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FOREWORD

Deep learning in a fast world: student
STUDENT TEACHER .
FERERISNERRE teachers confront a paradox of practice

Dr Dane Stickney
University of Colorado, Denver

Regardless of what, where, or who we teach, educators generally want the
same thing: to move beyond rote learning and foster critical thinking, confi-
dence, and deeper conceptual understanding of the content, oneself, and the
world.

These are lofty goals, to be sure, but ideals that | am proud to see ex-
plored in the pages that follow. It is an honor to write the foreword for the
7th edition of the Student Teacher Educational Research (STER) journal. |
teach education methods to classroom teachers in Denver, Colorado, US, and
am deeply committed to the same sentiments and values expressed in this
journal. Notably, | served as lead author of Transformative Student Voice for
Teachers: A Guide to Classroom Action (Stickney et al., 2025), which aims to
provide one specific pedagogical path to deep learning and holistic student
development. | see the same spirit in the articles of this special journal edi-
tion, which serves as an important multidisciplinary exploration of modern
pedagogical practices and their implementation.

With such deep exploration, important tensions emerge. This volume,
specifically, leans into a paradox of practice. Modern curricula and teaching
tools are designed for deep engagement, but flaws in their design or failures
in systemic support can easily undermine these goals, prioritizing superficial
outcomes like speed and competition over genuine cognitive development.
It’s a tricky problem, as much of my research explores, but we are guided
through these tensions in this edition by some of the best minds available:
student teachers and aspiring classroom educators who have recent experi-
ence both in the classroom and in using academic frameworks to better un-
derstand pedagogy and curriculum. | want to share highlights from three arti-
cles in this journal edition (Cullen, 2026; Ni Cheallaigh, 2026) while continuing
to explore this paradox of practice.

The Learner’s Core: Confidence and Emotion

As much as things like standardized assessment, scripted curricula, and bell-
to-bell teaching lead us to believe that learning is solely academic or cogni-
tive, student teachers in this journal understand that learning is largely emo-
tional and relational. Cullen (2026), for example, establishes confidence and
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low anxiety as primary prerequisites for successful language acquisition. Ni Cheallaigh (2026) demonstrated
that deep conceptual learning in mathematics through Cognitively Challenging Tasks (CCTs) also relies on
building a positive mindset (what the author calls productive disposition) and student confidence. Curtin
(2026) raises some risks in this work. In a game-based study, poorly designed tools were found to trigger fear
(of being last or losing), which can hijack the student’s focus and corrupt the intended learning goals.

Much of my own work aligns with these findings: students thrive in situations that meet both their
cognitive and social demands (Stickney, 2022; Stickney et al., 2025). | had the privilege of conducting a year-
long ethnographic observation of one secondary classroom, where | believe deep learning occurred. The
teacher tended to students’ academic needs but also invested much time and effort to create a welcoming
and affirming space. She showed vulnerability in sharing power with students by creating structured leader-
ship roles; offered differentiated learning paths based on students' lived experiences and expertise; and en-
acted humanizing and culturally responsive rituals and routines (Stickney, 2022). The students gained im-
portant skills and mindsets in the class; research showed they better understood their own ethnic identities,
valued their leadership assets, and demonstrated sociopolitical self-efficacy or belief in self (Hipolito-Deglado
et al., 2021). In other words, and as shown later in this journal, deep learning approaches embrace more holis-
tic definitions of student development.

A Paradox of Engagement: Speed vs. Depth

Tools hold both potential and risk. Consider a match. Striking it can provide warmth, light, and fuel to cook
food. Mishandling it can cause destruction and harm. Academic tools are much the same. They can increase
engagement, productivity, and efficiency, but they can also create a sense of superficiality and impersonality
among learners. Play, for example, can make learning enjoyable, and contextual learning methods (like Con-
tent and Language Integrated Learning [CLIL] drama in Irish, CCT in math) succeed by making the work doable
and fun (Cullen, 2026; Ni Cheallaigh, 2026). This lowers anxiety and increases participation, resulting in les-
sons that achieve genuine depth. Again, though, Curtin (2026) urges us to consider how competitive design
elements like timing and leaderboards in educational gaming erodes the goal of deep learning. In this case,
students shifted their primary motivation from thinking and full analysis to speedy task completion, resulting
in a surface approach.

Educators must distinguish between engagement that leads to depth, and engagement that merely
prioritizes speed and procedural adherence. Using the language of my research, there is little transformative
about the latter approach. This is where the distinction between engagement and participation is important.
Engagement, while an active task, is not enough to achieve deep learning. In recent years, United States edu-
cation reforms have been focused on socially efficient approaches (like scripted curricula) and outputs (like
standardized testing), which has resulted in surface level learning for students (Apple, 2004; Schiro, 2008).
These approaches value engagement as a means toward compliance and rote academic achievement. Schools
that instead push toward participation appear to more deeply motivate young people and achieve more
lasting results. For example, students who were able to identify problems in their schools and communities,
conduct their own research, and push for more equitable solutions showed higher understanding of and con-
fidence in themselves; they also have better attendance and achieve higher grades (Stickney et al., 2025). In
other words, these students participated in reforming their schools and communities and grew in several no-
table ways. This shift from engagement to participation tends to devalue speed, completion, and compliance
and prize relationships, dialogue, and inquiry.



The Systemic Responsibility: From Policy to Practice

Poor learning design isn’t the only threat to deep learning; systemic failures are also to blame. This journal
edition examines several systemic failures that prevent successful implementation of deep-learning peda-
gogies. Cullen (2026) and Ni Cheallaigh (2026) both point toward gaps in Continuous Professional Develop-
ment (CPD) for teachers. The authors express a need for training in selecting CTTs (Ni Cheallaigh, 2026) and
meeting emerging goals like creating confident communicators (Cullen, 2026). School leadership occupies the
vital role of providing clear communication and the necessary resources to prevent an over-reliance on tradi-
tional, procedural approaches (Ni Cheallaigh, 2026). As Curtin (2026) reminds us that choosing technology
and curriculum is not a neutral activity. Systemic support must include a mandate for educators to critically
evaluate the collateral side learning of every tool before implementation (Curtin, 2026).

Many schools often have policies in place to support teachers. Beyond that, schools often promote
the values and approaches that make them unique on their websites, billboards, and posters. The findings in
this journal edition, as well as my own experience, call upon schools to put those values in practice as well as
policy documents. School leaders won’t likely do this on their own; critical teachers must hold them account-
able. Here in Denver, a group of teachers have mobilized to hold a yearly gathering, the Teachers as Policy
Actors forum, in which they invite elected officials, policymakers, and other education stakeholders to en-
gage in policy discussions framed and led by classroom teachers (Kantor et al., 2025). In that space, teachers
name the problems and facilitate the discussion around them. This involvement with policymakers and crea-
tors has helped the educators craft a keen lens about their own classroom practices. The teachers have a
deeper understanding of the policy-practice connection and make more critical decisions about ways they
can interrupt or sustain policy impacts in their classrooms. While the forum may be an extreme example of
teacher policy participation, it serves as an idea for ways in which educators can bring their valuable perspec-
tives to policy conversations. It also serves as an example of teachers knowing what they need, organizing,
and making their voices heard to those with power to shape policy and practice.

Conclusion: A Call for Balance

Engagement, efficiency, and production certainly are noble aims in teaching and learning — to a point. If left
unchecked, this could result in surface-level approaches, focused more on speedy completion than deep
learning. This foreword, and in many ways this entire journal edition, is a call to action for policymakers and
practitioners to commit to a sort of balance. Every choice in the classroom and curriculum, from using a tim-
er to designing a task, could be measured by how quickly its result is generated and how well it holds up to
academic scrutiny. While this is important to the acts of both teaching and learning, what if we balanced this
analysis with something more human? What if we evaluated these choices by how well they served the stu-
dent’s confidence and capacity for deep, critical thought?

The articles in this journal hint at two futures. One built on speed, competition, and academic outputs
represents much of the same. The other future, however, built on supporting the teachers and stimulating
the learner’s deepest motivations, feeds my optimism not only for the future of education but for the world.
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Pedagogical approaches to aid self-confidence
in spoken Irish by sixth class students: a case
study

Emma Cullen

Professional Masters in Education
Marino Institute of Education

Emma Cullen is a qualified teacher, having graduated from the Professional Master of Education (Primary) in
Marino Institute of Education in 2024. The research presented in this article was conducted as part of her the-
sis. She has a keen interest in Gaeilge, among other areas and helping children become confident language
users is a priority of hers.

KEYWORDS: Irish language, language learning, self-confidence, spoken language development

INTRODUCTION

With the implementation of the new Primary Language Curriculum (PLC) in 2019, adjustments have been made
to the teaching and learning of Irish in primary schools in Ireland. Research has indicated that self-confidence
plays an extremely significant role in language learning. However, to date, there has been limited investigation
focusing on primary school students’ self-confidence in relation to their spoken Irish ability as a second language
(DES, 2002, 2007; Harris et al., 2006). To address this gap, my study will examine sixth-class students’ level of
self-confidence in relation to their spoken Irish ability as a second language, with motivation and engagement
acting as indicators. This article incorporates the perspectives of a teacher and students in a case study format
to examine their personal experience with the teaching and learning of Irish under the PLC (NCCA, 2019a). A
discussion on the key findings from the literature are then presented. An in-depth case study of an English-
medium primary school was employed to explore sixth-class students and teacher’s perspectives of students’
self-confidence in speaking Irish with motivation and engagement acting as indicators. This study utilises play,
content, and language integrated learning, as some of the ways to build confidence in students. Challenges
faced by the researcher are discussed alongside ethical considerations. For example, this research has been



conducted on a small scale. These findings indicate an opportunity for further research into this area on a
wider scale with involvement from a larger sample of participants to achieve a deeper understanding into
their perspectives. This research aimed to investigate sixth-class students’ confidence and motivation to
speak in Irish during lessons in English-medium schools through a case study. The following research
questions guided this study:

1. What are the effective principles of language learning according to the literature in relation to
confidence?

2. What does the Primary Language Curriculum (PLC) (NCCA, 2019a) do to highlight the central role of
confidence in second language learning?

3. What pedagogical approaches are being used to teach spoken Irish in primary schools that support and
promote students’ self-confidence and motivation?

This study aimed to explore both sixth-class students and their teachers’ perspectives of students’ self-
confidence in speaking Irish, with motivation and engagement being used as indicators of this. It focused on
the first-hand, personal experiences of these groups.

The study utilised a qualitative approach. Due to limitations, one school was used as a case study. Within the
case study, a semi-structured interview with a sixth-class teacher and a focus group with five students from
the class were conducted. Following this data collection, the information was analysed and explored under
the themes of two different pedagogies and their impact on learning — play, and content and language
integrated learning (CLIL). As well as this, the data will be analysed under the lens of student and teacher
perspectives on motivation, engagement, and self-confidence. This paper will focus on the pedagogical
aspect due to limited wordcount. It will discuss this research under the headings of its context,
methodology, and findings. This paper seeks to support Krashen’s (1984) Affective Filter Hypothesis as a key
principle of language learning through student and teacher perspectives and demonstrate the benefits of
using these pedagogies in order to support the development of students’ self-confidence in their spoken
Irish.

CONTEXT

The benefits of learning second and additional languages can span a great many areas, including cognitive
benefits, skill development, social engagement and can contribute to future employment (Jasim, 2021). In
2019, the PLC was implemented in Irish primary schools. Th PLC outlines and explains the teaching and
learning involved with both English and Irish. For the past nearly five years, this has been the curriculum that
has been guiding teachers in developing students’ ability with the Irish language, with one section being
dedicated to spoken Irish. With the most recent report into this area being in 2007, there is scope for
further research in the area (DES, 2007). This research seeks to address the gap, specifically in the terms of
the question if students feel they are confident in their spoken Irish by the end of primary school.

The Affective Filter Hypothesis (AFH)



This study makes a strong connection to Krashen’s (1984) Affective Filter Hypothesis (AFH). The hypothesis
suggests that people who experience anxiety or lack motivation and self-confidence can be hindered when
learning a language (Krashen, 1984). Krashen makes the argument that, even if the information being passed
on is comprehensible, it will not be absorbed if the affective filter is strong. Similarly, other scholars describe a
variety of factors that impact on language learning such as motivation, anxiety, and self-confidence (Shao, Yu,
& Ji, 2013; Baaqeel, 2020). When there is a lack of confidence, there is a reluctance to participate in activities
that could show a persons’ skill level (Baageel, 2020). Cregan (2019, p.39) notes that the “competent
language user” possesses “enhanced self-esteem” and “assured self-confidence”. Liu (2022) adds to this,
indicating that when learners lack confidence, they may not perform well in formal assessments. With this
idea of the importance of self-confidence being raised repeatedly, it should be given adequate attention and
be referred to in the teaching and learning of an additional language.

CONFIDENCE IN THE PLC
Within this study, the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) was examined under the lens of confidence and its associated

factors. Within the oral language strand, confidence is mentioned in the following ways for fifth and sixth
class.

Quote Translation
“teanga a Usdid go muinineach chun oibriu i Language used confidently to work in collaboration with
bpairt le daoine eile” (NCCA, 20193, p. 24). other people.

“Riachtanais, tuairimi, agus roghanna pearsanta | To inform of needs, opinions and personal choices and
a chur in idl agus iarratais a dhéanamh go ne- requests to be made independently and confidently.
amhspléach agus go muinineach” (NCCA,

2019a, p. 25).

“Cur sios, tuar agus machnamh a dhéanamh ar | Description, prediction and reflection to be done about
ghniomhartha, imeachtai agus préisis a bhaine- | actions, events and processes in relation to realistic and
ann le comhthéacsanna réalaiocha agus sam- imaginary contexts using language confidently.
hlaiocha ag Usdid teanga go muin-

ineach” (NCCA, 20193, p. 25).

TABLE 1: PLC's (NCCA, 2019a) oral language learning outcomes with confidence mentioned

Building a child’s confidence is not an uncommon goal in curriculum design, although some specific goals that
focus on confidence are more obvious than others. O Duibhir and Cummins (2012) mention both Canada and
Wales as some examples of this. Alberta in Canada’s programme anticipates for students to develop their
sense of confidence through the entirety of their schooling, while the Welsh curriculum mentions goals such
as being able to “express an opinion”, something that would be difficult to do without some element of
confidence having been developed (O Duibhir & Cummins, 2012, p. 139). A comparison can also be made
between the previous Irish curriculum and the one currently in use. For example, the fifth- and sixth-class
section of the previous 1999 Gaeilge curriculum only mentions confidence in relation to spelling, within the
writing strand for English-medium schools (DES). However, there was a section focused on competence and



confidence for schools with Irish as their primary language (DES, 1999, p. 133). Consequently, it can be argued
that there has been development in this area as progress and change can be seen. And, as confidence is
mentioned in a wide variety of curricula, it is a factor that is being kept in mind in the process of creating
guides for teaching and learning. This is furthered when attention is given to language learning theorists such
as Krashen (1984) who argues that confidence plays a central role in absorbing a language (Shao et al., 2013).
As a step forward from this, it would be interesting to conduct research to investigate if these goals are being
achieved and to what extent. If it is not monitored, there will be a serious gap created in the Irish education
system and its responsibility to ensure that the aims of language learning are being met.

PEDAGOGIES: PLAY AND CLIL

The PLC (NCCA, 2019a) recommends the use of “active, interactive and enjoyable language-learning
experiences” (p. 18). This is evident in the support material for teachers provided, which contains a list of
ways to encourage language development for all ages (NCCA, 2019b). Games can be used to generate
motivation in the students in a general sense across the school day (Kennedy et al., 2023). Games play an
integral role in many classrooms during Irish time. This is something that students have been recorded finding
engaging, as seen in the Children’s School Lives (CSL) study:

Deir O’Gradaigh’...It’s fun...It’s like Simon says but it’s harder...It's done in Irish...You get confused
when she says ldmha suas, [dmha sios, [dmha amach agus isteach... Then it gets harder. It gets harder
and faster (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023, p. 15).

As well as this, the CSL study provides an interesting insight into one teacher’s apprehension to using games
overly in their classroom, fearful of parental perceptions if they are seen to be ‘just’ playing games (Martinez
Sainz et al., 2023). Students of a variety of ages during the CSL study indicated that they enjoyed it when their
teachers used a playful approach when it came to learning in the classroom, with multiple students
mentioning participating in activities in groups (Devine et al., 2023). Another pedagogy that has been
recommended for the teaching of Irish is CLIL (Dunne, 2020). This involves using Irish as the medium of
communication in order to teach and learn another subject. When using the CLIL approach, it is
recommended that teachers select subjects in which they would be comfortable communicating through Irish
(NCCA, 20193, p. 41). The CSL study indicates that Irish is a subject that 75% of one sample of teachers ‘enjoy
often/a lot’, indicating that a high proportion of teachers would feel comfortable in using Irish outside its own
lesson time (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023). Any subject could be used in order to carry out the CLIL approach.
For example, the support material for this curriculum recommends roleplay or drama as a way to encourage
communication so a teacher may select drama as a fun and engaging subject in order to encourage students
(NCCA, 2019b). A report on the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) mentions that this curriculum has been created with
opportunity for “more innovative approaches to teaching Irish, e.g. CLIL” in mind (Dunne, 2020, p. 6). CLIL can
be a way of motivating students to participate, which would lead to their self-confidence to develop as they
find success. Both of these pedagogies would be interesting areas to explore as a way to develop confidence
in students’ spoken Irish.



METHODOLOGY

This study was done through a case study approach by speaking with both sixth-class students and their class
teacher. Sixth-class was selected as the focus of this study due to being the class group with the most
experience of learning Irish in a primary school. The sample was chosen randomly so to avoid any biases and
to provide varied responses. A semi-structured interview with the class teacher and a focus group with the
child participants were conducted to collect data. The teacher’s perspective was included so as to provide
additional context from an outsider perspective with understanding in this area. Having gained consent and
assent of participants and receiving ethical approval through my institutional ethics committee, the following
participants were selected for the study (any identifying features have been removed and the student
participants chose their own pseudonyms):

Teacher Participant Student Participants
e Teacher e Ariana
e Britney
They has been teaching for nine years, majority e Justin
of which has been at the senior level. e Taylor
e Tom

Table 2: Participant overview

Interviews were selected because of how they allow for participants to share their personal opinions on a
subject (Cohen et al., 2007). Semi-structured interviews were chosen as they provide an element of
“flexibility” (Cohen et al., 2007, p. 128). This was imperative for this study as it is based on participants’ own
lived experience and semi-structured interviews allowed for discussion to take place which was guided by
what was said by participants. A focus group was selected for the students as it is a method recommended
when collecting qualitative data with child participants (Adler et al., 2019). This was particularly relevant for
this study as the researcher was known to some children prior to this so steps had to be taken in order to limit
any potential power imbalance (Adler et al., 2019). The informal environment was designed to encourage the
sharing of experiences, and the group element was to also help put child participants at ease and allow for the
flow and building of conversation. A loop card game was used to provide the questions which the students
then discussed together. Following the data collection, the data was thematically-analysed.

As mentioned previously, there was the risk for a power imbalance between the researcher and the child
participants. In order to combat this, careful consideration was given to the setup of the data collection and
the researcher met with the students multiple times prior to the focus group. Efforts were taken to prevent
biases from impacting the study as much as possible, but it was impossible to ensure that the study was
completely unaffected. This topic was selected as a special interest of the researcher. The researcher was
aware of this and tried to ensure that their personal biases did not impact the research. This was done by
having others read over interview and focus group questions and being mindful of how they reacted or
behaved during the data collection process as not to consciously influence participants.



This study did face some limitations due to the timeframe. Due to this, this study could act as springboard or
beginning point for further research into this area and could be replicated on a much larger scale in order to
get a more accurate picture of sixth-class students’ self-confidence in their spoken Irish.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

A common topic across both the interview and the focus group was the use of games. During the interview
with the class teacher, she mentioned that she includes many different strategies in order to add a ‘fun’
element to her teaching. This is to motivate students. She makes use of popular games such as ‘Deir O
Gradaigh’ (Simon Says) as well as activities on the interactive whiteboard via the school’s chosen textbook.
The students during their focus group also made significant reference to the use of games during Irish lessons,
mentioning similar games to what was discussed by their class teacher. Some mentioned specific games they
enjoy such as “Casaigi” (Turn) and “Chuaigh mé go dti an siopa agus cheannaigh mé” (I went to the shop and |
bought). However, some said they found some to be “boring”, and others mentioned that they liked
“whatever games [they] do” (Britney; Ariana; Britney; Justin). This suggests that every student will have a
different learning style and will require this variation to be met in order to best support the students’ learning.
If this is met and the students can feel comfortable in their learning, a sense of confidence can grow due to
success, leading to further success in language learning. This feeling of being comfortable after playing games
in a range of contexts, whether inside or outside Irish lessons, was mentioned by a child participant with
games leaving students feeling “positive and happy” going into learning time (Taylor). This comfortability and
lack of anxiety will allow for the students to learn more effectively, such as during an lIrish lesson (Krashen,
1984).

In a similar way to CLIL which will be discussed later in this article, the students discussed both their
enjoyment of games within lessons as well as how it is beneficial for them to learn through the use of games.
During playful language learning, the teacher suggested that the students take information in “faster” as well
as developing their skills in a variety of areas such as memory and teamwork. This comment on the fast pace
was reinforced by Taylor who explained that, by only having a limited timeframe to learn the rules of the
game in order to play, the students “end up learning the words in Irish or like how to say that line in Irish
really quickly”. By using games during Irish lessons, it can be argued that the potentially ‘heavy’ feeling of a
formal lesson is lowered, at least in relation to the focus being on a student’s individual ability, especially if
being part of a team. Britney mentions competitiveness being an invited change from a “boring” area,
something that may again decrease stress levels, depending on the student.

The teacher also mentioned that the levels of participation in lessons improve when games are being used.

They’re all mad to do the games because a) | think it gets them out of reading, writing; b) they actually
do enjoy it and they’re a very competitive class anyway so they do enjoy that side of it (Teacher).

By both the teacher and the students explaining that playing games during lessons encourages participation, it
suggests that play is a useful method in helping to develop students further in their skills and competencies.
The PLC (NCCA, 2019a) recommends “active, interactive and enjoyable language-learning experiences”,
something that is being replicated within this case study (p. 18). This type of learning environment encourages



students to be active and take part which further develops their confidence as success occurs, therefore
enabling further success in their language learning.

CLIL is the use of another language in order to teach or engage with another subject area. While this can be
used on a larger scale, it could also be implemented in a smaller scale, such as the way the students
mentioned their memory of participating in a drama based on Toy Story, but through Irish. This CLIL approach
was only mentioned during the students’ focus group. While the students displayed an obvious enjoyment of
the activity, it was clear that their ability in Irish was also developed at the same time. By using a topic that
was very familiar to the students, they were at ease and felt that the work was doable for them. This can be
connected to Krashen’s (1984) AFH as, when anxiety levels are low for the learner, their learning becomes
more affective (Shao et al., 2013). With drama being the mentioned example during the focus group, it will be
used as a way of demonstrating the benefits that could be gained from its use with the CLIL approach.
Interestingly, the results of the CSL study named drama as a subject which over half of senior-end students
feel both ‘interested’ and ‘happy’ in (Martinez Sainz et al., 2023). If this is linked to Krashen’s (1984) theories
of language acquisition, specifically in terms of his AFH due to the reported low amounts of feeling ‘worried’,
the benefits of conducting the CLIL approach with drama is evident.

The theory and research supports this alongside the clear enthusiasm and approval of the students, as seen
by one student saying that doing the play in another language “actually nearly made it more fun so it was
really fun” (Taylor). One participant, Tom, took it a step further by explaining that their perfect Irish lesson
would be similar to this drama one with a change to where the students would create their own small plays in
groups before sharing to the class. Another student recalled a time where they encountered a parent and
child speaking in Irish to one another locally, in an area where English is the predominant language. Following
this, they wondered if it would be possible if they could “speak in Irish properly for like a whole day” (Ariana).
This eagerness is something that could be used to developing their self-confidence further through motivation
and engagement and by leading them to success.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to explore sixth-class students and teachers’ perspectives of students’ self-confidence in
speaking Irish with motivation and engagement acting as indicators. This study identified Krashen’s (1984)
AFH as a key principle of language learning which provided the basis for this research. This theory suggests
that factors such as a lack of self-confidence can hinder progress in learning a language (Krashen, 1984). This
is significant to this study as the PLC (NCCA, 2019a) aims to help children become “confident
communicators” (p. 15). This is a shift following the 1999 curriculum which does not have focus on developing
confidence in students. Play and CLIL were selected as pedagogical approaches that support students’ self-
confidence due to how they include engagement and motivation. The students were clearly motivated by
engaging and playful experiences such as those encouraged through CLIL and play. Overall, sixth-class
students’ self-confidence in their spoken Irish was encouraged and developed through the use of these
pedagogies by encouraging engagement and providing motivation to learn and develop, and could be taken a
step further to continue to develop their confidence.



One recommendation stemming from this study is its call for repetition on a larger scale. This study was
conducted on a small scale allowing for a more in-depth analysis of the participants’ answers as well as due to
limitations due to aspects such as timeframe and availability. While it did provide interesting and valuable
insights, a larger sample size would allow for a more comprehensive analysis that could be used as a more
accurate representation of this population as a whole. This study can be used as a springboard and guide for
further research into this area. Due to the insightfulness of the participants’ responses, a larger scale of this
research could be carried out. As well as this, another edition of this study could be carried out as the PLC
(NCCA, 2019a) is in place for a longer period of time. By the school year of 2027 to 2028, the students in sixth
class will have undergone their learning of Irish as a primary language entirely under the guidance of the PLC
(NCCA, 2019a). Research with this particular cohort of students, alongside their class teachers for further
insight, would be extremely interesting.

Another recommendation from this study relates to the provision of continuous professional development
into how to meet the new goals in language learning in primary school. This study has explored the significant
change which was brought by the PLC (NCCA, 2019a): teachers are expected to teach students to be confident
users of language. This is a significant jump from the 1999 curriculum which only mentions confidence once
(DES, 1999). This significant change in aims points towards a need for further support for teachers in
implementing the PLC (NCCA, 2019a). If this is not provided, there is a risk for student’s outcomes to suffer by
them not fully achieving the goals that have been laid out for them in primary school, potentially having a
further impact on them in later life.
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INTRODUCTION

This research investigates the impact of a focused intervention on implementing Cognitively Challenging Tasks
(CCTs) in Irish primary mathematics classrooms. CCTs are a signature pedagogical practice recommended by
the revised Primary Mathematics Curriculum (NCCA, 2023) for deepening children's conceptual
understanding. Employing a mixed-methods design, the study analysed qualitative data from teacher surveys
and reflections to capture perspectives on CCTs and the necessary support systems. Key findings indicate that
successful integration relies heavily on sustained professional development (CPD), effective communication,
and access to concrete teaching resources. Teachers also highlighted the importance of collaborative training
and a structured support network involving school leadership and policy guidance. The research underscores
that both practical and institutional support are crucial for meaningful curriculum implementation, in the
context of curricular change. Understanding teacher perceptions and experiences regarding CCTs is vital for



policymakers and educational leaders aiming to ensure the curriculum is meaningfully implemented and
children’s learning is enriched.

The introduction of a new primary curriculum framework (PCF) in 2023 represented a landmark moment in
Irish primary education, explicitly focusing on developing key competencies for 21st-century learners. The
first curriculum based on the framework was the primary mathematics curriculum (PMC), which was
published in September 2023. To provide ‘quality mathematical learning experiences’ (NCCA, 2023b, p. 26),
and promote deep, higher-order learning, the PMC recommends using five key pedagogical practices: Using
cognitively challenging tasks, Encouraging playfulness, Emphasising mathematical modelling, Promoting
maths talk and Fostering productive disposition.

FIGURE 1: Five Key Pedagogical Practices for the Classroom (NCCA, 2023b, p. 26)

Promoting Encouraging
maths Fostering playfulness

talk productive
disposition

Emphasising
mathematical
modeling

These practices should influence all decisions that teachers make in relation to the learning, teaching, and
assessment of mathematics.

Central to one of these practices are cognitively challenging tasks (CCTs), which are characterised by their
complexity, ambiguity, and demand for higher-order thinking (McCormick, 2016; Powell et al., 2009).
Research suggests that CCTs offer meaningful learning experiences that transcend rote memorisation and
procedural knowledge (Smith & Stein, 1998). While research has documented the benefits of CCTs (Anthony
& Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et al., 2021; Doyle, 1988; Ibrahim & Widodo, 2020; Maher, 2005; Powell et al., 2009;
Rahayuningsih et al., 2021; Silver & Cai, 1996; Stohlmann et al., 2018; Tanjung et al., 2020; Wijaya, 2018; Yee,
2002), less attention has been paid to teachers' perspectives on the use of CCTs in instructional practice.
Therefore, the current research aims to investigate teachers’ attitudes towards this curricular change and
their knowledge and understanding of CCTs. The study design involves investigating in-service teachers’
current understanding, followed by an intervention where participants are exposed to CCTs. Subsequently,
their perspectives are re-investigated to determine if the intervention improved their understanding and
capability for implementation.
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e The research seeks to identify factors that lead to effective curricular implementation, in the context
of curricular change, resulting in improved learner outcomes. This focus leads to the research
guestion: “How does a focused intervention impact teachers’ implementation of cognitively
challenging tasks in a primary classroom?”.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The conceptual framework for this research was adapted from Koellner et al. (2023), which explored
instructional change following a year-long professional development (PD) program. This research is based on
a specified professional development intervention, which contrasts with adaptive models by using specific
materials (CCTs, based on a particular strand, strand unit, and learning outcome of the mathematics
curriculum). The intervention focuses on the power of discussing and analysing CCTs to implement them in
the first instance, given that ‘using cognitively challenging tasks’ is a key pedagogical practice on the revised
primary mathematics curriculum. The problem of practice addressed in this research was the introduction of
a newly revised curriculum. By highlighting the many benefits CCTs offer children (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009;
Bardy et al., 2021; Doyle, 1988; Henningsen & Stein, 1997; Ibrahim & Widodo, 2020; Maher, 2005; Powell et
al., 2009; Rahayuningsih et al., 2021; Silver & Cai, 1996; Stohlmann et al., 2018; Tanjung et al., 2020; Wijaya,
2018; Yee, 2002), the research aimed to influence teachers' desire and understanding to make instructional
changes in the classroom.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Government of Ireland published a revised primary mathematics curriculum for primary and special
schools in 2023, placing it within a new Primary Curriculum Framework (PCF). The curriculum’s framework
underlines the importance of ‘interesting, relevant and appropriately challenging experiences’ (NCCA, 2023a,
p. 3). The shift was necessitated by years of research, including a 2005 curricular evaluation which
highlighted an ‘over-reliance on traditional textbook approaches’ that inhibited the development of specific
problem-solving skills (Department of Education and Science, 2005, p.29). Irish children have
underperformed in national and international assessments such as National Assessments of Mathematics and
English Reading (NAMER) and Trends in International Maths and Science Study (TIMSS) (Eivers et al., 2010;
Mullis et al., 2012). Consequently, the NCCA commissioned several reports (2014, 2016, 2018) that advised
an extensive curriculum review. In Research Report No. 17, Dunphy et al. (2014) highlight the increasing
awareness and knowledge surrounding how children learn mathematics; they similarly argue that 21°-
century society provides the context for curricular change, noting ‘the multicultural nature of children’s
learning environments, the ever-growing presence of technology in all aspects of children’s lives, concerns
about children’s mathematical achievements and attitudes, and an economy in which mathematical
knowledge is increasingly valued’ (p. 128). The PMC ‘presents a fresh vision for children’s mathematical
learning that is characterised by playfulness, creativity, challenge, risk-taking, collaboration and opportunities
for reasoning and solving real-life problems’ (NCCA, 2023c). It promotes five key pedagogical practices
supported by research: Using cognitively challenging tasks, Encouraging playfulness, Emphasising
mathematical modeling, Promoting maths talk and Fostering productive disposition.



Doyle (1988) writes that ‘the cognitive level of an academic task refers to the cognitive processes students
are required to use in accomplishing it’ (p. 170). Cognitive demand thus assesses the level of demand that a
task places on a child, cognitively speaking. This demand ranges from lower-level tasks like memorisation
(reciting tables) to higher-level demands (doing mathematics), which require ‘complex and non-algorithmic
thinking’ (e.g., solving a rich and engaging problem). See figure 2 below

FIGURE 2: Characteristics of mathematical instructional tasks (Smith & Stein, 1998, p. 348)

Levels of Demands

Lowerdevel demands (memorization)

* Involve either reproducing previously learned facts, rules, formulas, or definitions or committing facts, rules, for-
mulas or definitions to memory

* Cannot be solved using procedures because a procedure does not exist or because the time frame in which the
tazk iz being eompleted is too short to use a procedure

* Are not ambiguous. Such tasks involve the exact reproduction of previously seen material, and what is to be re-
produced is clearly and directly stated.

s Have no connection to the concepts or meaning that underlie the facts, rules, formulas, or definitions being
learned or reproduced

Lowerdevel demands (procedures withow! connections):

» Are algorithmic. Use of the procedure either is specifically called for or is evident from prior instruction, experi-
ence, or placement of the task.

* Require limited cognitive demand for successful completion. Little ambiguity exists about what needs to be
done and how to do it.

» Have no connection to the concepts or meaning that underlie the procedure being used

* Are focused on producing correct answers instead of on developing mathematical understanding

* Require no explanations or explanations that focus solely on describing the procedure that was used

Higherlevel demands (procedures with connections):

* Focus students’ attention on the use of procedures for the purpose of developing deeper levels of understanding
of mathematical concepts and ideas

* Suggest explicitly or implicitly pathways to follow that are broad general procedures that have close connections
to underlying conceptual ideas as opposed to narrow algorithms that are opaque with respect to underlying
concepls

* Usually are represented in multiple ways, such as visual diagrams, manipulatives, symbols, and problem situa-
tions. Making eonnections among multiple representations helps develop meaning.

* Require some degree of cognitive effort. Although general procedures may be followed, they cannot be followed
mindlessly. Students need to engage with conceptual ideas that underlie the procedures to complete the task
successiully and that develop understanding.

Higherlevel demands (doing mathematies):

» Require complex and nonalgorithmic thinking—a predictable, well-rehearsed approach or pathway is not explic-
itly suggested by the task, task instructions, or a worked-out example.

* Require students to explore and understand the nature of mathematical concepts, processes, or relationships

* Demand self-monitoring or selfregulation of one’s own cognitive processes

» Require students to access relevant knowledge and experiences and make appropriate use of them in working
through the task

* Require students to analyze the task and actively examine task constraints that may limit possible solution
strategies and solutions

» Require considerable cognitive effort and may involve some level of anxiety for the student because of the un-
predictable nature of the solution process required

These characteristics are derived from the work of Doyle on academic tasks (1988) and Reanick on highelevel-thinking skills (1957), the Profes-
sivual Standards for Teaching Mathematte: (NCTM 1991), and the examination and categorization of hundreds of tasks used in QUASAR class-
rooms (Stein, Grover, and Henningsen 1996; Stein, Lane, and Silver 1996).




A CCT must be within a child’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86) but just beyond their
current knowledge to provide a challenge (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et al., 2021).

Many researchers define CCTs as tasks that offer various solutions and solution pathways, which makes them
open by design (Anderson, 1996; Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et al., 2021; Wijaya, 2018). They are often
ambiguous and unclear, which makes them ‘intriguing’ and encourages flexible thinking (Hong & Choi, 2019,
p. 4). CCTs typically feature low thresholds, allowing all children entry points, and high ceilings, enabling
teachers to extend higher-achieving children using the same task (Nrich, 2013). CCTs are more engaging
when they involve familiar, relevant contexts (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; O’Shea, 2010), resulting in
substantial discussion, which leads to a deeper analysis of the problems and the use of various strategies
(Anthony & Walshaw, 2009).

CCTs provide extensive benefits to children, including developing creativity and critical thinking (Anthony &
Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et al., 2021; Doyle, 1988; Henningsen & Stein, 1997; Ibrahim & Widodo, 2020; Maher,
2005; Powell et al., 2009; Rahayuningsih et al., 2021; Silver & Cai, 1996; Stohlmann et al., 2018; Tanjung et
al., 2020; Wijaya, 2018; Yee, 2002). High levels of cognitive demand are associated with the ‘highest learning
gains on a mathematics-performance assessment’ (Smith & Stein, 1998, p.344). CCTs also enhance
collaboration and communication skills, as children discuss strategies and defend their logic (Dooley et al.,
2014; Powell et al., 2009; Stohlmann et al., 2018). By working deeply on CCTs, children access mathematics
at a more meaningful level, ensuring they remember how they solved the problem (Maher, 2005). The
inclusive, open-ended design of CCTs benefits all learners level (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et al.,
2021; Blémeke et al., 2006; Boaler & Greeno, 2000; Lambert & Stylianou, 2013; Powell et al., 2009; Wijaya,
2018).

The achievement gap between boys and girls has been shown to reduce in environments employing open-
ended, project-based methodologies. where girls also report higher confidence and enjoyment (Boaler,
2002). Furthermore, all children achieved ‘significantly higher grades than the students at the more
procedural school’ (p. 133). CCTs are also required to develop mathematical proficiency (Dooley et al, 2014),
and evidence shows that facts and computation can be mastered through the process of problem-solving
(Hong & Choi, 2019; Van de Walle et al., 2014)

Many children welcome and enjoy challenging tasks (Fitzpatrick et al., 2023; Russo & Minas, 2020). Research
indicates that engagement with open-ended, challenging problems improves children's mindsets, which is
pivotal since a growth mindset can lead to higher achievement (Stohlmann et al., 2018). Conversely,
classrooms without CCTs risk children focusing solely on procedures rather than justification and reasoning,
leading to an inflexible understanding of mathematics and compromising their ability to solve unforeseen
real-world problems (McCormick, 2016).

FACTORS AFFECTING CURRICULUM IMPLEMENTATION

Implementing pedagogical change, such as the introduction of CCTs, faces hurdles, particularly concerning
the gap between the ‘intended’ curriculum (the policy) and the ‘implemented’ curriculum (teachers' practice)



(Kilpatrick, 2009). This gap occurs if educators ‘soften, select and modify’ changes to fit the school system
(Cuban, 1992, p. 232), or if the new curriculum's principles conflict with teachers’ attitudes and beliefs
(Hiebert, 2013; Stipek et al., 2001). Teachers with traditional beliefs often report less confidence and
enjoyment in mathematics, leading them to rely on familiar traditional procedures and textbooks (Stipek et
al., 2001). This challenge is intensified by the shift in the Irish curriculum from a prescriptive, detailed format
to a flexible, outcome-based curriculum, which requires teachers to adopt a more active role in shaping the
curriculum (Walsh, 2023).

Bridging this implementation gap requires extensive support and sustained collaboration among
stakeholders. It is crucial that teachers’ professional expertise is recognised and their concerns are addressed
(Handal & Herrington, 2003; Leavy et al., 2017; Walsh, 2023) to ensure ‘sustainable and meaningful changes
in beliefs, attitudes, and practices’ (Walsh, 2023, p.13). Enhancing teachers’ mathematical content
knowledge and pedagogical understanding is also critical (Ball et al.,, 2008; Bingolbali et al., 2008;
Charalambous & Philippou, 2010; Johnson et al., 2019; Prendergast & Treacy, 2018), as stronger knowledge
bases enhance efficacy and encourage more innovative teaching approaches (Maasepp & Bobis, 2015). This
could be achieved through high-quality, long-term, systematic, and sustained Continuing Professional
Development (CPD) which is required to support teachers through reforms (Ahl et al., 2023; Johnson et al.,
2019; Orafi & Borg, 2009; Prendergast & Treacy, 2018; Taguma & Barrera, 2019). Effective CPD should focus
on subject matter content, involve active learning (e.g., observing, reviewing student work), and maintain
coherence with teachers' existing beliefs and school policies (Desimone, 2009). Collaborative models, such as
Lesson Study, embody many successful CPD characteristics, encouraging teachers to reflect on their practices
and gain insights into children’s experiences (Murata, 2011; Ni Shuilleabhain, 2015).

Access to appropriate resources, including digital tools, videos and concrete materials is key (Burke, 2014;
Taguma & Barrera, 2019). However, resources alone will not ensure effective implementation without ‘in-
depth training on how to make sense of those resources (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Penuel et al., 2008; Rogan &
Aldous, 2005)" (Taguma & Barrera, 2019, p. 18). Finally, school leadership plays a pivotal role by allocating
formal time for implementation support, facilitating discussions where challenges can be addressed, and
promoting teacher agency and reflection (Chapman et al. ,2018; Coburn and Russell, 2008; Coffey 2021;
Stringfield et al., 1998). Together, these factors highlight that successful implementation of CCTs depends on
coherent, well-supported systems that address beliefs, knowledge, resources, and leadership
simultaneously.

This literature review has identified key themes related to CCTs, teachers’ responses to curricular change,
and factors influencing curriculum implementation. It establishes that CCTs are a powerful pedagogical
practice with significant potential, though their introduction within a revised curriculum presents challenges
for teachers. Given the importance of high-quality, sustained support in enabling effective implementation,
this research examines the impact of a focused intervention on teachers’ implementation of CCTs in an Irish
primary classroom.



METHODOLOGY

The study is a qualitative investigation into how a focused intervention impacts teachers’ implementation of
CCTs in a primary classroom. This approach allowed the researcher to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the complexities of the human experience (Merriam & Grenier, 2019), unlike quantitative research which
focuses on statistical data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1997). The intervention was a face-to-face workshop of one-
hour duration. The learning goals of the intervention were as follows:

e To explore and discuss cognitive demand using Smith and Stein’s (1998) characteristics of
mathematical instructional tasks framework.

e To examine ‘using cognitively challenging tasks’ as a key pedagogical practice, as outlined in the
primary mathematics curriculum and by the NCCA.

e To investigate how participants can promote CCTs in the classroom.
e To identify key features of CCTs to enable participants to evaluate tasks for classroom use.

e To discuss and analyse suitable CCTs for a learning experience that works towards the learning
outcome for money in the Stage 4 classes: ‘Solve and pose practical tasks to investigate and make
informed judgements about transactions and financial plans’ (NCCA, 2023b, p. 21).

e To share websites where participants can source suitable CCTs.

Four CCTs were then shared and analysed for cognitive challenge: Which would you rather? (Nrich, 2024a)
How much did it cost? (Nrich, 2024b), The Sweet Shop (Nrich, 2024c) and a budgeting task for feeding a
family for the week using supermarket brochures (e.g., Lidl or Aldi). The workshop was planned based on
Desimone’s (2009) critical components of effective professional development. This included ensuring a
content focus (cognitive demand and CCTs for money), active learning (participants engaging in CCTs), and
coherence (alignment with the revised primary mathematics curriculum).

SAMPLING SELECTION

Convenience sampling was used to recruit four Stage 4 teachers in County Mayo. Participants were given the
option of choosing their own pseudonyms (Heaton, 2022; Wang et al., 2024). The following pseudonyms
were chosen, Eoin, Blaze, Adam, and John. The potential for a power differential due to the researcher’s role
as a PLL with Oide was addressed by reinforcing voluntary participation and the right to withdraw.

DATA COLLECTION

The study employed a combination of mixed questionnaires and participant reflections to facilitate
triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These mixed questionnaires, which were administered immediately
before and after the workshop, utilised both multiple-choice questions for demographics and open-ended
questions to capture valuable opinions and beliefs, allowing participants to have an authentic voice (Cohen
et al., 2017). Comparing the pre- and post-workshop questionnaire results was beneficial in measuring the
effectiveness of the intervention



DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis was conducted using Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), involving a six-stage iterative
model. This process identified seven core themes as outlined in Figure 3.

FIGURE 3: Overview of Research Themes
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The study noted limitations, including the small, unrepresentative sample and limited duration. Reliability
and validity were supported by anonymising questionnaires and using data triangulation (Lincoln & Guba,
1985).

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

The research findings examine how a focused intervention impacted four teachers’ implementation of CCTs
in a primary classroom, based on thematic analysis of questionnaire data and participant reflections. Six
main themes/sub-themes are discussed: Continuing Professional Development (CPD), Communication,
Resources, Pedagogical Practices, Inclusion, and Teacher Mindset.

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (CPD)

A significant finding was the necessity for support and resources to facilitate curricular change. Before the
intervention, one participant, Blaze, cited ‘lack of knowledge’ as a challenge when using CCTs, suggesting a
need for support in implementation or content knowledge. All four participants identified ‘Good training’/
‘training,’ ‘practical workshops,” and ‘CPD’ as crucial supports. Adam specifically requested a ‘training day...
mentoring,’ highlighting the strong desire among teachers for support in adopting new pedagogies.
Furthermore, Adam stated that ‘good communication and support’ influence the success of curricular
changes in his school, whether provided at a macro level (e.g., NCCA and Oide) or within the school (e.g.,
leadership or staff communication). This finding aligns with literature emphasizing the need for extensive,
long-term, systematic, and sustained support to nurture successful curriculum implementation (Ahl et al.,
2023; Johnson et al., 2019; King, 2016; Orafi & Borg, 2009; Prendergast & Treacy, 2018; Taguma & Barrera,



2019). 'Lack of knowledge' was cited as a pre-intervention obstacle to using CCTs, underscoring the necessity
of high-quality CPD and training (NCCA, 2016). To maximize teacher learning, CPD design should prioritise
active participation (Ayvaz-Tuncel & Cobanoglu, 2018) and should be clearly communicated (NCCA, 2016).
Experienced, knowledgeable facilitators are crucial in supporting teachers as they grapple with curricular
change (Ayvaz-Tuncel & Cobanoglu, 2018; Maasepp & Bobis, 2015). Critical components of such CPD are
content focus, active learning, coherence, duration, and collective participation, as described by Desimone
(2009). CPD that balances theory, pedagogical knowledge, and practical ideas is essential (Cordingley et al.,
2015). Lesson Study is noted as a model of CPD proven in an Irish context (Ni Shuilleabhain, 2015) to
facilitate curriculum implementation, offering benefits such as teacher reflection and collaboration (Lewis et
al., 2009; Murata, 2011; Ni Shuilleabhain, 2015).

Following the intervention, all participants reported positive attitudes towards CCTs, reflecting a favourable
outcome given that these attitudes impact mathematics teaching (Charalambous & Philippou, 2010;
Fennema et al., 1990). Furthermore, participant reflection data implied that teachers had changed their
practice, demonstrating a shift from the intended curriculum to the implemented curriculum (Kilpatrick,
2009). However, given the short-term nature and small sampling size, the outcomes of the intervention
would not necessarily apply to the larger population of teachers or guarantee a long-term impact,
underscoring the importance of sustained support.

COMMUNICATION

The success of curricular changes is significantly influenced by ‘good communication and support' (Adam).
Whether communication comes from a facilitator (Ayvaz-Tuncel & Cobanoglu, 2018), school leadership
(Taguma & Barrera, 2019), or teaching staff (Coburn & Russell, 2008; King et al., 2023), clarity is repeatedly
called for to ensure there is no uncertainty regarding how an intended curriculum should be implemented.
School leaders must also clearly outline expectations to teachers and provide time for reflection on CPD to
effectively impact teacher practices implemented (Chan, 2010; Chapman et al., 2018; Priestley et al., 2014;
Simmons & Maclean, 2018).

RESOURCES

The need for resources was consistently highlighted by all participants, including tasks, examples, concrete
materials, and funding. Participants mentioned challenges in 'sourcing relevant hands-on materials' and
locating suitable CCTs generally. Eoin specifically requested ‘kinaesthetic materials’. While research supports
the benefits of concrete materials in mathematics, their mere presence does not imply mathematical
understanding. Instead, effectiveness depends on the context and how children use them to communicate



their strategies (Sarama & Clements, 2016).

On a positive note, participants reported that the most valuable aspect of the intervention was the practical
element, referencing the ‘examples of CCTs’ and ‘the nrich lesson starters’. These comments align with
research highlighting teachers' requests for sufficient resources to minimise textbook dependency (NCCA,
2018). Ample resource provision is considered essential to avoid over-dependence on textbooks (Boaler,
1998; Dooley et al., 2014; Fitzpatrick et al., 2023; NCCA, 2018). Nonetheless, it is crucial to note Taguma and
Barrera’s (2019) warning that resources without training will not suffice. CPD can guide teachers to ensure
that they make informed decisions regarding CCT selection, analysis, and implementation (Bardy et al., 2021;
Chapman, 2013; Charalambous et al., 2023; Hammer & Ufer, 2023). In addition, the NCCA (2021) states that
selecting tasks (as part of a learning experience) should be preceded by invisible preparation.

Funding for math supplies was mentioned as crucial, but like resources, funding alone will not automatically
determine implementation; how the money is used is of greater significance (Cohen & Ball, 2001). Digital
resources, many of which are freely available (such as Amplify Polypad or virtual manipulatives, e.g., Didax),
can be accessed without schools spending money. If funding is sought for digital resources, teachers must
thoroughly evaluate them to ensure they effectively support learning outcomes, otherwise, they risk making
uninformed choices and potentially wasting funding (Marcus-Quinn et al., 2019).

PEDAGOGICAL PRACTICES

The intervention appears to have enriched participants’ knowledge of CCTs and facilitated the use of other
key pedagogical practices. Participants looked upon CCTs very favourably, anticipating that children would be
‘more engaged’ (Adam, John) and that CCTs would build ‘confidence’ (Blaze).

Reflections confirmed that CCTs facilitated the practices:

e Fostering a Productive Disposition: Participants repeatedly referred to this aspect in their reflections.
Participants observed that children enjoyed the tasks because there wasn’t just one right answer.
Participants similarly observed that children saw the real-life value of maths (Anthony & Walshaw,
2009; Boaler, 2015; McCormick, 2016; NCCA, 2023b; O’Shea, 2010).

e Maths Talk: CCTs promoted discussion, with Adam reporting ‘a lot of good chat’ and John noting ‘lots
of discussions’. This finding is echoed by research, which emphasises how CCTs promote collaboration
and communication (Dooley et al., 2014; Powell et al., 2009; Stohlmann et al., 2018). However, the
mere use of maths talk does not guarantee successful outcomes. Teachers may unintentionally reduce
the cognitive demand of tasks through insufficient questioning (Charalambous et al.,, 2023;
Henningsen & Stein, 1997; Hong & Choi, 2019). Teachers may require support to maintain cognitive
demand during tasks, particularly in analysing mathematical questions to distinguish between
"effective and ineffective" questions that will maximize pupil learning outcomes (McCarthy et al.,
2016, p. 80).

e CCT Features: Participants described CCTs they used that featured no clear solution pathway and
more than one correct answer (Blaze, Adam, John), correlating with the features discussed during the



intervention. This may suggest that the intervention enriched the participants' knowledge of CCTs and
their features, which could support them in critically analysing tasks before using them in the
classroom (Hammer & Ufer, 2023).

INCLUSION

Regarding inclusion, while one participant initially noted that ‘weaker children took a back seat’(Blaze),
reflections showed CCTs could be inclusive, particularly when children were placed in mixed-ability groups.
Adam used task constraints to extend higher-achieving pupils, demonstrating how the open-ended nature of
CCTs makes them inclusive and provides an entry point for all children (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; Bardy et
al., 2021; Blomeke et al., 2006; Boaler & Greeno, 2000; Lambert & Stylianou, 2013; Powell et al., 2009;
Wijaya, 2018). However, Blaze still expressed concerns about extending higher achievers and considered
grouping by ability next time, despite research strongly underlining the benefits of mixed-ability grouping.
Mixed-ability groups enable discussion and collaboration, allowing children to deepen their understanding by
exposure to the strategies of others (Anthony & Walshaw, 2009; Boaler, 2015; Clarke, 2021; Webel et al.,
2021).

TEACHER MINDSET

The intervention resulted in a positive shift in teacher mindset. Prior to the intervention, John noted the
need for staff ‘buy-in” and a ‘move away from books as the be-all and end-all’. This opinion is supported by
evidence which suggests an over-reliance on textbooks at the expense of rich problem-solving (Boaler, 1998;
Department of Education and Science, 2005; Dunphy et al., 2014). Post-intervention, all participants who
shared reflections reported positive opinions and a clear desire to continue using CCTs. This outcome
demonstrates the successful implementation of CCTs and a willingness to move from the intended to the
implemented curriculum (Kilpatrick, 2009). John decided to try a CCT ‘to get away from using the workbook’
by using bus and train timetables. This resulted in children who were ‘very engaged and seemed to enjoy it
more than dealing with a page of problems in a book’ (John). This is underscored by children’s criticism of
textbooks (Fitzpatrick et al., 2023), which could impact their mindset towards mathematics. Ultimately,
teachers' ability to reduce their reliance on textbooks depends critically on the long-term provision of a
substantial quantity of accessible alternatives (Burke, 2014; NCCA, 2018), a role which Oide plays. Finally,
closed questions indicated high levels of satisfaction with the intervention's role in increasing understanding,
explaining benefits, and sharing practical examples of CCTs.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Cognitively Challenging Tasks (CCTs) are a signature pedagogical practice on the primary mathematics
curriculum, offering children rich learning experiences that transcend rote memorisation and procedural
knowledge (Smith & Stein, 1998). Given this curricular shift, this research investigated how a focused
intervention impacted primary teachers’ implementation of CCTs. The findings consistently emphasised the



SUPPORT

It is recommended that future in-service education be collaborative, combining theory, pedagogical
knowledge, and practical ideas.

Schools might consider adopting Lesson Study as a CPD model in conjunction with Oide.

COMMUNICATION

School leaders are recommended to communicate regularly and effectively regarding implementation
actions and to remind teachers of their responsibility to maintain professional knowledge, as outlined
in The Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers (The Teaching Council, 2016).

School leaders might create a platform for teachers to share learning collaboratively.

Additionally, leaders should remind teachers about NCCA support documents, which help ensure
maths talk is appropriately structured in the classroom to maintain levels of cognitive challenge

EXAMPLES OF CCTS, RESOURCES, AND CONCRETE MATERIALS

Guidance on selecting tasks for specific learning outcomes and critically evaluating tasks for cognitive
demand is considered key. The NCCA and Oide must continue to expand and organise their digital
supports to ensure teachers can access CCTs efficiently.

Support documents regarding ability grouping and task evaluation would provide clarity for teachers.
This is critical to avoid overreliance on textbooks and ensure that children are provided with inclusive,
engaging, and playful learning experiences.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

The study noted limitations, including a small sample size and the intervention being a limited event that
focused only on the strand unit of money. Given the emphasis in research on sustained support, findings may
differ should an intervention be sustained. A small sampling group participated due to the voluntary nature
of the research; therefore, it cannot be suggested with certainty that the same outcomes would apply to the
larger population of teachers.

FURTHER RESEARCH

Curricular reform is not a regular occurrence, and this period in Irish education therefore presents rich
opportunities for further research on how CPD impacts the implementation of the primary mathematics
curriculum. Further studies that use larger sample sizes and/or focus on other strands/strand units of the
curriculum are recommended.
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INTRODUCTION

Discussions about Higher Education (HE), its role and purpose is an ever evolving one, particularly relating to
its responsibilities and the part it plays regarding the promotion of democracy, pluralism, civic values and
citizenship. Mix this responsibility with the role technology plays within educational environments, and this
conversation becomes all the more complex.

Gaming, along with gamification methodologies for educational purposes, has become an increasingly used
tool to support teaching and learning strategies. The gaming term in this context, refers to the utilisation of
game elements and video games in non-gaming environments, to include such platforms as Socrative, Kahoot,
Quizlet, Menti etc. (True Education Partnership, 2021). Its application within educational environments,
essentially builds upon its success within business settings, with synergies regularly sighted between
successful in-service employee learning strategies and its employment for achieving desired learning
outcomes within educational environments (Swacha, 2022). While a relatively new phenomenon from an
active research standpoint, much of the current studies on gaming’s impact within pedagogical environments



is predominately theoretical, with the limited active research focused mainly within functionality paradigms,
relating mainly to its use, design, and adaption. Little empirical research has been undertaken that purposely
and explicitly attempts to assess gaming’s effects to consider its impacts, particularly on learners, beyond
these functionality and design paradigms.

Noting the increased promotion and utilisation of gaming to aid with teaching and learning strategies, this
study sought to explore a key question; whether the current analysis framework in relation to planning and
implementing a gaming activity for pedagogical purposes was sufficiently expansive to ensure a thorough and
considered approach that best captures all values, beyond frameworks that focus only on increasing student
engagement and achieving explicit learning outcomes. In this context, the research problem that this study
sought to address, was centred on investigating if the uncritical adaption of technology, gaming for the
purposes of this study, was promoting something different beyond the stated learning objectives. Specifically,
it examined whether student emotional and motivational experiences, having undertaken a gaming exercise
as part of their normal course studies, could provide tangible insights into other potentially unstated and
hidden values beyond stated objectives of the pedagogical task.

This study, therefore, was focused on the following:

e To provide an insight into the impacts of gaming beyond stated learning outcomes to include the
potential for collateral side learning (Fawns, 2022)

e To consider the implications of learner experiences for broader debates relating to democracy,
participation, and educational values. (Ruch, 2021; Birch, 2020; Costa et al., 2019; Tulloch & Randell
Moons, 2018; Woodcock & Johnson, 2017)

CONTEXT

The function and role of Higher Education Institutions (HEI’s) in terms of their role in promoting a democratic
society are essential (Sage, 2021; Keeling, 2020; Jesephson, 2020; Green, 2012). But what does this mean
from day-to-day perspectives? HEI's fundamentally exist to facilitate environments, whereby individuals can
immerse themselves in a culture conducive to multiple points of view and ways of looking at the world
(Jesephson, 2020). There is also a recognition of HEI’s role in promoting pluralism; accepting and promoting
diverse theoretical values. The co-existence of these values, acknowledging that there are many ways for
people to live, engage and behave, forms a critically important backdrop and context to the importance of
HEI's role in our societies (Green, 2012 & Sage, 2021). Admittedly, this is not an easy task, noting, with what
Keeling (2020) would describe as the difficulties HEI’s face in terms of trying to cultivate humanity, prevailing
economic orthodoxies and realities can deprive HEI’s of the time required to do same.

The positioning of emerging technologies, to incorporate its relationship with education, in addition to the
perceived dominance of economic rationality frameworks, provides an interesting backdrop concerning the
role of educational settings, and their part in promoting democracy, civic engagement and pluralism. This
research considers how insights of learner educational gaming experiences can inform broader debates in
relation to these values, to include educational principles. This study sought, through a technology mediated



lens, to explore how game-based learning can shape learner participation, student agency and decision
making, to gain insights on how such environments can foster or inhibit such qualities. It is regularly
suggested that much of the emerging technology focused language and associated platforms and products,
fundamentally represent the status quo concerning efficiency driven business narratives (Corballis & Soar,
2022), despite the fact that they are presented as something new and innovative. When technology is
positioned within this economic context, it can become problematic, potentially causing HEl’s to drift away
from their core mission, due to the prevailing dominancy of effective business paradigms (Keeling, 2020).

It is from these initial observations, that this study sought to look at HE’s relationships with technology
adaption, gaming in this instance, and to explore the potential consequences of its promotion to include
broader philosophical considerations. Much of the current critical review and research literature that looks at
gaming as a concept within pedagogical contexts is principally done through two prisms;

a. The examination of gamification within best use, design, and adaption frameworks
b. To include political, philosophical, or ideological considerations.

A review of some of the literature within these paradigms, shows that there appears to be a large body of
literature focussed mainly on best use, design, and adaption considerations with limited empirical research
to accompany this critical literature (Vlachopoulos & Mikro, 2017; Toda et al., 2017; Rabah et al., 2018; Ofosu
-Ampong, 2020; Arifianto & lzzudin, 2021; Jensen et al., 2015). This position is even more acute when the
impact of gaming is assessed to incorporate broader political, philosophical or ideological perspectives. This
shows how much of the literature is predominately theoretical, with empirical research material
predominately disposed to analysis from within functionality contexts. This indicates a gap in the current
body of research that seeks to explore this.

Some of the literature is now seeking to examine the impacts of gaming beyond stated dominant
frameworks. There is a growing, albeit limited body of literature that does attempt to analyse and critique
gaming, to consider its broader political and philosophical impacts, albeit predominately from a theoretical
perspective. (Ruch, 2021; Fukuyama, 2014; Birch, 2020; Costa et al., 2019; Blikstein & Blikstein, 2021;
Woodcock & Johnson, 2017 & Tullock & Randell-Moon, 2018). Therefore, the aim of this study was to build
on this, to broaden the scope of existing research areas, and to address the implications of learner
experiences for broader debates in this area.

METHODOLOGY

A phenomenological based approach to this study was adapted, owing to the nature of the subject that was
being researched i.e., student experiences, emotions, and motivations. This approach was deemed a suitable
strategy as the research sought to explore “emotional and often intense human experiences” (Merriam 2009
quoted in Worthington, 2013, p. 1).

One focus group session took place, face-to-face, in one Higher Education Institution (HEI) campus during the
Spring 2023 term. Ethical approval for this research was sought and obtained in November 2022. The focus



group consisted of six current HEI undergraduate students, all of whom had an experience of undertaking a
gaming activity within their respective undergraduate programmes. A gaming activity was part of their
normal learning schedule within their undergraduate course programme. No gaming exercise was explicitly
undertaken on a stand-alone basis for the sole purpose of this research study.

All participants in the focus group were active students undertaking courses within the subject HEl’s
Humanities, Business and Sport Media & Marketing undergraduate programmes. Students from the HEIl’s
undergraduate programmes in computing were not invited to participate, as were students with no
experience in a gaming activity for pedagogical purposes. These exclusions were applied as it was important
for all students selected to have had a similar experience basis with the phenomenon being explored (Alase,
2017). Participation in this study was voluntary, with all participants invited to participate. All participants
were over 18 years of age. Throughout the focus group study, no names were used, and participants agreed
to be solely identifiable through a designated number and their course discipline. The focus group interview
session was semi-structured but followed signals “directed to the participant's experiences, feelings, beliefs
and convictions” (Alase, 2017, p. 47) relating to the subject as the focus group progressed. It is important to
point out that the nature of the research was made explicit from the outset which ensured that the
participants understood the key themes to be discussed and explored before joining the focus group
interview.

FIGURE 1: Participant Coding Details

Person No. Role Gender Discipline Identifier
2 Participant F H - (Humanities) 2FH
3 Participant F H - (Humanities) 3FH
4 Participant M B - (Business) 4MB
5 Participant M M - (Marketing) 5MM
6 Participant F B - (Business) 6FB
7 Participant F H - (Humanities) 7FH

In terms of putting a suitable framework in place in relation to the fully transcribed data, Colaizzi’s
descriptive phenomenological method was adapted and deemed a suitable and robust qualitative technique
to try and understand the participant's lived experiences and reveal emerging themes from within the
phenomena that was explored (Colaizzi, 1978, cited in Morrow & King, 2015). This framework consists of a
seven-stage process with each step ultimately focused on its proximity to the qualitative originated data in
an attempt to extract meaningful understandings from the “rich first-person accounts of experience
generated” (Morrow & King, 2015, p. 643).



LIMITATIONS

Time restraints were a significant factor throughout this study, with the initial proposed research design
suggesting a wider brief regarding surveys, focus groups and individual interviews. The sample size from
which all the research data originated was small, with six participants participating in the focus group. All six
participants were from three different distinct undergraduate programmes; marketing, business studies and
media studies, which did provide an element of a diversity of views concerning gaming's impact. Noting the
sample size, it would not be appropriate to derive significant meanings on differences between course
disciplines. The focus group consisted of two males and four females. Again, noting sample size, it would not
be appropriate to break down the key findings from within gender contexts on similarities or observable
differences.

FINDINGS

Four key themes emerged from this study which focused on how a gaming activity influenced a pedagogical
task on the following topics;

a. Engagement

b. Individual and Group Work

c. Competition

d. Thinking
As part of this paper, | will focus the discussion on two of these themes, namely Competition and Thinking,
and how a gaming activity can influence a learning task within these domains.

COMPETITION

When the focus group conversation explicitly discussed the idea of competition in terms of winning and
being rewarded as a stand-alone concept, most participants' responses indicated that this was not a
significant motivating factor. Despite this, losing and the fear of being last have an impact, particularly
from a self-confidence point of view.

e COMPETITION AND REWARDS

From a tangible perspective, i.e., to achieve a reward such as a badge or a certificate, four participants
expressed that this was not a priority or a motivating factor. As one participant noted, | wouldn’t really be
interest in getting rewarded (7FH) and another added / don’t think everyone would like care about that like,
getting a little badge or something (5MM)

e WINNING AND LOOSING

It is worth re-stating, winning in its own right was not seen by all participants as a hugely motivating factor,
with one contributor opining that, In the grand scheme of things like, it doesn’t really matter if you finish last,
because it’s just a little game you do in the classroom [sic](5MM).



Despite this, losing, finishing last or near the bottom of a gaming leaderboard emerged as a consideration for
at least two participants, whereby it appeared that their focus was just to do ok, not be noticeable or stand
out for the wrong reasons, i.e., not to do well.

(Motivated) Not to win, but to be doing somewhat ok, rather than lose completely,
like finishing at the end of the board. That’s my main motivation, just to get
something right at least (7FH) With another contributor also reflecting So, if it was
out of ten, I’d be happy, once | got six out of ten (2FH)

e GROUP WORK

However, competitive behaviour within group work environments emerged as a motivating factor. Two
contributors noted that seeing your group, go up and get more points, that can be an intrinsic motivator
(5MM) and if you’re name shows up, you’re definitely going to be induced to do well. Its healthy competition
(7FH). Interestingly losing or finishing last as a team was viewed as a shared team experience and less
problematic from a self-conscious and isolation perspective. This was seen as a likely factor to why
competition or competitive behaviour appear to be embraced from within group work contexts with one
participant reflecting that If we finish last, there’s five of us finishing last, so | don’t really mind (2FH)

o THINKING

Some of the participants' observations regarding the actual concept of thinking proved insightful. This was all
the more acute when the concept of being timed while trying to think was introduced. It is worth noting that
all participants advised that being timed to undertake a task or answer a question as part of their
coursework was a feature in all gaming activities that they had undertaken.

e BEING TIMED

One participant noted that when they are being timed, it is actually a form of motivation to do the task at
hand noting that If (the task) it is timed, we do actually have to answer questions (2FH). But interestingly, the
same participant acknowledges that while being timed, specifically if they are working on their own, they
would not really think about the question and put in my answer straight (2FH). All six participants
acknowledged that it would be better not to be timed when undertaking a gaming activity as it is a factor in
how they approach and think about a question. One participant advised that being timed was a factor in not
fully thinking about all of the question, only what she thought she had time to think about, noting that / was
on point for the first part, but | missed the second part (3FH). Interestingly, another participant explicitly
referenced the use of Multiple-Choice Questions (MCQs) within gaming contexts and concluded that these
types of questions, in particular, do not encourage thinking at all (F6B)



e SELF-CONSCIOUS

Being timed was also a significant contributory factor for participants regarding how they felt, with one
participant noting that they were not quite as fast answering questions as others during a class gaming
activity; Oh look, we may wait for so and so later because they are still tapping away (2FH)

e DISTRACTION

Distraction in the context of being timed, also emerged as a barrier to thinking, noting its association with
the creation of a de facto competitive environment among all participants, leading to a situation whereby
thinking and engaging with the actual questions appeared to become secondary concerns for the students.
This theme was effectively illustrated by two students commenting that; you’re thinking of the time going
down and not the actual question itself. It’s kind of a distraction in a way (5MM) and you can see how far
along in the game people are, and how many questions they have answered (7FH)

The majority of participants also made explicit reference to how gaming was a distraction to them,
particularly when they undertook the activity through their smartphones, with all students agreeing with this
sentiment. This was aptly reflected upon by one contributor is particular; I try to not go on my phone. If
notifications are coming up on my phone, I’m not really engaged, I’'m kind of distracted (2FH)

¢ FINISHING

With being timed identified as a source of distraction and a sighted reason preventing thinking, adding the
concept of finishing to the equation appears to compound further the perceived negative effects of being
timed; I feel like, if you were only, say on question two out of ten, and you’re seeing that someone is already
after finishing, there is more of a pressure kind of thing to catch up (7FH). The introduction of time or the
notion of being timed appears to impact on participant behaviour with what they view their primary
objective while undertaking an activity. A number of the participants noted that finishing the task and
catching up became a key concern while being timed, captured succinctly by one participant;

I’m probably not even going to think about the questions. I’'m probably just going to
start tapping through to finish the game at the same time as everyone else, rather
than actually thinking about it and put effort into it and finish last (2FH)

DISCUSSION

A by-product of a gaming activity particularly within group work environments was the creation of a
competitive working environment, with points accumulation and leaderboard positioning emerging as
primary motivators. This is an interesting finding, particularly when viewed through philosophical contexts
and adds weight from an empirical perspective on Fukuyama’s (2014) critical observation regarding the
relationship and objectivity between commercial marketing, winning, and gaming.



The research shows that with the introduction of being timed, a dominant feature within the gamification
process, the task of answering a question can become goal orientated and the speed of response can
become a leading motivating factor. This, the study shows, encourages students to focus on timely or speedy
task completion, with appearing to finish at the same time or ahead of your peers a primary motivational
consideration. This effect is further exacerbated by smartphone use to include its effects on the blurring of
boundaries between student academic and non-academic life (see also Han, 2022; Hong et al. 2022; Kocak &
Goktas, 2022 & Seo et al. 2023).

While smartphone use can enable quick and accessible learning opportunities, regularly viewed as an
effective tool to encourage increased learner engagement, as this study shows, its use within educational
contexts highlights a potentially problematic relationship. Learning content, delivered and mediated through
smartphone use, a regular feature as part of the educational gaming experience, can simultaneously serve as
a source of distraction, as students from this research frequently acknowledged. As the findings suggest, this
delivery mode, in addition with being timed, risks encouraging a surface approach to learning, potentially
shaping learning behaviour in ways that could fundamentally undermine core educational values.
Interestingly, when the discussion within the focus group addressed the concept of being rewarded or
winning, the findings show that this was not a motivating factor on an individual basis, but more so within
group working environments. This is an interesting finding, particularly in the context of the Tullock and
Randell-Moon (2018) critique, whereby they argue that the use of leaderboards, points, and badges as
motivational instruments to encourage engagement is really about the reproduction and promotion of
certain desirable behaviours more suitable to workplace environments.

A key takeaway for educators is that game based learning, to include its purposeful designing to achieve
stated learning outcomes, can be a powerful instrument to enhance learner engagement and understanding.
However, it is not a neutral activity. A review of student emotional responses; reduced self-confidence,
anxiety, over-emphasis on competition, shows that design choices e.g. leaderboards’, smartphones, being
timed, group and individual work, not only impact on learning outcome objectives, but also learner values,
behaviours and peer engagement dynamics.

CONCLUSION

Technology’s relationship with education and, more specifically, its role in HE formed an important backdrop
to this study. Through a phenomenological study exploring student emotions and motivations, this study
attempted to look at the role and impact of technology, gaming in this instance, beyond existing
functionality and learning outcome contexts. Much of the literature that explicitly attempts to assess the
impacts of gaming from within pedagogical contexts is primarily focused on its functionality and empirically
directed towards learning outcomes and student engagement objectives. While a body of political,
ideological, and more philosophically focused literature has emerged to critique gaming's impact beyond
functionality contexts, there is a shortage of empirical research to accompany this material. This research
study was an attempt to address this position and assess what collateral learning can occur due to its use.



A broader analysis of the themes that emerged from this study provides an excellent channel from which the
impact of gaming can be assessed to incorporate multiple considerations beyond narrow functionality
analysis. This paper focused on Competition and Thinking, and when these findings in particular were probed
a little deeper in an attempt to explore student emotions and motivations, the limitations of assessing
gaming within binary terms, i.e., positive and negative considerations for its use and adaption, become
evident. This research shows that gaming, its use, and its adaption within educational settings require impact
consideration beyond stated learning outcome objectives, highlighting the validity of much of the existing
critical literature whereby the political, ideological, and philosophical impacts of gaming and technology are
qguestioned, and objectives queried. Through an analysis of student emotions and motivations, this study
provided a window into some of the impacts of gaming to consider some of the broader discussions relating
to democracy, participation and educational values. Some of these findings focused on;

e Gaming’s predisposition to creating competitive student behaviours, particularly within group working
environments, whereby learning and answering questions become goal and task orientated.

e The concept of thinking appears to become a secondary motivation behind speedy task completion.

e Gaming’s relationship with smartphone use and its potential problematic role within educational
environments, noting its negative impact on staying focussed, encouraging a surface approach to
learning, along with the blurring of academic and non-academic student life.

These key findings show that there are merits in the assumption that implementing a gaming exercise for
educational purposes requires analysis beyond a pedagogy first mantra (Fawns, 2022). Gaming, noting its
inherent roots and relationship with commercial marketing (Fukuyama, 2014 & Woodcock and Johnson,
2017), forms an interesting dilemma for educators for its use and implementation when attempting to align
learning objectives with principled pedagogical values and ideals. Educators therefore need to critically
evaluate why a gaming activity is to be used, to ensure that it also focuses on core educational values to
include inclusion, reflection and critical thinking, rather than just engagement and learning outcome
considerations alone.
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INTRODUCTION

This article explores the benefits and challenges associated with using therapy dogs in primary education.
Canine therapy is an alternative therapeutic practice in which a dog acts in a supportive capacity for an
individual who may feel troubled or in need of support, as they can sense humans’ moods and actively try to
provide comfort when something is wrong (Dog Therapy, 2022). This study uses a qualitative approach to
explore the perspectives of special needs assistants, teachers, and parents from two primary schools. The
study aims to identify potential challenges that may hinder their widespread adoption, such as fear of dogs, as
in some countries, dogs are seen as filthy or a nuisance, while others view dogs as aggressive, which may instil
fear in children (Jalongo et al., 2004). Thematic analysis of interviews revealed that therapy dogs are used
similarly across schools to help children with anxiety or Autism. Participants reported that this support was
challenging because the fear of dogs was evident. Participants also shared how they overcame this to
promote the benefits of having a therapy dog in a school setting.

INTRODUCTION

Therapy dogs differ from service or guide dogs. For example, a service dog assisting a child with epilepsy is



specifically trained to identify signs of a seizure, or a guide dog helps an individual who is visually impaired to
be independent (Grové et al., 2021). However, therapy dogs are trained to provide support, offering comfort
to those in distress or in need of companionship (Grové et al., 2021). They are provided by organisations such
as My Canine Companion for schools to encourage, promote, and scaffold people during times of uncertainty
(MCC, 2024). For schools, this may occur when a child is reading, writing, or engaged in an activity. Although
therapy dogs play a unique role in schools, little is known about the realities of their use in school settings
(Grové et al., 2021). My research attempted to explore the reality on the ground for teachers and pupils.

The rationale for focusing on the use of therapy dogs was due to their unique capability to reduce children's
stress and anxiety when attending school. According to research, dog interventions lead to significantly lower
levels of stress among children with or without special educational needs in educational settings (Meints et
al., 2022). Therefore, this is particularly important in contemporary society as stress levels in school settings
remain high. An article from the Irish Times has shown that 346 children were approved for home tuition due
to mental health reasons and “school phobia” during the 2020/2021 school year (O’Brien, 2021). This
emphasises the importance of incorporating therapy dogs into educational settings and the need for
widespread understanding of the many benefits of using them in schools for every child’s primary education.
It is hoped that by completing this research, the researcher will be able to understand the use of therapy dogs
in primary schools, which will, in turn, benefit her future practice as she hopes to be able to spread the
awareness of the benefits to other educators and promote the use of therapy dogs in her future educational
setting.

RESEARCH QUESTION

This research had one overall question: What are the benefits of using therapy dogs for children in primary
educational settings? This will be explored by questioning:

1. What ways have the schools used the therapy dogs?

2. What do parents and teachers think of the use of therapy dogs in education?

3. Were there any indirect benefits that came from having the therapy dog in the school?
By answering these three questions, it is hoped that a picture of the realities of therapy dogs in schools can be
painted and that a complete account of how they are used, and of both the challenges and benefits of using
them, can be ascertained. This will help determine the reasons and challenges schools faced when starting a
therapy dog programme and evaluate the research others have carried out on this topic.

CONTEXT

This section will discuss the literature on the many benefits of therapy dogs in school settings, such as
reductions in anxiety levels, assistance for children with Autism, and the potential barrier posed by fear of
dogs in schools.



e EXPLORING CHILDREN’S ANXIETY

Scholarly literature demonstrates that the presence of a therapy animal, such as a dog, can help "distract us
from negative or anxious thoughts" (Zawacki, 2014). This is particularly important as many primary school
principals are concerned about the increasing prevalence of emotional health problems, including anxiety,
among children (O’Brien, 2022). Research from the Irish Times states that "children as young as ten years are
struggling with what would have been considered teenage issues at an earlier age" (O’Brien, 2023). This is
particularly extreme considering that 9.4% of children aged 3-17 were diagnosed with anxiety in 2016-2019
(CDC, 2020). During the COVID-19 pandemic, this percentage increased among primary school children from
1.8% to 18.92% to 23.87% (Meade, 2021). The use of a therapy dog could be crucial here, as when children
interact with dogs, their brains release dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with feelings of pleasure and
reward.

Research indicates that eye contact interaction can alleviate anxiety symptoms by increasing dopamine
production, a natural antidepressant which promotes comfort and calmness in times of stress and worry
(Alliance of Therapy Dogs, 2019). Research also argues that therapy dogs can help children be more open
about expressing their feelings to others. It is estimated that over 70% of children of all ages talk to and
confide in animals before people, as dogs listen without judgment (Jalongo et al., 2004). Children find
interactions with animals less stressful because they provide an immediate sense of safety and trust (Siegel,
2004). This supports children who suffer from severe emotional difficulties and gives them time to build trust,
enabling them to confide in the dog before they talk to an adult about how they feel.

o EXPERIENCES OF CHILDREN WITH AUTISM

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is the most common social communication disorder, estimated to affect 1 in
100 children (WHO, 2023). ASD is a lifelong neurological and developmental disability that typically appears
during the first two years of life and affects how a person communicates, learns, behaves, interacts and
relates with people (NIH, 2023). The Irish National Teacher Organisation (INTO) stated that during the 2022-23
academic year, there were 1,548 Autism and early intervention classes throughout all primary schools.
Including a therapy dog in schools can assist children with Autism by providing a powerful multisensory
stimulus and addressing hyper- or hyposensitivity to sensory input (Autism Tasmania, 2023). This stimulus
includes a particular sound, a vivid visual imprint, a specific smell, and a unique tactile stimulation that dogs
have that can effectively cater to their senses (Berry et al., 2013).

Movement breaks throughout the school day have also been considered very beneficial for children with ASD
as they can provide opportunities for pupils to interact and socialise with each other and the teacher in a
relaxed and informal way (PDST, 2020). Therefore, breaks are essential for reducing disruptive behaviour,
such as meltdowns (PDST, 2020). Therapy dogs can be used as movement breaks, as they must be exercised
regularly and brought outside. Transitions within the classroom for children with ASD have been said to be
challenging and can often lead to meltdowns due to a delay in the executive function process. The brain’s
attention-shifting function is crucial; however, for people with ASD, there are often gaps in this system,



leading the child to become stuck in a task and requiring effort to move them on from it (Schrader, 2019).
Therefore, therapy dogs can be used as a distraction to help a child transition from one task to another in the
classroom.

 PHOBIA OF DOGS

The proportion of children with a phobia of dogs may also influence a school’s decision to adopt a therapy dog
programme. In some countries, dogs are seen as filthy or as a nuisance, while in others they are viewed as
aggressive, which may instil fear in children (Jalongo et al., 2004). This makes the school context a vital
consideration for the use of therapy dogs. Schools need to ensure that proper support and concerns are
discussed with the parent and student body before agreeing to a therapy dog. This would ensure that any
concerns and differences are discussed, alleviating discomfort and distrust.

METHODOLOGY

A qualitative research approach was chosen for this study. This approach was deemed most appropriate for
the dissertation because it allowed the experiences of those who work with therapy dogs to be explored, as it
is @ means of exploring the meaning individuals ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, 2009). A
qualitative approach involved in-depth interviews to collect, analyse, and interpret data on what the
participants said or did. This allowed for various perspectives to be obtained (TUSLA, n.d.). This qualitative
method aimed to understand people's experiences, beliefs, and attitudes about the importance of using
therapy dogs in primary schools by giving them a voice through interviews (Pathak et al., 2013).

The type of interview chosen for the research design was a semi-structured interview process. This type of
interview was chosen as it helped the researcher to stay focused on the topic while also exploring relevant
ideas that may have arisen throughout the interview. It also allowed participants to be interviewed for a more
extended period to determine how they personally experienced the benefits of therapy dogs (Creswell, 2009).
It involved asking open-ended questions in random order, followed by probe questions to obtain more
information about the participant's responses (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019).

The interviews were carried out with two special needs assistants (SNA), two teachers, and two parents from
two different primary schools that currently have therapy dogs in their schools for their pupils' benefit.
School B was a mainstream mixed primary school, and School A was a special school. The incorporation of
data from two schools enabled a broad collection of first-hand accounts from various viewpoints. Special-
needs assistants were interviewed to provide a comprehensive overview of how the dogs help children with
different educational needs. Teachers were chosen because they could provide insight into the educational
benefits and differences they have observed from using a therapy dog in the classroom. Parents were selected
for an interview because they could offer perspectives on the therapy dog's impact on their children outside
the school.

A purposive sampling process was used to identify which schools best suited the research question. This
meant that the researcher selected schools best suited to help meet the study's goal of answering the
research question (Frost, 2022). This meant that each school had criteria and needed to be entirely suitable
for the study (Moran, 2017). The selection criteria was as follows: the school needed to be a primary school



that currently has a therapy dog. To ensure the interview questions were fair, they were written neutrally,
with no judgmental language to influence the answers (Clements, 2021). In line with the specific guideline of
responsibility to participants, ethical approval was sought and granted by my college.

All the questions were based on prior research on the benefits of therapy dogs and were aligned with the
overall research aims and objectives. The interviews lasted approximately 20-30 minutes each. This time
frame was ideal for the study, as it provided sufficient time to obtain honest and truthful responses from all
participants. All six interviews were conducted online via Zoom because the schools were too far for the
researcher to travel to. A field note diary was used to gain deeper insight into the participants' experiences by
identifying hidden variables, such as their attitudes and the direct word-by-word meaning in the data.

In addition, the Braun & Clarke Thematic Analysis Framework (2006) was used in the data analysis procedure.
The study faced limitations, including unconscious bias, due to the researcher’s strong belief in dogs’ ability to
ease stress and build relationships. This necessitated a high degree of objectivity in data collection, analysis,
and interpretation. Furthermore, the limited number of Irish schools participating in therapy dog programs
restricted the sample size and the generalizability of the findings, as only approximately 40 schools in Ireland
had therapy dogs in their school settings at the time of the study, as My Canine Companion was only set up in
2020 (MCC, 2024). In addition, since the interviews were online via Zoom, evaluating the participants' body
language was challenging. Someone's body language can say a lot based on their confidence, attitude, and
listening skills (Hirebee, 2021). It also made the interview process more formal, as Zoom served as a barrier
between the interviewer and the participant, compared to an in-person interview.

FINDINGS

The presence of therapy dogs helps reduce anxiety in children and parents, promoting a positive school
environment. During the interview process, SNA 1, School A, stated that “one of the dogs would come over
and just be present, | suppose. And it just completely brings the level of anxieties down". This backs up
research indicating that the presence of a therapy animal, such as a dog, can help distract people from
negative or anxious thoughts (Zawacki, 2014). Parent 1, School B, also helped to prove this by stating that
“only for the dog | wouldn’t be doing it.... I’'m a bit more relaxed, thank god the dog is lying beside me here”.
This is consistent with research indicating that people find interactions with animals less stressful, as animals
provide an immediate sense of safety and trust (Siegel, 2004). Parent 2, School B, also echoed that the dog
acted as a “comfort blanket” for her as she knew that he would be there for her son during the school day, no
matter what. SNA 2, School A, proved that the therapy dogs help to promote a positive school environment by
saying that “you see the dog going to the staff and saying hello...they just make everyone smile”. This
emphasises that the dog can help boost people’s moods simply by being present.

This is consistent with research by the Alliance of Therapy Dogs (2019), which shows that direct contact with
dogs can release dopamine, which in turn alleviates anxiety symptoms and promotes calmness. It was also
mentioned that schools will always require a therapy dog, as Teacher 2, School B, stated that “there’s always
some child that’s going to be stressed out about something or they’re going to be anxious about something, or
there’s something in their environment that’s happening”. This emphasises that it will be a long-term
investment for schools, as outlined in O'Brien (2022) and Meade (2021), anxiety has risen due to COVID-19



among primary school children.

Secondly, the researcher found that therapy dogs help children with ASD cope better in the classroom
environment. SNA 2, School A said that the children were “touching things that they would pull back from
now, they're putting their hands out, as Iggles or Violet are passing, it's just really nice to see it. It's just lovely”.
This backs up previous research by Autism Tasmania (2023), which shows that the therapy dogs help with
hyper- or hyposensitivity. This is of great importance to many children with sensory issues, and being able to
experience new feelings with the therapy dog by their side will add to the benefits. It was also mentioned that
the dogs help prevent Autistic meltdowns, as Teacher 1, School B, said:

“If he gets triggered and you can sense a meltdown is coming, like if we can get one dog in particular....it
will really regulate him, and he will come out of it really calm and just like a different child, really.”

This emphasises that, compared to people, a therapy dog can have a calming influence on children, due to the
multi-sensory effects they can have for children with ASD (Berry et al., 2013). Teacher 1, School B, also stated
that having a dog in the classroom is helpful in this instance, as she can use the dog as another reason for
children to have a movement break, as they can “bring the dog for a walk, bring the dog out to the toilet,
bring the dog to go get more water. So, it’s like they’re having a movement break without it being a big deal.”
This supports research suggesting that breaks are essential for reducing disruptive behaviour, such as
meltdowns (PDST, 2020). Parent 2, School B, also indicated the immediate difference that movement breaks
can have on children's mindset at a certain time, as she stated that “a five-minute walk could change his
whole personality on how he's feeling and everything. Like five minutes with him, and he's a different child
straight away”. Working with a therapy dog in this capacity can, therefore, lessen the impact of the outburst
and allow the child to self-regulate in a calm and meaningful manner. Parent 2, from School B, outlined how
the dog helped her child transition from an EBD unit to a mainstream classroom. She said that:

“for nearly two years, my child went as far as the corridor and wouldn't go to the door even. And then,
eventually, with Zorro's help got him inside the door, even if it was just a hello and back out again. And
now he's full-time in there.”

As a result, the transition from an EBD Unit to a mainstream classroom at school was less traumatic for the
child, as the presence of the therapy dog helped build a trusting connection with their teacher. This highlights
research that indicates that trust is crucial in creating a positive relationship, as it allows children to feel more
confident to explore and take risks (Coirstine et al., 2022).

Thirdly, it was discovered that despite findings indicating the success of the use of therapy dogs, challenges
remain. Data revealed that some children in Schools A and B struggled to adjust to therapy dogs because of
their fear of dogs. It was evident that some children had “absolutely trembling fear”(SNA 2, School A), and it
was so extreme that “their mother could not bring them out for walks because of this huge fear” (SNA 1,
School A). In addition, it was also discussed how fear impacted staff members as Teacher 1, School B,
explained how her "job share partner has a serious phobia of dogs," and she recalls “having meetings, and she



wouldn't come into the room because one of the dogs would be in the room.” This reflects the literature
mentioned in the literature review, since a school's decision to acquire a therapy dog may be influenced by
factors such as the number of children and staff members with a phobia of dogs. This can significantly impact
the uptake of therapy dogs in school settings, so there needs to be an understanding of what that fear entails
and how it can be alleviated with support and encouragement. In addition to this type of fear, the data also
highlighted that, in School B, a pupil, because of his cultural upbringing, felt the presence of the dog in the
school was unsavoury. This was mentioned by comments such as: “I had a boy last year... and | remember one
time the dog put his paw on his pen, and he wouldn't touch it like that was it, he told me to keep it” (Teacher
1, School B).

It is important for schools to consider all perspectives and viewpoints before introducing canine supports
within the school setting. It was also emphasised that it took a lot of hard work from both SNAs to convince
other school members, like the Principal, that it would be a good idea and that the benefits would outweigh
the disadvantages. Before proceeding, they had to ensure that they had "at least 80% of people on
board"(SNA 1, School A). They had to negotiate for some time before making a final decision. This highlights
that the process could have been more straightforward if more people in the school were aware of the
benefits of therapy dogs before the decision-making process. It also highlights how little is known in society
about therapy dogs and that this creates uncertainty about whether they can benefit a school setting.
However, in contrast, School A emphasised that overcoming initial apprehension in children with a fear of
dogs can be achieved through time and gentle exposure to the therapy dogs, as it was said that a pupil:
“started opening up and relaxing...where now she is actually putting the lead on him and bringing him out for
walks” (SNA 1, School A).

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the research aimed to evaluate the benefits and challenges in the practical use of therapy dogs
in primary educational settings, to identify the reasons and challenges schools faced when starting a therapy
dog programme and to evaluate previous research on this topic. Previous research on the various uses of
therapy dogs in educational settings evident in society has shown that therapy dogs boost children’s well-
being and emotional development and assist children with ASD. The dissertation used a qualitative research
approach, employing semi-structured interviews, while adhering to specific ethical guidelines. The findings
confirmed that there are various benefits to using therapy dogs in primary schools, suggesting that therapy
dogs help children who suffer from anxiety cope better in school and stress less.

Therapy dogs also help children with Autism communicate more effectively with pupils and staff members in
the school setting and help calm them when they are overwhelmed. However, despite these significant
benefits, the data showed that schools can face challenges, such as fear of dogs, since not everyone likes
dogs. The research aimed to raise awareness of the benefits of therapy dogs in primary educational settings,
to inform the public and academic environments about their benefits, and to encourage more schools to
participate in therapy dog programs for the benefit of their pupils. The researcher also believes that further



benefits await discovery and that this is only the beginning of an incredible educational opportunity. Based on
the findings, the researcher proposed three recommendations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. The researcher recommends further investigation regarding the child's perspective on the benefits of
therapy dogs in their primary educational settings, as there is limited research available in this area,
and studies need to be conducted from a larger capacity and from more personal perspectives for
more generalisable results.

2. The researcher suggests further investigation into the potential benefits of therapy dogs in improving
children’s literacy abilities to prove that there are benefits for the future potential of therapy dogs, due
to literacy improvements not appearing in the data collection and being researched in the literature
review.

3. The researcher advocates for a policy promoting the use of therapy dogs in primary schools across
Ireland, citing the current benefits they have experienced, as it would benefit every child’s primary
education.
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INTRODUCTION

This article will introduce my research into how we can address the persistent inequalities in access to higher
education and entry into the teaching profession in Ireland. It investigates post-primary students’ awareness,
perceptions, and understanding of educational pathways, while also identifying key barriers faced in accessing
these opportunities. The research was conducted as part of the broader Access to Post-Primary Teaching
(APT) Project, which is funded under the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH), Strand 1. The
Access to Post-Primary Teaching Project aims to diversify the third level student population and the teaching
workforce by supporting underrepresented groups in both accessing and completing initial teacher education.



Findings suggest there is a pressing need to improve awareness around funding opportunities, and
alternative entry routes into higher education and teaching as a profession. This study highlights the value of
a diverse teaching workforce in enhancing student outcomes and fostering cultural responsiveness within
Ireland’s increasingly multicultural classrooms. By offering evidence-based insights, this research contributes
to existing literature and provides actionable recommendations for policymakers, educators, and higher
education institutions. It also addresses systemic barriers and promotes inclusivity in an effort to support a
more equitable and representative education system.

Data was gathered from Transition Year students in a non-DEIS, co-educational, multi-denominational
Education and Training Board (ETB) school with over 1000 students. Both qualitative and quantitative data
was collected through anonymised pre- and post-workshop questionnaires to explore the following core
research question and sub-questions:

1. What is the extent of student knowledge and perspectives on access to higher education and the
teaching profession?
a. What do students know about the various routes into higher education?
b. What do students know about the funding options available to them?
c. What are student perceptions on access routes to teaching as a profession?

The rationale for this research is grounded in the well-documented, far-reaching benefits of educational
attainment. For example, graduates experience an increase in income of 72% between the ages of 23 and 31
compared to just 31% among non-graduates (Universities UK, 2024). Higher education is also linked with
better reported health, improved fertility outcomes, and, importantly, a positive intergenerational impact on
educational attainment (Raghupathi and Raghupathi, 2020). In this way, access to education contributes to a
cycle of increasing social and economic well-being.

Despite Ireland’s recognition as the most educated country in the world, with CBRE Ireland (2025) reporting
it having the highest proportion of adults aged 25-64 holding a bachelor's degree or higher, educational
aspirations and outcomes remain disproportionately shaped by social background rather than academic
ability (OECD, 2025). This highlights the urgent need to remove structural barriers and create more equitable
systems of access. Diversifying the teaching profession is therefore a critical step toward promoting social
justice and equity in education while supporting the development of more inclusive learning environments
that serve all students more effectively.

LITERATURE & POLICY CONTEXT

Initial Teacher Education in Ireland

Research has shown that teachers, both nationally and internationally, are predominantly of the majority
ethnic group, and from higher socio-economic backgrounds (Keane, Heinz and Lynch, 2022). While numbers
from the unskilled socio-economic group entering higher education have risen, this group is still
underrepresented in entry to initial teacher training (Keane and Heinz, 2015). Diverse teachers hold higher
expectations of diverse students with regards to behaviour, ability and potential (Villegas and Irvine, 2010),
and can also act as cultural representatives. By intentionally being culturally responsive to all students and



integrating their own diverse backgrounds, while recognising the diversity within minority groups, teachers
can increase cultural awareness in all of their students (Nevarez, Jouganatos, and Wood, 2019). Teacher
diversity can help to challenge cultural stereotypes as well as expanding student perceptions of potential
future career options, especially for those who rarely see themselves represented in professional roles such as
teaching.

Teachers and student teachers from lower socio-economic backgrounds have reported feeling inferior against
their counterparts and that they did not ‘fit’ in all educational institutions (Keane and Heinz, 2015), potentially
resulting in further standardization of the profession. Diversification of the teaching profession will help to
dilute the negative consequences of sharing minority cultural traditions and social norms, as well as the
‘classed self’ (Keane, 2024) over time, thus benefiting both students and teachers.

Funding and Finances

Despite the introduction of free fees in higher education in Ireland, significant hidden and living costs
continue to deter disadvantaged students from progressing to and succeeding in higher education. While
various funding schemes exist, the limitations of means-tested support reinforce financial inequalities,
particularly for those just above the threshold and for marginalised groups. An Irish Health Report has
revealed that 56% of part-time workers are higher education students (Hope, Dring and Dring, 2005), which
implies that these students are self-reliant on earning money to cover their basic needs. This further highlights
the inequalities faced, as these students could compromise their academic achievements compared to those
who are financially secure.

While there are some financial assistance programmes available in Ireland, such as maintenance grants, the
Back to Education Allowance, scholarships and bursaries, the lack of certainty around eligibility for these until
after a place on a course has been secured can be off putting for many in uncertain financial circumstances.
While efforts have been made to achieve inclusivity within higher education, still more needs to be done to
produce the continuous innovation and commitment to empowering underrepresented groups needed in
order that the system can reflect Ireland’s full diversity.

This study adds to existing research by providing comparative data for the Access to Post-Primary Teaching
Project which primarily focuses on students attending DEIS schools. Adding the responses of non-DEIS
attending students will highlight any disparities between the two school types. As individual research it looks
to discover the knowledge gaps and opinions of these Transition Year students in order to identify and
address barriers preventing current post-primary students from entering higher education and the teaching
profession.

METHODOLOGY

Anonymous questionnaires based on the official Access to Post-Primary Teaching Project templates were used
to gather both qualitative and quantitative data through a one cycle of change action research methodology,
during which the potential outcomes of only one intervention are collected and analysed. Action research is
particularly well suited to practitioner-led studies and to the mix of data types being collected. It has also
been seen that teachers who participate in action research are more likely to improve the academic outcomes



of their students regardless of their socio-economic background (Henthorn, Lowdon, and McArdle, 2022),
emphasising its suitability for use within this project. Student answers to the pre-intervention questionnaire
were analysed to inform the content of the workshop by highlighting knowledge gaps in areas such as entry
routes into, and financial supports available in higher education and initial teacher education, thereby
enacting a change in student awareness. The research was carried out in the students’ school, using computer
rooms for the completion of questionnaires and a traditional classroom for the workshop intervention to
allow space for movement and group work. There were 15 pre-workshop participants and 12 post-workshop
participants, with the post-intervention questionnaire being completed immediately after the workshop.

The intervention workshop used active methodologies such as debate, discussion and group case studies to
encourage student engagement. Following the workshop, the post-intervention questionnaire assessed the
changes in knowledge and perceptions of the participants. Using comparative analysis with pre-intervention,
the data represents the workshop's impact on the students. Quantitative data from questionnaires was
statistically examined, focusing on changes in awareness levels. Qualitative data from open-ended responses
and teacher reflections underwent thematic coding to capture nuanced shifts in student attitudes.

Ethical approval was sought and granted prior to any contact with school personnel and students. Potential
ethical implications were addressed by ensuring all answers were anonymous, and no personal or identifying
information was collected in order to protect the confidentiality of the participants. School leaders, parents
and students were provided a gatekeeper letter before the research took place containing information about
what the process involved and allowing all stakeholders the chance to opt out via email. Students assented to
participate by filling in the questionnaires, and were informed they could withdraw at any time during the
guestionnaires and workshop with no negative consequences. Once data was collected however, it would not
be possible to exclude specific participants’ contributions due to the anonymous nature of the questionnaires.

As a practitioner researcher | had to remain aware of my positionality throughout the research process, both
in relation to the student-teacher power dynamic, and in my own responses and biases to the data collected
throughout. One limitation of this study would be to assume that the awareness and understanding of this
small cohort of students reflects those of the wider secondary school student population of Ireland. This is
negated when the data of this individual study is collated with the data of the Access to Post-Primary Teaching
Project. Limitations also exist due to the differing numbers of participants in the pre and post workshop
guestionnaires. This was difficult to eliminate due to the time needed to analyse the pre-intervention data
which consequently informed the content of the workshop. This allowed room for variation in student
attendance and thus varying participant numbers. | have negated these issues somewhat by representing the
data through percentages as well as providing the raw data (n=).

FINDINGS

| first looked to gauge the students’ perceptions of higher education, including whether they intended to
continue education after post-primary school, and what benefits and barriers exist in accessing higher
education.
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FIGURE 1: Plans to Progress to HE

When asked of their intention to continue to higher education the number of students stating they intend to
continue rose from 86.6% (n=13/15) in the pre-workshop questionnaire, to 91.6% (n=11/12) in the post-
workshop questionnaire, see Figure 1. This increase suggests that some students changed their perspective on
whether higher education was a feasible option for them during the intervening time. All students answered
either Yes or Unsure in both the pre and post-questionnaires, which could be indicative of the socio-economic
status of the students included in the study, and also of attitudes toward higher education generally. In
Ireland 55% of the population holds a third level education, compared to the EU average of 35% (Central
Statistics Office, 2024), with Brooks et al (2020) stating that the higher education students they surveyed felt
that continuing education was the natural progression after completing post-primary school. In contrast to
this however the OECD (2025) found that many 15 year olds intended to pursue careers that require degrees
but without attending third level education, highlighting the disconnect between student expectations and
the realities of their chosen career pathways.

This disparity exists around the realities of attending higher education also. When asked about barriers,
finances was the most frequently cited in both pre and post questionnaires. Despite the workshop
highlighting the many financial supports available, the number of those stating finances as a barrier actually
increased from 53.3% (n=8/15) to 83.3% (n=10/12). This was an unexpected finding after the discussion about
the numerous financial supports available during the workshop. This could be due to many of the alternative
entry routes having attendance at a DEIS school as one of the eligibility criteria, which my non-DEIS attending
students are not likely to satisfy. However, it could also be that the students had not considered the barriers
previously, and that the workshop actually highlighted the costs that can be involved in attending third level



education. In the post-questionnaire when answering the question ‘Has your thinking changed at all about
higher education, careers, including teaching, since the workshop?’, one participant wrote ‘It has as | didn’t
know that it would cost that much’ [post-workshop questionnaire participant]. The same student stated ‘Well
some including financial may be an issue’ when asked about barriers relevant to them. It is unfortunate if the
intervention left participants with a negative view of higher education. However, the same student indicated a
positive intention on progressing to higher education in the post-questionnaire, and also later stated ‘There is
always other ways to get around issues with college’ suggesting that the workshop highlighted the vast array
of supports and alternative access routes available to those looking to continue their education.

Participants stating an awareness of DARE rose 76.7% from 1/15 to 10/12 between the pre and post-
questionnaires, see Figure 2, while positive answers based on HEAR increased from 4/15 to 8/12, representing
a 40% change. Those aware of Access Programmes decreased from 9/15 to 7/12 respondents which, upon
discussion, could be due to having heard of Access Offices and confusing the two.

Benefit Pre Post
Data (n=15) % Data (n=12) %
Finances 6 40% 7 58.3%
Knowledge 5 33.3% 3 25%
Better job 6 40% 3 25%
More opportunities 1 6.6% - -
Security - - 1 8.3%
Insights - - 1 8.3%
Life experiences - - 1 8.3%
Health - - 1 8.3%

FIGURE 2: Awareness of DARE

The benefits of higher education mentioned in the pre-workshop questionnaire were: ‘improved finances and
knowledge’, ‘better job prospects’ and ‘increased opportunities’, see Figure 2. It is interesting to note that all
participants stated at least one benefit, even those who stated they were unsure about their future third level
attendance. Four new benefits were mentioned in the post-questionnaire: ‘Good health’, ‘more life
experiences’, ‘more security’ and ‘It gives you a better insight of what roll you have in the world’. These align
with those mentioned by McMahon (2009) who estimates the non-career related benefits to individuals, such
as own and family health, longevity, fertility and happiness are over 100% more beneficial than financial
increases.



The question ‘Do you think teaching is an important job?’ was only asked in the pre-workshop questionnaire
with 14/15 participants answering Yes. The number of respondents who stated they were considering
teaching as a future career remained at 4 in both the pre and post-questionnaires. | then explored whether
students felt they could identify with their teachers, see Figure 4.

Do you feel you are simi-  If you ticked 'yes' or 'in some ways’, please describe the ways you feel you
lar to your teachers? are similar to your teachers: [Direct quotes of pre-participants]

Yes ‘

Yes ‘i like be organised and help pp! and being in charge’

In some ways ‘Like certain things, laid back’

In some ways ‘i want the job to be done but also have fun’

In some ways ‘i’'m nice but fair’

In some ways ‘some teachers are easy to have a conversation with’

In some ways ‘caring’

FIGURE 3—Similarity to Teachers

When asked if they felt similar to their teachers, 8/15 (53.3%) stated No, compared to only 2/15 (13.3%) who
stated Yes. When describing similarities with their teachers, most students focused on personality traits, such
as ‘laid back’, ‘caring’, and ‘I’'m nice but fair’ rather than any cultural characteristics. This could be due to both
the lack of diversity in teaching being so endemic that students do not expect to feel any similarities in that
way, and also the cultural profile of the participants, for which data was not collected.

DISCUSSION

This research highlights important insights for government, teachers, and higher education institutions to
consider. The data suggests that information workshops can positively boost students' knowledge about and
motivation to pursue higher education. If we are looking to increase diversification of the student population
at third level, and within the teaching profession, then surely increasing post-primary student awareness is a
vital first step.



The pre-workshop findings showed a lack of awareness of alternative entry routes such as the Higher
Education and Access Route (HEAR), Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) and Access programmes, and
of the financial burden and supports available to those attending higher education. Indecon International
Research Economists (2019) state that 62% of students begin to think about future careers before starting
their senior cycle years, supporting the need for earlier career guidance intervention. This would increase
awareness of the realities of higher education and the supports available to counter any potential barriers.
While introducing this as a Transition Year module would be the simplest solution due to its transitory nature,
we must be aware that not all students complete this optional year, and thus would not benefit from the
intervention.

The quality of career guidance is vitally important also, with research finding that some students feel funneled
into higher education with little information of alternative pathways, and conversely those from DEIS schools
being pushed into applying for Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) courses and apprenticeships (McCoy, Ye and
Carroll, 2025). This supports the need for individualised career guidance to allow students to make informed
decisions based on their academic ability and personal circumstances. The financial barrier data increasing
suggests that those who do not attend DEIS schools or live in a disadvantaged area are still affected by the
financial burdens of college. | would suggest research that looks at those with lower middle incomes that
render them ineligible for financial supports, but are still affected by the costs associated with higher
education, such as fees, student contributions, accommodation and travel costs etc. Does their reliance on
part time work affect their academic outcomes in a similar way to those in the underrepresented, lower socio-
economic groups who do qualify for financial supports, but may still also rely on working to manage higher
education attendance?

The means tests for financial supports could look at income after certain essential outgoings, such as
mortgages/rent and travel costs - similar to the Working Family Payment where some housing costs are
considered (Citizens Information, 2024). This could portray a more realistic picture of the ‘Squeezed
Middle’ (Meade and Kiely, 2020) and their disposable income, while also benefiting those on lower incomes
who are the most directly and overtly affected.

Research shows the benefits of a diverse teaching population, for both teachers and students (Nevarez,
Jouganatos and Wood, 2019). With just 7% of teaching professionals being under 25 years old, and the mean
age sitting at 41.1 years (TUI, 2018), it is understandable that only small numbers cited feeling similar to their
teachers. This, compounded with the teaching population in Ireland being predominantly white and Irish,
highlights the need for heterogeneity. By increasing teacher diversity, and therefore the likelihood students
will encounter a teacher they can identify with, we can increase the chances of students choosing to
undertake initial teacher training and consequently further increasing teacher diversity.



CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this practitioner research project explored student perspectives and awareness of progression
to higher education and the teaching profession. Through a workshop and the use of pre and post-workshop
guestionnaires, we were able to gather valuable insights into the attitudes of these Transition Year students.
Research states that socio-economic factors play a major role in shaping students’ academic outcomes.
Beyond financial barriers, many students from lower-income backgrounds also face psychological challenges,
and in some cases additional responsibilities such as caring roles, that can make continuing in education more
difficult. A lack of relatable role models within the teaching profession is another significant obstacle for those
considering a teaching career.

The workshop proved to be moderately effective in raising student awareness of the supports and alternative
pathways available in accessing higher education. This research reinforces the importance of providing earlier
individual career guidance within schools, to help students make informed choices about their futures.
Government policy also has a key role to play in ensuring that students from disadvantaged backgrounds
continue to receive the support they need. More broadly, there must be a sustained effort to ensure that all
young people, regardless of background, have access to the information and support necessary to plan and
complete their educational journey in the way that best suits their personal circumstances.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of music education for deaf/hard of hearing (HoH) students has long been viewed as an
inaccessible artform for deaf/HoH students based on the societal view of music as an audio-centric experience
(Good et al. 2014). This action research project (ARP) focuses on the inclusion of deaf/HoH students in
mainstream primary school music lessons through the exploration of lesson plans and lesson evaluations
developed as part of professional placement within the initial teacher education programme in DCU. These
lesson plans and evaluations were explored in conjunction with the analysis of online music resources, in
order to identify inclusive music practices for deaf/HoH students in order to answer the following research
guestion: How can | become a more socially inclusive music educator for children with hearing impairments?
Answering this research question will subsequently provide the capacity for deaf/HoH students to participate
in music lessons and develop their musical capabilities alongside their hearing peers.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Literature suggests that there are many benefits to the implementation of music in the education of deaf/
HoH students in the primary school classroom (Rochette et al. 2014). However, due to significant social
exclusion, these children are not always provided with sufficient opportunities to participate in this area
(European Commission, 2010). The literature explored as part of this ARP suggested three areas for
consideration in exploring the barriers that pertain to their access to music lessons in mainstream primary
schools:

1. Inclusion in the Mainstream Primary Classroom

2. Importance of Music for Deaf/HoH Children

3. Multisensory Approaches to Music Education for Deaf/HoH Students.

INCLUSION IN THE MAINSTREAM PRIMARY CLASSROOM

One particular group of people seen to be at risk of social exclusion due to discrimination are those who are
deaf/HoH (Welch et al. 2014). In a study carried out by the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) it is
documented that a child may experience exclusion in education when sufficient access to learning and
support is not attained (NCSE, 2011). Therefore, in order for a deaf/HoH student to be included in
mainstream musical activities, they must be provided with equitable access to quality teaching and learning
opportunities.

IMPORTANCE OF MUSIC FOR CHILDREN WITH HEARING IMPAIRMENTS

Music is described as having significant benefits for deaf/HoH students (Trainor et al. 2003; Darrow, 2006;
Rochette et al. 2014). A study conducted by Rochette et al. 2014 highlighted the development of auditory
attention and auditory perception in deaf/HoH students through the introduction of weekly music lessons.
The study compared the effect of weekly music lessons on auditory perception, auditory cognition and
phonetic discrimination in a group of 14 profoundly deaf children, relative to a control group of another 14
profoundly deaf children, who did not receive weekly music lessons, with results signifying improvements in
auditory skills for deaf/HoH students. Similarly, a study conducted to explore the emotions experienced by a
deaf/HoH student in comparison to that of a hearing student identified that there is a significant difference in
the emotion experienced by deaf/HoH students when listening to music (Darrow, 2006). It was highlighted
that the hearing participants' responses were similar to what was intended by the composer, compared with
the deaf/HoH children, whose responses differed greatly. It can be seen that any emotions that were
depicted by sounds in the upper register were less audible for students with a hearing impairment (Darrow,
2006) and it can be assumed that through regular musical instruction, these skills may be developed
(Rochette et al. 2014).

MULTISENSORY APPROACHES TO MUSIC EDUCATION FOR DEAF/HOH STUDENTS
In a report entitled “How to Make Your Music Activities Accessible for Deaf Children and Young

People” (NDCS, 2024), the effectiveness of a multisensory approach to music education is highlighted as a
means of providing inclusive music lessons for deaf/HoH students. This can be achieved through the use of



different senses, particularly sight and touch (Campbell & Scott-Kassner, 1995; Schraer-Joiner et al. 2009). The
use of touch can enhance a deaf/HoH student's experience of musical activities through allowing them to feel
the vibration of the music. This may be achieved by placing a stereo on the floor and allowing the deaf/HoH
child to feel the vibrations through their feet or body (Campbell & Scott-Kassner, 1995). Research conducted
by Schraer-Joiner et al. (2009) suggests visual aids as a multisensory approach to music education for deaf/
HoH students with the possibility for enlarging lyrics or sheet music on the whiteboard. Similarly, they suggest
the use of gestures using hand signals or facial expressions in order to provide adequate communication for
the deaf/HoH child in music lessons. It is suggested that children with cochlear implants should be seated at
the front of the room, in order to ensure that visual aspects of the learning experience can be received
appropriately (Schraer-Joiner et al. 2009).

METHODOLOGY

The methodological approach taken to conduct this research was action research (AR). This involved
identifying a problem, finding the answer and then recognising how we have arrived at the answer (McNiff &
Whitehead, 2010). AR is described as a continuous cyclical process which requires constant reflection, as seen
in figure one below (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000).

This action research project can be classified as a qualitative, desk-based project, which utilised the four steps
of AR: planning, action, observation and reflection (ATA, 2000). The use of the ‘triangulation’” method was
applied to analyse three distinct data sets: lesson plans, lesson evaluations and an online music resource. The
use of the triangulation method, as seen in figure 2 below, ensures both credibility (Salkind, 2010) and
trustworthiness (Grady, 1998) of the outcomes of the research project.

FIGURE 1: Triangulation Method
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Two lesson plans and two lesson evaluations created by the researcher during a period of school placement
while in initial teacher education were utilised for the purpose of data analysis for this research project,
alongside a published document from the National Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS) entitled “How to Make
Your Music Activities Accessible for Deaf Children and Young People”, and an NCSE (2011) document entitled
“Access to the curriculum for pupils with a variety of special educational needs in mainstream classes: An
exploration of the experiences of young pupils in primary school”.

All of these documents were analysed to reflect on inclusive practices already being implemented, further
develop more accessible practices in music lessons and identify challenges faced by the teacher in
constructing inclusive music lessons for deaf/HoH students. The lesson plans were constructed as part of a
professional placement within the initial teacher education programme in DCU and were designed for a single
sex 4th class, where 18 female students were present. Within this class, one student presented as deaf/HoH
and used a cochlear implant. It became apparent throughout the musical instruction that this student faced a
number of barriers when accessing music lessons. Similarly, the teacher experienced challenges in
constructing accessible lessons for the deaf/HoH student. These particular lesson plans and evaluations were
therefore chosen as they pertain to the specific research question being addressed within the ARP: How can /
become a more socially inclusive music educator for children with hearing impairments?

DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis was conducted using deductive coding, grouping the data according to shared characteristics
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As deductive coding is emergent, the planning documents, evaluations and online
resources were used to form codes. These planning and evaluation documents were formulated by the
researcher and featured the researchers own experiences, which provided scope for anchor codes to emerge
naturally (seen in figure three below) as part of the deductive coding process (Fereday & Muir Cochrane,
2006).

Two of these anchor codes (LI & CT) were designed to analyse the extent of inclusion of the deaf/HoH child in
the music lessons and to identify challenges pertaining to the planning of inclusive lessons. The third anchor
code (Sl), aimed to identify strategies for inclusion through the analysis of the NDCS resource.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Following the analysis of the data, three prominent themes were discussed: (i). Lack of inclusion for children
with hearing impairments, (ii). Strategies for the inclusion of children with hearing impairments in music
lessons and (iii). Challenges faced by the teacher when planning music lessons for children with hearing
impairments.

LACK OF INCLUSION FOR CHILDREN WITH HEARING IMPAIRMENTS

When coding the lesson plans, it was apparent that differentiation strategies were excluded from the planning
of the music lesson. It became evident in analysing the lesson evaluation which reflected on the lesson itself,



that the lack of use of the radio aid created a number of barriers for the deaf/HoH child. Table 1 below,
provides an example of how this barrier affected the deaf/HoH students' inclusion in the music lesson.

Key Theme Code Codes Colour

Lack of inclusion for children with hearing impairments LI Green

Strategies for the inclusion of children with hearing impairments in Sl “

Challenges faced by the teacher when planning music lessons for children with
hearing impairments

CT Yellow

TABLE 1: Analysis of lesson plan and lesson evaluation
Note. This table identifies the challenges faced by the deaf/HoH child.

STRATEGIES FOR THE INCLUSION OF CHILDREN WITH HEARING IMPAIRMENTS IN MUSIC LESSONS

A multisensory approach is highlighted as an effective strategy when teaching children with hearing
impairments in the NDCS resource entitled, “How to Make Your Music Activities Accessible for Deaf Children
and Young People” (NDCS, 2024). When teaching song to deaf/HoH students, sign song, a method whereby
sign language is utilised as opposed to singing (NDCS, 2020), is suggested as a suitable means of expression,
which promotes this multisensory approach. As discussed in the literature review, the use of gestures and
hand movements can be seen to be an effective mode of teaching children with hearing impairments (Schraer
-Joiner et al. 2009). This visual approach was not included in the lesson plan, however was identified as an
area for future inclusion in the lesson evaluation, and may act as a successful method of teaching music to
deaf/HoH students.

During the lesson, | found that child A struggled Lesson Evaluation

to decipher between sounds that we were cre- Most of the children were able to listen to the sounds

ating. | realise now that this was due to the lack of | in the environment that they have created with an in-

use of the radio aid, which would have provided a |creased understanding Of how sounds are produced

clearer projection Of the sounds. and organised. They provided description of these oral-
ly and through the use of drawing. Child A struggled
with this activity as | did not utilise the radio aid to pro-
vide a clear projection of the sounds. (LI)

TABLE 2: Analysis of lesson plan and lesson evaluation
Note. This table identifies the need for a visual approach to enhance the engagement of deaf/HoH students.



When teaching this song to the class, | displayed Lesson Plan

the song lyrics on the interactive whiteboard. We will begin learning the song lyrics, with the lyrics
Analysing my lesson evaluation indicated that a | projected on the IWB. The children will listen and
visual approach, such as incorporating "sign repeat what | have sung. Each group will perform the
song", may have resulted in more engagement song on their own to allow me to engage in
from child A. assessment. (LI)

Lesson Evaluation

During the lesson, child A became

disengaged. | believe that if | had applied

a visual approach to the teaching of the

song, child A may have participated

more effectively. (SI)

aid to provide a clear projection of the sounds. (LI)

Although a visual approach was not included in my planning, other aspects of a multisensory approach, such
as body percussion, were incorporated into the teaching in order to better facilitate the inclusion of the deaf/
HoH child. The importance of including multisensory approaches in teaching music to children who are deaf/
HoH is further supported across literature (Campbell & Scott-Kassner, 1995; Schraer-Joiner et al. 2009). The
analysis of the lesson plan highlighted the implementation and effectiveness of this approach. From the lesson
evaluation it is apparent that this strategy was successful in allowing the deaf/HoH student to participate in a
comfortable and encouraging environment.

During the lesson, | aimed to include a number of | Lesson Plan

different approaches to creating sound, which Children will work in their groups to create their own

would allow the child to participate comfortably. | rainforest piece, exploring different rhythmic pattems,
the use of body percussion and vocal sounds. (SI)

Lesson Evaluation
Child A worked well with the group, actively
participating and communicating. (SI)

TABLE 3: Analysis of lesson plan and lesson evaluation
Note. This table identifies the effectiveness of a multisensory approach for the participation and
communication of a deaf/HoH student.

The implementation of group work is clearly embedded throughout the analysed lesson plan. When planning
the lesson, group work opportunities were included in order to enhance the effective teaching and learning of
all of the children in the class. The effectiveness of peer work for deaf/HoH children is discussed in another
NDCS resource for teachers, where it is stated that “successful communication with other children is
important for the deaf pupil’s self-esteem, social development and inclusion” (NDCS, 2020, p. 35). Here it is
advised that a “hearing buddy” may be appropriate in promoting communication for the child with a hearing



impairment. Although in the analysis of the lesson evaluation, it is apparent that group work was effective in
providing the deaf/HoH child with the opportunity to communicate with others and actively engage in the
lesson, in future lessons it is suggested that the concept of a “hearing buddy’ or group work is included to
encourage even greater communication between the child and their peers

CHALLENGES FACED BY THE TEACHER WHEN PLANNING MUSIC LESSONS FOR DEAF/HOH STUDENTS

Data analysis proved that teachers face many challenges when planning for the inclusion of deaf/HoH
children. As outlined in the NDCS document (NDCS, 2024) it would be most effective for the teacher to “face
the child” or “seat the children in a U shape” when engaging in music lessons. This is supported by an NCSE
(2011) study where it is discussed that the “physical environment of the classroom is an important factor in
facilitating access to education for Deaf and hard of hearing children” (NCSE, 2011, p. 4). Referring to the
NDCS document, in which “sign song” is outlined as a way to include a multisensory approach to learning
music, it is imperative to consider the challenge the teacher may face in implementing this strategy both
practically and in their planning (NDCS, 2024). In order for this strategy to be used within music lessons, it
would be essential for the teacher to be competent in signing, to ensure that the song may be accurately
translated (NDCS, 2024). The NCSE highlights the need for the teacher to “use materials and methods
appropriate” to the child’s way of learning (NCSE, 2011, p. 4). This provides scope for a strategy such as “sign
song” to be implemented. However if the teacher is not competent in signing, this will create a challenge in
implementing this approach in their planning.

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

A limitation which impacts the findings in this ARP, is identified in the NDCS resource analysed as part of this
project. Here it is outlined that each child’s experience of deafness will differ and this will have a direct impact
on their individual experience of music (NDCS, 2024). All deaf/HoH children will experience a unique level of
deafness and therefore each learning environment and lesson planned will require unique strategies and
modifications.

Following the limitation considered above, discussing the differences between each child who experiences
hearing impairments and how they learn, it will be important that teachers explore each child’s needs and
how their deafness affects them, adapting lesson plans to address their specific issues. As previously discussed
in the literature review, there are benefits associated with developing an understanding of each individual
child, for example effective lesson planning and implementation. Arising from this, a new research question
has emerged: how does the level of deafness experienced by a deaf/HoH person impact their access to musical
activities?, which provides scope for future research in this topic. Following the completion of this ARP, the
analysed lesson plan was redrafted to include inclusive strategies identified during this project which aim to
more effectively include a deaf/HoH student. The lesson plan was redesigned to include strategies which
promote a multisensory approach and ensure the use of appropriate provisions for access such as a radio aid.



CONCLUSION

This research project focused on gaining insights into the barriers faced by deaf/HoH students in accessing
primary school music lessons and the challenges encountered by teachers in planning and presenting music
lessons to deaf/HoH students. In exploring lesson plans, lesson evaluations and online music resources which
pertain to the teaching of music to deaf/HoH students, it was hoped that the following research question
would be answered: How can | become a more socially inclusive music educator for children with hearing
impairments? The findings of this ARP indicate that there are challenges associated with deaf/HoH students'
access to music lessons. However, it has emerged that the use of a multisensory approach within music
activities may provide more inclusive music lessons to deaf/HoH students. Similarly, the use of technology
such as radio aids, provides amplified sound which enhances the quality of teaching for the deaf/HoH child. In
conclusion, it is imperative that proficient modifications and adaptations are made to lesson plans to ensure
effective inclusion of deaf/HoH students in music education, through the use of digital technologies and
multisensory strategies.
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CONTEXT

This research explored the kinds of interventions that junior and senior infant educators use when supporting
children with dyslexia and literacy difficulties. The research also investigated the rationale for using
interventions in their class and the factors that they considered when selecting specific interventions. To
address this overall aim, the following research questions were used.

Research Questions:
1. What is dyslexia and how is it defined in literature?

2. What are teachers’ understanding of dyslexia and what evidence-based interventions can be used to support children with
dyslexia in the classroom? What factors are taken into consideration by the teachers when selecting these interventions?

3.  What are the challenges faced by teachers in supporting dyslexic children in their classroom?

Snowling (2014), and Goswami (2013), point out that struggling readers have phonological awareness
difficulties. This refers to a continuum of awareness of sound of speech, ranging from the ability to separate
different words into a sentence. Challenges in relation to phonological awareness are evident in this research
(Massachusetts Department of Elementary Education, 2021). The lack of explicit instruction and practice in



phonological awareness, along with the problem in the phonological processing system of language are
causes of difficulty. Concurrently NEPS ((National Educational Psychological Services) Report, The Best
Practice Guide, acknowledges that “there is a view that dyslexia is often misdiagnosed as an explanation for
reading failure” (NEPS, 2015, 2016 P.7). To bridge this gap efficient word reading should be promoted.
Additionally, it is important to include an understanding of the alphabetic principle and phonological
awareness.

METHOD

The methodology selected was qualitative in nature. This allowed the researcher to obtain insights into the
experiences of infant teachers and SETs encounter and to gain an understanding of interventions and
strategies in literacy and dyslexia. A qualitative approach effectively gains insights and gives a voice to
participants because participants had the opportunity to share experiences and viewpoints which opens new
avenues for the researcher to discover (Pathak et al, 2013). A qualitative research design was employed using
semi-structured interviews in a face-to-face manner. Interviews are purposeful conversations between the
researcher and interviewee, either individually or part of a group. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as
the main form of data collection. The interview consisted of open-ended questions which could be altered
depending on the participant’s responses. Prior to conducting interviews, the interview schedule was piloted.
This was to test the interview questions for their clarity and relevance for the actual study, and to identify
and prepare for any problems beforehand.

The researcher interviewed 6 participants, which consisted of mainstream junior infant and senior infant
educators and Special Education Teachers (SETs). This selection of participants facilitated qualitative analysis
of the first-hand experiences of the educators which were conducted in a natural setting (the school
environment). To reduce costs, interviews were conducted on the school grounds but outside of school
hours for the convenience of the educators. As the sampling of the participants was close to my home
location, it should be acknowledged that it may not represent a typical classroom. However, participants
responses were closely monitored in order to form links and themes. Convenience sampling was used to
identify and recruit participants with at least 5 years of experience, from rural schools, and with at least a
Bachelor’'s Degree were recruited using convenience sampling because data could be compromised
otherwise. Convenience allows researchers to gather data that would not, otherwise be possible
(Nikolopoulou, 2023).

The objective of thematic analysis is to identify themes and to use those themes to address the research or
address an issue that may arise. While there are many ways to approach thematic analysis, for this research
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6-Step framework will be adopted. The 6 phrases of thematic analysis, suggested
by Braun and Clarke (2006;2022) are:



5. Defining & Naming
the themes

4. Reviewing the themes

3. Searching for the themes

2. Coding data

1. Organising, Preparing and reading the data.

FIGURE 1: Braun & Clarke’s 6 Step framework of thematic analysis.

The motivation behind my analysis was the research question, and a top-down approach was adopted. The
objective of the initial phase of data analysis was to become very familiar with the data by reading and re-
reading the transcripts and listening back to the recordings. Any early impressions that were made were
noted at this stage. The next step involved organising the data in a meaningful and systematic manner. Coding
allowed me to condense the transcribed data into categories that could then be further analysed using a
thematic analytical approach. As this was a top-down thematic analysis, each segment of data relevant to the
research question was coded. This was conducted using highlighter pens. The third step required me to search
for themes within the data. A theme considered a pattern that captured something significant about the data
and/or research questions. The fourth step was reviewing themes, modifying and further developing themes
that were identified in the previous step. This was achieved by grouping relevant themes that arose from the
first-hand experiences during the 6 educator interviews. The objective of the fifth phase is to ‘identify the
essence of what each theme is about’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

This thesis aimed to explore and investigate what interventions and strategies educators use to support Junior
and Senior Infant educators with dyslexia and literacy difficulties. Many of the educators (3 out of 5) had more
than 5 years’ experience and surprisingly only one completed any continuous professional development (CPD)
Misneach (Primary) Programme with the PDST, the educator’s motivation behind this was to enhance and
enrich the quality of education in their school for children with additional needs.

It identified three key findings which have emerged from the analysed data:
1. The Importance of early intervention.
2. Dyslexia and literacy difficulties: its impact on self-esteem and confidence.
3. Technology and the child.



THE IMPORTANCE OF EARLY INTERVENTION

The literature review makes it clear that the sooner intervention is implemented, the more responsive
children will be (SESS, 2023). This has been significant in the overall results of the research as the educators
addressed in depth the importance of early intervention in identifying potential difficulties early and
implementing the necessary supports for children. Much of the literature pointed to the importance of
providing early intervention to prevent future reading problems (Bos et al., 2001; Coyne, Kame’enui, &
Simmons, 2001). One early literacy skill that has been proven as a precursor to and predictor of children’s later
reading achievement is phonemic awareness (Adams, 1998; Ball & Blachman, 1991; Bradley & Bryant, 1983;
Carroll & Snowling, 2004; Carson et al.,2013; Ehri et al., 2001, Gillon, 2004; Lonigan, 2003; Snow et al., 1998;
Storch & Whitehurst, 2002). Despite the progress that has been made in the early identification of potential
reading disorders, it has been impossible to predict who is going to respond well to instruction (IDA, 2016).
Early intervention and assessment are essential in positively impacting children with special educational needs
such as dyslexia (NCSE, 2014). Three out of the four educators (Educators, A, B, and C) remarked on separate
occasions that its more important to provide intervention early and continue providing intervention over a
long period of time. (Educator B). This has been further backed up by researchers (Balsigner, 2018; Bock,
1998), as they believe that interventions for at-risk children should begin before they start first class since this
is the most crucial time for learning to read.

When children are given the opportunity to collaborate and make decisions that drive their progress, a sense
of empowerment is gained. Confidence and choice play a crucial role in fostering dedication which in turn
enhances motivation. Bissett (2021; 2020) stresses the importance of early intervention by stating “Strong
research shows intervention is significantly more effective if done at five, six or seven, rather than later at
nine, ten and 12.” This was pointed out by Educator A, part of the reason | decided to come and teach Senior
Infants. | felt like early identification of whether it may or may not be dyslexia. | think it is huge, and it makes a
huge difference 0-7 for language and for so much learning for kids. Educator A, also went on to say that, get
the resources in early; do as much as you can as early as you can; have them hearing it from every angle. To
identify children who are at risk we need to identify them early and introduce effective instruction at a time
because it is better to intervene earlier than to wait until the child actually fails because after that it is less
effective (National Centre on Improving Literacy, 2019). This viewpoint was echoed by Educator C, do as much
as you can as early as you can; have them hearing it from every angle, everywhere from as much as singing it,
dancing it, looking at it, tracing it. Everything you can to try to get it in. | think you just have a window and try
and do as much as you can.

Assessment according to the NCSE (n.d.), is an integral part of good teaching that not only identifies the
strengths and weaknesses of the child but also, identifies children who require more comprehensive
examinations or early intervention which is achieved through assessment. Educator B, remarked that Quest
Screening Test is a quick way to identify those dren who are at risk of becoming struggling readers and should
not be used as a substitute for a formal assessment. It is merely a stepping stone for parents to act on their
concerns whilst waiting for a formal diagnosis.



Educator C was unhappy with the NEPS approach of the consultative model of service. As an educator, they
felt inadequately trained and to take responsibility for the initial assessment to seek the appropriate
interventions. Parents might blame me if | get the diagnosis wrong and the child doesn’t get the right support
and interventions to allow them to progress. Time wasted...... Parents then opted to go for private expensive
assessments as a result of them being unhappy with the initial teacher assessment and the possibilities of
delays this could create if the assessment was incorrect. Educator C, felt that while there was effective
communication more could be done to engage with parents at an earlier stage, so as to identify and explain
the rationale behind the NEPS approach. This would allay parents' fears and concerns around a diagnosis or
lack of diagnosis and include them in the early intervention programme that the school would put in place,
which might be all that the child needs.

HOW DYSLEXIA AND ASSOCIATED LEARNING DIFFICULTIES CAN IMPACT SELF-ESTEEM AND CONFIDENCE IN
THE CLASSROOM

In the interviews, it was felt that educators were concerned as to how dyslexia and learning difficulties in some
cases impacted on confidence and self-esteem. Winters (2006), expands on this notion by saying “.... inclusion
must be successful by teachers possessing a positive attitude.” While, the International Dyslexia Association
(2016), point out that psychosocial issues can in turn lead to an avoidance of reading, further exacerbating
both cognitive and social-emotional outcomes. For that reason, it is important to identify and implement ways
of social-emotional resilience to break this cycle. There was a consensus among all educators regarding the
psychosocial impact, dyslexia has on children and their learning. Dyslexia affected the children's confidence
and self-esteem, resulting in periods of distress for them.

Educators (A,B) are in agreeance, with EC adding that it can be a challenge in terms of the additional label that
the neurodiverse conditions because children's motivation is lowered because they sense or feel “I am
different” which they may struggle to understand and cope with. [Early]intervention is very very important for
the child’s self-esteem, in particular, that you know that they are not struggling which can lead to huge
frustration. (EB)

This finding acknowledges that appropriate intervention has an important role in maintaining a child’s self-
concept and self-esteem (Williams et al., 2009a). Lovette (2017), found that outcomes were almost twice as
good if delivered in second or third grade, which is equivalent to second or third class, however, most of the
research on early intervention that has been carried out on kindergarten or first grade reports positive
outcomes. In a seminal study carried out by Miles and Miles (1984), it was argued that “if dyslexic children are
caught early, less time is needed for catching up, while in many cases children can be helped before frustration
sets in.” Chasty (1996), maintains “...the more immediate help, the less serious damage for the child”.( Report
of the Task Group on Dyslexia, pp.23). there is an agreeance that signs can be observed, and intervention can
take place prior to diagnosis.

Another challenge, noted by the author throughout the interviews is children who experience low self-esteem
don’t persevere or power through challenging tasks or wouldn’t voice answers orally, due to linguistic and



auditory issues which would make them feel different. Educator C remarked, absolutely and utterly heart-
breaking and | know from my own personal experience how uncomfortable this is especially in school where
you are almost afraid of making a show when it is just a part of you, like it doesn’t define the person you are.
Educator C, said that we offer praise, encouragement and motivation to empower these young children to be
the best that they can be. #### results in enhancing their self-esteem which leads to a vast improvement on a
gradual basis in their reading ability, reading targets and just socialisation amongst their peers.

All three educators echoed similar thoughts that self-esteem automatically rises because of the differentiated
teaching approach. EA highlighted the empowering nature of pursuing areas of interest and engaging in
hobbies, ...trying to associate it with something- like if we have a child who loves farming, we try to get
something that interests them, something specific that is not too generic, that keeps them interested, and like
repetition — it 100 times recommended compared to 20 for the average child. Children’s confidence and
motivation can be nurtured by allowing them to make their own choices and helps motivate them towards
their aspirations. This is aligned to the hobby based theory of learning which confirms that individuals are
more motivated and engaged in their learning when they are able to explore topics or activities that connect
with their interests or hobbies. This is linked with the engagement principle of UDL (the “why of learning)
because allowing children to make choices and giving activities related to their lives is a way of how teachers
can sustain children’s interests (Morin, n.d.).

Almumen (2020), states that the “engagement of all children with different capabilities, abilities, with or
without disabilities is the main goal of UDL. A study conducted by Hidi and Renninger (2006), showed that
when students are intrinsically motivated by their interests they are more likely to engage in deep learning.
The Kentucky Department of Education (2021), found that UDL boosts the self-esteem of children because it
provides multiple ways of engagement in class, and they are more likely to find a learning strategy that suits
their needs. Similarly, Hidi & Krapp (2014), supported this idea that incorporating students’ interests and
hobbies into the learning process can have positive effects on motivation and academic achievement.

Positive self-esteem is an essential prerequisite for enhanced academic achievement. Self-esteem can affect
the ability, motivation and achievement of a child with reading and other aspects of literacy (Hisken, 2011).
The findings showed this isn't always easy, however, the participants worked around their learners by subtly
tweaking class lessons, paired reading activities or just giving the children a confidence boost by just saying ...it
doesn’t define you. The insights above reflect that the learning environment is a factor when it comes to
building a child’s self-esteem since learners connect with one another. Schunk (2000) and Hisken (2011), have
highlighted the relationship between self-esteem and task completion in academic settings. According to their
research, individuals with higher self-esteem are more likely to succeed in completing tasks, while those with
lower self-esteem may be prone to giving up when faced with challenges, doubt their abilities and have a
negative perception of their own competence. This suggests that those with a higher sense of self-esteem
demonstrate greater persistence and flexibility in approaching their tasks.

When individuals have a positive self-perception and belief in their abilities, they are more likely to approach
tasks with motivation and confidence. This self-assurance can contribute to their ability to persist in facing
difficulties as they believe in their capacity to overcome obstacles and achieve success.



Another equally important piece to recognise as well as academic achievement is to nurture social and
emotional strengths. Dyslexic learners may possess creativity, empathy and resilience that can be
harnessed and celebrated (Dyslexic Support South New Zealand, 2019). Encouraging participation in group
activities, fostering positive relationships with peers and providing opportunities for self-expression can
help learners develop a strong sense of self-worth and belonging (Christison, 2013).

Findings have provided evidence of the importance of early intervention, the role educators play in
supporting dyslexic children. It is essential to create an inclusive, safe and supportive classroom
environment where all children including dyslexics feel valued, respected and comfortable embracing their
strengths and taking on new challenges.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE CHILD

Technology can be used to the child’s advantage in the classroom because it subtly enforces inclusivity in
the classroom and enables the production of information in a dyslexia-friendly manner with clear language
and accessible text in design which improves accessibility and readability. All educators pointed out that
technology are “game changers” and a “differentiated approach to learning”. EB, advocated strongly for
technology as a way forward especially when tailoring it to the needs of the child as she stated that any
child who scores below the second percentile could apply for assistive technology.

Educator B, like even you can get phonics programmes for them that allow them to type their answers; use
text to speech and yeah, | think that is a welcome addition and | hope to see more of it in the future. EB
and EC were quite enthusiastic about ICT as an additional support because they likened it to the children
collaboratively working and learning together in an inclusive classroom because there is a differentiated
approach to teaching when technology is in use. EC stated Everyone is on the same wavelength, and with
that too we are at a stage where we have to be digitally literate so it is imperative that in small doses they
enhance their hand-eye coordination through using the iPad because collaboration, creativity and critical
thinking is supported because children are empowered to become active in their own learning, grow in
confidence and to take ownership of their own learning. Technologies fit well with the principles of
universal design for learning (UDL), personalised learning, differentiated instruction, and inclusion—
especially in the ways that they help “make differences ordinary” (McLeskey & Waldron, 2007).

A recent study, (Keelor et al, 2020), further proves what previous studies have found (Meyer & Bouck
2014; Hodapp & Rachow, 2010; Izzo et al., 2009; Hecker et al,. 2002; Elkind et al,. 1993) that TTS is quite
beneficial in bolstering the reading comprehension of struggling readers. This research also pinpoints the
effectiveness of this strategy because it was found that comprehension scores were better than Silent Read
under all the conditions of text-to-speech. Educator B, gave an example, where the use of this technology
increased the child’s reading targets significantly and gave them back more time to complete other tasks.
This improved their self-esteem as they were then able to keep up with their class in certain subjects.



Educator B stated that while technology is very effective and beneficial, the software needs to be
adaptable to suit a typical classroom and better incorporated into teaching practices and the school
environment. [Child A] got the Dragon programme, the d | found is that you need a quiet space like the
SEN room because it does pick up a good bit of background noise, which was done for him for most of the
recording. The Dragon software facilitates faster production of written text, minimises spelling errors and
enhances vocabulary usage. Noise level has a significant impact on children's listening and learning skills,
and exposure to high levels of noise in the environment is associated with lower scholastic achievement
(Kokkinakis & Loizou, 2011, as cited in Gheller et al,.2020). The findings illustrate that children with
dyslexia or dyslexic tendencies can be supported to the best of their abilities even though it may be
challenging to implement into practice.

CONCLUSION

This article concludes with a summary and a set of recommendations for the intervention and supports for
children in the early years with dyslexia. The results of the research showed the best supports and
interventions that support dyslexic children in Junior and Senior Infants. It is by having support such as the
importance of early intervention, dyslexia and literacy difficulties: it's impact on self-esteem and
confidence, and technology and that children can be supported. Educators agreed that early intervention
is of crucial importance when it comes to identifying children at risk early and introducing effective
instruction because it is better to intervene early than to ‘wait to fail’ method (Reilly, 2011). Early
intervention and assessment are essential in positively impacting children with special educational needs
such as dyslexia (NCSE, 2014).

RECOMMENDATIONS

More resources should be allocated to NEPS

e Earlier identification and intervention

e Greater Investment in ICT

e To review the design and construction of classroom acoustics to reduce noise level and reverberation
time which will optimize circumstances for teaching and learning.

e Greater availability of interactive games to reinforce phonetic and reading skills, s spelling and math.

e The implementation of the Department of Education digital strategy for schools 2027 to every school.

e Greater research into the importance of integrating information and communication technologies
[ICT] a multimedia resource tools are supportive tools for children with dyslexia. (NEPS, 2016a, 2016b,
2012).

e More studies that specifically examine the effects of multimedia learning when used by dyslexic
learners themselves [Knoop-van Campen et al,. 2018).

Programmes
e Educators were of the belief that programmes such as Toe by Toe and Jolly Phonics are vibrant multi-
sensory approaches where children are at the centre of their learning and can engage with letters,
sounds and remedial sounds. The complexities of sound language are clear because a multisensory
approach is created through auditory experiences (Hafeez,2023). Shaywitz (2020) cites that typically



Dyslexia as a module for ITE

e Inservice Training on Dyslexia - Over half of educators have had some in-service training on dyslexia but
not enough (Dyslexia Association of Ireland, 2021). § Further training on identification, interventions, and
assistive technology - Over 96% said that they would benefit from this. Research Everydayisaschoolday,

e (2022) and Made by dyslexia (2021) found that training takes place privately. § Dyslexia training should be
included in initial teacher education - only 18% of teachers received training on dyslexia (DAI, 2021). This
was previously pointed out by the DES (2007) and Task Force of Dyslexia (2001), that teachers should be
supplied with courses for adequate training on different teaching styles on a continued professional basis.
However, the findings from the DAI (2021), make it obvious the need for better integration of dyslexia as a
module which involves a placement and an award of certification, either in conjunction with their degree
or as an additional qualification.

Supports for dyslexics

e Educators expressed that supports such as peer learning, and group activities foster positive relationships
that provide opportunities for self-expression and boost a dyslexic child’s confidence. As per Christison
(2013), this helps learners develop a strong sense of self-worth and belonging. However, due to a lack of
resources, schedule flexibility and time pressures this is not always possible.

REFERENCES LIST

Abuthabenjeh, S. & Jaradat, R. (2018). Clarification of research design, research methods, and research methodology: A guide for
public administration researchers and practitioners. Teaching and Public Administration, 36(2).

Adams, M., Foorman, B., Lundberg, I., & Beeler, T. (1998). Phonemic awareness in young children: A classroom curriculum.
Baltimore: Brookes.

Ainscow, M. & Miles, S. (2008). Making Education for All Inclusive: Where Next? Prospects, 38, 15-34.

Almumen, H.A. (2020). Universal Design for Learning (UDL) Across Cultures: The Application of UDL in Kuwaiti Inclusive Classrooms.
SAGE Open, 10(4), 1-14.

American Psychiatric Association [APA] (2013) Diagnostic and Statistical Manuel of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), 5th ed. Arlington:
American Psychiatric Association.

Austin, Z., & Sutton, J. (2014). Qualitative Research: Getting Started. The Canadian Journal of Hospital Pharmacy, 67(6), 436-440.
https://doi.org/10.4212/cjhp.v67i6.1406

Ball, E. W., & Blachman, B. (1991). Does phoneme awareness training in kindergarten make a difference in early word recognition
and developmental spelling? Reading Research Quarterly, 26, 49-66.

Balsiger, L. (2018). Reading Fluency What it is and Why It Is Important. [online]Blend Language and Learning.). Retrieved from
http://www.bendlanguageandlearning.com/Early%20Intervention.pdf

Barab, S., & Squire, K. (2004). Design-based research: Putting a stake in the ground. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 13(1), 1-14.

Barshay, J. (2022, December 5). PROOF POINTS: Does growth mindset matter? The debate heats up. The Hechinger Report. https://
hechingerreport. org/proof-points-does- growth-mindset-matter-the-debate-heats-up/.

Bell, J. (1999; 2005). Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers in Education and Social Science.
ResearchGate.https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44840319_Doing_Your_Research_Project_A_Guide_for_First-
Time_Researchers_in_Education_and_Social_Science

BERA. (2018). Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (4th Ed). https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-
educational-research-2018-online



Bell, J. (1999; 2005). Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers in Education and Social Science. ResearchGate.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/44840319_Doing_Your_Research_Project_A_Guide_for_First-
Time_Researchers_in_Education_and_Social_Science

BERA. (2018). Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (4th Ed). https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethical-guidelines-for-
educational-research-2018- online

Bhatia, M. (2019). Your Guide to Qualitative and Quantitative Data Analysis Methods - SocialCops. Retrieved from https://
blog.socialcops.com/academy/resources/qualitativequantitative-data-analysis- methods/

Bock, R. (1998). Why Children Succeed or Fail at Reading: Research from NICHD's Program in Learning Disabilities. Health
publication. National Institute of Child Health and Human Development.

Boothe, Kathleen A.; Lohmann, Marla J.; Donnell, Kimberly A.; and Dean Hall, D. (2018) "Applying the Principles of Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) in the College Classroom," The Journal of Special Education Apprenticeship:7 (3),2.

Boryga, A. (2022 May, 4). Common Misconceptions About Dyslexia. Edutopia. https://www.edutopia.org/article/common-
misconceptions-about-dyslexia/

Bos, C., Mather, N., Dickson, S., Podhajski, B., & Chard, D. (2001). Perceptions and knowledge of preservice and inservice educators
about early reading instruction. Annals of Dyslexia, 51, 97-120.

Bowers, P. G., & Wolf, M. (1993). Theoretical links among naming speed, precise timing mechanisms and orthographic skill in
dyslexia. Reading and Writing, 5, 69-85.

Bradley, L. & Bryant, P. (1989). Rhyme and reason in reading and spelling. Monograph No. 1. University of Michigan

Bradley, L., & Bryant, P. (1983). Categorizing sounds and learning to read: A causal connection. Nature, 301, 419-421.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://
doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Conceptual and design thinking for thematic analysis. Qualitative Psychology, 9(1), 3-26. https://
doi.org/10.1037/qup0000196

British Dyslexia Association. (2010). What is dyslexia? https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/dyslexia/about-dyslexia/what-is-dyslexia

Carroll, J., & Snowling, M. (2004). Language and phonological skills in children at high risk of reading difficulties. Journal of Child
Psychology and Psychiatry, 45(3), 631-645.

Carson, K.L., Boustead, T. & Gillon, G. (2013). Predicting reading outcomes in the classroom using a computer-based phonological
awareness screening and monitoring assessment (Com-PASMA) International Journal of Speech-Language Pathology,16,
552-561.

Catts, H. W., Fey, M. E., Zhang, X., & Tomblin, J. B. (2001). Estimating the risk of future reading difficulties in kindergarten children: A
research-based model and its clinical implementation. Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools, 32(1), 38-50.
https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-1461(2001/004)

CAST (2011a). About UDL. https://www.cast.org/udl/index.html>

Chard, D. J., and Dickson, S. V. (1999). Phonological awareness: Instructional and assessment guidelines. Intervention in School and
Clinic, 52Chasty H. (1996) Review of Dyslexia: an avoidable national tragedy. Channel 4 documentary. Hopeline Videos,
London.

Christison, C. (2013). The Benefits of Participating in Extracurricular Activities. BU Journal of Graduate Studies in Education, 5(2) 17-
20.

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2011). Research methods in education, (7th Eds). Routledge.

Cohen, L., Lawerence, M. & Morrison, K. (2007). Research Methods in Education. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2007-05446-000

Coyne, P., Pisha, B., Dalton, B., Zeph, L. A., & Smith, N. C. (2012). Literacy by Design:A Universal Design for Learning Approach for
Students With Significant Intellectual Disabilities. Remedial and Special Education, 33(3), 162-172. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0741932510381651

Coyne, M. D., Kame'enui, E. J., & Simmons, D. C. (2001). Prevention and intervention in beginning reading

Crouch, M., & McKenzie, H. (2006). The logic of small samples in interview-based qualitative research. Social Science Information.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018406069584

Cunningham,, A. E., Zibulsky, J., & Callahan, M. D. (2009). Starting small: Building preschool teacher knowledge that supports
early literacy development. Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 22, 487-510.

De Jong, L., Meirink, J. & Admiraal, W. (2022). School-based collaboration as a learning context for teachers: A systematic review.
International Journal of Educational Research 112, 1-15.



Dembo, M. H., & McAuliffe, T. J. (1988). Effects of perceived ability and grade status on social interaction and influence in
cooperative groups. Journal of Educational Psychology, 79(4), 415-423. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.79.4.415

Department of Education of Yukon. (2022). A Balanced Approach to Literacy Instruction. Supporting students succeed in reading,
writing, listening and speaking. https://yukon.ca/sites/yukon.ca/files/edu-balanced-literacy-booklet.pdf

Department of Education and Skills. (2027). Digital Strategy for Schools to 2027.

Di Giunta, L., Alessandri, G., Gerbino, M., Luengo-Kanacri, B.P., Zuffiano, A. & Caprara,G.V. (2013). The determinants of scholastic
achievement: The contribution of personality traits, self-esteem, and academic self-efficacy. Learning and Individual
Differences. https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/260480638_The_determinants_of_scholastic_achievement_The_contribution_of_personality_traits_self-
esteem_and_academic_self-efficacy

Dyslexia Association of Ireland. (2016). Submission to the Minister for Education and Skills on the Strategy for Education and Skills
2016-2018. Dublin.

Dyslexia Association of Ireland. (2021). New Findings Dyslexia in Ireland 2021. https://dyslexia.ie/new-research-findings-launched-
during-oireachtas-briefing-to-mark-dyslexia-awareness- week/#:~:text=Just%200ver%20half%200f%
20teachers,identification%2C%20interventions%20and%20assistive%20technology.

Dyslexia Association of Ireland. (2021). Presentation to Oireachtas Members.

Dyslexia Association of Ireland. (2023). Assessment Service. https://dyslexia.ie/assessment/

Dyslexia Support South. (2019). Strengths of Dyslexia. https://www.dyslexiasupportsouth.org.nz/parent-toolkit/emotional-impact/
strengths-of-dyslexia/EAB. (2019). Narrowing the Third-Grade Reading Gap Embracing the Science of Reading. https://
pages.eab.com/rs/732-GKV-655/images/Narrowing%20the%20Third-Grade%20Reading%20Gap_research%20briefing.pdf

Educational Research Centre. (2022). Drumcondra Tests of Early Literacy (DTEL). https://www.tests.erc.ie/dtel

Education Elephant. (2022, October 21). How to Identify Dyslexia in your Classroom. https://blog.educationelephant.ie/home/how-
to-identify-dyslexia-in-your-classroom#:~:text=Some%20Common%20Signs%20Pointing%20to,Mispronouncing%
20familiar%20words

Edyburn, D.L. (2010). ‘Would you recognise universal design for learning if you saw it? Ten propositions for new directions for the
second decade of UDL’. Learning Disability Quarterly, 33(1), pp.33-41

Ehri, L., Nunes, S., Willows, D., & Schuster, B. (2001). Phonemic awareness instruction helps children learn to read: Evidence from
the National Reading Panel’s metaanalysis. Reading Research Quarterly, 36, 250-287.

Elkind, J., Cohen, K., & Murray, C. (1993). Using computer-based readers to improve reading comprehension of students with
dyslexia. Annals of Dyslexia, 43, 238-259. Everydayisaschoolday. (2022). A Course for Kids with Dyslexia. https://
everydayisaschoolday.ie/

Flick U. (2014a). Challenges for qualitative inquiry as a global endeavour—Introduction to the special issue. Qualitative Inquiry, 20,
1059-1063.

Gheller, F., Lovo, E., Arsie, A., & Bovo, R. (2019). Classroom acoustics: Listening problems in children. Building Acoustics. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1351010X19886035

Gillon, G. T. (2004). Phonological awareness: From research to practice. New York, NY:Guilford Press

Giménez, A., Sdnchez, A., Flores, A., & Luque, J.L. (2023). Teacher’s opinions about the teaching of reading in Spain. Psiologia
Educativa, 29(1), 65-73.

Glazzard, Jonathan (2012) Dyslexia and self-esteem: stories of resilience. In: Dyslexia — A Comprehensive and International
Approach. INTECH, Rijeka, Croatia, pp. 163-186.

Goswami, U. (2013), Dyslexia - in tune but out of time. Psychologist 26(2): 106-109.

Harper, M., & Cole, P. (2012). Member checking: Can benefits be gained similar to group therapy? The Qualitative Report, 17, 510-
517.

Hartman, E. (2015). Universal design for learning (UDL) and learners with severe support needs. International Journal of Whole
Schooling, 11(1), 54-67.

Hecker, L., Burns, L., Elkind, J., Elkind, K., & Katz, L. (2002). Benefits of assistive reading software for students with attention
disorders. Annals of Dyslexia, 52, 243-272.

Heubeck, E. (2023, February 27). Universal Screening for Dyslexia isn’t Enough. Education Weekly. https://www.edweek.org/
teaching-learning/universal-screening-for-dyslexia-isnt-enough/2023/02

Hidi S., Renninger K. A. (2006). The four-phase model of interest development. Educational Psychologist, 41, 111-127.



Hisken, L.J. (2011) The Correlation Between Self-Esteem and Student Reading Ability, Reading Level, and Academic Achievement.
(Master thesis). Postgraduate School, University of Central Missouri

Hodapp, J. B., & Rachow, C. (2010). Impact of text-to-speech software on access to print:A longitudinal study. In S. Seok, E.E. Meyen,
& B. DaCosta (Eds.) Handbook of research on human cognition & assistive technology (pp. 199-219). Hershey, PA: IGI
Global.

Idol, L. (1997). Creating collaborative and inclusive schools. New York: Eitel Press. International Dyslexia Association. (n.d.). DSM-5
Changes in Diagnostic Criteria for Specific Learning Disabilities (SLD)1: What are the implications? Retrieved April 24, 2023
from https://dyslexiaida.org/dsm-5-changes-in-diagnostic-criteria-for-specific-learning-disabilities-sld1-what-are-the-
implications/

IPPN. (2019). Left to their own devices: Trends in ICT at primary school level. https://issuu.com/ippn/docs/
left_to_their_own_devices_final

Izzo, M. V., Yurick, A., & McArrell, B. (2009). Supported eText: Effects of text-to-speech on access achievement for high school
students with disabilities. Journal of Special Education Technology, 24(3), 9-20.

Johnson, D. (2017). The Role of Teachers in Motivating Students To Learn. BU Journal of Graduate Studies in Education, 9(1)46-49.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1230415.pdf

Johnson, P., & Scanlon, D. (2021). An Examination of Dyslexia Research and Instruction With Policy Implications. Literacy Research:
Theory, Method, and Practice, 70(1), 107-128. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/23813377211024625

Katz, L. (2001). If | only a brain. Dyslexia Discourse, 46, 13-19.

Keelor, J., Creaghead, N, Silbert, N., & Horowitz-Kraus, T. (2020). Text-to-Speech

Technology: Enhancing Reading Comprehension for Students with Reading Difficulty.Assistive Technology Outcomes and Benefits,
14, 19-35. https://www.atia.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ATOB-V14-A2-Keelor etal.pdf

Kentucky Department of Education. Universal Design for Learning (UDL). https://education.ky.gov/educational/diff/Pages/UDL.aspx.

Knight, J. (2023, October 20). Inclusivity: The Glean Solution for Disability Services Knoop-van Campen, C. A. N., Segers, E., &
Verhoeven, L. (2018). The modality and redundancy effects in multimedia learning in children with dyslexia. Dyslexia, 24,
140-155. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/dys.1585

Leather, M. (2013): ‘It's good for their self-esteem’: the substance beneath the label, Journal of Adventure Education & Outdoor
Learning, 13 (2), 158-179.

Lindstrom, J.H. (2019). Dyslexia in the Schools: Assessment and Identification. TeachingExceptional Children, 51, (3), pp. 189-200.
DOI: 10.1177/0040059918763712

Lonigan, C. J. (2003). Development and promotion of emergent literacy skills in preschool children at risk of reading difficulties. In B.
Foorman (Ed.), Preventing and remediating reading difficulties: Bringing science to scale (pp. 23-50). York.

McArthur, J. (2012). Leadership in the development of inclusive school communities. Leading Lights. (3rd ed.). Newsletter of the New
Zealand Educational Administration and Leadership Society.

McBratney, S. (1984). Guess How Much | Love You (Jeram, A. Illus.). Walker Books.

McGrath Hill. (2020, October 28). Understanding Dyslexia by Dr. Jan Hasbrouck.

https://medium.com/inspired-ideas-prek-12/understanding-dyslexia-19eb83311d48

Moats, L.C. & Tolman, C.A. (2019). LETRS (3rd Ed.). Voyager Sopris Learning. https://www.doe.mass.edu/massliteracy/reading-
difficulties/phonological-skills.html

Moats, L.C. (2014). What teachers don’t know and why they aren’t learning it: addressing the need for content and pedagogy in
teacher education, Australian Journal of LearningDifficulties.https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2017R1/Downloads/
CommitteeMeetingDocument/11

Morin, A. (n.d.). Universal Design for Learning (UDL): What You Need to Know. Reading Rockets. https://www.readingrockets.org/
topics/assistive-technology/articles/universal-design-learning-udl-what-you-need-know

Muter, V. (2021). Understanding and Supporting Children with Literacy Difficulties An Evidence-Based Guide for Practitioners. Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

Nalavany, B., Carawan, L. & Brown, L.J. (2011). Considering the role of traditional and specialist schools: Do school experiences
impact the emotional well-being and self-esteem of adults with dyslexia? British Journal of Special Education, 38(4).
National Centre on Improving Literacy. (2019, February 7). Ask an Expert: Why is early intervention so important for kids with

dyslexia? [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/ FxKKEa80og?si=FI0S04VjSWqPy8Q9



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.1177/23813377211024625
https://www.atia.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/ATOB-V14-A2-Keelor_etal.pdf
https://education.ky.gov/educational/diff/Pages/UDL.aspx
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/dys.1585
https://medium.com/inspired-ideas-prek-12/understanding-dyslexia-19eb83311d48
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2017R1/Downloads/CommitteeMeetingDocument/11
https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2017R1/Downloads/CommitteeMeetingDocument/11

NCSE. (2014). Children with Special Educational Needs: Information Booklet for Parents. https://ncse.ie/wp-content/
uploads/2014/10/ChildrenWithSpecialEdNeeds1.pdf

NCSE. (September 2009). Special Education Support Service ‘Equality of Challenge Initiative’. Metacognition for the classroom and
beyond: Differentiation and support for learners [course presentation].

Palchik, O. & Gaab, N. (2016). Tackling the Early Identification of Dyslexia with the Help of Neuroimaging. Rose, D.H., Meyer, A., &
Gordon, D. (2014). Universal design for learning: Theory and practice.

Shaywitz, S.E. (2020). Clues to Dyslexia in Early Childhood. Reading Rockets. https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/developmental-
milestones/articles/clues-dyslexia-early-childhood

Simos, P.G. (2002). What is Dyslexia? In Hasbrouck, J. (Eds.), Conquering Dyslexia: A Guide to Early Detection and Early Interventions
for Teachers and Parents. Benchmark Education Company.

Snow, C., Burns, M., & Griffin, P. (1998). Preventing reading difficulties in young children. Washington, DC: National Academy Press

Storch, S. A., & Whitehurst, G. J. (2002). Oral language and code-related precursors to reading: Evidence from a longitudinal
structural model. Developmental Psychology, 38, 934-947.

Tafarodi, R.W., & Swann, W.B., Jr. (1995). Self-liking and self-competence as dimensions of global self-esteem: Initial validation of a
measure. Journal of Personality Assessment,65(2), 322-342.

Thortwarth, C. (2014). Debunking the Myths of Dyslexia. Leadership and Research in Education: The Journal of the Ohio Council of
Professors of Educational Administration, 1. 1-16. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1088548.pdf

Tickell, C. (2011). The early years: Foundation Stage Review: Report on Evidence.

Department for Education. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/
file/516537/The early years foundation stage review report on the evidence.pdf

Vlach, S., & Burcie, J. (2010). Narratives of the struggling reader. The Reading Teacher,63(6), 522-525.

Voyage Sopris Learning. https://www.voyagersopris.com/podcast/2022/we-know-how-to-teach-children-to-read-let's-do-it!

Walsh, R. (2009). Word games: the importance of defining phonemic awareness for professional discourse. AJLL 32, 211-225.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03651810

Wells, K. (2023, September 22). The Best Dictation Software. https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/reviews/best-dictation-
software/

Westwood, P. S. (2016). What teachers need to know about differentiated instruction. Australian Council for Educational Research.

Whitehead, M. (2012). Developing Language and Literacy with Young Children. SAGE Publications.

Williams, J.A. & Lynch, S. (2010). Dyslexia: What Teachers Need to Know. Kappa Delta Pi Record 46(2), 66-70.

Wyse, M. & Bradbury, A. (2022). Reading wars or reading reconciliation? A critical examination of robust research evidence,
curriculum policy and teachers’ practices for teaching phonics and reading. Review of Education, 10, 41-53. https://bera-
journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1002/rev3.3314



https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1088548.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/516537/The_early_years_foundation_stage_review_report_on_the_evidence.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/516537/The_early_years_foundation_stage_review_report_on_the_evidence.pdf
https://www.voyagersopris.com/podcast/2022/we-know-how-to-teach-children-to-read-let's-do-it
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03651810
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/reviews/best-dictation-software/
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/reviews/best-dictation-software/




