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Introduction
The National Executive Committee of The Irish Learning Support Association (ILSA) welcomes the recent publication by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) Better Literacy and Numeracy for Children and Young People-A Draft National Plan to improve Literacy and Numeracy in Schools (Draft Plan). We strongly agree with the main contention of this Draft Plan, viz. the desirability of improving present levels of literacy and numeracy in our student population.  Much of what is in the Draft Plan is praiseworthy.  However, we have reservations about some of the proposals.  Also, there are several worrying omissions in the overview of current provision and attainment in the Draft Plan.  We will begin this response with a brief description of ILSA and thereafter discuss some aspects of the proposed strategy under ten broad headings that offer practical suggestions based on our broad ranging expertise and experience at all levels in Education and on feedback from our members. 
Role of the Irish Learning Support Association (ILSA)
The Irish Learning Support Association (ILSA) formerly known as Association of Remedial Teachers of Ireland (A.R.T.I.) was founded in 1974. It is the fourth largest teacher organisation (after the three teacher unions) in the country with over 1,000 members.  It is a National Association supported by the DES.  ILSA is a self-help peer support group. The main objective of ILSA is to provide CPD and resources for our members who support children with learning difficulties.  Membership, coming from Primary, Post Primary and 3rd level, consists of
· Resource /Learning Support Teachers
· Special Class and Special School Teachers
· Language Support Teachers (EAL)
· Lecturers in the SEN Departments of Colleges of Education
· Members of SESS, DES Inspectorate, authors and other education service providers
The Executive Committee runs the Association. It is a voluntary body elected at AGM.  It consists of a maximum of 12 teachers from both Primary and Post Primary.  Most members of the present highly experienced committee have multiple qualifications to M.Ed level and 2 are pursuing PhD. studies in SEN. Many are also published authors including our Treasurer Florence Gavin whose SEN Maths programmes are nationally acclaimed and widely used.    
The ILSA National Executive:
· Meets monthly to plan high-quality CPD support
· Organises Major Annual Conference
· Organises Smaller Regional Spring Conference
· Supports 28 Regional ILSA Branches
· Publishes Quarterly Newsletter 
· Publishes Learn – an annual high quality research based Educational Journal

· Represents members’ views
· Sponsors SEN research
· Contributes to website www.ilsa.ie
Our Annual Conference is held in September. The event runs from Friday morning to Saturday afternoon and provides major in-service for Learning Support, Language Support and Resource teachers from Primary and Post primary.  Up to 600 members attend a wide-ranging series of presentations and workshops given by experts in the field of education. Presentations on Literacy and Maths are always prioritised for both Primary and Post Primary Teachers.
 For 37 years ILSA has therefore been involved in giving Literacy and Maths CPD and resources to our members. We believe that these should be offered to the Mainstream Class Teacher who has overall responsibility for all children including those with SEN.  
1. Use of emotive language in the Draft Plan
We are concerned at the highly emotive language that is used, particularly in the introduction to the Draft Plan. Having difficulties with literacy or numeracy is described as a “tragedy” and “an enormous loss for all of us in Irish society”; a “relentless focus” needs to be placed on the progress of every child; children who do not learn to read and write are “more likely to be imprisoned” and so it is “essential” that every child leaves school numerate and “able to speak, read, write and spell at a level that enables them to participate fully in education and in Irish life and society”.  Failure to achieve the standards set by the DES will be due to lack of engagement by the student or lack of training on the part of her/his teacher – that is the sub-text of this Draft Plan.  Where does this leave the student with disability?  There is no understanding evident in the Draft Plan that success in any area must always be related to the potential of each child.

2. Definition of Literacy 
The Draft Plan presents a definition of literacy as ‘the capacity to read, understand and critically appreciate various forms of communication…’ (p.9).   However, the definition of literacy presented as a footnote on the same page emphasises the more technical aspects of literacy skills, focusing solely on functional literacy to the exclusion of critical literacy.  While the core skills, or the ‘building blocks’ as they are described on page 17, are critical, reading competence also depends on pupils’ interaction with the process and the extent to which they are enabled to invest themselves fully in this process of becoming confident and competent readers (Cummins, 2001). 
The Draft Plan does not deal in any meaningful way with the new literacies.  We suggest that effective and discriminating use of computer technology, the Internet, mobile phone technology, television, MP3 and other players, electronic book readers and even game consoles should be taught as part of the literacies necessary for the twenty-first century.

3. Root Causes of Literacy and Numeracy Difficulties
It is said that levels of poverty in a school are better predictors of pupils’ reading difficulties than is the lack of early phonemic awareness (Snow et al., 1998).  Success in reading is embedded in patterns of social power relations (Cummins, 2001).  For example, pupils from lower socio-economic families are about 18 months behind their middle-class peers in language skill on arrival at school.  The Draft Plan fails to identify the root causes of literacy and numeracy failure, which is acknowledged widely in the research literature as being social exclusion, social disadvantage, SEN and poverty.

Surprisingly, no reference is made to SEN provision or prevalence in the Draft Plan. The estimated number of children who may have SEN under EPSEN is 17.68% (EPSEN Implementation Report, p.72). It is unacceptable that the Draft Plan should ignore such a large disadvantaged cohort in our inclusive schools. 

We consider that Newcomer children are among the most vulnerable students in our schools. The Draft Plan says that their numbers have been increasing and that in 2009/10 ‘some 10 per cent of primary students and approximately 12 per cent of post-primary students came from a migrant background (p.35).  Also, it states on this page that these ‘immigrant students come from over 160 countries and speak up to 200 languages.  An estimated 70 to 75 per cent of these students do not speak English as a first language’.  It must be stressed that these are national prevalence statistics but the reality is that most urban Primary Schools have up to 30 per cent of Newcomer children in their school population. Many of our LS/RT members report that up to 80 percent of their caseloads now consist of Newcomer students who have scored at or below the 10th percentile in Standardised Tests. This is frustrating for both teachers and the students who have language difficulties as opposed to learning difficulties. It also means that many children with learning difficulties are not prioritised for additional help in Literacy and/or Maths.
Irish born Professor Jim Cummins (Toronto University) is a world acclaimed authority on language and literacy development of learners of English as an additional language. In 1979 he coined the acronyms BICS and CALP to refer to processes that help a teacher to assess a student’s language ability. BICS is about basic interpersonal communicative skills which typically he said takes 1-3 years to develop if the student has sufficient exposure to the second language. CALP is about cognitive academic language proficiency which typically will take the student 5-7 years to develop but those who do not have a strong literacy in their 1st language may need 7-10 years to develop CALP in a 2nd language (Cummins, J. 2003). 
Therefore, ILSA strongly disagrees with the recommendations in the Draft Plan on page 36 to reduce the number of specialist EAL teachers and provide instead increased CPD for the regular class teacher. We agree that teachers of all subjects play a vital role in facilitating pupils` acquisition of language. However, it is impossible for the regular class teacher, many with 30 or more students to also effectively develop both communicative and academic language in Newcomer students. We suggest adoption of the Finnish model of giving 6 months intensive help to these students before entry to a mainstream class. We also recommend that the specialist EAL teacher and the regular class teacher would work together in a team-teaching scenario.  A translation service is needed to support Newcomer students in schools and their parents.
4. Integrated nature of 1999 Primary School Curriculum 

‘We have to say clearly to teachers that we want them to emphasise the development of literacy and numeracy above all other subjects’ (p. 25).  This statement suggests that an emphasis on improving literacy and numeracy implies an erosion of time allocated to other curricular areas.  We wish to highlight a number of points in order to address this statement.  

Firstly, it must be noted that numeracy, albeit core to the Mathematics curriculum, is just one Strand.  Secondly, our curriculum at primary level emphasises the value and necessity of curricular integration at all levels, which acknowledges that literacy and numeracy are integral to all aspects of this revised curriculum.  Where is the evidence that there ‘may have been a reduction in the amount of time devoted to the core areas of literacy and numeracy’ (p.28) due to the introduction of Drama, Science and SPHE?  Thirdly, we have serious reservations with regard to the use of ‘all discretionary curriculum time for the teaching of literacy and numeracy and to incorporate Drama activities and the time for this subject within time for L1’ (p.30).  Such a proposal suggests the ‘discretionary time’ would become a ‘literacy/numeracy slot’. This, in our view, would be contradictory to the implementation of an integrated curriculum, which as educators, we value. We oppose taking time from other subject areas in order to give more time to literacy and numeracy - if time in any area is to be targeted it would be much more beneficial to look at international studies relating to the teaching of any second language all of which emphasise oral language, and look again at the time spent in Gaeilge classes teaching Irish reading and writing. 

The 1999 Primary School Curriculum places great emphasis on the oral language aspects of each subject area as well as encouraging an integrated approach. During the primary school years, critical early skills, in particular oral language skills, need to be developed, and these skills have to be carefully consolidated and developed throughout the junior-cycle years in post primary school.  We welcome the recommendations on page 35 to ‘prioritise the implementation of an oral language development programme within pre-schools’ to ensure continuity with the Junior Infant curriculum. We also welcome the introduction of Aistear to all infant classes with the emphasis on play to develop early literacy and numeracy skills. However, these activities will only achieve greater success in small classes of 20 such as they have in Finland. Emphasises that oral language needs to be good if written grammar is to be accurate etc says corrections are to be meaningful to the child and all that. Wants rote learning but enjoyable rote learning)
The New Curriculum of 1971 introduced curricular changes in language – “creative” writing encouraged with less emphasis on formal grammar; teaching of spelling not developed; rote learning of poetry discouraged if not enjoyable.  However, there has been no formal assessment of how that curriculum impacted on literacy and numeracy.  The 1999 Primary School Curriculum is now introduced without any critical analysis of how the previous curriculum impacted on the teaching and learning of literacy and numeracy. This may explain the reason for some of the concerns raised by a number of recent curriculum implementation reviews.  
We welcome the recommendations on page 29 to review and clarify the Primary Literacy Curriculum and to emphasise the teaching and assessment of key literacy skills. The Draft Plan recommends the development of ‘a generic skills-based programme adapted for all schools that adopts the principles and practices of approaches such as Reading and Maths Recovery’ (p.20). But these beneficial programmes are targeted at students aged 6-7 only. They are also delivered either individually or in small groups and so are impractical in a whole school setting. Instead of investing in a  very expensive Australian programmes like First Steps, We recommend that Irish research based programmes would be encouraged in all Primary Schools such as;

· Building Bridges of Understanding : Theory and Actual Classroom Practices in Multiple Comprehension Strategy Instruction (Courtney, A. & M.Gleeson, 2009)

· Spelling and Handwriting (Culligan, B. 2009). 
· Maths Zone, Makesure Maths, Number Facts (Gavin, F.)
We acknowledge the importance of all students having a solid foundation on which to build their conceptual development in both Literacy and Maths but we stress that an integrated curriculum will help the students’ learning building blocks. The Draft Plan negatively contrasts the Irish and the Finnish education systems. However, the broad compass of the curriculum in basic education in Finland is worth considering before decisions are made to narrow the Irish curricula. Also, we need to implement clear policies on integrating ICT, a constantly evolving medium, in all areas of the curriculum.
The 1999 Primary School Curriculum emphasises the importance of a holistic education within which all areas of study are of equal importance and within which the concept of multiple intelligences/ abilities are central. We are concerned that the Draft Plan seeks to undermine these tenets.

5. Enabling parents and communities to support children’s literacy and numeracy.

‘Given that students spend only 15 per cent of their time at school, the impact of the home on students ‘ development and attainment cannot be underestimated’ (p.47). Both international and Irish research clearly shows the significant link between parental support and engagement and their children’s achievement in literacy and numeracy. 

As discussed on page 3 the Draft Plan fails to identify the root causes of literacy and numeracy failure, which is acknowledged widely in the research literature as being social exclusion, social disadvantage, SEN and poverty. Also, the estimated 17.68% of children who may have SEN (EPSEN Implementation Report, p.72) are ignored. The vulnerable families of increasing numbers of ‘immigrant students come from over 160 countries and speak up to 200 languages’ (p.35) are poorly served at present. 

In addition to the welcome but grossly insufficient recommendations listed in the Draft Plan on pages 48, 49, ILSA recommends the following:

· Extension of the DEIS scheme to all urban schools who have above 25 per cent Newcomer children on their rolls

· Extension of the H/S/C/L service to all schools even on a shared basis

· Projects such as ‘one book, one community’ in Ballymun to be replicated countrywide

· Literacy and numeracy support such as ‘shared reading’, ‘maths for fun’to be offered to all parents

· On-line resources such as tips for parents in oral language, reading and maths.

The DES must acknowledge the complex impact of the changing diversity in our school populations, families and communities in causing Literacy and Maths difficulties and offer effective support.

6. Making comparisons between Ireland and Finland

A comparison with Finland’s record in literacy skills is made in the Draft Plan to Ireland’s disadvantage, but no reference is made to the fact that the maximum class size in Finland’s basic education schools is twenty children.  Teaching literacy skills to twenty children is very different to doing the same work with classes of 30 and larger.  It is necessary to decrease the size of such classes in our primary schools, particularly from Junior Infants to Second Class, if there is to be any swift or significant improvement in our standards of literacy and numeracy.

It should also be pointed out that Finland has many other strategies in place to support the acquisition and development of literacy skills.  One of these is the provision of sub-titles on all television programmes, including those for young children.  
As previously stated, Finland employs is the provision of six months of intensive language instruction to Newcomer children before they enter basic education. The latter would be very helpful in regard to the large numbers of new-comer children joining our schools.  It is not just lack of knowledge of our language and our education system that is a barrier for immigrants (p. 36).   Lack of familiarity with our culture, our geography, our history and our political system also causes difficulties for Newcomer students and their families settling into our society.
Finally, we draw attention to the fact that the Finnish curriculum actually avoids all testing for young children and specifically follows a broad curriculum where all subjects are seen as equally important in a holistic fashion. 

7. Improving Teachers’ and ECCE Practitioners’ Professional Practice 

For the last 37 years ILSA’s main objective has been to improve teachers’ practice by providing high quality CPD and resources. We strongly agree with the research findings listed on page 15 of the Draft Plan on the factors that ‘make a critically important contribution to the excellence of the teaching profession’. We are indeed ‘fortunate in Ireland in attracting some of the most highly qualified young people to the teaching profession. The work of Irish Teachers has attracted considerable praise’. We welcome the review of the Teaching Council on initial teacher education programmes. We consider Teacher knowledge to be crucial for successful implementation of both Literacy and Maths curricula. We stress the following:
· Teacher knowledge of the whole curriculum - what prior knowledge has the student, what knowledge is the student expected to gain in his/her present class and where does this new knowledge lead?
·  Teacher knowledge of  mathematics as a subject and of how mathematical concepts develop in early childhood
· Teacher knowledge of methodologies and approaches to suit all learning styles and intelligences
·  Teacher knowledge of resources and how to use them (e.g. many schools still using rulers with inches on them) 
· Teacher knowledge of integrating ICT in the curriculum.
ILSA looks forward to continuing to provide excellent CPD to our members and we also see a role for extending this provision to mainstream teachers and parents.

8. Importance of education for creativity and of arts education in general  

In aiming to provide a meaningful holistic education for all the children in our schools we need to seriously consider the importance of education for creativity and of arts education in general. Creativity is not just important in education but for everyone in Irish society as we try to compete in an increasingly complex and ever-changing global economy. We are all, in every sphere of life, trying to cope with social and economic circumstances that are changing daily and can only change more radically in the years to come. Therefore we need to educate our children for an uncertain future and not revert to outdated modes of education that will seriously hinder our young children in coping with the challenges they will have to face. We need to educate our children and young people to be flexible, adaptable and creative, to be able to make good decisions in times of uncertainty, to be able to adapt to new opportunities and to respond creatively to change – we need an education system that develops these traits.

 We need to challenge a number of misconceptions about “creativity”. Firstly, we need to reject the concept that only certain “special” individuals are creative. Creativity is not the reserve of people with rare ability such as Da Vinci, Picasso or Menuhin and in reality every person is born with tremendous creative potential. Secondly, we need to refute the view that creativity is confined to particular aspects of our culture such as visual arts, music, design or drama. We believe that anyone can be creative when he/she is actively using his/her intelligence – in running a business, in a relationship, in mathematics, in writing – in any field of human endeavour. We need to stop linking the term “creative” solely with the term “arts” and begin to think of all fields as having the potential for creative thinking. In the education system we need therefore to invest in developing creativity in the system as a whole.
An education curriculum that is narrowly focused on particular areas of study and on a “standards” agenda makes it impossible for schools and teachers to develop students’ creative abilities. We have no difficulty with the aim of the strategy to raise standards in both literacy and numeracy, what we do have difficulty with is the obvious headlong rush, implicit in the Draft Plan, towards standardisation. The apparent change in direction from the “content objectives” model of our 1999 Primary School Curriculum towards the “learning outcomes” or “attainment targets” model, to be assessed by increasing standardised testing, will literally kill innovation. This is because the focus of such standardisation and standardised testing by definition will narrow the focus of learning because it will introduce a climate of fear among teachers, parents and children. Risk will become something to be avoided rather than encouraged and we believe that any proposal that values the measurable results of any “standards model “ , and values nothing else,  will only succeed in lowering standards in the types of skills that will be needed in the future. We will not need “standardised employees” in the businesses and economies of the future, rather people who can adapt, think for themselves-be creative.

The Draft Plan seeks to reinstate the notion that some subjects are more important than others – a curriculum hierarchy as it is often referred to. At the top are Mathematics and Languages, at the bottom are the arts subjects. Traditionally the arts subjects have received a low priority in the education system for two main reasons. Firstly, the arts were traditionally viewed as being irrelevant in terms of getting a job. But surely in the context of the modern changing world they are very relevant in terms of developing what is now referred to as the “creative economy”. Secondly, the arts were often viewed as being non-academic, having little to do with the, now surely outmoded, narrow definition of intelligence which was based only on academic ability.

In order to enable our young people to cope with an uncertain future we need to preserve what was enshrined in the 1999 Primary School Curriculum – the concept that we are all intelligent but that our intelligence is much more than that which we have been led to believe by traditional academic education. All international evidence, even in Finland, indicates that a broad curriculum based on a broad concept of intelligence motivates children, gives them higher self esteem and not only develops creative thinking but also helps them to perform better in all fields, including literacy and numeracy. Should we not therefore be aiming to raise standards in all subjects? 
We welcome the emphasis that the Draft Plan places on the importance of play in both preschools and infant classes – is it sensible or indeed desirable then to suggest any reduction in time for arts education, the main curricular area where play, exploration, experimentation, oral language, active learning and especially the concept of there being no “right answer” is central.

The status of drama as an art subject needs to be preserved - drama is not merely a vehicle for teaching language. Removing drama from the arts curriculum is out of line with all other international curricula.
 Another fact ignored in the Draft Plan is the wealth of international research which highlights the degree to which the provision of a good music education dramatically improves children's mathematical skills. Indeed some studies have suggested that students who receive a well planned music education, that includes learning to read music and to play an instrument, show dramatic improvement in their understanding of mathematics as measured in standardised tests. Internationally, the findings of many ‘Literacy through the Arts’ projects show improvement in students’ reading comprehension through singing apart from a raising of their confidence and self-esteem. A programme called ‘Musical Pathway to Learning’ is recommended in the Northern Ireland’s Revised Curriculum, 2007. Delegates at ‘Promoting Literacy in and beyond School’ Conference in the Cavan Crystal Hotel on March 23rd 2011 heard a presentation on the many benefits of this cross-curricular programme particularly in the area of phonological awareness and early literacy skills.  We in ILSA recommend that this programme would be delivered with the new Aistear programme to our 3-6 year olds to enhance their literacy skills.
9. Assessment and Reporting

The emphasis on testing is also concerning.  Students already have two sets of standardised testing of literacy and numeracy in primary school.  On entry into first year of second-level, they undergo further standardised testing of both literacy and numeracy.  In third year they are tested across the whole range of Junior Cycle subjects.  Now it is proposed that they should have standardised testing in infant classes as well as at junior primary, middle primary and senior primary.  At second level it is now proposed that they will be tested in their second year.  This will result in great pressure on students, particularly on students with difficulties.  Because the Draft Plan appears to suggest benchmarking schools, there will be disproportionate emphasis put on literacy and numeracy at the cost of other areas of the curriculum.

While we welcome the call for the introduction to ‘an early assessment system to allow for assessment of children’s oral language competencies and pre-literacy and numeracy competencies’ (p. 28),  we are concerned about the technical rationale perspective of the overall Draft Plan. The proposal to improve literacy and numeracy standards through an increased focus on standardized testing assumes that everything we teach can be measured scientifically and should be measured thus narrowly.  We think that such an approach is regrettable.

We draw attention to the fact that the Finnish curriculum actually avoids all testing for young children and specifically follows a broad curriculum where all subjects are seen as equally important in an holistic education. For this reason we do not agree with testing Senior Infant students with standardised tools.
We note that DES Inspectors called for ‘urgent school improvement’ …focusing on aspects of the teaching of literacy and numeracy…and especially the use of assessment to improve learning (p.18). Most of our ILSA Committee members believe strongly in a carefully planned whole school approach to assessment including class and individual tracking to inform teaching and learning. Teachers and students should have a broad range of assessment such as contained in the excellent resource pack Assessment in Primary Schools (ncca, 2007) which was sent to every Primary Teacher in Ireland. Both Assessment of Learning (AoL) and Assessment for Learning (AfL) should form the basis of much of teachers` planning in the areas of Maths and Literacy. We consider that both types of assessment are complementary and interrelated processes. While the traditional AoL will always have a place in education and in classroom and school practice, the development of AfL offers new opportunities for teachers. 
We recognise that AoL:

· happens after the learning takes place

· the teacher gathers the information  
· information is usually transformed into marks or grades 
· comparison with the performance of others 

We consider that AfL :

· is an integral part of the learning process
· contains information that is shared with the learner
· is information on the quality of learning
· makes comparison with learning and teaching aims and objectives 
· looks forward to the next stage of learning
We strongly support the use of Assessment for Learning (AfL) in the areas of Maths and Literacy. As reviewed in InTouch (Jan/Feb, 2011:38) ‘research indicates that when used effectively by teachers it has a significant , positive impact on the achievement of all learners but especially the traditional ‘low achievers’ (Black &William, 1998).
Some of us also believe very strongly in the importance and motivational aspect of student self assessment of their work. Very simple self assessment tools such as smiley faces  for each term’s work as in Makesure Maths (Gavin, 2008) are very motivating. Students allocate a "face" to denote a score. They score themselves under Understanding, Speed and Accuracy. With practice students become very proficient at setting their own goals. Of course, self assessment works even better within a whole-school approach. 

The valuable role of ICT in assessment particularly for children with SEN has been ignored in the Draft Plan.
We have difficulty with the obvious move towards standardised targets and a move away from the “content objectives” model of our 1999 Primary School Curriculum. We do not agree with the concept of Schools Like Ours because we think that all schools are unique with diverse strengths and needs. We think that the focus of such standardisation and standardised testing by definition will narrow the focus of learning because it will introduce a climate of competition and fear among teachers, parents and children. We worry that it will only succeed in lowering standards rather than developing the types of skills that will be needed in the future. 
10. The potential of the JCSP programme in the development of literacy and numeracy standards
The Draft Plan (p. 38) recognises the potential of the JCSP programme in the development of literacy and numeracy standards within mainstream education. However we consider that:

· To facilitate this programme, the number of subjects studied must be reduced as it is extremely difficult to deliver effectively in a mainstream setting. 

· We welcome the proposal to extend the provision of DEIS interventions on Early Junior Cycle at Post Primary Level. 
Conclusion
The National Executive Committee of ILSA welcomes the Draft Plan and we strongly agree with the main contention, viz. the desirability of improving present levels of literacy and numeracy in our student population.  In this submission, we welcomed what is praiseworthy, discussed and offered practical suggestions for our reservations about some of the proposals and several worrying omissions in the Draft Plan.  We prioritised these under the headings-  
· Use of emotive language in the Draft Plan

· Definition of Literacy

· Root Causes of Literacy and Numeracy Difficulties
· Integrated nature of 1999 Primary School Curriculum
· Enabling parents and communities to support children’s literacy and numeracy

·  Comparing Ireland and Finland

· Improving Teachers’ and ECCE Practitioners’ Professional Practice

· Importance of education for creativity and of arts education in general
· Assessment and Reporting
· The potential of the JCSP programme in the development of literacy and numeracy standards.
For 37 years ILSA has been involved in CPD activities and providing resources particularly in the areas of Literacy and Maths to our members at local and national level. We would be happy to assist in offering support in Literacy and Maths to parents and to Mainstream Class Teachers who have overall responsibility for all children including those with SEN.  
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