u l d  f o c u s  o n  

m e a s u r e m e n t  in s t r u m e n t s  a n d  i s s u e s  o f  s a m p l in g ,  a s  t h e ir  “ i n d u c t i v e  a p p r o a c h  

e m p h a s i z e s  d e v e l o p i n g  in s ig h t s  a n d  g e n e r a l i z a t io n s  o u t  o f  th e  d a ta  c o l l e c t e d ”  

( N e u m a n ,  2 0 0 0 ,  p . 1 2 2 ) .  T h e  la n g u a g e  o f  q u a n t i t a t iv e  r e s e a r c h e r s  i n v o l v e s  v a r ia b le s  

a n d  h y p o t h e s i s .  A c c o r d i n g  to  N e u m a n  t h e  variable i s ,  s i m p l y  p u t ,  a  c o n c e p t  th a t  

v a r i e s  a n d  c a n  h a v e  a  r e la t io n s h ip  w i t h  o t h e r  v a r ia b le s .  S h u l m a n  ( 1 9 9 7 )  a l s o  r e f e r s  to  

t h e  l a n g u a g e  a p p l ie d  a s  i n c lu d in g  v a r ia b le s  a n d  h y p o t h e s e s  a n d  e x p l a i n s  th a t  i t  i s  

s i m i l a r  t o  th a t  f o u n d  in  m a n y  a r e a s  o f  s c i e n c e  th a t  i s  b a s e d  o n  a  p o s i t i v i s t  t r a d it io n .  

L in k e d  t o  t h e  m e t h o d o l o g y  a p p l ie d  r e g u la r ly  in  e d u c a t io n a l  r e s e a r c h  S h u lm a n  g i v e s  

a t t e n t io n  t o  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  disciplined inquiry. O ’L e a r y  ( 2 0 0 5 )  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  n e e d  to  

f o r m u la t e  a  p r o b le m  a n d  t h e n  t o  f o l l o w  t h r o u g h  w i t h  a  m e t h o d i c a l  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  d a t a



f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  d e r iv in g  v a l id  g e n e r a l i s a t io n s  a s  w h a t  i s  k n o w n  a s  disciplined 

inquiry. T h i s  a p p r o a c h  s e t s  th e  s c e n e  f o r  P h a s e  1 o f  t h e  s t u d y  a s  it  c o n c e r n s  th e  

s y s t e m a t i c  r e v i e w  o f  d a ta  a lr e a d y  c o l l e c t e d  in  r e la t io n  t o  t h e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  s c h o o l  

a t t e n d a n c e .

In  o r d e r  to  p la n  f o r  a  d i s c ip l in e d  in q u ir y ,  N e u m a n  ( 2 0 0 0 )  id e n t i f i e d  th a t  t h e  

f ir s t  t a s k  w a s  t o  c l a s s i f y  t h e  m e a s u r a b le  v a r ia b le s  in t o  in d e p e n d e n t  ( k n o w n  a s  c a u s e  

o r  a  v a r ia b le  th a t  a c t s  o n  s o m e t h in g  e l s e )  a n d  d e p e n d e n t  ( t h e  e f f e c t  o r  r e s u l t  o r  

o u t c o m e  o f  a n o t h e r  v a r ia b le ) .  T h e  d e p e n d e n t  v a r ia b le  i n v o l v e d  i s  a b s e n t e e i s m  w i t h  

t h e  in d e p e n d e n t  v a r ia b le s  in c lu d in g  a g e ,  g r a d e ,  s p e c i f i c  t e a c h e r  a n d  t i m e  o f  t h e  w e e k  

a n d  y e a r .  T h e  v a r ia b le s  in  q u e s t io n  are  s t a t ic  a n d  r e c o r d e d  b y  c l a s s  r o o m  t e a c h e r s  in  

a  r e g u la r ,  s y s t e m a t i c  w a y .  T h e s e  f ig u r e s  a r e  a l s o  a v a i l a b l e  t o  e a c h  S c h o o l  P r in c ip a l  

f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  i n s p e c t i o n  a n d  r e tu r n in g  t h e  f in a l  f ig u r e s  t o  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  

E d u c a t io n  a n d  S k i l l s .  O n c e  t h e  v a r ia b le s  w e r e  c la r i f i e d  it  w a s  t h e n  n e c e s s a r y  t o  p la n  

fo r  t h e  s a m p l e  th a t  w o u l d  b e  u s e d  to  p r o v id e  t h e  q u a n t i f ia b le  m a t e r ia l .  In  r e la t io n  to  

t h is  s t u d y  t h e  s a m p l i n g  f r a m e  a p p l ie d  i s  a d a p te d  f r o m  D e n s c o m b e  ( 2 0 0 3 )  a n d  

i n c l u d e s  a  f o c u s  o n  r e l e v a n c e ,  c o m p le t io n ,  p r e c i s i o n  a n d  t i m e l i n e s s  ( s e e  a l s o  

N e u m a n ,  2 0 0 0 ;  W a l l e n  &  F r a n k e l ,  2 0 0 1 ) .

T h e  s e l e c t i o n  o f  t w o  s c h o o l s  s i tu a te d  in  a n  a r e a  d e s i g n a t e d  a s  d i s a d v a n t a g e d  

p r o v i d e s  t h e  c lu s t e r  s a m p le  o f  s tu d e n ts  th a t  a r e  r e l e v a n t  to  t h i s  s tu d y .  A c c e s s  to  

a t t e n d a n c e  in f o r m a t io n  in  r e la t io n  to  a ll  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t s  e n s u r e s  t h e  i n c l u s i o n  o f  a l l  

t h e  in d e p e n d e n t  v a r ia b le s  a n d  r e la t e s  t h e m  to  a b s e n t e e i s m .  A  g o o d  s a m p l e  e x c l u d e s  

t h e  i t e m s  th a t  a r e  n o t  r e le v a n t ,  a c c o r d in g  t o  R o s n o w  a n d  R o s e n t h a l  ( 1 9 9 7 ) .  In  t h i s  

s t u d y ,  th e  s t u d e n t s  ( 1 2 )  th a t  d id n ’t f i t  th e  s e l e c t i o n  c r i t e r ia  w e r e  r e m o v e d  f r o m  t h e
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a c t i v e  s a m p le .  R e f e r r in g  b a c k  t o  th e  n e e d  t o  e n s u r e  v a l i d i t y  a n d  r e l ia b i l i t y  i t  is  

p a r a m o u n t  t o  e x p l a i n  h o w  th e  a c tu a l  s a m p le  w a s  s e l e c t e d  a n d  h o w  t h e  s y s t e m a t ic  

e r r o r s  o r  artifacts w e r e  r e m o v e d  fr o m  t h e  c lu s t e r  s a m p le ,  t h e r e b y  r e s u l t in g  in  a  

r e le v a n t  a n d  c o n s i s t e n t  s a m p le  ( R o s n o w  &  R o s e n t h a l ,  1 9 9 7 ;  W a l l e n  &  F r a n k e l ,

2 0 0 1 ) .  T h i s  i s  fu r th e r  e x p la in e d  b e l o w  in  t h e  d a ta  a n a l y s i s  s e c t i o n .  T h e  a p p l ie d  

f r a m e w o r k  p r o v id e d  a  c le a r  r a t io n a le  a n d  b a s i s  f o r  a  s y s t e m a t i c  s a m p le  o f  3 0 6  

s t u d e n t s .  A c c e s s  t o  d e t a i l s  o f  a t t e n d a n c e ,  t h r o u g h o u t  a n  e n t ir e  s c h o o l  y e a r ,  r e s u l t e d  in  

e n s u r in g  th a t  a l l  t h e  r e le v a n t  in f o r m a t io n  in  r e la t io n  t o  t i m e l i n e s s  w a s  c o n s id e r e d .  

D e t e r m i n i n g  t h e  r e l ia b i l i t y  o f  th e  in s tr u m e n t s  u s e d  in  P h a s e  1 e n s u r e d  th a t  th e  

q u a n t i t a t iv e  p h a s e  o f  t h e  s tu d y  w a s  c o n d u c t e d  in  a  r e l i a b l e  a n d  c o n s i s t e n t  f a s h io n  

( R o s n o w  &  R o s e n t h a l ,  1 9 9 7 ) .

Data Collection and Data Analysis

T h e  d a ta  c o l l e c t i o n  t o o k  p la c e  in  t w o  s p e c i f i c  p r im a r y  s c h o o l s  s i tu a te d  in  a n  

u r b a n  a r e a , d e s ig n a t e d  a s  d is a d v a n t a g e d .  A s  m e n t i o n e d  a b o v e ,  o n e  o f  t h e  w o r k i n g  

a s s u m p t i o n s  in  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  th a t  in f o r m a t io n ,  a lr e a d y  a v a i l a b l e  f r o m  e x i s t i n g  s o u r c e s ,  

c o u l d  b e  u s e f u l  t o  t h e  in v e s t ig a t io n  o f  p a t t e r n s  o f  a b s e n t e e i s m  a m o n g  p r im a r y  s c h o o l  

c h i ld r e n .  T h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  d e t a i le d  d a ta , c o l l e c t e d ,  o n  a  d a i l y  b a s i s  b y  t e a c h e r s ,  o f  

e a c h  s t u d e n t ’s  s c h o o l  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  r e c o r d e d  in  t h e  r o l l  b o o k s  p r o v id e d  a  s o u r c e  o f  

in f o r m a t io n  f o r  e x p lo r a t io n  a n d  e x a m in a t io n .  It w a s  f e l t  th a t  b y  e x p l o r i n g  t h i s  

m a t e r ia l  i t  w o u l d  b e  p o s s i b l e  to  id e n t i f y  p a t t e r n s  a n d  t r e n d s  in  s c h o o l  a b s e n t e e i s m  

a n d  to  s h o w  th a t  t h e r e  “ is  a n  o r d e r , a  r e g u la r i t y ,  o b s c u r e  t h o u g h  i t  m a y  b e ,  th a t  

u n d e r l i e s  a n  a p p a r e n t  d is o r d e r ,  th u s  r e n d e r in g  it  m e a n i n g f u l ”  S h u lm a n  ( 1 9 9 7 ,  p p .  3 -  

2 9 ) .
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The first step was to identify possible school sites and gain access to the roll 

books by adhering to strict protocols. Acquiring permission to access and transcribe 

the details from the roll books was done in a careful and meticulous way so as to 

minimize any possible breach of ethical considerations or contamination of the 

findings. This planned approach began with the initial contact with the schools. At 

the point of preliminary contact I had an open mind as to where this stage might lead 

and about how I might proceed to the next stage and this is reflected in the 

documentation supplied to the schools. Letters were provided to the Boards of 

Management of both schools (Appendix A) requesting permission, in plain English, 

to meet with the Principal in relation to the initial data collection. This letter outlined 

the objectives of the study and gave details of the credentials of the investigator. A 

favourable response was received from both Principals who also shared a concern 

about absenteeism in their particular schools and welcomed the opportunity to be 

involved in the study.

Subsequent to gaining permission I arranged to meet the Principals in their 

respective offices where I further clarified the objectives of the study. Fortunately 

they both gave immediate permission to proceed and they suggested that I should 

photocopy the roll books rather than copy the information by hand on to 

spreadsheets. This suggestion was gratefully received as it immediately limited the 

amount of time required and thereby any possible intrusion into the life of the school. 

I also made it very clear, at this point, that all identifying details would be treated 

with the utmost confidentiality and care. The Principals explained that I would obtain
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attendance information corresponding to all the students that attended these schools 

during 2006/07. Suitable days were identified for me to visit each school and 

photocopy the roll book entries for the school year September 2006 to June 2007.

The rationale for choosing this time period was that the records for 2006/07 would 

provide a comprehensive snap shot of a full year’s attendance and that otherwise I 

would have to wait until after September 2008 if I wanted to get the data for year 

2007/08. Both Principals reassured me that selecting any of the recent years would 

provide the picture of absenteeism that I sought.

Prior to the holidays in June 2008,1 returned to the schools and copied the roll 

book information on the students from the junior and senior primary schools, in all 

16 classes. This provided details on school attendance in relation to 16 mixed-gender 

classes, two at each grade, ranging from the junior infant grade to sixth grade and 

encompassing all pupils at primary school level. It is worth noting that although the 

vertical classes in the Irish Education Primary sector are normally referred to as 

classes I use grades for the purpose of distinguishing classes at each grade.

Sample Selection and Documentation

Having acquired the explicit information details it was then essential to identify 

mechanisms by which to transfer the data onto a suitable computer software package 

so that the figures could be utilised. Microsoft Office Excel 2007 was deemed 

suitable for this purpose as the cells are organised in rows and columns, and contain 

data or formulas with relative or absolute references to other cells. The software also 

allows intelligent cell computation, where only cells dependent on the cell being 

modified are updated. This ensured that the figures could be cross-referenced and



double checked as required. The initial data included reference for each student, 

gender and grade, teacher one or two, roll book reference, date of commencing 

school in that year and each student’s date of birth. This was followed by a variable 

indicating attendance on each day of the school year by each student (1 for present 

and 0 for absent). The following table illustrates, in miniature form, the appearance 

of the spread sheet following data inputting.



Table 1

Data from the Roll Books Captured on a Spreadsheet

Seq No Name Grade Teacher Start Date DOB Roll No Gender Pupil Class September (Friday 1st - Friday 8th)

Fri Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri

Jl 2 01/09/06 19/04/02 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Jl 2 01/09/06 19/02/02 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1

JE 2 01/09/06 12/07/01 1 3 1 1 1

J! 2 01/09/06 11/10/01 1 4 1 1 1 1 1 1

Jl 2 01/09/06 13/04/02 1 5 1 1 1 1 1 1

Jl 2 01/09/06 01/04/02 1 6 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 20/06/01 2 11 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 27/09/00 2 12 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 14/04/01 2 13 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 04/09/01 2 14 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 31/10/00 2 15 1 1 1 1 1 1

SI 3 01/09/06 11/08/01 2 16 1 1 1 1 0 0

Note. This is a mock-up spreadsheet with all indentifying data deleted to ensure confidentiality. 
In the gender column 1 denotes a boy and 2 a girl.



Obtaining the data as described was quite straightforward as the spreadsheet 

mirrors the format provided in the roll books. In relation to gender this was 

differentiated numerically as in the roll book all the boys’ names are entered first, 

followed by the names of the girls. The teachers were assigned a number also to 

ensure that accuracy would be maintained while comparing between classes at grade 

level. This process allowed the examination of the attendance pattern of 318 students 

over an entire school year. The analysis of the quantitative data provided both 

descriptive and inferential numeric analysis which allowed careful checking and 

cross-checking to ensure the validity of the data. One of the benefits of the 

sequential approach, according to Creswell (2003), is that “analyses of quantitative 

data in the first place can yield extreme or outlier cases” (p. 221). As mentioned 

above in relation to selecting the relevant sample it was essential to remove 

information on the students that did not fit the selection criteria for this study and 

thereby create the actual study sample.

Examining the data to identify what would become the actual sample (Fink & 

Kosecoff, 1998) involved referring to the research question and being true to the 

investigation in hand. It was clear that in order to examine the patterns of attendance 

it was essential that the students had to be actively enrolled in the schools. This 

meant that a minimum number of days in attendance had to be decided so that any 

systematic errors could be considered and disregarded from this study (Rosnow & 

Rosenthal, 1997). The principle behind this activity was to ensure that students 

whose names may be on the roll books but who didn’t attend at these schools for a 

minimum number of days would not jeopardize the validity of any inferences arising
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from the study (Rosnow & Rosenthal). Being absolutely clear that the research was 

aiming to add to information about students in relation to their patterns of attendance 

meant that it was essential to focus on a credible cohort of sample students.

Once all the details for the 318 students were inputted onto the spreadsheet it 

was possible to decide on the selection criteria (the minimum number of days that a 

student would have to be in attendance at a particular school in order to satisfy the 

validity conditions of the sample). Students not attending school for a minimum 

period of time (23 days), during the school year, were removed from the sample. 

Luckily the number of students (12) that did not attend for the minimum number of 

days (23) was relatively small and still left a sizable and relevant sample (306). It 

became clear that the attendance at school by each of these 12 students over the 

entire year ranged between 0-23 days, with the average attendance being 9 days. The 

extreme percentage of absence for these students showed that 3 students had no 

absent days (out of total of 23 days attendance), 3 students were not present at all and 

the remaining 6 students were within the range of between 60% and 99.2% 

absenteeism. The data in Table 2 explains these figures and supports the removal of 

the 12 students from the sample and how the data might otherwise be skewed and 

might not provide a fair representation of the patterns of attendance.



Table 2

D etails o f  12 Students Excluded from  the Sam ple Selection

Number Grade Teacher Beg date Gender Days Pres Days Abs % Abs
38 Jl 2 1 6 9 60.0
116 1st 6 1 7 /10 /06 2 2 19 90.5
150 2nd 8 1 6 /11 /06 1 1 125 99.2

162 3rd 9 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 1 7 0 0.0

172 3rd 9 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 2 21 0 0.0
273 5th 14 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 2 21 0 0.0
275 5th 14 1 6 /1 0 /0 6 2 23 86 78.9

285 6th 15 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 1 0 6 100.0
287 6th 15 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 1 0 140 100.0
288 6th 15 1 6 /1 0 /0 6 1 23 86 78.9
296 6th 15 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 2 3 137 97.9
297 6th 15 0 1 /0 9 /0 6 2 0 11 100.0

Note. In the gender column 1 denotes a boy and 2 a girl.

As can be seen from the details in the table these students were not in 

attendance at either school for a sufficient number of days (23 days or less) to allow 

them to be classified as being truly enrolled at the school. The average number of 

days attended by this group was 9 with the range being from 0 days present to 23 

days present. If these students were not removed from the sample the percentage of 

absenteeism would have been skewed and would have distorted any potential 

learning from the study. There can be no doubt that there could be a lot of learning in 

relation to the circumstances of these 12 students that would inform our knowledge 

of absenteeism. This needs to be addressed and includes the failure of schools to 

inform each other immediately when a student is enrolled. However, for this study it 

would be unhelpful to treat these students in the same manner as other students
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enrolled in the schools. This process of sample selection resulted in baseline data 

being available in relation to the attendance of 306 students across one year of 

primary school, offering a valid sized sample.

Data Analysis

The next step was to identify the baseline data arising from the figures which 

gave findings regarding information on the children in each of the 16 classes, 

including numbers in each class at each grade. The sort function available in 

Microsoft Excel allowed the identification of the variables that needed to be isolated 

and this was used for the baseline and absenteeism data. Sorting the baseline data 

identified the numbers in each class and grade according to gender. Having 

established what children were in each class and at each grade it was then possible to 

identify figures pertaining to the days absent and map out the attendance pattern 

throughout the school year. This meant the emergence of information pertaining to 

student’s gender, grade, and related patterns of absenteeism on certain days of the 

week and at specific times of the year.

In order to obtain figures in relation to absenteeism a mathematical formula 

was applied to the numeric analysis. The total percentage figures, used at all times, 

are summation figures. In order to obtain percentage figures, which form the basis of 

analysis and comparison, a mathematical formula was used to divide the number of 

days absent by the sum of the days present and absent and multiplied by 100. This 

formula is depicted numerically as follows:

% absent = Days absent________ X 100

Days present + Days absent
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This formula was used throughout the absenteeism data analysis in Phase 1 

providing a straightforward mechanism for accuracy and cross checking. As will be 

explained in Chapter 5 the main findings from this first quantitative phase provided 

the basis for the questions asked during the subsequent phase. Thus the findings 

from Phase 1 provided the basis for statistical and text analysis as required in mixed 

methods approach.

Phase 2: Qualitative Method, Data Collection and Data Analysis 

Qualitative Method

The objective of Phase 2 was to check out, build upon and add meaning to the 

findings from the quantitative phase. Hammersley (2002) refers to applied research 

as being “of a more practical approach and (is) often referred to as the qualitative 

method” (p. 117). Qualitative researchers follow a nonlinear path and emphasise 

becoming intimate with the details of a natural setting or a particular cultural- 

historical context. They use fewer standardised procedures and conduct detailed 

investigations of particular cases or processes in their search for authenticity. The 

strengths of using this method at this point concur with many of those outlined by 

Burke Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) and the primary relevant strengths for this 

study include:

• Understanding and description of people's personal experience of 

phenomena;

• Can describe, in rich detail, phenomena as they are situated and embedded in 

local contexts;

• Data are usually collected in naturalistic settings in qualitative research;
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* Qualitative approaches are responsive to local situations, conditions and 

stakeholders’ needs. (Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 20)

The theoretical assumptions underpinning qualitative methods differ from 

those of quantitative methods and warrant a mention here. The qualitative method is 

fundamentally interpretative allowing the researcher to interpret the data (Creswell, 

2003). This viewpoint is shared with Rubin and Rubin (2004) who refer to 

interpretative constructionist philosophy as the theoretical foundation for qualitative 

research. While quantitative analysis must provide internal and external validity, 

reliability and objectivity, likewise a qualitative study must provide for credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Robson, 

1993; Sugrue, 1997). The collective concept for these principles is described as 

trustworthiness by Lincoln and Guba, This concept (further explained in the section 

on the pilot interview) provided assurance in relation to the instruments applied in 

Phase 2.

Data Collection and Data Analysis

Selection o f Research Informants

The analysis from Phase 1 confirmed that poor attendance was an issue for 

some children attending these schools. The next research task was to identify an 

appropriate method by which to confirm and build on these findings and thereby 

fulfil the primary objective of Phase 2. As the study focused on the patterns of 

attendance of all students enrolled in these schools it was deemed important to 

interview key personnel with responsibility for attendance, working both in school
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and in related services, as they were best placed to interpret the overall figures from 

the roll books. A further rationale for this decision was the potential to add 

knowledge in relation to the implementation of intervention and prevention 

strategies.

The omission of the voice of the students and their parents’ warrants mention 

here, particularly, given the emphasis in this thesis on equality and the belief of the 

author that participation of families living in marginalised circumstances in research 

projects, such as this, is vitally important. However, the nature and scope of this 

research project, exploring the extent and nature of poor attendance and engagement 

at primary school level through the analysis of roll book data and the views and 

experience of key professionals engaged in this area, did not permit the inclusion of 

this further piece of research. Such a project could add enormously to the research 

findings of this study, offering an invaluable perspective and assisting further 

triangulation; this researcher would wish to build on this research with this additional 

investigation at a later time.

It was apparent that the findings from Phase 1 could benefit from additional 

information based on the views and perceptions of the key professional people that 

interact with school absenteeism on a daily basis. Having decided on the focus of 

Phase 2, the criteria for actual interviewee selection was then agreed. This is outlined 

in the section on protocols for participant selection and interview procedure.

Semi-Structured Interviews

The use of semi-structured interviews was the approach deemed to be most 

suitable. The aim was to elicit high-quality responses through developing research

107



instruments that are participant-friendly and research-appropriate. This implied 

understanding the interview process and the difference between a conversation and a 

planned interview (Rubin & Rubin, 2004). The latter implies consent to be recorded 

and for the material produced to be utilised for research purposes. The agreement to 

be interviewed also implies a willingness to cooperate with the researchers’ agenda 

and her or his control of the proceedings and direction of the interview (Denscombe, 

2003).

The rationale behind conducting the interviews was based on the 

acknowledgment that interviews within research can provide valuable information 

based on people’s experiences and can be more beneficial than other instruments 

such as questionnaires when discussing multidimensional issues. Denscombe’s 

(2003) view, that “as an information-gathering tool, the interview lends itself to 

being used alongside other methods as a way of supplementing their data -  adding 

detail and depth” (p. 166), strongly supports that rationale. Adding detail and depth 

to the information gleaned from the roll books is one of the study’s objectives and is 

in line with the sequential explanatory design adopted. The use of open-ended 

questions (ones that are not easily answered with a yes or no response) invited the 

interviewee to participate in the conversation and ensured that they did not answer 

discreetly (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994) but provided rich material. The semi

structured interviews contained a clear list (21) of similar questions to be answered in 

a flexible way with the intention that the interviewee would speak more widely on 

the issues raised (Bernard & Ryan, 2009). The primary function of these interviews
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was to illicit open-ended answers allowing the interviewee to place emphasis and 

elaborate on certain points of interest (Denscombe, 2003).

The one-to-one nature of these interviews also allowed for more easily 

managed situations by locating quite straightforwardly specific ideas with specific 

people. The interviews sought to obtain expansive information on the topic and 

applied a responsive interview technique as suggested by Rubin and Rubin (2004). 

The characteristics of this technique include the dynamic and iterative process, which 

was very useful in a study such as this as it is “about obtaining interviewees' 

experience and understanding of the world they work in” (Rubin & Rubin, 2004, p. 

36). In addition to asking similar questions the techniques used included guiding and 

probing questions (Bernard & Ryan, 2009). This allowed for follow-up questions, 

thereby obtaining further relevant information (Appendix D).

Prior to conducting the interviews it was important to ensure that the correct 

questions were being included and that they fitted the primary purpose of Phase 2. 

The focus was to gather information on absenteeism which would augment the 

findings from the roll book investigation. The method was applied in a way as to 

ensure trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and was established through a 

detailed pilot of the interview questions. In addition, the considerable number of 

questions included in the interview guide served to increase its trustworthiness. The 

functions of the pilot interview included the identification of the strengths and 

weaknesses of the schedule of questions so that these could be adjusted and 

improved accordingly.
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Once the decision was made to conduct interviews with a number of 

individuals, a pilot interview took place in March 2009 and was an essential step in 

planning and maximising the benefit of Phase 2 of the study. The primary aim of the 

pilot interview was to ensure that there were no anomalies in participants5 

understanding and that the questions were clear, user-friendly and succinct, in order 

to stimulate a response and to obtain the information required. Upon consideration of 

a suitable person to select as the pilot interviewee I asked a former colleague of mine 

(working as an Educational Welfare Officer, at the time of contact) to undergo the 

pilot interview. My rationale for this selection included my confidence in his 

understanding of the research area and a respect for his knowledge and expertise and 

commitment to tackling educational disadvantage. The portraiture of the 

interviewees is outlined in detail in Appendix B. This provides a formal statement of 

the roles and responsibilities, beginning with the EWO (refers to the pilot 

interviewee and the other EWO interviewed) and includes the informal statement of 

background provided during the interview.

The interview was held in Sean's home and took approximately an hour and a 

half. The responses to the questions were recorded on a tape recorder and 

supplemented by field notes. Much learning was derived from repetitive listening, 

transcription and reviewing of the interview recording and notes. A reflective note 

was prepared and subsequently discussed with my supervisors. This led to the 

amendment of the initial set of questions and revised headings and questions 

provided a sharper focus to the enquiry (Appendix E). Even though the interview

P ilo t Interview
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was conducted as a pilot the findings highlighted a number of important issues in 

relation to absenteeism which also add to the overall results. Having successfully 

completed the data analysis of Phase 1 and the pilot interview the principles required 

to ensure trustworthiness of the subsequent semi-structured interviews became clear 

and began with the identification of relevant key personnel.

Protocols for Participant Selection and Interview Procedure

All of those selected as interviewees had a statutory role in preventing and 

monitoring school absenteeism. Their statutory responsibilities included the 

implementation of the legislation (EWA, 2000) that aims to stem the tide of 

absenteeism. One of the cross-cutting themes clearly outlined in the legislation is the 

requirement for a partnership approach between schools and a range of statutory 

agencies. Discussing the outcomes from Phase 1 and obtaining further perceptions 

and attitudes of these personnel in relation to absenteeism at primary level was seen, 

as a valid endeavour, by me at this stage of the study, and one that could add to the 

knowledge already in existence. As I was interested in absenteeism in the context of 

a geographical area designated as disadvantaged, as this proffered the possibility that 

the results might be generalisable to other similar urban settings (with schools of 

similar type), all of the selected interviewees had a role with the specific schools 

involved in Phase 1.

The selection process involved identifying the main professional people that

were in contact with the issue of absenteeism on a daily basis within these schools.

The School Principals were chosen because they had direct responsibility for the

students and for the returns to NEWB. During the data collection in Phase 1 both
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Principals agreed to be interviewed, if required. They also steered me towards the 

Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) Coordinator, based in the Senior School 

but with responsibilities relating to both schools. The Principal of the Senior School 

asked the HSCL Coordinator if he would agree to be interviewed. The other four 

personnel were selected as they were associated with the School Completion 

Programme, Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers and the National Educational 

Welfare Board. It was also important that the selected interviewees were 

knowledgeable and experienced as otherwise I would not get the rich responses that I 

was seeking (Rubin & Rubin, 2004). Obtaining a variety of perspectives through the 

involvement of a number of agencies added depth to the investigation. All the 

interviewees and agencies involved satisfied the selection criteria for this study.

Having obtained the contact details for each of the support personnel, from the 

School Principals, I subsequently phoned each one and asked them to take part in this 

study. I then sent them a statement of explanation about the study (Appendix C) 

which included assurances of confidentiality, anonymity and non-traceability and an 

opt-out clause which invited them to only participate if they were happy with the 

outline given. The one-to-one interviews were pre-arranged and conducted either in 

the schools or specific offices in the locality. Prior to the allotted interview time all 

interviewees received a schedule of the questions to be covered in the interview 

(Appendix D). All those approached to participate were willing to be interviewed.

The average length of interview was one hour. At the beginning of each interview I 

asked for permission to record the interview and to take written notes. Each 

interview was taped using a small, unobtrusive recorder and additional written notes
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were taken to augment the transcription. I reiterated on several occasions that all 

names would be changed to ensure confidentiality and anonymity of the people, 

schools and geographical location. Detailed information on these key intervention 

agencies is outlined previously in the policy chapter. The main roles and 

responsibilities are included in the portraitures of the interviewees (Appendix B) as 

part of the backdrop to the context for each interview.

Portraiture o f the Interviewees

The intention behind providing background particulars of the interviewees 

(Appendix B) is that this information will add to the contextual detail and strengthen 

the rationale behind the sample selection. This information includes formal and 

informal particulars about each interviewee, similar to that provided in the case of 

the pilot interview. The formal information includes the official job description as 

prescribed by the Department of Education and Skills and the informal was 

information obtained at interview stage. Abbreviations are applied and are outlined 

in Table 3. These include the relevant abbreviations of the titles of all seven 

interviewees, (including the person interviewed for the pilot).



Table 3

Abbreviations for each interviewee 

EWO I -  Educational Welfare Officer - Jason 

PJS -  Principal of the Junior School - Patricia 

PSS -  Principal of the Senior School- Ciarán

HSCL Coordinator -  Home School Community Liaison Coordinator - Tony 

SCP Local Coordinator -  Local School Completion Programme Coordinator - Maria 

VTT -  Visiting Teacher for Travellers - Suzanne

EWO 2 Pilot - Educational Welfare Officer interviewed for the pilot interview-Seán

Thematic Analysis o f Qualitative Data

Having conducted the remaining six interviews I now had the raw data in the 

form of audio recordings (Bernard & Ryan, 2009). According to Gray (2009), the use 

of tape recordings allow the researcher to “concentrate on the process of listening, 

interpreting and refocusing the interview” (p. 385). The next step was to listen over 

and over again “to (get) feel for context and nuances they contain [and] then 

transcribe and analyze thematically” (Bernard & Ryan, 2009, p. 48). Then it was 

time to undertake what Bernard and Ryan (2009) term to be one of the most 

fundamental tasks in qualitative research in the form of theme identification. The 

techniques used included transcription which involved typing up the text while 

listening to it and thereby achieve immersion in the research topic.

Analysing texts relies heavily on discovering themes and subthemes,

describing core and peripheral elements in themes, applying themes, and attaching
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themes to chunks of text (Crowley & Delfico, 1996). Themes are described in many 

different ways by researchers including expressions, units (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

and coding (Crowley & Delfico, 1996). I agree with Bernard and Ryan when they 

explain that themes come from characteristics of the topic being studied and that they 

are induced from the text. The tools used for this were simple and straightforward 

and are referred to as pawing and marking up or cutting and sorting (Bernard &

Ryan, 2009). Once all the interviews were transcribed and listened to the text was 

printed off in hard copy. Themes were coded, linked with the questions and 

subthemes were identified. Following the highlighting of these I then tabulated the 

text using Microsoft Excel (Crowley & Delfico, 1996). This procedure allowed me 

to cut and paste the relevant text under the correct themes and subthemes. Bernard 

(2000) refers to this technique as eyeballing by way of hunting for patterns. This was 

an iterative process and with continuous refining worked very well and eventually 

provided the themes and headings required for presentation of the findings in 

Chapter 5.

Ethical Considerations

Concern for ethics in both the planning and execution of research is essential to

ensure high standards in the quality of any study. O’Leary (2005) defined ethical

behaviour as conforming to standards of conduct of a given profession or group. As

outlined by Gray (2009), all research involving human behaviour implies that ethical

issues may impact at every stage including the “planning, implementation and

reporting stages” (p. 68). Gray describes ethics in research as ensuring that the

research is conducted in a responsible and morally defensible way. In order to uphold
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these standards, I undertook to conform to the best research practice and to 

endeavour to ensure that the rights and well-being of those involved were not 

negatively impacted upon. The Research Ethics Committee of St. Patrick’s College, 

Drumcondra gave approval for the study. This involved the submission of the 

research proposal, all research instruments and letters seeking access and consent. I 

was guided by four ethical principles provided by Gray (2009), including;

• Avoid harming the participants

• Ensure informed consent of participants

• Respect the privacy of participants

• Avoid the use of deception, (p.79)

Establishing trust between the researcher and the research participants is 

essential. I undertook to give importance at all times to “self-reflection, and self 

awareness” in relation to the ethical considerations (Neuman, 2000). By being aware 

and very grateful for the cooperation and willingness I received from all those that I 

approached I was mindful of the need to respect the trust placed in me and to uphold 

the high standards as set out above. It was clear that this trust was forthcoming due to 

my record working previously in the same geographical area and being known as an 

advocate for those with whom I had worked. Fortunately this prior knowledge meant 

that all the participants understood that every effort would be made to safeguard the 

rights of participants and to protect the dignity of all those studied in the presentation 

of the research findings (Galvin, Higgins & Mahony, 2009).
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The principle of informed consent ensured that participants were, at all times, 

given clear information outlining the purpose of the study, the process involved and 

their right to withdraw at any time. The standards applied to protect the privacy of 

research participants include confidentiality whereby they are assured that 

identifying information will not be made available to any person not directly 

involved in the study. Anonymity, which essentially means that the participant will 

remain anonymous throughout the study, especially at the write up and dissemination 

stages, was assured at all times (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison 2000; Neuman, 2000). 

The matter of privacy was essential and also ensured participants of the protection of 

the schools and students involved in the study.

Ethical obligations arose at each stage of the research process and thereby 

needed specific attention. In Phase 1, obtaining the data regarding students’ 

attendance throughout a school year meant that this information had to be rendered 

anonymous and kept safe for research purposes only. Students were given numbers 

so that the information could be extracted without any further disclosure of their 

identity. A commitment was made to ensure all the original data would be kept safe 

until such time as it was no longer required for research purposes. In relation to the 

interviewees all information identifying them was also rendered anonymous. A clear 

commitment was made to the interviewees to report accurately and fairly and to keep 

any promises made (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). This included a commitment to accuracy 

and consistency at the report writing stage, ensuring that no fabrication takes place 

(Gray, 2009). Awareness of these ethical issues is essential for the practitioner 

researcher and was considered very carefully at all times in an effort to avoid any
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potential uncertainties or misgivings that may arise from either side. The self

reflexive requirement under ethical considerations was also useful in the 

acknowledgement of the limitations of this research.

Limitations of this Investigation

The design applied to the study has a number of limitations and constraints, 

some of which are outlined by focusing separately on each phase. However, the 

overall constraints of this study also need mentioning. A primary limitation is the 

narrow scope of this case study as carried out in Phase 1 and Phase 2. Firstly, the 

focus on figures from only one academic year inevitably lessens the potential of the 

identification of possible patterns. However, it is anticipated that the findings from 

this study can be generally applied to other comparable situations as the overall 

figures for absenteeism are similar to other schools in urban areas designated as 

disadvantaged.

Secondly, a notable constraint derives from limiting the interviews to 

professional personnel only and thereby excluding the views of the students and their 

parents. The decision to limit the research to professional personnel was determined 

by the focus of the study, on the patterns of absenteeism and the implementation of 

relevant legislation. Attention was given to the justification of the interviewee 

selection process and the consequent omission of the voice of students and their 

parents.

Another overall limitation that warrants discussion is related to the application

of the mixed methods approach. Many authors provide advice and direction in

relation to possible problems of integrating and interpreting mixed methods (Burke
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Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Denscombe, 2003; Gray, 2009). These problems 

include issues of priority, integration, paradigm fit and trustworthiness. The 

mitigation of these concerns was tackled by applying the confirmability audit as 

explained earlier. The equal prioritisation given to the qualitative and quantitative 

data collection and analysis also lessened any possible imbalance that might arise 

within the study. Acknowledging that this is a mixed methods research project 

attention is given to the validity of the quantitative research and to the credibility and 

transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 p. 219) of the qualitative research.

Limitations Applying to Phase 1

The straightforward nature of the information in the roll books meant that there 

was little prospect of the data becoming too technical and resulting in an 

“overbearing concern with the technical aspects of analysis” (Denscombe, 2003, p. 

264). Adherence to selection criteria for the actual sample meant that the rationale 

was clear and justified in relation to the removal of details pertaining to some 

students. This resulted in the ability to gain a clear picture in relation to the patterns 

of absenteeism of a sizeable number of students attending primary school.

Limitations Applying to Phase 2

Even though there are many advantages to the interview process, some 

limitations include the creation of the process and the dependence on the skills and 

experience of the interviewer and the honesty of the answers. The centrality of the 

researcher as the primary instrument in conducting interviews is outlined by several 

authors (Creswell, 2003; Frankel & Wallen 1990; Lincoln & Guba 1985; Robson



1993). The use of this human instrument implies the need to ensure that the interview 

or the conversation with a purpose (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) reflected the aims of the 

inquiry. The use of the responsive interview technique as suggested by Rubin and 

Rubin (2004) ensured that the questions were appropriate and gleaned the 

information sought. Qualitative research is regularly criticised for being overly 

interpretative and thereby subjective. The use of judgment in coding is subjective as 

described by Crowley and Delfico (1996). However, the use of the simple and 

straightforward tools, referred to as pawing and marking up or cutting and sorting 

(Bernard & Ryan, 2009) resulted in continual narrowing and focusing so that the 

outcome was a genuine reflection of the issues discussed.

I hope I have demonstrated that, even though the research might be deemed to 

be narrow in scope, through the mixed methods approach applied and the 

deliberately focused research design the findings can make a valuable contribution to 

existing knowledge on absenteeism at primary school level.
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CHAPTER 5: PRESENTATION o f RESEARCH FINDINGS

Introduction

This chapter begins by providing some information about the participants. The 

reader will then be guided through a sequenced presentation of the findings from 

Phase 1 to Phase 2. In Chapter 6, analysis of these findings identifies the 

commonalities and differences arising between the two phases of data collection.

The two primary schools are similar to the vast majority of first level schools in 

the Irish education system in that they are governed by Boards of Management under 

the patronage of the Catholic Church. The main funding for the schools is provided 

by the DES by way of capitation grants and teacher salaries. This research takes 

place in a junior primary school and a senior primary school (referred to as one 

school, for research purposes). Such schools are normally referred to as split schools. 

In the present case, children attend the junior school until the completion of second 

grade. They then proceed to third grade, in the adjoining senior school or less often 

to another school, remaining there until the end of sixth grade, after which they 

transfer to post-primary school. Both of these schools comprise of two classes at 

each grade; eight classes in each school.

The schools are geographically located beside each other but are managed and

operated as independent entities. The schools were built approximately 33 years ago

and were designed to meet the needs of a large urban population. In the 1980s and

1990s these schools were populated with children from nearby public housing estates

with classes of about 40 being the norm. As the families of the neighbourhood

matured the school’s population decreased substantially. There are many possible
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explanations for the decrease in school numbers including the effects of demographic 

changes on urban communities. The other possible influencing factor, of interest to 

this study, is that these schools were designated as disadvantaged by the DES and 

were consequently beneficiaries of programmes such as Early Start Pilot Programme 

(1994), Breaking the Cycle (1996), and DEIS (DES, 2005). The average class size in 

both schools in 2006/2007 was 19 pupils, almost 50% less than in the 1980s. The 

schools are co-educational with much more boys than girls in attendance. An 

explanation for this gender enrolment difference is the high number of all-girl 

primary schools in close proximity to these schools. Parents in the area often choose 

to send their daughters to one of the other available schools.

The physical characteristics of the schools have also been transformed recently 

due to the investment of funding to improve, repair and modernise both schools.

This has resulted in bright, spacious and heated interiors. The outdoor areas are very 

large with separated areas for car parking and outdoor play. Both schools are 

surrounded by high railings which were put in place in the early 1990s as a response 

to the school buildings being vandalised regularly. I was very familiar with both 

schools up to 20 years ago and it is worth noting my overall impression when I 

returned to undertake this study. The decline in the number of children enrolled in 

the schools and the increase in the auxiliary staff employed in both schools were very 

apparent. The atmosphere was friendly and almost homely, particularly in the junior 

school. This gave me an overall impression that the physical environment of these 

schools had benefitted from the investment by the DES over the past decade.
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The data collected provides information on 306 pupils attending these schools 

in 2006/2007 and their pattern of attendance under the headings of student’s grade 

and gender and periods of absence such as the day of the week and time of the year. 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the findings from the roll book data are presented as if 

the school is one entity, even though the schools were physically located in adjacent 

buildings. This makes it easier to see the patterns and trends across the spectrum of 

all primary school grades over the entire school year. As explained in the previous 

chapter, the levels within Irish primary schools are usually referred to as classes such 

as 2nd class, 3rd class etc. rather than grades; however, as this study refers to two 

classroom units at each grade I apply the term grades to aid comprehension.

Baseline Figures 2006-2007

Each school had two classes at each grade which provided data pertaining to 16 

teachers and 16 classes in total. The initial baseline information provided the 

breakdown of the number of students in each class and each grade. This was 

subsequently broken down to the number of boys and girls in each class and at each 

grade. The sample for this study was 306 students: 154 from the junior school and 

152 from the senior school. The information applies to students throughout the 

primary school spectrum and the fact that they were in spilt schools doesn’t affect the 

figures for the 306 students. The aim here is to provide the information on the data 

from the roll books in a clear and logical manner and to span the continuum of a

Phase 1: Data from the Roll Books
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primary school. Table 4 shows the number in each class at each grade level (JI and SI 

refer to the infant grades, junior and senior).

Table 4

Students in each class at each grade

Class JI SI 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th Total

1 24 16 18 21 17 21 20 16

2 22 17 17 19 21 19 17 21

Total 46 33 35 40 38 40 37 37 306

The number of students in each class was relatively small and evenly spread. 

The largest class size was 24 (one class with this number) and the smallest class size 

was 16 (two classes of this size) and all others were within this range. The average 

number of students in each class was 19. There were 119 girls and 187 boys in the 

sample and these were spread evenly between all grades.

Table 5

Gender breakdown in each class at each grade

JI SI 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th Total

Boys 29 21 18 27 22 28 20 22 187

Girls 17 12 17 13 16 12 17 15 119

Total 46 33 35 40 38 40 37 37 306
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The percentage of absenteeism for the students in these schools for the year 

2006 - 2007 was 10.2%. As explained in Chapter 4, a mathematical formula was 

used throughout the data analysis to obtain percentage figures thereby ensuring 

accuracy through regular and straightforward cross-checking.

Table 6

Percentage o f Absenteeism

Absenteeism  Figures: G rade and  G ender

Days Days Per (%)

No pres abs abs

Boys 187 28,357 3,286 10.4

Girls 119 19,204 2,137 10.0

Total 306 47,561 5,423 10.2

The highest percentage of absenteeism was in the infant grades at 12.2% for 

students in junior infants and 11.8% for students in senior infants. The lowest rate of 

absenteeism among all grade levels was 1st at 8%. Levels increase again in 2nd to 

10% and fluctuated about this figure for the remaining grades.
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Table 7

P ercen tage o f  Absenteeism  -  Grades and Gender

Jl SI 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th Total %
Boys 11.9 11.5 8.5 9.2 8.8 10.3 11.5 10.9 10.3
Girls 12.4 12.1 7.7 10.6 8.8 10.1 10.2 8.8 10.1

Total 12.2 11.8 8.1 9.9 8.8 10.2 10.9 9.9 10.2

This is also represented in graphic format:

£

Ê
'S

£

G rade Level (Junior Infants to Sixth C lass)

The overall percentage of absenteeism was comparable between boys and girls. 

As indicated, the breakdown by gender and the percentage of absenteeism was fairly 

similar between boys and girls throughout most of the grades with absenteeism being 

exactly the same for both boys and girls at two grade levels (3rd and 4th). The largest 

differences between the girls and boys can be seen only at 6th grade (2.1%) where the 

girls were absent by 2% more than the boys. The percentage of absenteeism for both
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genders is very high in both the junior and senior infant grade (12.2%, 11.8%) and 

this also represents the highest rate of absenteeism among all grades, as stated above.

When looking more closely at the classes at each grade it is possible to see that 

the pattern remained similar for both boys and girls in most classes. However, where 

a difference between classes emerged it is a striking difference. In junior infants the 

percentage of absenteeism of girls is 17. 5% in one class and 7.2% in the other. At 

2nd grade the absenteeism for girls in one class is 7.5% and 13.6% in the other. 

Similarly at 6th grade it is 5.6% in one class and 12% in the other for girls. In relation 

to the boys it is only at 6th grade that the difference between the classes is large at 

6.1% and 15.7%. When combining both the girls and the boys in each class it is only 

one grade (6th) that has a marked difference between the percentage of absenteeism 

for boys and girls. Class 2 has very high rates of absenteeism for both genders (12% 

for girls and 15.7% for boys). Upon further investigation of these differences it is 

probable that they are caused by extremely high absenteeism of a few of the students 

in a particular class.
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Table 8

Percen tage o f  Absenteeism  by Gender and C lass Unit

Total

JI SI 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th %

Class 1 12.1 10.9 8.1 9.3 8 11 11.6 6.1

Class 2 11.7 12 8.9 9.1 9 10 11.3 15.7

Total 11.9 11.5 8.5 9.2 8.8 10 11.5 10.9 10.3

Class 1 17.5 12.5 7.6 7.5 8 10 12.5 5.6

Class 2 7.2 11.7 7.7 13.6 9 11 7.8 12

Total 12.4 12.1 7.7 10.6 9 10 10.2 8.8 10.1

In addition to providing the baseline numbers and the figures for absenteeism 

for the students at each grade, gender and for each class, the roll book information 

also allowed examination of the patterns of absenteeism over the days of the week 

and times of the year.

Absenteeism Figures: Days o f the Week and Months o f the Year

The spreadsheet followed the school calendar year for 2006/2007 and indicated 

the school open and closed periods. It also provided data in relation to the patterns of 

absenteeism over the weekdays and throughout the school year. Table 9 gives the 

percentage of absenteeism for each day of the week with the highest percentage of 

absenteeism on Fridays at 14.5%, followed by Mondays at 11.2%. It is fairly 

consistent for the remaining three days at 8.5%.
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Table 9

A bsenteeism  and D ays o f  the Week

Day Pres Abs Total

(%) Abs

Monday 9,378 1,184 11.2

Tuesday 9,762 895 8.4

Wednesday 9,696 873 8.3

Thursday 9,777 943 8.8

Friday 9,038 1,528 14.5

Total 47,651 5,423 10.2

The pattern over the school-year span shows that the percentage of absenteeism 

rises continuously between September (6.7%) to June (15.5%). Table 10 also shows 

other significant increases at some holiday periods such as Christmas.



Table 10

Absenteeism  and  M onths o f  the Year

Month Pres Abs (%) Abs

September 5,900 425 6.7

October 5,875 455 7.2

November 4,410 426 8.8

December 4,223 598 12.4

January 4,654 480 9.3

February 4,770 648 12.0

March 5,483 563 9.3

April 3,009 324 9.7

May 5,151 757 12.8

June 4,086 747 15.5

Total 47,561 5,423 10.2

This is also represented in the following graph and shows the months of the 

year when absenteeism is significantly higher and lower than the average of 10.2%.
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These findings formed the basis for some of the questions asked in Phase 2. 

How they interconnect with and diverge from the interview outcomes will form part 

of the analysis in Chapter 6.

Phase 2 -  Findings from Interviews with Key Personnel 

Introduction

Building on Phase 1 and aiming to acquire further knowledge on the subject of 

school absenteeism at primary level, Phase 2 involved semi-structured interviews 

with seven people in key positions, (direct and indirect) in the schools. The 

instrument or interview schedule asked participants to respond, based on their 

experience, to a set of questions guided by key themes, identified in Phase 1, and a 

subsequent set of related sub-themes. The four key themes were: 1) patterns and 

trends in primary school absenteeism; 2) the implementation of the legislation 

Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000); 3) prevention and 

intervention strategies and 4) recommendations for future practice and policy. These 

broad themes were subsequently broken down into sub-themes (Table 11) and 

provide a mechanism for relating and analysing the data. The findings within all the 

themes are related to the corresponding headings in Phase 1, where applicable. The 

responses of the interviewees correspond generally to the information in Phase 1. 

They also expand on related information on absenteeism that was deemed to fit the 

remit of this study. This section provides a narrative under each theme and sub

theme and is interspersed with relevant quotes from the interviews, where pertinent.
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Table 11

Them atic Analyses o f  Interview  Findings

Theme 1

l Baseline pupil characteristics 2006-2007

2 Prevalence o f  absenteeism  in the schools

3 A bsenteeism  in infant grades
Patterns and Trends

4 A bsenteeism  in grades 1st to 6th

5 A bsenteeism  and gender

6 A bsenteeism  and periods o f  tim e

Theme Z

1 Tw enty days - indicator o f  a problem
Legislation (Education Welfare Act
2000) 2 School returns to N EW B

Theme 3

1 School A ttendance M onitors
Prevention and Intervention
Strategies 2 Rew ard system s and related  activities

3 Inter-agency collaboration

Theme 4

1 R eform  o f  the data collection  system s

Recommendations for Future 2 P aren ts’ accountability  and incentives
Practice and Policy

2 Inform ation and prom otion o f  school 
attendance

All of the personnel interviewed indicated that they shared a key principle 

underpinning this thesis: that it is essential for young children to attend primary 

school regularly in order to increase their life chances and opportunities. This 

principle provided the overall backdrop to the interviews. A primary objective of all 

those interviewed was to stem the tide of poor school attendance and prevent the



development of a self-perpetuating cycle. One of the overriding sentiments emerging 

from the interviews was the importance of attention to detail in relation to the 

narrative of each individual child's absenteeism. It was generally agreed that overall 

figures and statistics, such as the quantitative outcomes of Phase 1, may indicate 

trends but provide very little understanding of what is really happening to each 

individual child absent from school. The aim of Phase 2 is to provide qualitative data 

through interviews with key educational personnel to augment the objective findings 

from Phase 1. There was general recognition, as stated earlier, that out of the cohort 

of seven interviewees, four were less focused on primary school absenteeism due to 

their broader remit. However, having acknowledged this constraint, all those 

interviewed had much to relate on the themes under which the interview was 

conducted in relation to the primary school students in their care.

Theme 1: Patterns and Trends of Absenteeism

There was a general sense that many changes have taken place during the last 

decade within both schools. Overall student numbers have declined and pupil-teacher 

ratios have also decreased. The Principal of the Senior School (PSS) linked these 

latter changes to benefits accrued to the schools through resources under the DEIS 

programme:

The school was virtually rebuilt over the last four years. There’s a new 

roof, new doors and windows, new central heating system, new electric 

system and the pupil teacher ratio is a lot more favourable now because 

we’re in DEIS. (PSS)
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Other demographic changes, notable in these schools during the last decade, 

include a decrease in the number of children from the Travelling community and an 

increase in the number of children from other minority ethnic groupings such as 

Polish and Roma communities.

Baseline Pupil Characteristics 2006-2007

While recognising the incremental developments, albeit of a different nature to 

the topic of this study, all of the interviewees acknowledged the high rate of 

absenteeism among the students and concurred with the baseline figures that were 

derived from the roll books. Both Principals and the Home School Community 

Liaison (HSCL) Coordinator also expressed concern about the living standards of the 

students and their families. All of the interviewees recognised the location of the 

schools as an area designated as disadvantaged. They referred particularly to the 

effects of social and economic deprivation and poverty and how this often 

manifested at family level. The lack of capacity to function as a sustainable family 

unit was seen to be compounded by poverty and its overt manifestations, as outlined 

by the PSS in relation to one girl whom he was very concerned about “[47 days is a 

lot to miss], and she’ll be going round, that child now is going round and her hair is 

walking with lice”. The understanding that families are trying to cope with very 

chaotic lives was the reason why many of the respondents felt that getting a child to 

school can be difficult as: “They’re just very often struggling to cope with now” 

(HSCL Coordinator). Similar views were often used to depict scenes of social 

deprivation and linked to the view that within these circumstances education might
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often be low down in the list of priorities of parents who live with the reality of 

poverty:

I think a lot of the time it can be stuff that’s going on at home, 

dysfunctional families, and getting out of bed in the morning may not 

happen, you know it mightn’t happen till 11 or 12 o’clock and it’s too 

late to go to school then. So I think poor attendance would be linked up 

with disadvantage and dysfunctional families and education not being a 

priority, low down on the list. (Visiting Teacher for Travellers [VTT]

Where the issue of capacity was highlighted this was often linked to illness or 

addiction-related problems. The School Completion Coordinator (SCP Local 

Coordinator) emphasised the concern for children raised in families where there were 

addiction problems, a view shared by one of the Educational Welfare Officers 

(EWOs):

Some parents are just not capable of getting themselves up in the 

morning, never mind getting their children up. So you get a dysfunction 

in the family structure. You might have illness as well actually, another 

factor. Parents could be ill. Family members could be ill. This could be 

related to alcohol or drugs as well. (EWO 1)

Many of the interviewees referred to this aforementioned broad term of

dysfunction and how it is used to describe various types of problems within families.

As the VTT explained, “It’s very, very complex. I mean in a lot of the dysfunctional

families, there are drug related problems, and alcohol related problems, a lot of anger

issues so it’s a very complex problem”. Concern was expressed for children of lone
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parents, particularly of extremely young lone parents and those reared in families 

where the significant adults were often transient. As the person most familiar with 

the home environments of the children attending the two primary schools in question, 

the HSCL Coordinator emphasised the following:

Well in terms of family structures there are ... when I started here back 

in the 70’s and in the early 80’s as well, even when there was very high 

employment, in most cases there were two adults in the home, there were 

both parents in the home. Now with a lot of the children that we’re 

dealing with, a high percentage, I would say quite a high ... we’re talking 

about more than 50%, there aren’t two, to use the terminology 

“significant adults”, in the home. (HSCL Coordinator)

This concern about changing family structures was compounded by the fact 

that many of the lone parents were extremely young and often required assistance 

from others in carrying out their parental responsibilities. As the HSCL Coordinator 

explained, “you have grandchildren living with the grandparents because the parent 

is very, very young and what is happening is that the age of the mother and the father 

is dropping significantly”. He was very concerned that some of the former students 

of the senior primary school had recently become parents at an extremely young age 

and the likelihood for this to confirm the persistence of poverty and related 

deprivation for the next generation of children.

Intermingled with factors relating to intergenerational poverty, students’ and 

parents’ low self-esteem and lack of confidence, caused by feelings of inadequacy 

were seen to affect the relationship with school. The HSCL Coordinator described,
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. .very often children are embarrassed about coming to school because they don’t 

have the proper uniform, because they’re not clean and because there’s a head lice 

issue”. He also explained that the children were often dealing with very complex 

problems at home and found it very difficult to cope at school. It was strongly 

believed that the structure and make-up of some families often resulted in a chaotic 

home routine that militated against getting children to school on time and 

appropriately equipped. The SCP Local Coordinator explained that the assumptions 

that are made in relation to the requirements of getting children to school on time, 

with the right books and with homework done, have to be put aside when trying to 

support families demonstrating dysfunction. She explained that for some children it 

is very difficult for them to concentrate in school if they are tired from insufficient 

sleep or hungry because they have not eaten breakfast. In her view, all these factors 

may lead to reluctance about attending school. A similar view was expressed by one 

of the EWOs:

Dysfunction in a family you can often identify that from a very early 

stage, poor attendance, just the child arriving unprepared for the school 

day, no homework done, the whole thing of the uniform and all those 

things that are so important when you are trying to instil when the child 

is so young, [age] four or five. (EWO 2 Pilot)

There was also a view that parents were either implicitly or explicitly allowing 

their child to miss school as: “not only is the child missing school but they’re being 

allowed to do so. And even when the parent is informed the parent hasn’t got either 

the ability or the level of concern to actually change that pattern” (SCP Local
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Coordinator). However, these views in relation to the role of parents were often 

contradictory and varied. The SCP Local Coordinator’s views ranged from seeing 

parents as not interested: “parents thinking maybe wouldn’t’ bother ... too much 

hassle” to being unaware: “sure they’ll catch up, it’s no harm” or being apologetic “I 

hate taking them out of school. I’m sorry they’re missing such and such and they’re 

nearly apologising to you” (SCP Local Coordinator). These responses were 

specifically linked to parents of primary school children. The issue of the dynamic 

between parent’s consent and the young child was also mentioned in relation to poor 

attendance at the various grade levels.

Prevalence of Absenteeism in the Schools

All those interviewed agreed that the percentage of absenteeism in the schools 

sampled for this study was an accurate representation and that it is too high and 

needs to be addressed. There was a strong view that in spite of this persistently high 

figure there has been steady improvement in the attendance of some students 

including those from the Traveller community, as “their attendance in the primary 

school is reasonably good” (VTT). Agreement was widely expressed that school 

attendance has gotten better for children from the Traveller community and that 

policies aimed at lessening exclusion, such as the end to segregated classes and the 

free transport system, have resulted in a much more inclusive classroom situation and 

many “[Traveller students] are getting up to the Junior Cert” (EWO 1). Both 

Principals were strongly of the view that the Traveller children were well settled and 

integrated in their respective schools. Where they expressed concern for particular 

children from the Travelling community with very irregular attendance and often



accompanied by incidences of poor classroom behaviour, they noted that this was no 

different to other students that cause concern: “Travellers come in here, they play 

away, and they integrate. You go out in the yard and you wouldn’t know who’s a 

Traveller and who isn’t” (PSS).

The general consensus was that the students whose families had come to 

Ireland from other countries were very likely to be poor school attendees and 

regularly took blocks of time off for holidays. One of the EWOs explained that much 

of his time was taken up trying to trace the whereabouts of these children. He 

explained that it can be difficult to implement the legislation which requires his 

service to ensure that all children have access to an education, as “there seems to be a 

problem with foreign nationals in terms of they’ll enrol for six months, then they’re 

gone again and nobody seems to know where they’re going or what happens to 

them” (EWO 1). He emphasised that this leads to “a whole grey area there but we try 

our best to follow up by sending out emails to say this person is missing and give 

names, etc.”. Similarly to the transient lifestyle of some Travellers, some other ethnic 

minorities created a difficulty: “Keeping tabs in terms of where the child is and if 

their child is getting an education or not. That’s the difficulty” (EWO 1).

The limitations of a one-size-fits-all education system was viewed by one of 

the EWOs as a possible explanation as to why some “young people don’t always just 

fit” and “will leave school” (EWO 2 Pilot). This feeling of not fitting in can be 

compounded through the experience of falling behind, as “it’s about missing lessons 

and being behind and then feeling inadequate, if you like, and then not being able to 

keep up with other people” (SCP Local Coordinator). The Principal of the Junior
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School (PJS) explained that even though she constantly emphasised the importance 

of regular attendance, so that the students would not fall behind academically and 

consequently feel inadequate, this effort was undermined by the fact that many of her 

students “feel they’re never going to do brilliantly at school anyway”.

Absenteeism in Infant Grades

The interviewees held a range of views on why students might be absent so 

much from infant classes, the primary reason generally seen to be young childhood 

illnesses. As one of the Principals explained:

We still have had chicken pox and mumps even though they’re supposed 

to have the injections, you know the vaccines for them, some of them 

don’t. So we have had outbreaks. You can have that in their first year in 

school or just generally picking up bugs. (PJS)

These illnesses can be quite contagious and often lead to many students being 

out of school at the same time. It was also noted that these illnesses can be 

particularly prevalent among Traveller children and may be a reason for so many 

missing from the infant classes as “there would be a number of Traveller children 

and again [they are] prone to the sickness at a very early age as well, quite vulnerable 

children I think, you know, given the lifestyle” (EWO 2 Pilot).

Six of those interviewed referred to the legislation (Education (Welfare) Act 

[Government of Ireland 2000]) requirement that the NEWB can only intervene with 

children over the age of six years. The seventh interviewee, the SCP Local 

Coordinator, explained that she hadn’t realised that this was specified in legislation.



The understood rationale, according to the other interviewees, for this specific clause 

in the Act was that six years is the statutory age of compulsory schooling in Ireland. 

However, as the majority of Irish children attend school from the age of four or five, 

this was seen as being a potential weakness, causing ambiguity in the provision of 

early intervention and prevention services. All those interviewed felt that school 

going can be habit-forming and that like most habits it is better to start as young as 

possible, “that like a lot of these habits, they start early and they only get worse as 

they go along, so the sooner that they’re cut out the better” (PSS).

The prevalence of young children being kept at home by their parents was 

often understood to be caused by young parents not being able to get the children to 

bed early and up for school and into a positive routine and “....[they] would find it 

more difficult to get them in and out every day. They would find it easier perhaps to 

keep them at home if there were problems” (EWO 1). There was agreement that the 

expectation (within the legislation) should be that the child would attend as much as 

possible and that this was as essential at four or five years as at six years. There was 

also reference to the fact that there was an Early Start Programme in the Junior 

School which could cater for up to 30 pre-school children within two split sessions. 

The PJS thought it would be better if there were more places (40) available in the 

Early Start Programme as then there might be a seamless transition from early years’ 

provision to infant grades. However, the HSCL Coordinator explained that some 

“parents will enrol their child in early start but if they get the child into the day 

nursery, then they would send the child to the day nursery [because] the hours are 

longer”.
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Concern was expressed in relation to the age six statutory requirement under 

the EWA 2000 even though it appeared that this was not identified as a real barrier to 

early intervention. In practice it seemed that through figures, collected by the schools 

for the Department of Education and Skills, for all children attending primary school 

that all those concerned did respond to serious non attendance within the infant 

classes even though most of the students were under six years:

Well it [absenteeism] can be [high in infant classes]. I mean that’s where 

it starts obviously so. Very, very occasionally where I see that there’s an 

extremely poor record; I think it’s appropriate to make some intervention 

at that time, even though legally there’s no obligation. (EWO 1)

This EWO also noted that he was required to act within the legislation and to 

focus on the rights of pupils from age six to sixteen to attend school but that if a 

particular school Principal was alarmed about a younger child he offered support, if 

possible. The PJS, the interviewee most exercised by this issue, argued very strongly 

that the responsibility to send a child to school should apply straight away upon 

enrolment. Even though she did feel that the EWO she worked with is sympathetic 

towards her concern for four and five year olds she also understood that his capacity 

to respond was limited by the often more urgent situations on his caseload. This often 

resulted in prioritisation in relation to post-primary students, with “the welfare 

officers at the moment will tell you that they’ve so much at the upper end that they 

wouldn’t have the time to be going hunting after four-year-olds” (PJS). Doubt was 

also expressed by the HSCL Coordinator as to the effectiveness of earlier 

intervention in the absence of success in the case of children that are over six years:
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It’s not as if the system for over six is working. You know, it isn’t like 

there’s an injection or something you’re saying look we can give it to the 

seven year olds but we can’t give it to the six year olds and if we could 

give it to the six -year olds, it’d cure them as well but ... you know it 

isn’t as if it’s being cured at the six plus age either. (HSCL Coordinator)

The latter sentiments linked to the broader issue of the capacity of the NEWB 

to respond and the prioritisations within its workload. This view arises during many 

of the other themes discussed at the interviews. In relation to specific students and 

the age six requirement, the PJS explained that many of the Polish children tended to 

miss a lot of days when in the infant classes:

In Poland [the children] don’t go to school until six anyway, so as far as 

the parents are concerned this is an opportunity to learn English really. 

You know, they’re not all that worried about their academic achievement 

[at this stage].

Absenteeism in Grades 1 to 6

In contrast to the concern expressed above about absenteeism in the infant

classes, there was a general view that attendance settles down in first class and

remains fairly steady until the higher classes of fifth and sixth. There was some

agreement that attendance in second class can worsen after the children make their

first communion, particularly within the Travelling community, as they are

traditionally very serious about participation in religious ceremonies and “[often] go

after communion, the communion factor [within] the Traveller community” (SCP
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Local Coordinator ). It was noted that Traveller children were often inclined to leave 

school, for the remainder of a specific academic year, after religious ceremonies such 

as communion and confirmation and particularly if there are other problems. As the 

VTT explained, “I think particularly with 6th class children who might have 

behavioural problems they tend to opt out after the confirmation” (VTT). However, 

the PJS, responsible for the first communion classes, agrees that some Traveller 

children have left after communion and at a higher grade after confirmation, but 

emphasised that it depends on the family as it is not true of most Traveller children, 

in her experience. The two Principals expressed surprise that the roll book figures for 

2006/2007 showed less absenteeism in 2nd and 3rd grade than in other grades. This 

was understood as unusual but in the absence of other comparable data these findings 

were not subject to further examination.

A link was highlighted between the students in the higher classes and their age. 

Being older and usually becoming more independent of their parents often led, for 

various reasons, to more irregular attendance. The tendency to miss days here and 

there in sixth class was identified as often indicating a shift of the power dynamics 

within families and occasionally resulted in the student deciding her/himself to stay 

at home from school:

Well what you’d see my worst, even in terms of my secondary school 

cases, you’d see a lot of them would’ve started off in sixth class. That 

seems to be a pattern. It’s when the child gets to a certain age and begins 

to, having learned not to attend or having picked up the bad habits, or 

habituated to irregular attendance, the child then turns the tables in terms
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of the power dynamic. The child then is said to be in charge in sixth class 

and starts refusing to go. (EWO 1)

Absenteeism at this stage (higher classes) was of much more concern among 

most of the interviewees. This was linked to the emergence of serious issues after 

transition to post-primary level. All those interviewed, including those whose main 

focus tends to be on absenteeism at post-primary level, emphasised the importance of 

watching out for students in 5th and 6th class and monitoring their attendance, as 

described by the SCP Local Coordinator: “I would be concerned about any 

absenteeism from school on any level, but more so [in] 5th and 6th and especially 

from a secondary school point of view”. This concern for students of the higher 

classes was shared by all and linked to the fear of the students’ level of absenteeism 

becoming more severe after transition to post-primary school.

Absenteeism and Gender

One of the interview questions focused on the relationship between gender and 

school absenteeism. The ensuing responses indicated a weak association according to 

most interviewee’s experience. The PSS was concerned about gender but only in the 

way that it caused an imbalance in the overall numbers attending his school:

We’re two thirds [boys], one third [girls]. Yeah, and that’s the reason. 

And that also you see when you get into sort of a downward spiral then.

If you’re going to have more boys you’re going to have ... therefore 

you’re going to have more problems. Things are not as nicely balanced. 

(PSS)
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The Principal explained that he had experienced less disciplinary problems 

when a more equal balance existed, in the classroom, between boys and girls. Both 

the junior and senior school had approximately two-thirds boys to one third girls, 

however, this imbalance was emphasised more by the PSS than by the PJS. All the 

interviewees concurred that the general perception might be that boys are absent 

more often than girls but that this did not represent their overall experience. There 

was a view that girls often applied certain strategies that subsequently masked 

problems:

I suppose I find I deal a lot more with boys because I know in terms of 

expulsions and stuff like that and getting to that stage, mind you I have 

dealt with a couple of young girls that have been expelled or that apply to 

another school or else they would be expelled. But I wouldn’t know how 

it breaks down. (EWO 2 Pilot)

This latter view related to experience with post-primary level pupils and was 

reiterated by the SCP Local Coordinator, as in her experience the students considered 

most at risk are boys within her all male post-primary schools. She explained that in 

comparison to her colleagues, working with all female schools, she would have far 

more students categorised as being at risk of early school leaving. She surmised that 

this was the same at primary level, however, my discussions did not generally 

elucidate any further on this matter with the exception of views expressed in relation 

to young girls from the Travelling community:

Well [Traveller] girls more so because girls, I don’t know, I think there’s 

some sort of militating trend, I don’t know, I’m not an expert, but the
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education of girls in area x is not considered as perhaps significant as 

boys. But that’s just a surface impression I have. It could very well be 

incorrect. (EWO 1)

Girls were often referred to as the potential carer in the family, particularly of 

younger children, and this was often connected to the cultural background of the 

student. Where this was the case, both generally and within the Travelling 

community, it was noted that girls regularly missed school and that this appeared to 

be with permission from their parents. The PSS referred to one particular girl from 

the Travelling community in the following way:

[Girl’s name] used to be kept out of school by the mother to mind the 

younger children. Any time of the day of the week you’d go over into 

Tesco there and you’d see her coming, pushing a pram and pulling 

another child and the buggy full of shopping.

Absenteeism and Periods o f Time

Much emphasis was placed on the need to prohibit the development of an in- 

and-out culture as this may cause difficulties for children such as problems with 

settling back into school and catching up on both the academic work and social 

interactions. This in turn can lead to an unwillingness to attend and to the 

development of a self-perpetuating cycle. There was a strong belief that certain 

children display a resistance to regular attendance and that they missed days here and 

there and this became a pattern throughout their school days.
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There was no surprise expressed by the interviewees that absenteeism on 

Fridays was extremely high in the roll book figures, with Monday coming in as a 

high second. All those interviewed agreed that this happens for various reasons and 

that this pattern remains prevalent in spite of the schools adopting a range of 

intervention strategies. The strategies adopted to counter this included incentives 

such as “They get a lovely bag of fruit on a Friday, which is a nice little treat” and 

“Friday is Principal’s Award Day, it’s specifically on Friday to try and be an added 

incentive to come into school because like if they had got their four stars all week 

and they miss Friday, they’re not even in the draw” (PJS). The schools monitored the 

Friday / Monday pattern through the work of the Attendance Monitor as described: 

“by the continuous and focused approach of the person employed as monitor resulted 

in the compilation of clear statistics allowing for immediate action [if] a child starts 

missing every Monday and Friday or children go home for half days and don’t come 

back again, [it will be noticed]” (PSS).

The HSCL Coordinator’s commented that the students who tended to miss 

days here and there, including Mondays and Fridays, were of most concern to him. 

He explained that . ..it’s that group, I don’t know, 20% mightn’t be the right figure, 

who are missing a day a week, sometimes two days a week as they tended to be a 

small group” that are the children with the highest absenteeism and miss days 

regularly, throughout the year. He made a distinction between these students and 

those that might be miss a day, occasionally, for sickness or a family occasion which 

would usually be explained by the parents.
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In relation to the possible reasons for this pattern some of the interviewees 

suspected that the attraction of having a long weekend was sometimes the 

explanation. They also linked it with the payment of social protection payments on a 

Thursday and a reluctance to get up early the following day. Some of the occasional 

days off were attributed to students from Traveller families taking days off school to 

attend family occasions such as funerals and weddings. According to the VTT:

They tend to be quite religious. So those periods of time are taken out of 

school and that’s part of the Traveller culture. Other than that, they 

would be the same as any children in disadvantaged areas, as regards 

attendance. (VTT)

As seen in the findings, the percentage of absenteeism increased steadily from 

September to June in the 2006/2007 school year, with the exception of some 

clustering at holiday periods. This was also of no surprise to the interviewees. It was 

generally agreed that most students began the school year on a positive note but 

maintaining this standard was a challenge for all involved. There was much concern 

for the children whose absenteeism was seen as habitual. They also tended to be 

categorised as unexplained in terms of reasons for not attending and were “the ones 

that would cause us concern, [wondering] what is going on there?” (EWO 2 Pilot). 

These pupils were identified as having ongoing issues which differed from those 

absent occasionally as a result of certain life events such as the death of a relative, 

attending weddings and adherence to religious rituals.

Occasional absenteeism was also identified as happening after a school-related 

incident in the classroom, such as bullying or a row with a friend or the class teacher.
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There was overwhelming agreement that if a problem resulted from a classroom 

incident that this would become known to the teacher and or School Principal very 

quickly and would be dealt with speedily. In situations that students stayed away 

from school because of such incidents the parents would quickly inform the school 

and it would normally be addressed satisfactorily and would not usually result in 

continuous absenteeism:

There might be an incident in school that somebody has annoyed them. 

But that wouldn’t be a consistent behaviour. That wouldn’t be why 

they’d stayed out of school for 20 days. They might refuse for a couple of 

days until its sorted out and as I say if there’s a parent there that’s sorting 

it out for them, ringing up a head teacher, tell me why he’s being like 

this, then a matter like that gets sorted out very quickly. (SCP Local 

Coordinator)

Although these situations were only seen as an occasional occurrence, there 

was a strong association between an event happening at school and parents 

contacting the school on behalf of their child. As the PSS explained:

[The parent would] be up very quickly if they feel that the teacher’s 

being unfair or they don’t like the teacher. I’d hear about that very 

quickly. Usually that’s usually resolved. It’s rarely that that’s an ongoing 

issue, you know. (PSS)

The HSCL Coordinator explained that finding out what might be upsetting a

young student can be difficult as often they may “not be able to articulate why he or

she was upset” and this would be more complex to sort out. The reasons for the upset
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and consequently not wanting to attend school could include something that 

happened in school between a student and teacher, or between a student and another 

student, either from their class or another class. According to the HSCL Coordinator 

it can range from something as simple as not having homework done to “something 

very major that there was an ongoing bullying issue that we weren’t aware o f ’. One 

of the EWOs explained that sometimes the school can feel they have dealt with the 

problem but that the parents may remain concerned, especially in relation to their 

child and bullying.

The pattern of occasional absenteeism was perceived to differ substantially 

from that shown by students that missed blocks of time for reasons such as holidays 

or illness. Within the blocks of time scenario there was evidence of a different 

attitude emerging towards those children that were taking long holidays and those 

that were classified as being ill. Even though there was more empathy for those 

students absent due to illness, seen as explained absence, it was also identified as 

meriting further investigation, in certain circumstances.

There was general agreement that many children missed time in June or the 

festive seasons as a result of family holidays. In addition children from non-Irish 

family backgrounds often returned to their home countries for long periods. The 

students that missed on block were seen to have a different effect on the figures than 

those that missed occasionally and both the SCP Local Coordinator and the PJS 

indicated that, as these children were more transient than others, the figures masked 

certain improvements in the attendance of some students:

152



The block [absenteeism] was the non-nationals. So if you took two lots 

and compared them it would be very interesting to see because you 

would actually notice the huge rise in attendance, whereas now you 

compare the two, you wouldn’t really see a huge difference. But we 

know it’s a difference, the whole demographics, when Principals have 

said it that you know the Irish [children] are missing bits and bobs and 

maybe on a Friday and maybe they’re off somewhere or whatever, the 

block is different. (SCP Local Coordinator)

There was also reference to children from the Travelling community and an 

emphasis on the belief, outlined already, that in most cases, their attendance pattern 

was similar to that of the other children and that their overall attendance has greatly 

improved in recent years. The exception to this is when they take time to go on 

family trips, including attending religious ceremonies. Even of more concern was the 

pattern of Traveller students disappearing without explanation or as the PSS 

explained, “You can have travellers arriving, they enrol and you don’t see them 

again”. This appeared to have caused a lot of complications for all the services as 

they try to locate the children, sometimes without success, and has implications for 

the school returns to NEWB as outlined in the next section.



All those interviewed were aware of the Act and indicated a willingness to 

embrace the roles and responsibilities outlined in the legislation. However, there was 

also a certain level of criticism of the policy and its perceived lack of satisfactory 

implementation, as described by the HSCL Coordinator: “I don’t think the Education 

Welfare Board has the resources to implement what is now statute”. This view was 

also articulated by the SCP Local Coordinator:

There are so many things wrong with the whole system of referral over to 

NEWB. The thing about it is, first of all I don’t know how many people 

they need to staff the whole programme for it to be effective.

There appeared to be a strong sense that the level of resources required for the 

legislation to be implemented in full was too costly. All the interviewees stressed that 

the system was designed to provide a response to the school notification of 

absenteeism, but that the added bureaucracy resulted in a further distancing between 

those professionals in direct contact with the students and the officers responsible for 

school attendance. However, there was also much evidence that the schools were 

embracing the requirements of the legislation and were aware of their 

responsibilities.

Twenty Days - Indicator of a Problem

The merit of 20 days absent, being the figure that represents concern and by

which time all those involved should raise the alarm and intervene to improve a

child’s attendance, was one of the sub-themes relating to the legislation. All those
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interviewed agreed that the legislation was required to indicate clearly a specific 

number of days that are deemed acceptable, and 20 days cut-off is “a reasonable 

figure. I suppose it’s four school weeks which you know seems a lot I suppose in one 

way but then if it’s scattered over.. .”(PSS). There was an overwhelming sense that to 

miss 20 days in a given school year is a solid indictor that all might not be well for a 

particular child. It is seen as an alarm mechanism, alerting the system to intervene on 

behalf of the child as quickly as possible. This view was shared by all involved but 

stated more emphatically by some:

20 days is far too many in a school year, absolutely far too many [days to 

miss]. I couldn’t see how you could allocate a bigger figure you know, 

because if it was a larger figure then there would be more days missed 

before any intervention was put in place, before it got serious. It should 

be serious at 10. (SCP Local Coordinator)

It was also seen as a useful tool for schools to apply when encouraging parents 

to send the children to school:

I think that’s [20 days] a useful figure, the thing I say to parents when 

Pm talking to them about attendance, it’s not just, if your child has just 

missed 20 days, it’s not just those 20 days. It’s the day before and the day 

after. The day the child comes in, doesn’t know what was going on from 

yesterday, he can switch off, in the knowledge that maybe he won’t be in 

the next day. So it’s not just the day that they’re out that they lose, the 

day they’re in, they lose. (PJS)
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There was agreement that like all thresholds, the 20 day limit is not definitive 

as an indicator of a problem, as it can have various interpretations depending on the 

circumstances. A student that has a few bouts of illness can clock up 20 days fairly 

quickly. Extended holiday periods also result in a crossing over of the threshold and 

“so you could have hit 20 days because you took an extended Christmas holiday and 

you’re not really a referral case because you’ve been in [usually]” (SCP Local 

Coordinator). There was also a view held that the 20 days threshold can have many 

implications for parental behaviour as some parents have interpreted this as 

permission for children to miss up to 20 days. In addition, if there are no specific 

consequences after the threshold is crossed, this has been identified as one of the 

downsides of having a threshold:

It’s better to have it [20 days cut off] anyway, how well it works, how 

efficient it is, I would have a question mark over that because a lot of 

parents know that nothing is going to be done if they’re more than 20 

days absent. (VTT)

School Returns to NEWS

The system of notification requires schools to make five reports to the NEWB 

annually. There was general agreement that this additional requirement of reporting 

was "onerous enough" (EWO 1) on some schools, particularly at primary level, 

where administrative resources are more limited than at post-primary level:

I suppose initially there was some resistance to it, particularly as it is an

administrative task and it is an additional administrative task and
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particularly [for] schools that don’t have resources and primarily at 

primary level where they are quite limited and so there was some 

resistance. (EWO 2 Pilot)

In contrast to this criticism the making of returns to a central point was 

welcomed generally, as a smart way to collect figures and a good use of modem 

technology. Early technical problems often caused frustration as they were deemed 

to result in double the work on occasions as figures returned electronically often had 

to be returned manually when the technological system failed. However, the PSS was 

quick to point out that he thinks that the system had improved recently. He is no 

longer involved in inputting the data directly anymore as this function is currently 

part of the role of the Attendance Monitor (explained in school strategies). The 

experience of taking on the administrative tasks required to make the legally obliged 

returns seemed to depend a lot on the specific circumstances of each school as the 

SCP Local Coordinator outlined:

The schools that don’t have that [much resources], it really just depends 

on the system, the teacher and the Principal. They’re all different. Some 

people are great at keeping logs of this, that and the other but there’s only 

so much paper work that they can do.

A certain amount of the frustration about implementing the new system of data

recording was immersed in a hankering for the positive aspects of the previous

system and the role of the former School Attendance Officer. Most of those

interviewed are very experienced teachers and worked with the system that existed

prior to the most recent legislation and lamented the positive aspects of it. However,
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they conceded that the former system was extremely limited, both geographically 

and in the methods of data collection, and all those interviewed welcomed the 

intention behind the new legislation.

There also seemed to be a strong sense that implementation is improving as the 

policy becomes more embedded and all those involved are clearer about their roles. 

A lot of emphasis was placed on the response of the individual EWO and how she/he 

relates to the schools in her/his catchment area:

He’s [EWO] a lot more efficient than other EWOs. He is recent enough. 

He’s a big improvement on the previous EWO. He is here about two 

years. Like I can lift the phone and phone him, and heTl know who Em 

talking about or heTl phone me. And you know he’s active. If there’s a 

severe case he’s active. (PSS)

However, there seemed to be doubt as to the degree to which the new policy 

and its implementation has delivered in terms of appropriate responses to concern 

raised by the schools in relation to particular children’s absenteeism. There was 

agreement between some of the interviewees that schools develop trust and belief in 

a system once they see results and action on the part of the educational welfare 

service:

Quite obviously where there isn’t a service, you know, there quite often 

can be a lot of cynicism attached to it, that you [schools] are sending in 

these returns and yet there is no real follow up attached to it, you know 

so, we are quite limited by, you know, our own resources. (EWO 2 Pilot)
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There was much reference to the expectation on the part of schools that the 

NEWB should respond to the schools when alerted to children they are concerned 

about and the ensuing disappointment and mistrust in the system if this does not 

happen. Relating back to the findings from the roll books, the interviewees were not 

surprised when I explained about the students that I removed from the actual sample. 

They explained that the students whose names are on the roll books but not in 

attendance could be due to the system of schools notifying each other when a student 

registers in another school as this often does not work in practise. This meant that 

sometimes students may not be removed from the old school register or roll book and 

as a consequence may be marked absent, mistakenly, for a number of days or even 

weeks. According to the Principals this often resulted in skewed returns. Concern 

was also expressed that the current system of data collection was not able to provide 

information about the various categories of students but instead all the students are 

seen as a homogeneous group. The interviewees stated that they needed better 

methods of collecting the data to help them identify the true extent of the problem in 

relation to the various categories of students in their care.

Theme 3: Prevention and Intervention Strategies

The interview questions under the theme of prevention and intervention

strategies focused on two primary elements: specific intervention and prevention

strategies and inter-agency collaboration. Most of those interviewed agreed that they

held responsibilities in relation to decreasing school absenteeism, preventing school

leaving and ensuring school retention. Answers to questions in this section included

descriptions of each interviewee’s own role, in the context of the organisation within
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which they worked, and their understanding of the responsibilities held by personnel 

in other agencies. It became clear that all the interviewees perceived themselves as 

having some responsibility for specific programmes and activities aimed at ensuring 

children attend school. However, the HSCL Coordinator claimed an indirect role, 

described as supporting parents and consequently encouraging them to send their 

children to school. I will elaborate on this after outlining the features of specific 

school interventions and the perceived impact these strategies are having on 

improving school attendance.

There was general agreement that it is now common practice for schools to 

have attendance policies and that these are developed through cooperation with the 

NEWB. This view was shared by one of the EWOs as he explained, “EWOs are 

trying to take a more pro-active role in some respects in terms of formulating the 

attendance policies and of identifying best practice. So you know, I suppose it’s just 

back to close liaison with schools really” (EWO 1). At primary level, schools were 

seen as open to assistance in formulating attendance strategies, as it was often more 

straightforward for them to implement certain strategies such as school awards as 

“the primary schools definitely have a more strategies based approach. I suppose 

because it’s easier to have these kinds of awards systems in primary school, you 

know, with [younger] children” (EWO 1). The schools have put in place several 

procedures to ensure they fulfil the requirement, outlined in the legislation, to notify 

the NEWB when a student has missed over 20 days and to promote attendance. 

These procedures include the employment of Attendance Monitors and the operation 

of various reward systems.
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The tracking and reporting of school absenteeism are the main functions 

allocated to the Attendance Monitors. Much emphasis was placed on the specific role 

of Attendance Monitors, employed by the schools and funded by the School 

Completion Programme. In the case of these schools the people employed were local 

women and they also held other secretarial duties. There was general consensus that 

this development has increased the accuracy of the monitoring of the daily 

attendance of the primary school students. At the time of the interviews the system 

was in existence for two years in these schools. It was preceded by a less formal 

system, as outlined by the PJS, and involved “the Attendance Monitor coming once a 

week, she was very efficient and all that but it’s not enough”. This view was 

collaborated by the PSS, who stated, “When I came here first, there was an 

Attendance Monitor that just used to come in from outside and that really had little 

benefit”. The current system, whereby the “school Secretary is paid as a Monitor, 

she takes the attendance every day, not according to the roll book. She sends out a 

sheet to the teachers” (PJS), was seen to be much more efficient and producing more 

significant results. Both Principals and the SCP Local Coordinator expressed much 

satisfaction with this system:

I think it’s that they’re [the parents] aware that someone is actually paid 

now to do that job completely. That’s their job to do that every day and 

that it’s the same person and it’s consistent so that you can’t give the 

same excuse to the same person all the time because they’ll know that

School Attendance Monitors
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there’s a pattern or behaviour, or a pattern or a record of poor attendance 

and they’ll be keeping an eye on them. (SCP Local Coordinator)

The continuous and focused approach of the person employed as Monitor 

resulted in the compilation of up-to-date figures allowing for immediate action. This 

involved either a phone call or letter to the parents by one of the Principals, as 

described by the PJS: “She does it by the month and then we mark the cut off dates, I 

send a note out warning people if they’re getting close or that they’ve been reported 

and that I expect an improvement”. The role played by the monitor was seen as very 

valuable because in both schools the people employed in this role were known to the 

children and the families and tended to be very aware when problems were arising: 

“The fact that [the Attendance Monitor] is here now, she knows the children. I can 

say, if something comes up, what to do, and she’ll make the phone call” (PSS).

This primary intervention system was viewed by one of the EWOs as an 

important step in the prevention process, as it outlined to parents that in the event of 

“[their child missing] 20 days they [the school Principals] are now required to inform 

the NEWB. So that sort of effort by schools, also inviting the parents to provide 

explanations, [was very helpful]” (EWO 2 Pilot). The Principals explained that they 

informed the parents on regular occasions that they should notify the school if their 

child is unable to attend and to give the reason so that they are not marked down as 

“unexplained days, which does not look good” (PJS). If a student is out for more than 

two days without any explanation, the Attendance Monitor contacts the parents 

thereby providing a tracking process so that students do not get left behind and “it’s

162



picked up and dealt with” (SCP Local Coordinator). In the case of children from the 

Travelling community the VTT explained:

If Traveller children are absent theyTl [Attendance Monitor] sometimes 

ring me and let me know who’s absent and maybe I can follow up with a 

home visit. It does [seem to be a good strategy], it seems to be working. 

(VTT)

This system encouraged parents to improve the attendance of their children in 

the immediacy stage of the emergence of a problem. The HSCL Coordinator saw the 

intervention of the Attendance Monitor as making a significant difference due to the 

parents receiving a “reminder” as “some parents just [need] that little spur” to get 

their children into school. The SCP Local Coordinator also felt that this strategy “has 

worked very well” and that, “if you asked all the Principals one thing that they would 

not let go, I know for a fact, it would be attendance [Monitors]”(SCP Local 

Coordinator). The success of the system became very apparent when they saw “huge 

changes within two months of putting in Attendance Monitors into some schools” 

(SCP Local Coordinator). While this positive view of the system was shared by all 

involved in the interviews, the PJS expressed a lot of disappointment that this 

perceived improvement in attendance is not apparent in the overall attendance 

figures. Both of the Principals and the SCP Local Coordinator were forceful in their 

belief that there have been improvements in the attendance of the children that are 

enrolled in the schools on a long-term basis. They believe that a possible explanation 

for the percentage figure for absenteeism remaining consistently high is as a result of
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the patterns associated with either the non-Irish national children or with the 

Traveller children with a nomadic lifestyle. This view was expressed as follows:

We take up these figures this year now and it’s very disappointing, with 

all the work. But then again, as I said, it’s definitely the statistics are 

skewed by what’s happening us. But I would honestly say to you that that 

has been skewed by the non-nationals and the Travellers who vanished 

for so long. (PJS)

The emphasis being placed on the efforts to improve attendance was openly 

demonstrable through interventions such as the one described above. Much effort 

was put into blending this approach with other school-based strategies such as 

specific incentives and reward systems.

Reward Systems and Related Activities

The purpose of reward systems, as outlined by the PJS, was to soften the 

impact of continuous monitoring. Rewards were applied by way of incentivising the 

students to improve their attendance. The system in the junior school included having 

a chart in every classroom with each student’s name on it. At the end of every school 

week, the students that had not missed a day that week received a Principal’s stamp. 

There followed a monthly award ceremony whereby those that didn’t miss any days 

were awarded a small prize. This ceremony was also repeated at the end of each term 

and the final reward for not missing any days was given at the end of the school year. 

This system dovetailed with other prizes so that it was incorporated as an important 

aspect of school life. The Principal explained that this system played to the fact that
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children can be very spirited and, “[in] some classes the children can be quite 

competitive. So they don’t care like. They don’t think he’s off school, [they say] 

‘You’re not going to get your stamp’” (PJS). In the senior school, the system applied 

was called Discipline for Learning (DFL) and as a “reward-based system they [the 

students] get stamps and stars and prizes and stuff like that” (PSS). The Principal 

described the unexpected outcome of this system as being the identification of a 

small number of students standing out from the majority in the class whose 

behaviour had improved dramatically. He explained that this often implied that the 

classroom teacher had more time to devote to the children whose behaviour, 

including non-attendance, was difficult.

Another form of incentive that was utilised was the operation of out-of-school 

activities such as breakfast and after-school clubs. In the interviews there was very 

little focus in our discussion on the possible connection between these activities and 

school attendance. There was almost a sense that these activities are now part of 

school life and did not merit further review or discussion. However, the VTT 

highlighted how important the breakfast and afterschool clubs were for the Traveller 

children, helping them to socialise with other children. The schools also adjusted 

some of the school occasions, such as confirmation and celebrating birthdays so that 

they could encourage and subsequently improve school attendance. According to one 

of the EWOs he found, “a lot of schools brought the confirmation later in the school 

year to try and ensure that the kid is in as long as they can possibly have them 

in”(EWO 2 Pilot). As a preventative measure the class teachers regularly arranged to 

have cake and a few party games, etc. in the classes in the junior school to act as an
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incentive to children to attend school on their birthdays. This was referred to by the 

PJS as follows:

Children are given days off for their birthdays here [by their parents]. 

Now teachers try to combat that by having these hats with the things 

hanging out and we’ve all to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ and everything but 

still some children want to come in for their birthday but most children 

[say] ‘It’s my birthday so I have a day off. (PJS)

The schools’ strategies also included promotional and information-sharing 

activities such as regular parent meetings. At these sessions the Principal and 

occasionally the EWO explained the legislation and the responsibilities of all those 

involved in ensuring that children attend school. The EWO described how he 

regularly presented at these meetings and was also often called in to speak to 

students directly:

Like we go into schools and we’d speak to pupils in a classroom setting 

where you have two different years and I explain who I am, what I do 

and why I do it and what they can expect and what the responsibilities 

are of their parents and so on attendance. (EWO 1)

In addition to these sessions there was general consensus that one of the most 

effective strategies was the letter home and the invitation to the parents to visit the 

school and examine the attendance records. This allowed the parents to see the 

figures first-hand and to realise that patterns are being studied and thereby it is not 

that easy to go under the radar:



They [the parents] do actually get a fright when they see the roll book. 

Now that’s something I’ve learned over the years. They’re shocked at 

how many days they’ve missed and then when they make the point that 

he was sick, and you can say but I can compare this. I know your child in 

St Al’s has missed the same number of days. (PJS)

This view was also held by the VTT, who felt that the parents were often 

surprised that the occasional day off here and there can accumulate to a large amount 

so quickly. She also found it very helpful to make the situation clear to them and 

outline the consequences. Improvements of attendance within the Travelling 

community at primary level were broadly recognised. The part played by 

highlighting the success of role models was explained by the VTT as follows:

There was an open day in the College of Surgeons recently and we 

brought some Travellers to it so they got to have a look at the college to 

see what going to college would be like. And they got a talk from a few 

different people in the college and there were two Travellers attending 

there. And they got up and spoke to the students and ... there’s one in 

first year I think and one in second year. So what I ’m hoping to do is to 

link in with those two students and get them to come out to the schools 

and talk to the students. Because we need role models big time. (VTT)

Programmes that targeted parents either in activities that might interest them 

directly or in relation to their children’s education were organised primarily through 

the HSCL Coordinator or occasionally though the School Completion Programme as 

described below:
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They [parents] do the maths together. So it’s great because it is a way of 

getting the parents into the school and about them being pro-active and 

interested and as a result they want to send their children there. As a 

result they don’t want them to be missing days and they realise the 

importance. (SCP Local Coordinator)

Many courses for parents including English language classes were organised 

by the HSCL Coordinator as a means of encouraging parents to enter the school 

world. As the PSS explained, “HSCL Coordinator is sort of cosying you [parents] 

along, getting you involved in some sort of course, you know getting something 

positive happening in the school”. These positive activities included “a computer 

class or maybe a sort of a personal development course, making you feel better about 

yourself’ (PSS). Views on the merits of these approaches will be highlighted 

following the next section, which focuses on the interaction and collaboration 

between the schools and many other agencies involved with children and their 

education.

Inter-Agency Collaboration

All those interviewed worked closely with other colleagues, including those 

employed by various statutory and voluntary agencies, to ensure that the students in 

their care were encouraged to attend school. This agency collaboration took different 

shapes, depending on the role and responsibilities of the personnel concerned. As 

mentioned in the introduction to this section, all the people interviewed, with the 

exception of the HSCL Coordinator, saw their role as including a direct
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responsibility in relation to school attendance. Reliance on support from other 

colleagues appeared to differ depending on the agency and the people involved. This 

will be outlined firstly through portraying the perceived role and responsibilities of 

the EWO as explained by them and the other interviewees. Subsequently I will 

outline the perceived experience of inter-agency cooperation as described by their 

colleagues.

The EWOs emphasised clear and positive cooperation between the NEWB and 

other services as being a critical element in prevention and early intervention 

strategies. This was described comprehensively in the pilot interview as follows:

It [inter-agency work] is critical because there is a view that there is quite 

a lot of duplication and overlap and within the school attendance / 

retention arena, there are various different services, as I mentioned, the 

VTT, HSCL Coordinator and the SCP, where they are operating in 

schools they should be the first people to identify kids that are at risk of 

poor school attendance, under achievement or early school leaving and it 

is only where they recognise that the parents are not cooperating that I 

would get involved, where you have other schools that don’t have any of 

those resources and it might be better, my time might be better utilised 

working with those schools because they effectively don’t have those 

resources but the whole disadvantaged thing requires us to work 

collaboratively with those other services operating within schools. (EWO 

2 Pilot)
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It is clear that where schools had designated disadvantaged status, a plethora of 

other agencies was involved and subsequently the prioritisation of students and 

agreement of roles became an essential element of supporting children and their 

families with school attendance. The EWO in the pilot described how important it 

was to firstly establish “whoever the key person is in the school and ask who else has 

been in there and who else has done what, I wouldn’t start running off, knocking on 

doors, and finding out, I’d let others do that” (EWO 2 Pilot). One of the dilemmas for 

the EWOs was reflected in the efforts that they put into discerning whether a notice 

of 20 days absence is indicative of an emerging problem or is a once off, fully 

understandable situation such as occasional childhood illness. The limitations 

attached to “looking at raw data, just to figure out which is which and when you need 

to target your efforts effectively” (EWO 1) implies reliance on others such as school 

Principals, etc. to provide the entire story. This often happens when “you get 

somebody on 20 days and they’re just sick and the parent hasn’t managed to get a 

note yet from the hospital but does so a week later and that’s fine then” (EWO 1). 

This interviewee continued to describe the importance of being able to contact 

personnel such as the VTT and the SCP Local Coordinator in order to investigate 

what might be behind the statistics and figures supplied by the school and “it [inter

agency contact] would be more ad hoc and informal but it would be every day. I’d 

speak to the School Completion Project generally, well most days. I’d meet with the 

VTT fairly often as well” (EWO 1).

The VTT concurred that she “worked with approximately five Education 

Welfare Officers” and “linked in with the Public Health Nurse and with the Social



Workers” as part of the interagency work going on all the time. She viewed that “for 

the most part everything is pretty clear [for agencies working together]” (VTT). An 

active relationship with the assigned EWO was welcomed by the school Principals as 

“the fact that he’s [EWO] more active, that sort of strengthens our hand” (PSS). This 

contact benefitted from the school attendance monitoring system:

They [EWOs] would have great contact with our Attendance Monitors. I 

don’t see them now really, but they do keep great contact with the 

Principals and the Attendance Monitors. Then it’s up to their role really, 

after that [after notification]. (SCP Local Coordinator)

The contact between the Attendance Monitors and the VTT also appeared very 

effective as was mentioned earlier. In addition, the VTT attempted to trace children 

that went missing from a particular school by “....linking up with the visiting teacher 

who might be in the area that we think they have gone to. Sometimes you can locate 

them” (VTT). This assistance was important for schools as “the schools cannot take 

the [students] off the roll until they find the name of the school that they’ve 

transferred to” (VTT). Cooperation with the SCP Local Coordinator was primarily 

via the Attendance Monitors, and the VTT also explained that she “attended two 

School Completion Programme meetings here probably you know once every couple 

of weeks” (VTT). This contact was also replicated between the SCP Local 

Coordinator and the HSCL Coordinator, as the latter was described as “invaluable to 

us now, they’re great” (SCP Local Coordinator). The value being placed in these 

forms of communication was seen as particularly vital when students were displaying 

behavioural problems as the VTT described, “I’m working with the home school
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person and school completion as well, linking them in to where the student [with 

behavioural issues] can have a link person in the school if they’re having difficulty” 

(VTT).

Asked about his role and responsibilities in the area of school attendance, the 

HSCL Coordinator explained that he and his colleagues had been advised, within 

their service “not to become closely associated with attendance”. He described his 

role as being “to support the parent around attendance” (HSCL Coordinator). This 

view was collaborated by others such as the PJS, who agreed that “it’s specified in 

their [HSCL Coordinator] role that they’re not to be involved in attendance” (SPJ). - 

The view that the remit of the HSCL Coordinator was to be “the friendly face of the 

school” (HSCL Coordinator) was recognised by the Principals and explained 

partially the reluctance of the HSCL Coordinator to be seen to be “dealing with 

attendance” (HSCL Coordinator), as if he “becomes associated with that, it means 

you know if I’m seen on the road and knocking on somebody’s door, that perception 

goes out there I’m calling oh there must be a problem” (HSCL Coordinator). The 

possibility of negative undertones attached to identifying attendance as a problem 

was cited by the HSCL Coordinator as a probable barrier to building up supporting 

and trusting relationships with parents. This is the basis by which the HSCL 

Coordinator “[works] to create an atmosphere that will encourage the child to go to 

school” (HSCL Coordinator). In spite of the obvious reluctance to work directly on 

attendance issues, he shared the rationale behind his approach and the inevitable 

indirect focus on attendance when he relayed the following:
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Our remit is to support parents and to look at the parent as the prime 

educator and then the things that follow on from that and of course one of 

them has to be attendance. If the child is not attending then obviously 

there is an issue. There is a problem straight away. When you just look at 

the figures, the ball figures I think they can be skewed for reasons I have 

been speaking about earlier on and sometimes you have to look a little bit 

more closely at the figures. And from my point, from my job, I don’t 

look at the figures at all. I just look at the family. If the child is attending 

or if the children, because very often there’ll more than one, if they’re not 

attending, (but) that is to me only a symptom of a greater problem 

usually. (HSCL Coordinator)

The HSCL Coordinator explained his role as working with the families and 

with other Home School Coordinators such as those in the nearby post-primary 

schools. His work also involved contact with the SCP Local Coordinator but not with 

the EWO whom he “rarely if ever sees” (HSCL Coordinator). As mentioned earlier 

he lamented the ending of the “old school attendance [system]” as he “used to see 

[the officer] on a regular basis in the school” (HSCL Coordinator), and what was 

usually an informal word that he had with her, sharing concerns about particular 

students meant that they could both synchronize their involvement and ensure they 

were “working on the same page” (HSCL Coordinator). He referred to an absence of 

a formal communication strategy, a view also referred to by the PJS, who explained 

that in her view there were “crossovers in [interagency programmes], you know 

[with an absence in the] delineation of duty” (PJS). The EWO was aware of the



minimal contact between him and the HSCL Coordinator but he saw this as a 

positive indication that other services were intervening prior to calling upon the 

NEWB:

Home School Liaison [coordinators] I wouldn’t have as much contact but 

you would have the odd phone call and you’d do the odd joint visit. 

They’re more inclined to try it themselves before they’ll pass it on to me, 

which is fair enough. (EWO 1)

Both Principals were a little unsure about the need for the wide range of 

services and shared a view that the rationale behind the Home School Community 

Liaison Service should be reviewed as it may have “run its course” (PSS) and its 

objective of “bringing in as many parents as we could and they would bring in the 

other parents” (PJS) was not working as “the targeted parents are not engaging” 

(PJS). There were variations in the purposes of specific roles and in how they 

communicated with each other. In spite of everyone applauding the service provided 

by the Attendance Monitors, within the remit of the School Completion Programme, 

the SCP Local Coordinator identified the lack of feedback from the NEWB as being 

regrettable but recognised that within schools there are “so many channels it 

[feedback] has to go through, school Principals and Vice-principals and then you’d 

be later on, if you like” (SCP Local Coordinator). This perceived distance from the 

decisions of the NEWB contradicted the view held by the HSCL Coordinator that the 

School Completion Programme focused on attendance and had “a very narrow focus, 

to increase the retention rates by such and such” (HSCL Coordinator).
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Collaboration with agencies beyond those personnel included in the interviews 

primarily focused on services for children with behavioural problems. The main 

agency mentioned was the Health Services Executive (HSE) and the primary 

discipline mentioned was the Social Work Service. There was agreement among the 

two Principals that the Social Workers only provided an emergency response service 

and this implied that “only the extreme cases get dealt with” (PSS). Much frustration 

was expressed as a result of attempts to contact the Social Workers only to find that 

“they’re changing like the new time, [resulting] in no continuity” (PJS). They both 

claimed that they could use more direct support from Social Workers with some 

families, However, the PJS also said that on occasion when she reported concerns to 

Social Workers this often back fired on her and resulted in the parents accusing her 

of “ratting on them” as a result of Social Workers “using the data that they’ve 

collected from the school” (PJS) by way of rationale for visiting people’s homes and 

voicing concern to parents about their children.

In comparison to these negative views both Principals were very positive about 

the intervention of “one therapeutic Social Worker” (PJS) from the HSE who “has 

become invaluable” (PJS) and who often takes “children out of the school (at that 

moment) for therapeutic work” (PSS). Even though this Social Worker is “not 

always successful when she tries to engage the parents” (PSS), there was much 

applause for the “continuity” (PSS) in her role and the efforts made to work with the 

schools. The VTT however summed up the apparent lack of power felt by schools 

and other agencies when trying to get families to change existing behaviours when 

she said:
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[Family support] helps but it doesn’t solve the problem at the same time.

I suppose the parents have to be willing to change themselves and a lot of 

the time the willingness isn’t there. If the willingness is there, I think 

change might happen. (VTT)

It should be noted that these interviews took place prior to the developments in 

2010 which included the amalgamation of the SCP, the HSCL Scheme and the VTT 

Service with the Educational Welfare Service. In recent months (June 2011) another 

significant policy change has seen the functions of the NEWB transfer to the newly 

established Department for Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA). The NEWB has 

welcomed this development as a significant opportunity that “presents as the new 

Department will focus strongly on harmonising policy issues that affect children in 

areas such as early childhood care, education and participation, youth justice, child 

welfare and protection and research” (NEWB, 2011). These changes will be referred 

to in Chapter 6.

Having discussed the views and experience of those interviewed, this section 

will outline the fourth theme: recommendations for future practice and policy made 

by the interviewees for improvement of the implementation of strategies to prevent 

and intervene with absenteeism at primary level.

Theme 4: Recommendations for Future Practice and Policy

Throughout the interviews respondents suggested changes that could be 

applied to improve the system of reducing and preventing absenteeism at primary 

school level. The general consensus was that the overall system should be reviewed



and evaluated and subsequently reformed. The PSS held a view that his experience 

and that of his colleagues should be captured and utilised to make the system more 

productive. In the course of our discussions he proposed that the maximum benefit 

possible is not being obtained from the system as there seems to be a disconnection 

between the DES, NEWB and the schools. There was recognition that it takes a 

reasonable amount of time to implement new systems, however, all those 

interviewed agreed that sufficient time has passed and it is “at the stage now that it 

needs a review” (PSS). More specific recommendations referred to the 

implementation of the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000) such 

as the methods of data collection and the age requirement of the legislation. The final 

recommendations focused on issues such as the responsibility and accountability of 

parents for ensuring their children attend school at primary level and promotion and 

information campaigns.

Reform o f the Data Collection Systems

It was strongly expressed that “there has to be a more efficient, tidier way”

(PJS) in relation to agreeing one method of data collection that could ensure that “the

statistics we keep for the school should be the same as the ones for the NEWB”

(PJS). This refers to the “antiquated” (PJS) system of the roll book which each

school Principal ensured was carefully filled in by the classroom teachers and

available for inspection at any time by officials from the DES. The schools also

summarised these figures and returned them to the DES in addition to reporting a

different set of figures to the NEWB, with different deadline dates. The replacement

of the current system by one that would allow for the “majority of the analysis to be
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done very easily on some sort of a database, centralised system” (PSS) was called for 

by all the interviewees. This included a recommendation for a “computerised” (SCP 

Local Coordinator) system that would ensure one input per student. There was 

recognition that such a new system would require “time, money, labour, people, all 

these things and systems that people have to be trained on” (SCP Local Coordinator). 

Referring to the economic crises at the moment and the unlikely commitment of 

funds to obtain this centralised system, one of the EWOs referred to “a utopian kind 

of a way would be if every school had a computerised attendance log in the morning 

that every pupil just swipes a card at the front door and that could even feed straight 

into the NEWB” (EWO 1). This could lead to “obviating the need then for the 

registers, for the returns, the school returns. The whole thing could be done and 

dusted there and then, every morning and every school day and every school year” 

(EWO 1).

The kind of categories that are used on the school return forms could also be 

streamlined according to the PSS. He explained that one of the categories (Appendix 

F) is a catch all for ‘other reasons’ that a pupil may have missed a day and includes 

“a list of maybe ten reasons” (PSS). As some of those explanations include specific 

reasons such as holidays he would suggest “taking it out of that and (I’d) put in a 

category of its own because it’s a problem now that a lot of children go on holidays 

inside of school time” (PSS). The other categories that require change, according to 

this Principal, are those that refer to urgent family reasons such as religious 

observation and death of a student. He recommended “they sort of break this up a 

little bit, emigration should be put as holidays on its own” (PSS). His final
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suggestion in this section was the need to reform the category that refers to the 

“transfer to another school, which should really be waiting on, rather than transfer to 

another school" (PSS). This might clarify that the school is waiting on the 

notification of transfer and that the student no longer attends this school.

This proposal links to the suggestion that the figures might be more meaningful 

if they indicated more clearly the students that are no longer actually attending the 

school when attendance returns are sent in. This point connects with the suggestion 

made by one of the EWOs that the recording system should identify clearly the 

extreme situations of some students such as those that have not attended school for 

the majority of the year due to ongoing court and/or appeal proceedings, etc. If this 

information allowed the identification of students with chronic absenteeism, the 

response of the system might be more appropriate. In addition it might then be 

possible to arrive at attendance figures that are deemed by all as a more accurate 

reflection ofattendance in a specific school at a particular moment in time. In a 

related point the EWO 2 -  Pilot suggested that another referral system should be 

adopted which would see a referral to the NEWB being accompanied by “a note of 

concern” and this then being “filtered through some sort of management system 

down to identify what are the critical cases” (EWO 2 Pilot). This was seen as a way 

of linking the EWO with the schools and working in an integrated way.

The PJS recommended that the legislation should be amended to apply to all 

children enrolled in school. This implies that children as young as four or five would 

be required to attend school on the same basis that currently apply to those over six 

years. This recommendation is underpinned by an understanding that early childhood
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illness might be a mediating factor in some situations but that the EWO concerned 

could judge whether or not this was a situation that required intervention. The belief 

behind this point was that young children should not be allowed to slip under the 

radar and get off to a bad start in relation to their school attendance. The VTT agreed 

with this recommendation also and suggested that the age requirement be amended to 

five years. As mentioned above, all those interviewed indicated that attendance of 

children at primary level should be the responsibility of the parents. There were some 

specific recommendations in respect of parents’ accountability and potential 

incentives.

Parents '  Accountability and Incentives

Most of the interviewees were of the view that parents should be informed that 

there are consequences that come into play when they fail to send their children to 

school. The limitations to the present system of fines were explained by one of the 

EWOs:

The discussion that has often taken place is that if parents are not taking 

the responsibility to ensure that the child attends school the judge is quite 

limited in what he can impose, there might be probation, there might be a 

fine, fines have been quite limited so far, I think of one parent who had 

two children out, hadn’t been in school for years, there was a €50 fine. 

(EWO 2 -Pilot)

Within the context of minor fines and or short prison sentences, many 

expressed a view that aligning attendance with the welfare provision might be more



appropriate and could have better outcomes for children. Recommendations within 

this range included linking social welfare payments to school attendance and/or 

incentivising parents by offering a particular payment subject to school attendance. 

The general view was that the system should prioritise the rights of the child to 

attend school over the parents’ rights. There was also agreement that this could only 

happen when all the support services have been utilised and have been proven to be 

futile. The PSS recommended investigating the possibility of Social Workers being 

employed directly by schools and working beside teachers with the families to 

encourage attendance. The final area within the recommendations included 

information and promotional aspects of school attendance.

Information and Promotion o f  School Attendance

The view that the NEWB might conduct its own reward system was suggested

by one of the EWOs as the focus on “a nationwide basis for pupils who have

excellent attendance” (EWO 1) might promote the importance of school attendance.

He also said this could be approached through the provision of role models such as

sport idols, etc. that would espouse the importance of attending school regularly, by

“co-opting celebrities or something like that onto the campaign, a PR campaign, a

nationwide stay in school campaign” (EWO 1). He was aware of similar programmes

in US that have been very successful and have been operating for a number of years.

This was viewed as a possible positive situation for all involved as by including

people that “the young people can identify with” through a programme that is “not

like endorsing a watch or a brand of aftershave” but rather “a feel good thing as

well”(EWO 1), it might become very fashionable to be a good attendee. This latter
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point can be linked with that mentioned earlier by the VTT and the importance of 

role models within the Traveller community. These recommendations will be 

integrated within the final chapter of the thesis which will focus on conclusions and 

recommendations for policy and practice. The next chapter discusses the findings 

from Phase 1 and 2 and how they integrate and connect with the literature and policy 

chapters.



CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to engage in a critical dialogue between the 

conceptual underpinnings of the study as presented in the literature and policy review 

chapters and the findings from the data as presented in Chapter 5. As in the other 

related chapters, the substantive subject of absenteeism is framed by the context of 

inequality in education and educational disadvantage. The learning from the thesis is 

discussed by focusing on the prevalence and patterns of absenteeism in the sample 

schools and the experiences of implementing legislation (Education (Welfare) Act 

[Government of Ireland, 2000]) and polices to prevent and lessen poor attendance. 

The discussion leads to the identification of some recommendations which are 

further developed in Chapter 7.

Prevalence and Patterns of Absenteeism

The findings from the roll books corroborated national figures in relation to the

prevalence of absenteeism among some primary school students. The percentage

figure of absenteeism for the study sample of 306 students for the year 2006 - 2007

was 10.2%. This figure is similar to Millar’s (2010) finding that absenteeism in DEIS

Band 1 schools is much more of a concern than in schools, generally. The acute

nature of the figures in relation to some children was confirmed through the

interviews. Strategies have been put in place to tackle the prevalence of poor

attendance. However, disappointment in the apparent lack of improvement in the

figures was expressed by the Principal of the Junior School: “Now you see this is
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what’s been very disappointing. Look our figures [for attendance] have gone down 

this year from last year with all that we’ve put into position” (PJS). In my view this 

disappointment is understandable given the efforts being put into prevention and 

intervention at school level There is only so much that can be put in place at the 

local level which may help individual children. However, the living conditions of 

families need to be improved at a societal level. The Principal’s disappointment 

mirrors a general acknowledgement within Irish and international literature and 

policy circles of the stubborn nature of educational inequality. In many ways the 

frustration at the lack of progress was compounded by the view that, even in times of 

economic prosperity and increased investment in education, a significant impact has 

not been made. The current economic recession brings with it particular concerns 

about how educational disadvantage might be addressed in times of fiscal strain. This 

is one of the reasons that it is important to explore further the extent and nature of 

absenteeism.

Absenteeism in the Junior Grades

The roll book figures identified the highest absenteeism among the youngest

students; those in the junior (12.2%) and senior (11.8%) infant grades. This is an

important finding, particularly as the literature and policy reviews emphasise the

importance of a good start in school life (McCoy et al., 2007; Willms, 2003). This

finding is of particular concern as attendance is understood as a habitual behaviour.

All those interviewed and the learning from research supports the concept of the

habitual nature of attendance. It does appear that patterns may develop, if left

unchecked and school absenteeism may become a habit and can create a culture
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where students are in and out. It is clear that this pattern starts early as the Principal 

of the Senior School (PSS) explained “that like a lot of these habits, they start early 

and they only get worse as they go along, so the sooner that they’re cut out the 

better”. There can be a serious consequence to this in-and-out culture, particularly in 

the early years as the pattern becomes the expected behaviour of some children. The 

figures for the remaining grades (lto 6) confirms that poor attendance is a problem at 

all grades in these primary schools.

Absenteeism at Grades 1 to 6

The lowest rate of absenteeism among all grade levels is 8% at 1st grade. The 

percentage of absenteeism increased again in 2nd grade to 10% and fluctuated around 

this figure for the remaining grades. The highest rate was almost 11% at 5th grade. 

The notable trend here is that the figures hover around the school absenteeism figure 

of 10.2% at every grade after junior and senior infants. This implies consistency 

among the patterns even though, when further investigated, this is less the case as 

there is variation between classes at some grades. The range of rates of absenteeism, 

when each class (from 1 to 6 grades) is examined, is very wide (between 6% to 

almost 16%). These differences among certain classes at each grade seem to suggest 

that certain students have very high rates of absenteeism rather than a high rate being 

spread across a number of students. It is possible that a student’s participation in 

school and motivation to attend is influenced by the teacher/pupil relationship and 

this factor must be borne in mind when considering the high rates in some classes. 

This has implications for how strategies are implemented in relation to targeting the
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students with the highest percentage of absenteeism and will be referred to again 

when discussing the nature of absenteeism.

The perception of problems emerging in the senior grades appears to be linked 

to concern about transition to post-primary school and the apprehension of associated 

problems becoming less manageable. All those interviewed, including those whose 

main focus tends to be on absenteeism at post-primary level, emphasised the 

importance of watching out for students in grade 5 and 6 and monitoring their 

attendance, as described by the SCP Local Coordinator: “I would be concerned about 

any absenteeism from school on any level, but more so [in] 5th and 6th and especially 

from a secondary school point of view”. In addition, the interviewees highlighted the 

shift in the power dynamic in terms of the students control or agency in whether or 

not they attended school. Having got into the habit of missing days occasionally, 

school-refusal was evident at the higher grades as outlined by the EWO:

A lot of them would’ve started off in sixth class. That seems to be a 

pattern. It’s when the child gets to a certain age and begins to, having 

learned not to attend or having picked up the bad habits, or habituated to 

irregular attendance, the child then turns the tables in terms of the power 

dynamic. The child then is said to be in charge in sixth class and starts 

refusing to go. (EWO 1)

The perception that the older primary students had enough authority to 

convince their parents that it was okay to miss school recognises the students’ 

capacity to influence their attendance. Recent research (McCoy et al., 2007; Smyth, 

Whelan, McCoy, Quail & Doyle, 2010) focused on the connection between students’
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attitudes and their academic performance. These understandings underpin the 

proposition of absenteeism as a more subjective activity, linking to the concept of 

self-withdrawal. Smyth et al. (2010, p. 85) claimed that the influence “of children’s 

own attitudes and actions can thus reinforce or mitigate the effect of social 

background factors”. There is also a relation with poor socio-economic backgrounds 

and poverty which have been linked to family issues such as caring for relatives and 

or younger children. (These issues will be discussed later in this chapter).

Gender and Absenteeism

In discussing the gender analysis of the figures it is important to point out that 

even though these schools were mixed primary schools they are unusual in that the 

overall number of boys enrolled was much greater than the number of girls. The 

results show little difference between boys’ and girls’ absenteeism but the unusual 

gender imbalance of the school population should be kept in mind when considering 

the implications of these figures.

The percentage of absenteeism was fairly similar for boys and girls throughout 

most of the grades with absenteeism being exactly the same for both boys and girls at 

two grades (3rd and 4th). The percentage of absenteeism for both genders is very high 

in both the junior and senior infant grades and also represents the highest rate of 

absenteeism among all grades, as stated above. The largest differences between the 

girls and boys can be seen only at 6th grade where girls were absent by 2% more than 

boys.

As explained, when looking at the figures from grades 1 to 6, the identification

of clear consistent patterns within these figures is complicated by closer examination
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of the classes at each grade. Where a difference between classes emerged it is a 

striking difference. In junior infants the percentage of absenteeism of girls is 17. 5% 

in one class and 7.2% in the other. At 2nd grade the absenteeism for girls in one class 

is 7.5% and 13.6% in the other. Similarly at 6th grade it is 5.6% in one class and 12% 

in the other for girls. In relation to the boys it is only at 6th grade that the difference 

between the classes is large at 6.1% and 15.7%. When combining both the girls and 

the boys in each class it is only one grade (6th) that has a marked difference between 

the percentage of absenteeism for boys and girls; class 2 has very high rates of 

absenteeism for both genders (12% for girls and 15.7% for boys). These findings 

require further investigation to understand the nature of the differences; however, it 

does appear that the extreme absenteeism of some children is evident all the way 

through the primary school grades.

All the interviewees concurred that even though the general perception and 

understanding from research is that boys are absent more often than girls, this did not 

represent their overall experience or the findings in this study, in relation to poor 

attendance at primary school. It is important to note that emphasis was placed on the 

cultural aspect of some girls’ education, especially in relation to students from Roma 

or Traveller background. Many of the interviewees perceived that education for girls 

isn’t seen as a priority among these minorities as: “Well [Traveller] girls more so 

because girls, I don’t know, I think there’s some sort of militating trend, I don’t 

know, I’m not an expert, but the education of girls in area x is not considered as 

perhaps significant as boys” (EWO 1). This view point is particularly interesting 

given the possible explanation for the gender imbalance that was outlined by the
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PSS. He said that many parents choose to send their daughters to nearby all-girl 

schools mainly because of the perception held by parents, in his opinion, that: “if 

you’re going to have more boys you’re going to have more problems” (PSS). This 

latter response indicates that parents are making a considered choice in relation to 

their children’s primary education when they have the capacity to do so.

The education of girls must also be considered in the context of disadvantage 

in the family. Girls were often referred to as the potential carer in the family, 

particularly of younger children. Where this was the case, both generally and within 

the Travelling community, it was noted that girls regularly missed school and that 

this appeared to be with parental consent. It is possible that the gender imbalance in 

the schools was having an impact on the participation and attendance of girls. This 

connects with the general point about the effect of the behaviour and attitudes of 

some on the participation of others students. Notwithstanding the unusual gender 

population of these schools, this research indicates that there may be gender-specific 

factors that need to be understood and researched further in relation to poor 

attendance in primary school.

Patterns o f  Absenteeism: Mondays and Fridays

Another important finding was that absenteeism on Fridays was extremely high

in the roll book figures (14.5%), with Mondays recorded as the next highest

percentage (11.2%). This was of no surprise to the interviewees. There was

acknowledgment that, in spite of the schools adopting a range of intervention

strategies, this pattern remains stubborn and hard to shift. However, there was very

little factual information about why this might be the case. There also appears to be
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limited focus on this aspect within the literature even though it is a problem that can 

have serious implications for the students that are attending school for either three or 

four days within a possible five-day week.

It is worth noting the HSCL Coordinator’s comment that the students who 

tended to miss days here and there, including Mondays and Fridays, were of most 

concern to him. He explained that . ..it’s that group, I don’t know, 20% mightn’t be 

the right figure, who are missing a day a week, sometimes two days a week as they 

tended to be a small group” that are the children with the highest absenteeism and 

miss days regularly, throughout the year. He made a distinction between these 

students and those that might be miss a day, occasionally, for sickness or a family 

occasion which would usually be explained by the parents. The roll books figures 

seem to corroborate the view that a small group of children with very high 

absenteeism can influence the behaviour of other students attending the same school. 

This is further substantiation of the importance of directing additional supports 

towards the schools with the highest levels of disadvantage and/or high levels of 

absenteeism, as pointed out in recent research and policy analysis initiatives (Archer, 

2001; Archer & Weir, 2005; DES, 2011, Sofroniou, Archer & Weir, 2004). The 

findings in this study contribute to the differentiation between occasional, habitual 

and b l o c k  absenteeism; the patterns in the roll books in relation to the time of the 

year also provide information about these students.

Patterns o f Absenteeism: September to June

The findings from the roll books show that the percentage of absenteeism rose

continuously between September (6.7%) to June (15.5%) in the 2006/2007 school
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year. They also indicate other significant increases at holiday periods such as 

Christmas. The figure for June is particularly high and can be associated with 

families availing of cheaper holidays than they might in the school holiday months of 

July and August. These results were of no surprise to the interviewees as they were 

aware of the steady increase from September to June and the clustering at holiday 

periods as described by the EWO: “....obviously in September and October youTl 

have a few problems and then things start to get better. There’s a definite dip in 

December, January, February” (EWO 1). The finding that attendance from the 

beginning of the new school year in September is relatively high is worth noting as it 

represents a positive start for most students. The fact that this trend faded as the year 

progressed, despite strategies to curtail this from happening, needs attention. The 

issue of taking children out of school for holidays was usually the reason for block 

absenteeism and was seen as a big trend by all the interviewees: “....certainly there 

would be a good few who would take two weeks in June or two weeks in September” 

(PJS). However, the Principal also expected that: “....the figure will also go down 

now. You know in the present economic climate people may not be taking as many 

continental holidays”.

Impact of Disadvantage on Primary School Education

The high percentage of absenteeism in the sample DEIS schools is

confirmation of the connection between educational disadvantage, social exclusion

and poverty (Archer, 2001; CPA, 2003; Daly & Leonard, 2002; DES, 2005a;

Downes & Gilligan, 2007; Kelleghan et al., 1995; .Smyth & McCoy, 2009; SVP,

2002). The connection between educational disadvantage and poor attendance has
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been reinforced through the interviews. These next sections explore the impact of 

out-of-school and in-school factors on absenteeism as understood by the interviewees 

and the policy and literature reviews.

Out-ofschool Factors

There was much recognition of the difficult circumstances many of the 

students were living in: “I think poor attendance would be linked with disadvantage 

and dysfunctional families” (VTT). The understanding that families are trying to 

cope with very chaotic lives was the reason why many of the respondents felt that 

getting a child to school can be difficult as: “They’re just very often struggling to 

cope with now” (HSCL Coordinator).

The impact of living in poverty on children, as described by the HSCL 

Coordinator, highlights the difficulties some families live with and the inevitable 

consequences for school attendance: “In a disadvantaged family where things are 

very bad, very often children are embarrassed about coming to school because they 

don’t have the proper uniform, because they’re not clean and because there’s a head 

lice issue”. He also explained that the children were often dealing with very complex 

problems at home and found it very difficult to cope at school. The reality of living 

with poverty and low income often meant that “they mightn’t have been given a 

breakfast” (SCP Local Coordinator). Food poverty was also highlighted and linked to 

poor attendance in the study by Downes, Maunsel and Ivers, (2006) when 18% of 6th 

class children self-reported being hungry. Difficult home environments were often 

due to parents’ illness or addiction-related problems. This was linked to family
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difficulties which appeared to relate to changing family structures as well as the 

existence of alcohol or drug problems:

Some parents are just not capable of getting themselves up in the 

morning, never mind getting their children up. So you get a dysfunction 

in the family structure. You might have illness as well actually, another 

factor. Parents could be ill. Family members could be ill. This could be 

related to alcohol or drugs as well. (EWO 1)

The perceived change in family structures was linked to the needs of young 

lone parents and the strain often placed on grandparents to get children to school: 

“you have grandchildren living with the grandparents because the parent is very, very 

young and what is happening is that the age of the mother and the father is dropping 

significantly” ( HSCL Coordinator). These responses indicated a level of empathy 

and understanding about the difficult circumstances that many families are coping 

with and why it often can be so difficult to ensure that young children attend school. 

However, it appears that in spite of this knowledge there is little understanding about 

how these disadvantaged circumstances may be mediated so that young vulnerable 

children can benefit from better school attendance. There appeared to be little 

emphasis on the parents’ difficulties and what barriers they might have to overcome 

to ensure their children benefited from access to school. Even though there was an 

acceptance of the need to tackle educational disadvantage there appeared to be little 

analysis about what might be needed to address the wider social deprivation issues 

but rather an acceptance that this is the way it is.
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The outlook that difficult home backgrounds are the main determinants for 

perpetuating poor attendance is challenged by Reid (2006) through his research. He 

found that there were wide variations in attendance rates between schools, even 

schools located in similar catchment areas. Reid further argued that “while social 

class and pupil intake factors may on occasion account for some of these differences, 

there are undoubtedly a range of within-school factors which are also highly 

significant” (p*42). This understanding could be helpful in exploring the variation in 

rates between some classes, at the same grade and at other grades, within the same 

schools.

As stated in the literature review, the understanding of educational 

disadvantage as advanced by Kellaghan et al. (1995) and in the Green Paper 

(Government of Ireland, 1992), the Education Convention ( Coolahan, 1994) and 

Educational Disadvantage Forum (2002) as a culmination of both in-school and out- 

of-school experiences led to many targeted approaches focusing on equality of 

access, opportunity and outcomes. The most recent is the DEIS action plan which 

was seen as a step towards a more comprehensive approach with equality within 

education as a clear objective. However, the call from many sources for a move away 

from the deficit theories of disadvantage towards embracing a rights-based approach 

to education does not seemed to have impacted on the views of many of the 

interviewees in this research. Some of the responses to the interviews as outlined 

above indicate a view that educational disadvantage will always be there no matter 

what initiatives are put in place. In my view shifting these views might be assisted by 

dialogue about the implications of a rights-based approach to educational
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disadvantage as recommended by the Educational Disadvantage Committee (2005) 

and Zappone (2002). Debate in relation to the proposed referendum for constitutional 

change to protect children in their own right and not indirectly through their parents 

also offers an opportunity to consider what a rights-based approach might entail. The 

possibility of changing the dynamic from a state/family relationship to a state/child 

one as proposed by Kilkelly (2010) could be transformative in terms of responsibility 

and accountability in education. The findings in relation to the views that parents are 

responsible for their children’s absenteeism is a further indication that this debate 

needs to take place.

Parents Condoning Poor Attendance

Parents were seen as an important factor in poor attendance by the

interviewees. Parents were seen to be either implicitly or explicitly allowing their

child to miss school as: “not only is the child missing school but they’re being

allowed to do so. And even when the parent is informed the parent hasn’t got either

the ability or the level of concern to actually change that pattern” (SCP Local

Coordinator). This outlook corroborates views that are emphasised in the literature in

relation to school authorities identifying the out-of-school factors such as the home

environment (Atkinson et al., 2000; Malcolm et al., 2003 & Reid, 1999, 2002). The

views, expressed in the interviews, were often contradictory and varied. An example

is apparent in other views of the SCP Local Coordinator in relation to the role of

parents. Her views ranged from seeing parents as not interested: “parents thinking

maybe wouldn’t’ bother ... too much hassle” to being unaware: “sure they’ll catch

up, it’s no harm” or being apologetic: “I hate taking them out of school. I’m sorry
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they’re missing such and such and they’re nearly apologising to you” (SCP Local 

Coordinator).

The connection being made by the responses between parents’ effect on their 

children’s attendance and the age of the student is worth a further mention here.

Many explained that primary school students, especially those in the earlier grades, 

are more dependent on adults to ensure that they are brought to school, whereas 

when they get older they often have more influence on the parents’ decision to allow 

them to miss school. There was also a view (EWO & SCP Local Coordinator) that 

this changes the dynamic in the family and students, especially those in 5th and 6th 

grade can be more strong-willed and might insist that they don’t want to go to 

school.

Contrary to this blaming of parents there was also recognition of the reaction of 

shock and disappointment by parents when they were contacted to say that their 

children had missed twenty days: “I see that such and such a child is 30 or 40 days 

absent, and when I say to the parents they’re 30 to 40 days absent, they can’t believe 

it, because a day here or a day there, they don’t notice it” (VTT). This was viewed as 

an indication that the parents were not deliberately condoning the children’s absence. 

However, the knowledge about reaching the 20-day threshold did not always result in 

changed behaviour on behalf of the student or the parents. This, in turn, often further 

frustrated the school personnel involved. There is a definite need for educationalists 

to engage with parents in the search for understanding about poor attendance. This 

engagement could foster partnership between parents and educationalists. Exposure 

of the school and agency personnel to what Malcolm et al. (2003) found when
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searching for causal factors could be beneficial. These researchers found that whilst 

most parents think it is important that children attend school regularly, parents 

perceived the main cause of non-attendance to be in-school factors such as bullying, 

problems with teachers and peer pressure.

In-school Factors

Researchers’ perspectives have linked other in-school factors with non- 

attendance such as academic achievement, delivery of the curriculum, discipline 

issues and teacher expectations (Ofsted, 2001; Smyth, 1999; Smyth et al. 2004). 

Other Irish research, already discussed in relation to students’ direct experience and 

attitudes (McCoy et al, 2007; Smyth et al., 2010), also supports the need for 

highlighting these factors.

The responses from the interviewees indicate a range of views on this issue. 

These include a view that in-school issues are rare at primary school and are usually 

dealt with promptly as seen here: “[Bullying or problems with teachers] are not so 

much in primary school, generally speaking” (EWO 1) and “....very short term you 

would come across stuff like that, illness, bullying, not getting on with a friend in 

school, talking to her friends, you know” (SCP Local Coordinator). The idea that 

these issues are dealt with promptly was explained by the PSS and linked with 

parents’ insistence that something should be done: “I find they’d [parents] be up very 

quickly if they feel that the teacher’s being unfair or they don’t like the teacher. I’d 

hear about that very quickly. Usually that’s usually resolved. It’s rarely an ongoing 

issue” (PSS).



However, the HSCL Coordinator explained that finding out what might be 

upsetting a young student can be difficult as often they may: “not be able to articulate 

why he or she was upset even though you know something was preventing him from 

going to school, but they weren’t able to explain either to me or the parent exactly 

what it was” (HSCL Coordinator). He explained that absenteeism can be caused by 

something that happened in school such as: “...with the teacher we’ll say with their 

own class teacher, with another teacher, with a child in the class, with another child 

from another class” or “...it could be something very simple that they hadn’t their 

homework done and they were worried about it or it could be something very major 

that there was an ongoing bullying issue that we weren’t aware o f ’ (HSCL 

Coordinator). One of the EWOs explained that sometimes the school can feel they 

have dealt with the problem but that may not satisfy the parents who remain 

concerned about the vulnerability of their child:

Bullying would often be presented as a reason for being out of school, 

the schools themselves would insist that they themselves have, looked at 

it, reviewed it, kept an eye on the kid, but it doesn’t necessarily always 

satisfy the parents that the child is protected and free from the bully but 

bullying is so subtle (EWO 2 Pilot).

These findings highlight the need for further exploration of in-school factors 

and their possible implications for student engagement and withdrawal from school.
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The findings in this research study support the understanding that certain 

students develop a routine of missing too much school from the beginning of their 

school life. As already mentioned the interviewees cited concern about the students 

that were missing regularly. However, there was some discrepancy in the 

understandings as the block absenteeism pattern was being blamed for skewing the 

figures yet the high rate of absenteeism on Fridays and Mondays indicates a habitual 

pattern. This is further evidence of the need to focus the data gathering on the 

patterns of specific students and the reasons they are missing so many days and why. 

There appears to be a growing understanding among all the interviewees of the need 

for this detailed information. The habitual patterns of poor attendance can be directly 

linked with early prevention.

Early Risk Factors: Habitual Absenteeism

The interviewees were strong in their belief that the most vulnerable young 

children are identifiable upon starting school and that the early risk factors as 

described by Willms (2003) are evident to a number of key personnel. The sense 

that: “...history repeats itself’ (HSCL Coordinator) was shared by all but was 

expressed as a frustration and desire to shift this pattern by the HSCL Coordinator as 

follows: “You can’t generalise totally but very often it’s the same families, the older 

brother, the older sister now somebody else comes along and boom, it’s the same 

thing on attendance, they’re missing” (HSCL Coordinator). This respondent, like the 

Principal of the Junior School had a long history in the school and was disappointed

The Nature of Absenteeism
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that the patterns of poor attendance seemed to be continuing from older siblings to 

much younger children:

Now it could be three, four, five children later in the same family and 

you just see the things being repeated with what happened with the eldest 

and the second eldest. And in some cases then, as the children or as there 

are more children the, difficulties are more extreme. (HSCL Coordinator)

These sentiments, corroborated in the literature and policy reviews, are linked 

to the perception that poor attendance usually starts from a young age and has a long

term nature. There is evidence that there is an informal focus on attendance at the 

junior grades as: “We have got people on our lists that are targeted from Senior 

Infants” (SCP Local Coordinator).

However, there appeared to be some contradictory messages about the role of 

Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) as referred to by the Principal of the 

Junior School and the HSCL Coordinator. The PJS explained that even though they 

had an Early Start Programme in the school it could not cater of all the students that 

can be enrolled in the junior infants’ classes. This meant that they regularly enrolled 

students that came from nearby playgroups and a day nursery. The HSCL 

Coordinator explained that parents often choose to send their child to the ECCE 

services rather than to the Early Start Programme due to the longer hours that are 

available in those services. It is interesting to note this latter view and the fact that 

there is such a high percentage of absenteeism in the junior grades. It would be 

necessary to record attendance at the Early Start Programme and compare with 

attendance in the nearby ECCE services in order to investigate whether or not there
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is a similar trend as that seen in the primary school. This could be very enlightening 

about the parents’ views of the service provided by the schools.

This is an example of where policy intention needs to be examined as the 

implementation can cause unintended consequences. The introduction of the Early 

Start Pilot Programme in 1994 and subsequent policies such as the White Paper on 

Early Childhood Education (DES, 1999) has helped to focus on the importance of 

early years’ education. However, the layering of policy initiatives without due regard 

to implementation can stifle progress and often leads to abandoning certain aims. An 

example of this is the initial plan to include an early childhood education element in 

DEIS which now appears to have been dropped (NESF, 2009). However, this might 

be the correct approach given that other developments such as the E a r l y  Ye ar s 

E d u c a t i o n  Policy Unit  in 2005 in the DES and co-located in the OMC was 

established to oversee the development of early year’s education policy and 

initiatives (OMC, 2005).

The findings in this study show disconnect between early intervention 

strategies at ECCE and at primary school levels. As previously stated, there is a 

willingness shown by all involved to target the attendance of young children. This is 

clearly stated in the pilot project of NEWB which: “recognises the role of schools in 

early intervention” and implied that the school might provide the most appropriate 

early response to young children with poor attendance (2009, p.2). If this role is to be 

developed in a coherent and helpful way than it is essential for schools to collaborate 

locally with ECCE providers.
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There is an opportunity to build on possible collaboration through the focus on 

integration outlined in the Department’s Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (DES,

2011) and the alignment of functions with the new DCYA (June, 2011). In addition, 

the early evaluation results of DEIS by the ERC and the Inspectorate (DES, 2011) 

point to a willingness on behalf of the schools to embrace the School Support 

Programme and to undertake whole school planning. Providing for the needs of 

young children and their families could benefit from a sharing of perspectives and 

understandings in relation to roles and responsibilities to intervention and prevention 

at the early years. Best approaches to assist this process could be considered under 

the school planning process under DEIS.

B l o c k  A b s e n t e e i s m  

Focusing in on the block  nature of absenteeism raised other perspectives 

including views that this pattern is associated with the behaviour of families that are 

not originally from Ireland. Many of the students attending the schools were from 

ethnic minority backgrounds such as the Roma people or from Poland. The general 

consensus among the interviewees was that the students whose families came to 

Ireland from these countries were very likely to be poor school attendees and 

regularly took blocks of time off for return visits to their country of origin. However, 

the HSCL Coordinator believed that Polish families were usually good attendees and: 

“They’re here for a purpose. They’re here to work, they’re focused on that. Very 

often they’re quite well educated, and the children are .. .very often will be doing 

well in school because they’ll be motivated at home” (HSCL Coordinator). In 

addition the Principal explained that compulsory education doesn’t begin in Poland
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until the age of six and she linked this with parents’ lack of priority of sending the 

young children to school. However, compulsory school in Ireland is six years too and 

the majority of children enrol by the age of five so it is difficult to make judgements 

about why some of the children whose families’ first language may not be English 

are generally seen to be poor attendees.

Children from the Traveller community also attended these schools but their 

enrolment was declining sharply in recent years due to a closure of a nearby halting 

site. It is worth noting the strong view that the Traveller children were well 

integrated and their pattern of attendance was now very similar to the rest of the 

population. However, on occasion the school experienced Traveller students that 

were living in difficult circumstances and or had nomadic lifestyles. The latter often 

resulted in very poor attendance of the students involved. There also seemed to be an 

understanding that Traveller students might miss days for family occasions and or 

religious ceremonies and that this was usually explained by the family and accepted 

by the school.

Some of the responses in relation to the Traveller children displayed a lot of 

contradictions. On the one hand there was a belief that cultural differences (attending 

family occasions such as funerals and weddings and religious ceremonies) were the 

main reasons for the occasional days off as the EWO outlined: “again a real 

casualness about getting the children in. Children are taken out at particular times of 

the year” (EWO 2 Pilot). However, it was also said that there appeared to be less 

differentiation between Traveller children and other children in terms of the pattern 

of absenteeism and that their overall attendance has greatly improved in recent years.
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However, some of the respondents (School Principals and SCP Coordinator) 

strongly associated the lack of improvement in the attendant figures in recent years 

with either the non-Irish national children or with the Traveller children with a 

nomadic lifestyle. The PJS referred to some of the figures she was compiling for 

2007/2008 and she explained that these figures were proof that “the foreign nationals 

now would have a huge effect on our absentee rate” (PJS). She explained that out of 

10 pupils that had over 20 days absent by February 2008; 5 were from families that 

had moved to Ireland and 3 were Travellers. She also supported strongly the need to 

further investigate these trends by a system of identification of students and their 

individual attendance patterns.

Multilateral Responsibility for Attendance

Responsibility for Early School Participation

As already explained all the interviewees expressed both concern for the 

percentage of absenteeism among the infant classes and a strong desire to improve 

attendance. A vast number of strategies were put in place over the past few years, 

many of which focused on young children. However, there was also what appears to 

be reluctance on behalf of the schools to intervene directly with families in relation 

to absenteeism. This role was viewed as the responsibility of the NEWB. 

Interestingly, this view also existed among some of the support services. Therefore, 

there appears to be a real need to clarify the guidelines and role and responsibilities 

of all the personnel involved. The recent amalgamation of the main (educational) 

support services with NEWB provides an opportune time to undertake this work.

204



The fact that the legislation (Education (Welfare) Act [Government of Ireland, 

2000]) only applies to students from the age of six was viewed as a weakness in the 

implementation, as expressed by the VTT:

I have a child on my case load at the moment who is five and her 

attendance is terrible. But intervention cannot be made by the NEWB 

because she’s five. I don’t think [there's anything else that can be done] 

so, no. We can talk to them and encourage them. (VTT)

The EWO linked early intervention with the role of the schools as this response 

shows:

Well, I suppose some schools ask me about following up on particular 

kids who are under six and my hands are tied, you know but I have said 

to them that it is important that you would have informed parents if there 

is any concerns, you know because as soon as they hit six they might be 

on to me again. (EWO 2 Pilot)

These responses show that there is a need to be very clear about protocols for

intervention and the need to engage in discussion about changing roles and

responsibilities, particularly when new legislation and policies are enacted. The PJS

was the interviewee most exercised by this issue and she argued very strongly that it

should be specified in the legislation that the responsibility to ensure a child, under

the age of six, attended school should rest with the NEWB and that the legislation

should be amended to this effect. She identified the current position of the

legislation as making it harder to impress on parents that all students should attend
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all of the time as: “....the fact that the parents are aware that until six years old, [they 

know] they’re not going to be reported to the National Welfare Board” (PJS). Even 

though she did explain that the EWO she worked with is sympathetic towards her 

concern for four and five year olds she understood that his capacity to respond was 

limited by the often more urgent situations on his caseload (usually students at post

primary level).

This raises the issue of the lack of resources or the imbalance caused by the 

EWOs having to prioritise perceived urgent situations, usually involving post

primary students. She explained that: “the welfare officers at the moment will tell 

you that they’ve so much at the upper end that they wouldn’t have the time to be 

going hunting after four-year-olds” (PJS). There are two questions arising from these 

views: 1) What is the responsibility of the school towards ensuring that infants attend 

school upon enrolment, and 2) Is early intervention given the priority that it needs 

(even from age six years) within the NEWB? These questions are fundamental to 

embracing a policy of prevention and early intervention as they connect to the 

identification of early learning difficulties as pointed out by Rowe and Rowe (1992). 

They also build upon the literature that espouses the importance of engaging students 

in school life at infant grades before the curriculum becomes further complicated and 

advanced as argued by Willms (2003).

It is my view that the school and other support services could hold the key to 

this early intervention stage but they need to operate within a system that helps to 

clarify expectations and roles. It may not always be the role of someone else but may 

be within the remit of those closest to the problem to intervene. The findings from
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the NEWB (2009) pilot project point to a commitment towards working in a 

multidisciplinary practice with clear criteria for case management etc. These 

developments could be assisted by modem up-to-date electronic systems that would 

be of benefit and assist communication to all involved.

Integrated Systems o f  Response to Poor Attendance

The apparent success of the system of Attendance Monitors as acknowledged, 

particularly by the School Principals, SCP Coordinator and the EWO, is an example 

of a strategy that appears to be working well. However, there does not seem to be a 

mechanism for evaluation or review in terms of impact on poor attendance. The 

Principals explained how this was of a practical assistance to them in reviewing the 

daily attendance of their students. There was recognition that the additional resources 

(supplied by the SCP) assisted Principals by highlighting actual attendance and by 

alerting parents and students that non-attendance was taken very seriously. The 

system adopted by the Attendance Monitor was aimed at providing up-to-date 

information on each child’s attendance. Interestingly it appears that the system 

applied by the Attendance Monitor requires an additional administrative task for the 

classroom teachers: “she takes the attendance every day, not according to the Roll 

book. She sends out a sheet to the teachers” (PJS). The Attendance Monitor also 

prepared letters to be sent home when a student missed too many days and alerted the 

Principal if the EWO was due to be contacted (if 20 days were missed). There was 

also evidence in the interviews that much effort was put into blending this approach 

with other school-based strategies such as specific incentives and reward systems.
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Despite acknowledgement of these positives, a certain amount of confusion in 

relation to clarity of roles was evident in the interviews and was deemed to effect 

intervention with families. Both of the School Principals understood the role of the 

HSCL Coordinator as not having a direct function with attendance; however, they 

both perceived that the programme needed to be reviewed in light of the shifts and 

changes within the overall system. The HSCL Coordinator was clear that his formal 

remit was not to be directly involved in attendance but rather to support children’s 

attendance through involvement with their parents. He also explained that he only 

had irregular contact with the EWO which was not based on any agreed division of 

responsibilities. As outlined in the DES Guidelines (2005/6), the emphasis on 

supporting parents is aimed at indirectly supporting whole-child development. The 

Guidelines also provide examples of HSCL Coordinators being very active in 

relation to developing attendance strategies, with the participation of parents. As it 

appears that there is flexibility in the Guidelines for priorities to be agreed locally 

there is scope for various interpretations of the objectives and principles of the 

scheme. In light of the shifting of roles and responsibilities and the move towards a 

more integrative way of supporting families (NEWB, 2009), it could be timely to 

review the Guidelines of the inter-connected support programmes.

The SCP Coordinator also referred to the lack of direct contact between her 

service and the EWO. There was evidence of a lot of frustration and lack of clarity in 

terms of intervention with a family when a concern about a student’s attendance 

arises. This was not only in relation to education services but also in relation to child 

protection as there appeared to be a lack of connection between the schools and the
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general social work service and very little understanding about the role of other 

professionals that might be working with particular families. The therapeutic social 

worker was seen as an exception to this and her role was seen as making a valuable 

contribution to supporting families. It was interesting to note here that this service 

appeared to work directly with the schools and that this aspect of the role was 

welcomed.

The lack of clarity about who is in contact with whom and what is the actual 

system of intervention was evident in the interviews. It was interesting that the 

EWOs viewed it as a positive if issues could be tackled locally by the support 

services or the schools themselves; however, this view did not match the perspective 

of those involved in the school or services and was the cause of much criticism. 

There was an overwhelming sense that the responsibility for students’ not attending 

school belonged to someone else and the additional layer of support services merely 

further exacerbated this. It is unclear what mechanisms are there to coordinate the 

school services and to ensure that agreed protocols are in place and are operational.

The commitment of the NEWB (2009) to standardise educational welfare 

practice and to include clear protocols for support services’ contact with families is a 

significant beginning towards joined up, collaborative systems. This alignment 

should not only concern the support services that are linked directly to schools but 

should also align with those services that are operated under the Health Service 

Executive (HSE), such as Social Workers, Speech and Language Therapists and 

Public Health Nurses. These latter services are currently being transferred to a new 

Agency for Children and Families within the newly formed DCYA. If there is a
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serious intention to improve the implementation of prevention and early intervention 

in relation to primary school attendance it is essential that the NEWB has very clear 

links with the new agency and the Department and supports clear local strategies of 

multi-dimensional intervention and prevention.

Le s s e n i n g  Inequality in E d u c a t i o n

The disappointment expressed in this research by all involved with the 

stubborn nature of educational disadvantage can be linked to the theoretical 

understandings mentioned in the literature review. It is clear that it is not possible to 

settle the problem of inequality in education simply through an internal solution 

(Lynch, 2005; Baker et al., 2009). Improving access to opportunity which has been 

the focus of many policies and initiatives has not resulted in the gains that were being 

sought. The focus on access to education as a right has resulted in the provision of a 

state funded system of education. However, without embracing the wider social and 

economic inequalities it does not address inequality in educational outcomes. This 

links with Sen’s diversities of well-being and has certain connections with equality o f  

condition  as expanded by Baker (2005). The initiatives that are being put in place 

need to be underpinned by open dialogue which addresses the fundamental inequality 

that exists in Irish society. This discourse calls for the inclusion of what Sen (1973) 

refers to as basic and often competing rights and the implications of political 

decisions on the type of society we are striving to create.

The role of broader inequality in society (CPA, 2003) in perpetuating

inequality in education needs to be the focus of open discussion so that the

underlining issues are understood. In the absence of this recognition of social,
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political and economic inequalities it is not surprising that resistance as described by 

Fagan (1995) is linked to participation and attendance at school. As already 

indicated, some of the interviewees in this research expressed the view that some of 

the parents of children with poor attendance did not value the importance of 

education. In the view of some of the professionals interviewed this lack of 

appreciation of the system of education resulted from the fact that the system itself is 

developed and delivered through a middle class lens. While the interviewees had 

empathy with the difficulties associated with living in circumstances of disadvantage, 

however, there was little recognition by them of the power imbalances that exist 

within society and what role the current education system plays in perpetuating this 

imbalance.

A key to assisting change could be through a focus on the capabilities 

approach, as outlined by Sen (1997), as it could dovetail with the whole-child focus 

of the school action plans and the plans for integrative services. This builds upon the 

view of Unterhalter, outlined in Chapter 2, that there is merit in sociologists of 

education integrating Sen’s capability approach into their analysis. Sen: 

“...consistently [arguing] through all his writings about the importance of public 

participation and dialogue and therefore the need for any framework of thinking to be 

open enough to be utilised in diverse settings” (Unterhalter, 2003, p. 666). Sen’s 

concentration on an approach rather than a theory is designed to assist the flexibility 

by which it can be applied in different contexts. In my view, Sen’s explanation of the 

difference between functionings and capabilities provides a lens by which to further 

interrogate the basic rights of all children to education and to explore the potential of
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engagement and meaningful participation. It is clear from the literature on 

absenteeism that putting in place special initiatives to tackle poor attendance has not 

resulted in the positive changes that are being sought. The fact that poor attendance 

can vary from school to school in the same neighbourhood and between class to 

class, as highlighted in this research, shows that there is a need to understand more 

about the student’s agency and willingness or otherwise to participate in school. The 

capabilities approach could allow for an investigation of the link between what the 

student values doing and being. According to Unterhalter (2003, p. 667), the 

“agency and freedom to make up one’s mind about schooling as a valued end and [to] 

convert one’s aspirations regarding schooling into valued achievements lie at the 

heart of Sen’s capability approach and distinguish it from other positions”.

This approach might assist the schools and other support providers to focus 

with greater clarity on what each child needs to reach their potential within the 

education system and might assist the empowerment experienced by people trying to 

tackle inequality at school level. Assistance with understanding this approach 

through interdisciplinary training in critical dialogue is further discussed in the next 

chapter along with the conclusions and recommendations based on the learning from 

this research project.



CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS and RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

This chapter aims to draw conclusions from the main findings of the inquiry 

and to make recommendations for improvements in practice, research and policy. As 

explained in the introductory chapter this is a small scale case study into a 

phenomenon that is multidimensional and requires a multifaceted response. The 

interdisciplinary approach to the investigation aimed to address this complexity 

through the application of a theoretical analysis of inequality in education and 

educational disadvantage and by tracing education policy through the social policy 

context as well as drawing on the research as reported in Chapter 5.

As outlined in the research rationale, the prevalence of poor attendance at 

primary level in schools located in an area designated as disadvantaged was deemed 

to warrant a disciplined inquiry. The enactment of the Education (Welfare) Act 

(Government of Ireland, 2000) signalled a serious attempt to introduce 

comprehensive policies to stem absenteeism as part of the objective of providing for: 

“the entitlement of every child in the state to a certain minimum education” (p.5).

The Act has implications for a number of people, including students, parents and 

staff in the numerous agencies with statutory responsibilities for children’s well 

being. It has met with some success in implementation during the subsequent decade 

and has changed the landscape of interventions in relation to school attendance. 

Changes have also taken place over the past decade in relation to educational 

disadvantage and school attendance.
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A Decade Later: Time for Reflection

Commissioning a formal review through an external evaluation of the work of 

the NEWB, given its remit under the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of 

Ireland, 2000) is the primary recommendation arising from this study. The rationale 

for this recommendation is based on the understanding that an overall review has not 

taken place since the establishment of the NEWB, even though there has been some 

incremental changes in the strategies adopted by the DES, NEWB, schools and many 

support services since implementation began. There has not been an opportunity to 

review the systems or evaluate its impact. This review should be undertaken within 

the broader context of the aspirations of the social partnership programme T o w a r d s  

2 0 1 6  (Government of Ireland, 2006),J to review the commitment to integration and 

joined-up interdepartmental planning, at all levels. It is essential to identify the 

strengths and weaknesses in relation to implementation of an inclusive first class 

education system as outlined in legislation (for example, the Education (Welfare) Act 

[Government of Ireland, 2000] and the Education Act [Government of Ireland, 

1998]).

In addition, the findings from this study highlight the need for further research 

on students’ poor attendance, particularly at primary level. This recommendation 

concurs with the proposal by McCoy et al. (2007) that an empirical research project 

in the Irish context exploring the nature of poor attendance is required. According to 

McCoy et al. (2007) such a study could provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the complexity of issues surrounding school attendance in Irish schools. A research 

project, of this kind, could systematically consider concepts such as compulsion and
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consent; parentally-condoned absence; self-withdrawal and school disengagement 

and draw on international and Irish knowledge of educational disadvantage and poor 

school attendance.

The proposed external evaluation research project should include a focus on 

which young students miss school and why they miss school. There needs to be a 

specific focus on those students with patterns of significant habitual poor attendance 

and should include gender analysis and class/grade differences. In relation to the 

patterns of habitual poor attendance, there is a need for a better understanding on 

why so many young children miss school on Fridays and/or Mondays and why levels 

of attendance fall away from September to June.

Linked to this investigation would be an exploration of the understanding, 

views and perceptions relating to poor attendance of young children and their 

parents. Their voices could be critical in explaining why students miss so much 

school and in designing strategies for meaningful intervention. As other projects that 

have prioritised the voice of the child within the NCS (DHC, 2000) have discovered, 

a focus on such a critical aspect of children’s lives through direct engagement with 

young students, could be transformative in terms of learning and knowledge 

acquisition. This could also be undertaken within a contextual review of the 

implications of the proposed constitutional amendment on children’s rights.

In summary, a comprehensive review should include: (a) a formal external 

evaluation of the work of the NEWB; (b) an empirical research project in the Irish 

context exploring the nature and specific extent of poor attendance: (c) consultation 

with the students with poor attendance patterns and their parents; and (d) evaluation
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of support services that impact on school attendance. The latter could complement 

the review of the SSP component of DEIS, (ERC), by focusing on implementation 

issues such as agreed protocols and the roles and responsibilities for all involved in 

the provision of an educational welfare service. The next recommendation concerns 

the identification of early risk factors as it is the critical point of intervention for 

successful outcomes.

Positive Beginnings: Improving Early Participation

The finding that absenteeism was at its peak in the infant classes is a serious 

one and needs immediate attention. It is clear that these young children are 

identifiable upon starting school and that the risk factors as described by Willms 

(2003) are evident to a number of key personnel. The concern among the respondents 

confirms that this pattern needs urgent addressing to curb the development of a 

habitual pattern of poor attendance and an in-and-out culture. These sentiments, 

corroborated in the literature and policy reviews, were linked to the perception that 

poor attendance usually starts at a young age and has a long-term nature.

These findings support the current policy focus on early intervention and

prevention which has the objective of implementing high quality early years services

for all children. It is proposed that in addition to the free Pre-School Year in Early

Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), available since 2010, there should be an

additional year of ECCE provision targeted at children in areas designated as

disadvantaged. The intention should be to provide opportunities for children to

benefit from high quality early years intervention prior to attending primary school.

Inclusion in high quality childcare services has the potential to give the most
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vulnerable children a smooth transition to primary school. If a high quality service 

has engaged well with parents they too could be assisted to ensure that their children 

transfer to primary school with all the necessary supports. The positive outcomes of 

this provision could be multi-faceted and include benefits for the children, parents 

and schools.

There needs to be an alignment between policies that emphasise early 

intervention before and in primary school. The recent developments in relation to 

quality provision include Siolta: the National Quality Framework for Early 

Childhood Education (Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 

2006); and Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). 

Both frameworks aim to improve the quality of children’s early experiences across a 

diverse range of settings for children. In line with these developments and to ensure 

that all children benefit from quality early years’ provision it is essential that policy 

and practice initiatives aimed at early intervention are aligned. Consideration should 

be given to review the minimum age of enrolment for primary school (currently four 

years) and the age of legal requirement to attend school (currently six years). If, 

following this review, both ages were the same, for example, five years, this could 

assist the development of clear policies and interventions.

The responses to the interviews highlighted the empathy expressed towards 

parents and particularly young parents whom it was perceived often had difficulty in 

getting their child to school. This understanding could be built upon to develop the 

care/support focus that is possible at the infant stage. The support should focus on the 

need of some parents of assistance in getting their young child to school. Aistear’s



(NCCA, 2009) inclusion of the teachers of infant classes provides the ideal platform 

for this development. The focus within Aistear on partnership between parents and 

practitioners (including teachers) provides a blueprint for the development of a 

mutually respectful relationship that values what the other does and says and 

recognises responsibility on both sides.

To ensure clarity of early intervention the revision of protocols for the delivery 

of a comprehensive educational welfare service should differentiate between 

intervention at a very young age and when the student is at post-primary level. As 

envisioned in the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000), the 

weighting in relation to the beginning school child should be on the roles and 

responsibilities of those already in close contact with the families. There should be 

an implicit reluctance on everyone’s part to directly involve the EWO to intervene 

with families of infant children unless other more local avenues have been tried and 

seen not to have succeeded. This would ensure that the schools recognise their 

responsibilities and value their own role in a school/community response to the needs 

of children and their families. This work could be undertaken or complemented by a 

re-visioning of the role of the HSCL Coordinator as a key support for the parents 

involved.

The school’s direct involvement could be more meaningful and less threatening 

to parents of young children and change the dynamics of school attendance.

However, there may be occasions when the EWO is the correct person to intervene.

If this is the case the EWO should have particular expertise in responding to 

absenteeism at the early intervention stage of young students’ lives.
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There are some easy measures that could be immediately implemented that 

would have positive outcomes for all involved concerning data collection.

Reform of the Data Collection Systems

As pointed out, there was much frustration in relation to the lack of alignment 

of the various sets of figures that schools are required to supply to the NEWB and the 

DES. The current system operates with different deadline dates and criteria for 

collection. This is within a system that lacks a national primary school database. The 

development of a Primary School database is the first step towards introducing a 

replacement attendance system that would allow for the “majority of the analysis to 

be done very easily on some sort of a database, centralised system” (PSS) as was 

called for by all the interviewees. A streamlined data collection system should be 

designed to lessen the administrative requirements and allow for improved electronic 

communication between all those involved.

In relation to the current attendance reports to NEWB, there is need for a

consultation with schools about what works in practice. This should include a review

of the absence categories (Appendix F) and their meanings as this has not been

revisited since the NEWB began the implementation of data collection through

school returns. One example of this is the lack of a single category for holidays even

though this was a trend that everybody was aware of. Another example of a proposed

improvement is the inclusion of a notification category. This would apply to

receiving a notice from other schools once a student has started there and would help

to establish the whereabouts of each student. This proposal links to the strong

suggestion in the interviews that the figures might be more meaningful if they
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indicated clearly the students that are no longer actually enrolled in the school when 

attendance returns are sent in.

The reported success of the Attendance Monitors merits specific attention in 

terms of intervention strategies. This system would benefit from being evaluated to 

identify the elements that appear to be successful for the schools in this study. The 

outcomes of this evaluation could determine whether or not this system could be 

mainstreamed to other schools involved in the DEIS programme as a central 

component of the data collection systems. Any change or amendments made to the 

implementation of an educational welfare service will only be successful if they are 

disseminated well and involve those whom they affect.

Leading an Integrated Response to Poor Attendance

Another recommendation links with best practice procedures for successful 

implementation. There should be clear communication channels established within 

the protocols of a modem, responsive educational welfare service. The benefits 

should include a sharing of perspectives in relation to providing a service for children 

and families and the clarity of roles and responsibilities of all those involved. The 

objective of this service alignment should be to streamline support services for 

families and to clarify the accountability of all those involved.

The NEWB is well positioned to lead this integrated initiative based on the 

learning and developments to date. It is critical that their role and responsibility to 

promote this development is not undermined by the recent transfer to the new 

DCYA. There needs to be systems put in place to ensure clear roles and
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responsibilities between NEWB, DCYA and the DES to ensure accountability for 

school attendance at all levels.

Learning Community

To support the inter agency alignment local learning communities should be 

created. These should be cross-disciplinary in nature and linked with policy 

structures such as the Children’s Services Committees (OMCYA, 2011). These 

channels should include processes for reflection and learning that involve 

consideration of up-to-date research findings and their implications for practice. The 

learning communities should also include participation of parents in a way that 

allows for mutually respectful dialogue and learning.

An inter-disciplinary and a participatory focus in the provision of an 

educational welfare service that puts children and their families at the centre should 

be included in continuing professional development for teachers and other 

practitioners. This proposal could incorporate the recommendations of Lodge and 

Lynch (2004) for specific in-service training for teachers and school management in 

relation to equality legislation and its implementation. This would involve reflection 

and sharing of best practice while working in schools in areas of disadvantage. In 

addition to a focus on equality, the training of educationalists should include a focus 

on methods and protocols for working collaboratively on behalf of children and their 

families.
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The changing legislative landscape in Ireland over the past two to three 

decades has provided for an enlightened approach to educational reform. The DES 

has put in place a number of targeted approaches to address educational 

disadvantage. The most recent action plan DEIS (DES, 2005), is an ambitious 

attempt to move beyond educational disadvantage and ensure that all children reach 

their potential within the education system. The early indications of improvements in 

literacy and numeracy attainment within primary schools adopting DEIS strategies is 

to be welcomed (DES, 2011). It is also encouraging that there is evidence emerging 

of positive engagement by school personnel with the range of supports provided 

under the School Support Programme. The reports of the ongoing evaluations of 

DEIS (ERC & DES) will provide important signposts in terms of the implementation 

of this plan and its impact on educational disadvantage and poor school attendance.

The enactment of the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000) 

provided the legislative and policy mechanism to curtail the extent of absenteeism at 

primary school. There is evidence of a strong and definite commitment to prevent 

and curtail this phenomenon within the educational system. The NEWB has 

developed a plan by which it uses the legislation as a framework to deliver a service 

to ensure that all children get the education they should. The shift to the concept of 

participation and a renewed focus on integration and collaboration in the integrated 

response is welcomed. If this work is to be truly transformative, mechanisms will 

have to be put in place to enable all statutory services such as schools, social work

Concluding Comments
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services, special initiatives and the NEWB to work together and to position the child 

and family’s needs at the centre of their interventions.

Schools and the School Support Programme have also embraced the aspirations 

of the Education (Welfare) Act (Government of Ireland, 2000). Much effort has been 

put into complying with the data collection requirements of the legislation and 

implementing strategies to improve attendance. However, many are disillusioned by 

the lack of improvement in the attendance figures, especially in relation to a specific 

number of students. There is a willingness to embrace efforts to find out more about 

the needs of these students and this willingness provides an opportunity for 

collaborative work practices and reflective dialogue.

There needs to be an acknowledgement that adopting strategies that embrace 

equality is an enormous challenge. Responding to the multifaceted and 

multidimensional complexity of educational disadvantage and the phenomenon of 

poor attendance requires specific support and resources to design and implement 

transformative practices. All those working with young children and their families 

need to be assisted to understand the effects of poverty and marginalisation.

However, it can’t be left to the schools and services as this problem reflects the 

inequality that exists in our society. As discussed in Chapters 2 and 6 the problem of 

educational disadvantage requires a shift in how the problem is understood. This 

proposal builds on the call for profound system change by NESDO (2009) which is 

cognisant of the emerging focus on the interaction between governance structures, 

market forces and society. It recognises the need for cross-fertilisation and an
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alignment between system levels to ensure clear roles, commitments and 

accountability in striving for a better society for everyone living in Ireland.

Improvement in school participation in areas of social and economic 

disadvantage is dependent on radically transforming systemic inequality in our 

society. It is clear that school attendance poses difficulties for some children and 

families living with the injustice of poverty and disadvantage. These children begin 

to adopt a habit of poor attendance at a very early stage in their educational life and 

this is a predictor of later life chances. The persistence, in DEIS schools, of such high 

rates of absenteeism, despite enormous efforts on behalf of schools and agencies, is a 

symptom, a reminder that the fundamental, systemic issues of inequality in our 

society have not been adequately addressed.
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Appendices

C/o (School Principal)

25 April 2008

Dear,

Thank you for agreeing to see me in relation to my research project which I am 

undertaking under a Doctorate in Education (EdD) programme in St Patrick’s 

College, Drumcondra. The working title for the research is “To develop a conceptual 

framework that will inform research analysis of the patterns affecting significant 

absenteeism in a cohort of primary school children in an area designated as 

disadvantaged”.

The purpose of the research is to gain an understanding of the issue of school 

absenteeism and it will initially involve reviewing roll books in a junior and senior 

primary school. The focus of the review of the roll books is to identify patterns and 

trends over one school year (2006/2007). The review will involve copying data from 

the roll book on to a previously prepared spread sheet. I am willing to undertake this 

work whenever it is convenient for the school. All the information noted from the 

roll books will be in a format that will not identify any individual child or the school. 

This study will have the benefit of taking place in a large urban area which will not 

be readily identified as there are many similar areas in the country. I will reassure all 

those involved that I will not name the geographical area of the research in any 

publication or during any event whereby the findings are disseminated. This research 

proposal has already been approved by the Ethics committee in St Patrick’s College 

and I will ensure that I abide by its standard of research at all times.

Depending on the results of the first stage it may be decided to undertake a 

more qualitative piece of research which would involve interviews with teachers, 

parents and possibly pupils. If it does transpire that this is necessary I will discuss 

this stage with you and at that point you may consider whether or not you and your

Appendix A: Letters o f request to The Board of Management o f Schools



school would like further involvement. Agreeing to the first stage does not in any 

way commit involvement of (your school) for further stages.

I, Noelle Spring, the investigator on this project have, by virtue of having been 

accepted on the course, taught doctorate in education, and in the opinion of my 

supervisor and programme director, the necessary qualifications, experience and 

skills to conduct this student project. I am currently employed as the Development 

Director with the Katharine Howard Foundation which is a charitable Foundation 

mainly responsible for grants to community and voluntary groups throughout Ireland. 

In addition to managing the Foundation I have designed and coordinated special 

initiatives including demonstration programmes and research projects. Prior to my 

current employment I worked as a Projects Officer with the Combat Poverty Agency 

where my duties included advising Government Departments on policy responses to 

promote social inclusion. I began my career as a Social Worker and subsequently a 

Community Worker with the Eastern Health Board (now the HSE). While with the 

Health Board I worked in xxxx for eleven years as a community worker and was 

involved in changing the use of XXX from a children’s home to a community and 

family resource centre. During this period I worked very closely with many people 

working and living in XXX including both primary schools and other agencies. This 

work engendered a keen interest in educational disadvantage and I have always been 

exercised by the need to shift some of the many inequalities that result in some 

children not benefitting as much as others from access to education. I have decided to 

focus on school attendance in primary schools as this focus offers the opportunity to 

explore one of the basic essentials of accessing education.

This research project is being supervised by Dr Ann Louise Gilligan of St 

Patrick’s College along with Dr Peter Archer, a research fellow with the Educational 

Research Centre. They are at all times aware of the work being undertaken in this 

research project and are available to offer advice and direction to me on an ongoing 

basis.

I am very grateful for your assistance with this work and really appreciate that 

in spite of the enormous demands on your school and your time that you have agreed
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to consider involvement in this research project. It is my hope that through this work 

some small but significant contribution will be made to understanding school 

absenteeism at primary level.

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require further clarification or 

information,

Yours sincerely,

Noelle Spring.
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Role and Responsibility o f an Educational Welfare Officer (EWOl & EWO 2 -  Pilot) 

The Education Welfare Act 2000 allowed for the establishment of the National 

Educational Welfare Board including specific powers of appointment of Educational 

Welfare Officers (EWOs). The statutory obligations of the EWOs as set out in the 

Act have been interpreted by the Board to include the development, co-ordination 

and implementation of school attendance policy “so as to ensure that every child in 

the State attends a recognised school or otherwise receives an appropriate education” 

(NEWB, 2006b). According to the Board, EWOs are appointed to work in close co

operation with schools, teachers, parents and community/voluntary bodies with a 

view to encouraging regular school attendance and developing strategies to reduce 

absenteeism and early school leaving. Their role also includes maintaining a register 

of children receiving education outside the recognised24 school structure and 

assessing the adequacy of such education on an ongoing basis (EWA, 2000). The Act 

specifically permits an EWO to enter a recognised school and inspect the register of 

pupils during any school day.

Appendix B: Portraiture o f Interviewees

24 In the EWA 2000 a recognised school refers to a school designated by the Minister as such other the 
Education Act 1998.
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Sean, at the time of the interview was a EWO with the NEWB and worked 

with schools in a large, mostly urban, region in Dublin. He was in contact with 45 

schools, both primary (junior & senior) and second levels schools, some of which 

were classified as disadvantaged under the DEIS programme. He had held this 

position for approximately five years. Prior to taking on this job he worked as the 

education co-ordinator in an urban area based Partnership Company for 

approximately two years. Before that he worked as a coordinator in a 

YOUTHREACH25 project, working primarily with unqualified early school leavers 

in an area designated as disadvantaged.

The role and responsibility of an Educational Welfare Officer (EWO 2 Pilot) is 

described under the pilot interview procedure above. To avoid repetition only the 

informal details of the EWO 1 here outlined here.

Background details o f  EWO 1 provided during the interview.

Jason joined the NEWB in February 2007 and was just over two years working 

as a EWO at the time of the interview. He worked with twelve primary schools and 

three post-primary schools in an urban area where all the schools were in areas

Background details o f EWO 2 -  Pilot (provided during interview).

25 YOUTHREACH is a national programme of second-chance education and training in Ireland and is 
directed at unemployed young early school leavers aged 15-20.
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designated as disadvantaged. Prior to that Jason was a teacher in a post-primary 

school. He also held a postgraduate diploma in Information Technology.

Role and Responsibility o f the (two) School Principals in Relation to Attendance

According to the EWA ( 2000) school Boards of Management should adopt a 

pro-active approach to school attendance by maintaining a register of students 

attending the school; record school attendance and notify the relevant Educational 

Welfare Officer of particular problems in relation to attendance; support students 

with difficulties in attending school on a regular basis; prepare and implement a 

school attendance strategy to encourage, in a positive way, regular school attendance 

and an appreciation of learning within the school; prepare and implement a code of 

behaviour, set standards of behaviour and disciplinary procedures for the school and 

liaise with other schools and relevant bodies on school attendance issues. The 

executive role of a school’s Board of Management is implemented through the 

School Principal whose role in relation to the functions outlined above is also 

sketched out in detail in the EWA 2000. The Act states that the Board of 

Management, Principal, teachers and other members of staff of a recognised school 

shall give all such assistance as may reasonably be required by an EWO in the 

performance of her /his functions.

Background details o f  the Principal o f the Junior School (PJS) provided during 

the interview .

Patricia became a primary school teacher in 1977 after working for a number 

of years as a Social Worker. She started working in the Junior Primary School 32
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years ago, when the school first opened. She held several roles such as classroom 

teacher, learning support teacher and Home School Community Liaison Coordinator 

before taking up the position of Principal more than 12 years ago. The first 5 years in 

the position involved being a class teacher as well as the Principal, after which she 

became a full-time administrative Principal. Patricia is glad that she held various 

positions within the school and said that the benefit she derived from this experience 

included getting “an overall view of life in the community and the life of the school”.

Background details o f Principal o f the Senior School (PSS) provided during 

the interview.

Ciarán began as a primary school teacher in 1978 and was four years working 

as administrative Principal in the Senior Primary School at the time of interview. His 

teaching career included class teacher in primary schools (all urban) including those 

in other areas designated as disadvantaged.

Role and Responsibility o f  the Home School Community Liaison Coordinator (HSCL 

Coordinator)

The role of the HSCL Coordinator is undertaken by teachers who are released 

from all teaching duties and engage in full-time liaison work between the home, 

school, and community. The role of the Coordinator includes support for teachers 

and parents within schools, particularly in the areas of literacy and mathematics. 

According to the Department of Education and Skills’ guidelines the local 

Coordinator addresses the development of the parent-teacher relationship in 

collaboration with the local community in order to enhance the nurturing of the



whole child (DES, 2005/6). The role also involves the development of staff and 

teacher attitudes and behaviour so that the school becomes a place where all young 

people can reach their potential. The guidelines emphasise that the Coordinator’s 

initiatives are focused on adults, on parents and teachers, not on children. However, 

the outcome should impinge over time on children's lives. The primary initiatives are 

concerned with promoting parents' education, development, growth and involvement 

and the participation of parents in their children's education including homework 

support (DES, 2005/6).

Background details o f the HSCL Coordinator provided during the interview .

Tony started primary school teaching in the area in 1976 in a nearby school and 

moved two years later when this school opened. Most of his teaching has been class- 

based, except for a brief locum position as HSCL Coordinator many years ago. That 

opportunity confirmed his interest in the post of HSCL Coordinator and he was 

successful in obtaining this position, working with the Junior and Senior Primary 

Schools, on a permanent basis approximately eight years ago.

Role and Responsibility o f Local School Completion Programme Coordinator (SCP)

SCP Projects, under the auspices of a local management committee employ a 

full-time Local SCP Coordinator to provide direct support to targeted young people 

by organising and facilitating the provision of in-school, out-of-school, after school 

and holiday time supports. The remit as outlined in the special guidelines includes 

maintaining strong links with relevant agencies and working to the plans as agreed 

by the local committee (DES, 2006).
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Maria began this current post three years ago. Previously she worked as a 

youth worker with the youth services in a Community Training Workshop in an 

urban inner city area. She was an instructor there with early school leavers where 

she taught various subjects, including home economics for pupils at junior certificate 

level. Maria is Local Coordinator in the region and works with eight schools, five at 

primary and three at post-primary level.

Role and Responsibility o f the Visiting Teacher fo r Travellers (VTT)

The official role for the visiting teacher is to act as a bridge between the 

Traveller community and schools and other services in relation to the education of 

Traveller children (Directorate of Regional Services, 2006). The main priority for the 

VTT is outlined, by the directorate, as working directly with Traveller children, their 

families and the schools with a view to promoting the integrated education of the 

target population within an agreed framework. The focus of the work with Travellers 

aims to increase enrolment, attendance and participation at all levels of the education 

system. In addition, the VTT has an official role in collecting data on all aspects of 

levels of participation and attendance of Traveller children (Directorate of Regional 

Services, 2006).

Background details o f the VTT provided during interview.

Suzanne worked in a primary school for over 30 years and worked as a 

resource teacher for Travellers for approximately 10 of those years. She began her 

position with the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers more than two years ago.

Background details o f  the Local SCP Coordinator provided  during interview.
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Her work covers a large area which includes both urban and rural communities. 

Suzanne connects with preschools, primary schools, post-primary schools and 

pathways to third level.
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Appendix C: A Statement o f Explanation about the Study

Noelle Spring 

Thornton Cottage 

Kilsallaghan 

Co Dublin 

Tel: 01 8351232; 087 2361963

31 March 2009

Dear,

Thank you for agreeing to see me in relation to my research project which I am 

undertaking under a Doctorate in Education (EdD ) programme in St Patrick’s 

College, Drumcondra. The working title for the research is “To develop a conceptual 

framework that will inform research analysis of the patterns affecting significant 

absenteeism in a cohort of primary school children in an area designated as 

disadvantaged”.

The purpose of the research is to gain an understanding of the issue of school 

absenteeism at primary school level. There are two stages to the research; firstly 

collecting quantitative data through reviewing roll books in a junior and senior 

primary school and secondly, qualitative interviews with professionals with a focus 

on school attendance.

The focus of the review of the roll books is to identify patterns and trends over 

one school year (2006/2007). The schools have kindly allowed me to review the roll 

books and this information has now been analysed. I am now hoping to set up 

interviews with a range of professionals such as School Principals, Home School 

Community Liaison Teacher, School Completion Coordinator, Education Welfare 

Officer and Visiting Teacher for Travellers. The interviews will involve one hour of 

semi-structured questions to be held at an agreed time and place. (Topics to be 

covered will be sent to those involved prior to the interview).

All the information gathered both from the roll books and the interviews will

be in a format that will not identify any individual child or school or professional
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person. This study will have the benefit of taking place in a large urban area which 

will not be readily identified as there are many similar areas in the country. I will not 

name the geographical area of the research in any publication or during any event 

whereby the findings are disseminated. This research proposal has already been 

approved by the Ethics committee in St Patrick’s College and I will ensure that I 

abide by its standard of research at all times.

Personal background -

I, Noelle Spring, the investigator on this project have, by virtue of having been 

accepted on the course, taught doctorate in education, and in the opinion of my 

supervisor and programme director, the necessary qualifications, experience and 

skills to conduct this student project. I am currently employed as the Development 

Director with the Katharine Howard Foundation which is a charitable Foundation 

mainly responsible for grants to community and voluntary groups through out 

Ireland. In addition to managing the Foundation I have designed and coordinated 

special initiatives including demonstration programmes and research projects. Prior 

to my current employment I worked as a Projects Officer with the Combat Poverty 

Agency where my duties included advising Government Departments on policy 

responses to promote social inclusion. I began my career as a Social Worker and 

subsequently a Community Worker with the Eastern Health Board (now the HSE). 

While with the Health Board I worked in XXX for eleven years as a community 

worker and was involved in xx community and family resource centre. During this 

period I worked very closely with many people working and living in X including 

both primary schools and other agencies. This work engendered a keen interest in 

educational disadvantage and I have always been exercised by the need to shift many 

inequalities that result in some children not benefitting as much as others from access 

to education. I have decided to focus on school attendance in primary schools as this 

study offers the opportunity to explore one of the basic essentials of accessing 

education.
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This research project is being supervised by Dr Ann Louise Gilligan of St 

Patrick’s College along with Dr Peter Archer, a research fellow with the Educational 

Research Centre. They are at all times aware of the work being undertaken in this 

research project and are available to offer advise and direction to me on an ongoing 

basis. Mr Eddie Ward is also aware of the study and has given me permission to 

contact relevant officers of the NEWB.

I am very grateful for your assistance with this work and really appreciate that 

in spite of the enormous demands on your time that you have agreed to consider 

involvement in this research project. It is my hope that through this work some small 

but significant contribution will be made to understanding school absenteeism at 

primary level.

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require further clarification or 

information,

Yours sincerely,

Noelle Spring.
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Appendix D: Introduction o f Research to Interviewees

24 April 2009 

Dear,

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of my research project. I am 

very grateful for your time commitment and sharing your knowledge and experience. 

The interview should take about one hour and all the material will be treated with 

utmost confidentiality. I will not be identifying schools or agency personnel in any 

related documentation.

I have outlined below the key areas that I hope to cover during the interview. 

This is just to give you some idea of what we will be discussing and by way of a 

check list for myself

I look forward to seeing you on Monday 27th April at 2p.m. in your office at 

xxxxx School,

Kind Regards,

Noelle Spring

Key areas for interview for thesis research -

1. Background of interviewee -  role and responsibilities etc

2. Background of school and history of support programmes such as Give 

Children an Even Break and DEIS etc (This question will apply mainly to 

School Principals and HSCL)

3. Views on collecting data on school absenteeism including beginning at age 6 

years, 20 day cut off period and methods of collection.

4. Discussion on national figures arising on school absenteeism, i.e. 6% 

nationally and 11% in schools designated as disadvantaged. How these 

figures might compare with figures for these particular schools.
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5. Patterns and trends of absenteeism in primary school including gender and 

cultural differences, grades, time of the year, days of the week etc.

6. Views on statutory response to school attendance and inter-agency work in 

your area

7. Attendance strategies at school level?

8. Main reasons pupils miss school at Primary School level including school 

related reasons and pupil related reasons.

9. Effects of absenteeism on pupils themselves, other pupils, teachers, parents?

10. Any other information/ comments that the interviewee would like to add?



Appendix E: Question Schedule for Semi-Structured Interviews

April 2009

Welcome & Introduction -

Context Questions -

Name

Gender

Current role

Main Responsibilities

Other previous experience relevant to knowledge of school absenteeism? 

History of the schools (or geographical area) and school support programmes 

currently and in the past?

Questions arising from data from the roll books

1. Overall non- attendance for both schools is around 10.2%, slightly less 

than the national average for schools in areas designated as 

disadvantaged. There is very little difference overall between both 

schools. Is this figure what you would expect?

2. In relation to the junior school non-attendance is highest in infant 

classes (12.2% in Jnr infants & 11.8% in Sen Infants). Why do you 

think this might be the case?

3. Best attendance between both schools is in 1st class (8.1%). What might 

explain this?

4. After a steep rise to 9.9% in second class the level is relatively low at 

8.8% in 3rd class. This is after transition to senior school -  would this 

concur with your experience?

5. The percentage rises significantly in senior grades -  Would this be your 

experience and why might this be the case?
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6. The majority of pupils with significant non-attendance appear to attend 
school on Tuesday to Thursday - Would this be your experience and 
why might this be the case?

7. Do you think non attendance is higher for boys or girls in primary 
schools - Would this be your experience and why might this be the 
case?

Overall Macro Questions -

1. Is school non-attendance at primary level something that Irish society 
should be concerned about?

2. 95% of primary schools made returns to the NEWB after 05/06 school 
year -  implying that most schools take the issue of non -  attendance 
very seriously -  would you agree or disagree with this? Please 
elaborate?

3. What are your views of the current national system for monitoring 
school attendance?

4. Are you aware of school attendance strategies at school level? Can 
you describe these and what they achieve? (or Does your school adopt 
a school attendance strategy? Please describe?)

5. Different terms are used in various jurisdictions such as explained and 
unexplained. What terms do you use and how are these applied?

6. The school roll book includes information on each pupil for the entire 
school year -  do you think this information could be useful to the 
NEWB or DES?

Absenteeism in general questions-

1. According to the NEWB School absenteeism is currently at 

unacceptable high levels -  (6% at national level with 11% in disadv. 

areas), does this reflect your experience?

2. Can you provide a profile of a child with significant non-attendance?
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3. What are the main reasons that children miss primary school? 

PROMPT -  Please elaborate- break down to Pupil related issues versus 

school related issues.

4. What are the effects of missing school on these children? (Prompts -  

social/ achievement/ others)

5. What other effects can you name (prompt - on the school) of the non- 

attendance of some pupils?

6. In your experience at what grade does it usually become apparent that a 

child is developing a school attendance problem?

7. In your experience is there much difference between boys and girls?

Interagency supports

1. What is your experience of interagency cooperation / integrated 

support services?



Appendix F: School Absence Report Categories

(Page 5 of Primary School Absence Report as sourced on NEWB’s website. 
https://www.schoolretum.ie/resources/2010/newb guidelines eng.pdf)

CATEGORY OF ABSENCE: Enter the number of days absent in each 
category of absence since the beginning of the school year. The sum of the numbers 
in each category should equal the total number of absences since the beginning of the 
school year.

(See below for detailed description of absence categories).

SCHOOL COMMENT: A Principal may wish to indicate that he/she is 
concerned about the attendance of a student, giving reasons for the concern. For 
example, the Principal may be dissatisfied with the reasons for absences, or may be 
concerned about the pattern of absences. A Principal may report concerns even if the 
number of days absent is less than 20 days (giving reasons for concerns).

A: Illness reported as reason for absence.

B: Urgent family reason - an urgent family circumstance reported as the reason 
for absence e.g. bereavement (please give detail in s c h o o l  c o m m e n t  section o f  the 

form).

C: Expelled -The Board of Management has expelled the student (all internal 
and external appeals processes have been exhausted).

D: Suspended- Student has been suspended from school (a suspension is 
defined as 'requiring the student to absent himself/herself from the school for a 
specified, limited period of school days').

E: Other -All other reasons given by parent/guardian e.g. holidays, religious 
observance, death of a student, emigration (please describe exact reasons given in 
sc h o o l  c o m m e n t  column).

F: Unexplained -Parent/guardian gave no reasons for this/these absences.

G: Transfer to another school-The school has received written notice from 
another school that the student has transferred to that other school.
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