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Start Strong welcomes the opportunity to make 
a submission to the Department of Education 
and Skills in relation to the Draft National Plan 
to Improve Literacy and Numeracy in Schools. 
Start Strong is committed to advancing high 
quality care and education for all young 
children in Ireland. Our advocacy is built on 
clear evidence of the benefits this brings for 
children, for the economy and for society. 
 
Summary 
 
The Department of Education and Skills’ 
proposals for improving literacy and numeracy 
in schools are very welcome, given the major 
concerns raised about child literacy both in the 
recent NESF report 

1
 and in the latest PISA 

data from the OECD, which shows that 
between 2000 and 2009 Ireland had the 
largest fall in literacy standards of any OECD 
country, falling from 5th to 17th place in the 
international ranking.
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The Draft National Plan contains many positive 
proposals, and Start Strong is very supportive 
of it, particularly in the prominence it gives to 
the role of early childhood education in 
improving child literacy and numeracy. There 
are, however, a number of areas where we 
would like to see the National Plan’s 
recommendations go further, or where we 
would like to sound a note of caution: 
 
1. Role of children’s early care and 

education. We very much welcome the 
Draft Plan’s recognition of the importance of 
early care and education – for the full age-
range 0-6 – in laying the foundations of 
literacy. However, care must be taken not to 
make early childhood education more 
formal, and care is needed to ensure the 
emphasis in the early years is on oral 
language rather than reading and writing. 
 

2. Professionalisation of the early years 
workforce. The Draft Plan rightly stresses 
the need to enhance professional practice in 
the early years workforce and notes the 
scale of the challenge. The recently 
launched Workforce Development Plan for 
the ECCE sector includes some good 
proposals, but we believe the Government 
must go further and commit to move 
progressively towards full 
professionalisation of the early years 
workforce, with targets for the proportion of 
staff qualified to tertiary level. 

 
3. Change within the infant classes of 

primary schools. We are pleased the Draft 
Plan views the infant classes in primary 
schools as part of ‘early childhood 
education’ and we welcome the 
commitments to embed Aistear in the infant 
curriculum and to prioritise infant classes in 
measures to reduce class sizes. However, 
additional proposals may be needed to 
facilitate lead teachers in the infant classes 
to gain relevant training in early childhood 
education. 

 
4. Combating disadvantage. While the Draft 

Plan is right to focus particularly on the 
needs of children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, we are concerned that its 
proposals appear to be limited to DEIS 
schools and to pre-schools that act as 
feeder pre-schools for DEIS schools. Many 
disadvantaged children do not live in DEIS 
areas and their needs are just as great. 

 
5. Supports for parents. We welcome the 

draft plan’s identification of the importance 
of parental involvement in supporting 
children’s literacy and numeracy, but we 
believe the Plan should include more 
specific proposals. Our submission includes 
a number of suggestions. 

 
6. Implementation of the plan. We 

recommend that the early childhood 
education sector should have representation 
both on the National Literacy and Numeracy 
Implementation Group and on the National 
Literacy and Numeracy Forum. 
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Some of our recommendations – such as the 
professionalisation of the early years 
workforce and the extension of the Free Pre-
School Year to an earlier year – extend 
beyond the likely scope of the National Plan 
for Literacy and Numeracy in Schools. To push 
forward these broader recommendations, we 
also urge the Government to commit to 
developing a comprehensive, long-term 
national plan for children’s early care and 
education in Ireland.
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Key principles 
 
Our recent Children 2020 report sets out our 
vision for the future of children’s early care and 
education in Ireland. Our vision, and the 
specific recommendations we set out in that 
report, are based on five key principles, which 
are also the building blocks of our approach to 
child literacy and numeracy: 
 
a) Children come first. Children’s well-being 

and development should be the driving force 
in policies on early care and education. 

b) High quality. The quality of young children’s 
experiences in all settings – both in the 
home and in services outside the home – is 
critical to their well-being and development. 
The professionalisation of the early years 
workforce is central to the achievement of 
high quality in services for young children. 

c) All young children. All children matter. High 
quality services and supports should be 
universal – provided for all children, 
affordable and accessible – with additional 
supports for those who need them. 

d) All families. Families are central in young 
children’s lives. A wide range of mainstream 
supports should be readily available to all 
families. Supports for the home learning 
environment are critical in improving child 
literacy and numeracy. 

e) Linked services. Promoting children’s well-
being and development requires well-
coordinated services and supports for young 
children and their families. 

 
1. Role of children’s early care and 
education 
 
We very much welcome the Draft Plan’s 
recognition of the important role of early 
childhood care and education in laying strong 
foundations for children’s literacy and 
numeracy. We welcome the Draft Plan’s broad 
view of the education system, with early years 

settings seen as the first stage of the 
education system. 
 
It is also very positive that the Draft Plan’s 
discussion of early childhood education refers 
to the full age-range 0-6, as the foundations of 
literacy are laid from the start of a child’s life. 
While the Free Pre-School Year is an excellent 
policy initiative, it only offers one year of pre-
school. Start Strong has urged the 
Government to commit to extending supports 
for high quality early care and education, both 
in services outside the home and through 
additional supports for parents. While the 
current state of the public finances makes it 
difficult to push for increases in public 
spending in this area right now, we have called 
for the Government to introduce a long-term 
national plan for children’s early care and 
education, and we recommend that the 
National Plan for Literacy and Numeracy in 
Schools should echo this call. 
 
In recognising the importance of quality care 
and education for young children, however, 
care is needed not to push children to read 
and write too early. In this regard, it is very 
positive that the Draft Plan refers to oral 
language skills in early childhood and aims to 
'foster a firm foundation in literacy and 
numeracy skills, most notably in the area of 
language awareness and language 
development' (p.27) - rather than calling for 
young children to be taught to read and write 
at pre-school level.  
 
The experience of Finland, which leads the 
world in educational outcomes for children – 
and which the Draft Plan recognises as the 
international benchmark (p.10) – is that high 
quality care and education in the early years is 
tremendously important, but that it should be 
based around play and that it should prepare 
children for literacy but not formally teach them 
to read and write.
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More broadly, it is important that early 
childhood education should not be made 
formal or ‘school-like’. The Aistear curriculum 
framework, which covers the full age-range 0-
6 and encompasses the infant classes of 
primary schools, embodies a broad 
understanding of ‘communication’ and places 
a strong emphasis on learning-through play 
and on child-led activities. In keeping within 
the Aistear framework, the means for fostering 
the development of language skills should not 
undermine other goals of early childhood 
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education, which should broadly aim to 
prepare young children for life, not just for 
school.  
 
2. Professionalisation of the early years 
workforce 
 
The Draft Plan rightly stresses the need to 
professionalise the early years workforce and 
has a strong focus on improving practitioners' 
professional practice. Research evidence 
provides strong backing for the Draft Plan’s 
observation that 'ECCE programmes with 
better-trained childcare practitioners appear to 
be more effective'.
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The Draft Plan rightly notes that there are 
'considerable challenges in upskilling of the 
staff who work with our young children in the 
early childhood care and education (ECCE) 
sector' (p.16). A survey of centre-based 
services carried out during preparation of the 
Workforce Development Plan for the ECCE 
Sector indicated that only 61% of staff had 
achieved qualifications at Level 5 or above on 
the National Framework of Qualifications.
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Free Pre-School Year is now phasing in a 
Level 5 requirement, but this is a much lower 
qualification level than that in primary schools, 
and the new requirement only relates to 
leaders in the pre-school year, not to those 
working with younger children. In addition, a 
large proportion of childminders are 
unqualified and unregulated. 
 
The scale of the challenge in professionalising 
the early years workforce is implicitly 
recognised in the fact that that the Draft Plan 
gives no target date for its commitment to 
ensure that all ECCE practitioners have formal 
skills in oral language, early literacy and 
numeracy development (p.21), even though it 
gives target dates for most other 
commitments. 
 
In this regard, we specifically welcome the 
commitment in the Draft Plan that the OMCYA 
will continue to provide higher capitation 
grants for higher qualification rates in pre-
school services, as an incentive for upskilling 
(p.21). This is essential as the current low 
level of wages does not provide an incentive 
for a sufficient number of workers to finance 
their own training.  
 
We also welcome the recent Workforce 
Development Plan for the early years sector, 
launched by the OMCYA in December 2010.
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However, with no additional resources 
available, the Workforce Development Plan 
looks unlikely on its own to give much of a 
push to the professionalisation of the early 
years workforce.
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We believe that the Government should make 
a commitment to achieve substantial progress 
towards a fully professional workforce in 
services for young children, with ambitious 
targets for the proportion of staff qualified to 
tertiary level, with plans to ensure that all paid 
childminders have appropriate qualifications, 
and with plans to provide relevant early years 
training to inspectors, to those in advisory 
roles and to staff in training institutions. While 
such a commitment may be beyond the scope 
of the National Plan for Literacy and Numeracy 
in Schools, Start Strong recommends that it 
should be central to a national plan for the 
care and education of young children, which 
we call for in our Children 2020 report. 
 
3. Change within the infant classes of 
primary schools 
 
We are pleased that the Draft Plan follows 
Aistear in viewing the infant classes in primary 
schools as part of early childhood education. 
We are also pleased that it recognises the 
importance of change within the infant classes 
of primary schools, with the need for Aistear to 
be fully embedded in the infant curriculum, and 
for infant classes to be prioritised in any 
measures to reduce class sizes. The Draft 
Plan rightly points to strong evidence of 
'beneficial effects of low adult-child ratios in 
early years education' (p.27). We recommend 
the plan to include a specific commitment to 
move progressively towards achieving adult-
child ratios in infant classes of primary schools 
that match those for 4-5 year olds in other 
early years settings. 
 
The Draft Plan also makes a commitment to 
embed Aistear in the infant classes of primary 
schools, and notes important work of the 
NCCA in revising the infant stage of the 
primary school curriculum. Ensuring a 
continuum of approach across pre-school 
settings and infant classes is vital in helping 
young children to make successful transitions 
into primary school. However, we believe that 
further action may be needed to facilitate lead 
teachers in the infant classes of primary 
schools to gain relevant training in early 
childhood education, as many infant class 
teachers, though highly qualified, do not have 
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specific training in early childhood education.  
 
4. Combating disadvantage 
 
While the Draft Plan is right to focus 
particularly on the needs of children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and the lack of 
progress in raising literacy standards in 
disadvantaged communities, we are 
concerned that the response to this challenge 
appears to be limited to DEIS schools and to 
pre-schools that act as feeder pre-schools for 
DEIS schools.
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In relation to early childhood education, the 
Draft Plan calls specifically for an ‘oral 
language development programme’ within 
‘feeder pre-schools’ for DEIS Urban Band 1 
schools. While this initiative in itself would be 
positive, it is important that it should not be to 
the exclusion of additional supports for 
disadvantaged children in non-DEIS areas. 
The numbers involved are large – recent ESRI 
research on school leavers indicates that 61 
per cent of young people from semi/unskilled 
manual backgrounds and 56 per cent of those 
from non-employed households attend non-
DEIS schools.

10
  We recommend the inclusion 

in the National Plan of recommendations on 
supports for disadvantaged children in non-
DEIS areas. 
 
The difficulty of effectively targeting children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds is one of the 
reasons why Start Strong believes that tailored 
supports for those experiencing disadvantage 
should build on a firm basis of universal 
services and supports. If the potential benefits 
of early childhood education are to be gained 
by all, then high quality services and supports 
must be affordable and accessible to all young 
children and their families.  
 
5. Supports for parents 
 
We welcome the draft plan’s identification of 
the importance of parental involvement in 
supporting children’s literacy and numeracy. 
We very much agree with the Draft Plan that 
'Parental engagement is critically important in 
the early years, particularly in the development 
of children's language skills and emergent 
literacy and numeracy skills' (p.47).  
 
Research evidence points to the central 
importance of the home learning environment 
in children’s early years. Research published 
last year in the UK found that children from the 

poorest fifth of families are already 11 months 
behind children from middle-income families in 
vocabulary tests at age 5. Analysis of a wide 
range of factors that might explain the link 
between income and development revealed 
that nearly 50% of the explained gap in 
development could be explained by the home 
learning environment (e.g. parents reading to 
children, regular trips to the library) and 
parenting style (e.g. regular daily routines).
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The Draft Plan rightly calls for a public 
information campaign aimed at parents as well 
as for the use of the Aistear curriculum 
framework in developing resources for parents 
(p.48). However, we believe that the Plan 
should include more specific proposals on 
supports for parents, including more detail on 
the mechanisms by which information will be 
given to parents.  
 
For example, a recent UK literature review of 
effectiveness in parenting supports stresses 
the importance of supports for parents being 
accessible, non-stigmatising, trusted, and 
flexible enough to fit with parents’ lifestyles. It 
recommends both using special initiatives and 
building on existing resources such as public 
health nurses.

12
 Start Strong’s recent Children 

2020 report points to a range of mechanisms 
through which supports might be given to 
parents to assist them with their young 
children’s care and early education, including: 
 

 Public health nurses who can not only 
support a child’s health and development, 
but also offer parents information and 
advice on parenting skills and early learning, 
and share information on other services and 
resources for parents and young children. 

 Group-based supports in the community, 
including parenting courses, with 
information and advice on how parents can 
best support their child’s development and 
learning. 

 Parent-and-toddler groups, particularly 
where they have professional support from 
early years practitioners. 

 Home visiting supports, where parents and 
young children need additional support in 
the home. 

 
6. Implementation of the plan 
 
The Draft Plan indicates that the national plan 
will be overseen by a 'National Literacy and 
Numeracy Implementation Group', in 
consultation with a 'National Literacy and 
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Numeracy Forum'. It will be important that both 
the Implementation Group and the Forum 
include representation of early childhood 
education outside the primary school sector. 
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