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Part 7 - Conclusion

7.1 This strategy is designed to bring about a signifi cant improvement in standards 

of attainment for all young people in primary and post-primary schools through 

enhanced teaching in language and literacy and mathematics and numeracy, and 

across the curriculum.  The aim of the strategy is to ensure that all young people 

develop a capability in literacy and numeracy that allows them to participate 

with confi dence in an increasingly technological, complex and diverse society.

7.2 The standards attained by many pupils are rightly recognised and applauded 

but that should not be taken to imply that further improvement is not possible 

or necessary; the old adage, to make the good better and the better best, is as 

relevant now as it ever was in the past.

7.3 The needs of those young people, especially in areas of high social and economic 

disadvantage and others such as children from Traveller families and from 

minority ethnic backgrounds also require particular care and attention.  It is 

recognised that educational improvement in areas subject to high levels of 

disadvantage is likely to be infl uenced adversely by a range of non-educational 

factors.  Nevertheless, the need to improve signifi cantly the standards of 

attainment for young people in such areas is one of the key objectives of the 

strategy, and it will be especially important that educationalists work with all 

other relevant partners to overcome the constraints that have impeded progress 

in the past.

7.4 Ultimately, the success of the strategy will depend to a very signifi cant extent 

on how it infl uences day-to-day priorities and actions in schools, and on how 

effectively governors, principals, senior managers and classroom teachers 

implement the strategy in their planning and practice.  We want to make sure 

that it is implemented in a coherent way with other strategies and policies 

designed to support children with a range of barriers to learning.  We also want 

to make sure that it delivers results.  Young people, especially those whose 

competence in literacy and numeracy is not secure, deserve nothing less. 
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Annex 1

Key Performance Data

Key Stage 2 1999 – 2007

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

English 69.0 71.5 72.8 73.9 75.6 N/A 76.6 78.0 78.0

Maths 73.9 75.4 75.7 77.0 78.2 N/A 79.0 80.0 79.5

Key Stage 3 Teacher Assessment 1999 – 2007

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

English 72.4 72.5 72.7 73.9 74.9 N/A 74.6 76.6 78.2

Maths 71.2 71.7 71.2 71.9 74.2 N/A 73.9 72.9 74.4

GCSE A*-C 1999 – 2007

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

English 59.8 59.7 60.4 60.5 60.8 60.8 62.0 62.6 63.4

Maths 55.3 55.6 56.2 57.8 57.3 55.6 57.9 57.9 58.8

GCSE A*-G 1999 – 2007

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

English 89.5 89.5 89.5 88.7 89.7 89.7 89.8 89.3 89.9

Maths 87.5 88.5 88.5 89.2 88.9 87.3 89.0 88.5 89.2

GCSE English and Maths 1999 – 2007

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

A*-C 50.2% 50.8% 51.0% 51.7% 51.5% 50.8% 52.5% 52.9% 53.6%

A*-G 85.4% 86.5% 86.5% 86.4% 86.8% 85.4% 86.9% 86.4% 87.0%

GCSE Irish 1999 – 2007 (in Irish Medium Post Primary Schools)

1998/9 1999/0 2000/1 2001/2 2002/3 2003/4 2004/5 2005/6 2006/7

A*-C N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 79.7 84.5 72.0 80.3

A*-G N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 100.0 100.0 100.0 98.5
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Annex 2

Targets for Improvement in Literacy and Numeracy

Level
Actual performance

Milestone 

Targets

Strategy 

Targets

2004/5 2005/6 2006/7 2011/12 2020

Key Stage 2 English (% of 

pupils at expected level)
76.6% 78.0% 78.0% - -

Key Stage 2 maths (% of 

pupils at expected level)
79.0% 80.0% 79.5% - -

Key Stage 3 English (% of 

pupils at expected level)
74.6% 76.6% 78.2% - -

Key Stage 3 Maths (% of 

pupils at expected level)
73.9% 72.9% 74.4% - -

5+ GCSE A*-C (inc Eng and 

Maths)
51.0% 51.2%

Validated 

data not 

available

55% 70%

5+ GCSE A*-C (inc Eng and 

Maths) – FSME pupils only

Not 

available
26.3%

Validated 

data not 

available

30% 65%

GCSE A*-G (or equivalent) 

in English and Maths by the 

time they leave school 

87% 86% 87% 90% 95%

Note:   Key Stage assessment scores are based on information received from CCEA and GCSE scores 

are derived from the University of Bath dataset and the School Leavers’ Survey. 
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Annex 3

Findings from Research, Inspection and 
Other Related Material

1 In recent years, considerable attention has been paid to the role of phonics in 

raising standards in literacy.  The fi ndings of the review of the teaching of early 

reading by Jim Rose (Department for Education and Skills, 2006) reinforced 

strongly the view that the use of phonics in the early years has particular 

signifi cance in enabling beginning readers to acquire the knowledge, skills and 

understanding that enable them to become more competent and confi dent in 

reading.  The review recommended that high-quality synthetic phonics should 

begin by the age of 5, and should be taught discretely as the main approach 

in learning to read and write.  The review also recommended that phonic 

work, consisting of a daily schedule of some 20 minutes a day, should not be 

considered as a stand-alone strategy but should be embedded in a rich and 

broad language programme that addresses the wider knowledge, skills and 

understanding that children need to become effective readers and writers.  The 

review concluded that synthetic phonics offers the vast majority of young 

children the best and most direct route to becoming skilled readers and writers.

2 In addition, the review identifi ed the essential characteristics of successful 

early literacy programmes including well-trained teachers, well-designed 

and thoroughly implemented programmes of work, incisive assessment of 

teaching and learning, and strong supportive leadership.  It emphasised that, 

while intervention may be necessary, in some cases, to raise standards of 

literacy, “quality fi rst teaching”, within mainstream classroom practice, is of 

fundamental importance and requires a clear focus on key issues such as the 

quality and appropriateness of classroom organisation, teaching materials and 

style, assessment for learning, and the ability of teachers to cater effectively for 

individual difference. Signifi cantly, the review noted that “improving the quality 

of what is already in place rather than introducing lots of new elements is likely to 

yield the greatest benefi ts”.

3 In 2002, the Belfast Education and Library Board identifi ed a need to address 

the early teaching of reading and, following research, developed a linguistic 

phonics programme which was designed to complement the foundation stage 

of the revised curriculum, then under development.  Given early indicators 

of success the programme was taken up on a pilot basis by three other 

Boards and a commercial programme, Jolly Phonics, was piloted by the North 

Eastern Education and library Board. Stranmillis University College, Belfast 



Every School a Good School

46

was commissioned by the Education and Library Boards to evaluate the two 

approaches and assess the effect of phonics programmes in local schools.  

The report on The Impact of the Linguistic Phonics Approach on Children’s 

Reading, Writing and Spelling, Stranmillis University College, 2006, stressed the 

importance of developing a phonics programme within the context of a rounded 

literacy experience.  It noted that high and lower-attaining children in year 2 

who had access to linguistic phonics outperformed other children in year 2 who 

did not participate in the programme.  Evidence for similar improvement was less 

evident in the research carried out with year 8 pupils in post-primary schools.

4 The report on Improving Literacy in the Early Years: An Evaluation of the Jolly 

Phonics Programme in the NEELB: Stranmillis University College, 2007, noted 

that a systematic approach to phonics at an early stage is more effective 

than later less systematic phonics and that a phonics approach corresponded 

well with the emphasis in the revised curriculum on enriching the children’s 

learning environment and learning experiences through play-based learning 

at the Foundation Stage.  The report also considered the distinction between 

analytic phonics and synthetic phonics, the two most debated approaches to 

the teaching of phonics. Analytic phonics encourages children to analyse sets 

of words that share a letter and sound, with an initial focus on a “look and 

say” approach, followed by investigating phonic aspects and spelling patterns.  

In contrast, synthetic phonics centres on teaching children the individual 

letter-sound correspondences that they can then blend together to form a word.  

All of the teachers reported that a phonics approach had a highly effective or 

effective impact in KS1 on the children’s reading and independent writing, and a 

signifi cant impact on improved spelling performance.

5 The Review of the Northern Ireland Literacy Strategy, University of Glasgow 

(2006) drew attention to the importance of educational and social disadvantage 

as an impediment to raising levels of attainment in literacy, and proposed a more 

targeted allocation of resources in favour of children and schools in socially 

deprived areas.  It highlighted the positive contribution of Reading Recovery 

as an effective mechanism in improving standards in literacy, and emphasis 

was given to research evidence from Scotland concerning the advantages of a 

systematic phonics programme within a broad literacy curriculum.  The Review 

stressed the need for a more effective approach to performance management 

in schools, including, for example, the use of aggregated performance data to 

highlight differences in outcomes for different pupils, or groups of pupils. In line 

with the recommendations of the NIAO and PAC, the review also noted the need 

for improved levels of parental support, and for a greater emphasis in initial and 

subsequent teacher training on strategies to improve levels of attainment in 

literacy.
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6 The Review of the Northern Ireland Numeracy Strategy, University of Glasgow 

(2006) highlighted the need for teachers to have suitable initial and subsequent 

training as well as sound subject-specifi c knowledge.  It also recommended 

that pupils should experience a wider and more challenging range of learning 

opportunities including mental calculation in a range of contexts, tasks requiring 

strategic thinking, higher-order questioning, collaborative problem-solving, and 

increased use of ICT.  The recent evaluation of the mathematics provision in 

NI post-primary schools conducted by the Education and Training Inspectorate 

also concludes that the teaching is most effective, when it is interactive and 

contingent on the pupils’ responses, includes collaborative activities, encourages 

discussion, involves problem-solving and investigative work, and links the 

learning with other subjects, including the use of authentic problems.

7 The extent to which socio-economic disadvantage impacts adversely upon levels 

of attainment in literacy and numeracy, and on educational standards generally, 

is highlighted consistently in research fi ndings as a major impediment that 

limits the success of programmes aimed at improving provision and standards 

for all young people, irrespective of ability and background.  Socio-economic 

disadvantage and its impact was the subject of a report commissioned by 

DE on the Barriers to Recognising the Benefi ts of Education, Patrick Dorrian, 

March 2006.  Within disadvantaged communities in particular, the report 

suggested that educational disengagement is often accompanied by poor levels 

of parental and pupil attainment, condoned absences, deprivation, poverty 

and unemployment, by poor health and dependence on benefi ts, and by social 

exclusion.  The report recommended the further development of extended schools 

to establish the school as a hub for multi-agency services to support families and 

encourage educational involvement. 

8 The issues raised in the Dorrian report also feature strongly in a report on 

Reading Literacy in Disadvantaged Primary Schools by the Educational Research 

Centre, Dublin (2004).  The report recommended a greater integration of schools 

and other services, intensive family support, and adult and family programmes 

to combat low levels of parental literacy.  One of the report’s key fi ndings 

centred on major weaknesses in relation to the nature and effectiveness of 

monitoring, evaluation and target-setting in schools, all issues fundamental 

to the improvement of provision and standards in literacy and numeracy. The 

report noted, for example, that test results are often seen as useful by principals 

tracking whole-school performance but are considered to be of limited value 

by class teachers, especially when the tests are administered at the end of 

the academic year.  Furthermore, on marking and its impact on the raising 

of standards, the report was critical of the overuse of “praise and positive 

reinforcement with disaffected pupils, in the belief that it boosted self-esteem, 
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which in turn was expected to improve reading achievement.”  The report 

concluded that “It would seem reasonable to suppose that pupils who are given 

balanced and detailed feedback about their strengths and weaknesses, and areas 

where improvements can be made, are in a better position than those who only 

hear praise for their efforts.”

9 In response to a PAC recommendation, DE commissioned research from 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PWC) on benchmarking attainment in Northern Ireland, 

and specifi cally Belfast, against educational outcomes in other relevant cities 

in Britain and Ireland.  The 2007 report from PwC, ‘Good practice in literacy 

and numeracy in British and Irish cities where the level of social deprivation 

is comparable to or worse than, than that of Belfast’ recommended that, at 

system level, there should be greater collaboration between local schools and 

with those elsewhere seeking city-wide solutions in the interests of sharing 

and disseminating good practice.  It argued for a sharper focus in literacy and 

numeracy in initial and continuing teacher education with a particular focus on 

special educational needs and working in challenging schools.  It proposed the 

creation of an electronic “one stop shop” for advice, resources and training open 

to all teachers.

10 At school level the report emphasised the role of the governors and principal in 

creating an ethos of high expectations and in promoting a culture of enquiry and 

research, drawing on good practice elsewhere.  It recommended a whole-school 

approach with a consistent and co-ordinated approach to the teaching 

methodology and to the interventions used.  It argued for a strengthening of 

links with parents and pupils and for the promotion of reading for pleasure.  It 

recommended the use of appropriate role models to encourage boys’ reading and 

writing.

11 DE also commissioned PricewaterhouseCoopers to consider the nature and 

quality of outcomes in literacy and numeracy in schools, to bring together the 

research evidence, particularly in relation to the under-achievement of boys, and 

to investigate the differences between high and low performing schools.  The 

subsequent report, “Literacy and numeracy of pupils in Northern Ireland (2007)”, 

noted that its recommendations were similar to those made previously in other 

evaluations of literacy and numeracy, and to the fi ndings contained in successive 

reports of the Chief Inspector.  The report’s principal recommendations included 

the need at a system level for strong strategic leadership from DE supported by a 

greater focus on literacy and numeracy outcomes in ETI reports and on initial and 

continuing teacher education provision, in Leadership training.  At school level it 

recommended that the governors and principal should act as leaders of literacy 

and numeracy in the school and the creators of an ethos of high expectations 
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and aspirations.  It also suggested more effective links between schools at the 

points of transition.

12 Recognising the central role of the professional teacher the General Teaching 

Council NI recently published, ‘Teaching: the Refl ective Profession’11 and its focus 

on professional competences for teaching has also informed the development of 

this draft strategy.

13 It is unsurprising that there should be a high degree of congruance between the 

characteristics of good schools as set out for consultation in the draft school 

improvement policy, and those features identifi ed by research and inspection as 

being important in the context of raising standards of literacy and numeracy.  

These can be summarised as follows:-

Effective Teaching – characterised by committed, enthusiastic and 

competent teachers who have high expectations of their pupils, enjoy 

positive relationships with their pupils and with other school-based staff 

and who are dedicated to improving learning.

A Positive Culture – evidenced by an ethos which promotes equality of 

opportunity, high quality learning, a concern for individual pupils and 

respect for others, together with a culture of achievement and aspiration.  

An unwavering expectation by teachers, pupils, parents and the wider 

community that all pupils can and will achieve to their potential.

Strong Leadership – characterised by high quality leadership at all levels 

which provides clear and realistic direction based on a sound knowledge 

of and vision for the school, and makes effective use of fi nancial and other 

resources.  This is coupled with effective support and challenge from the 

Board of Governors for the process of improvement.

An Effective Planning Framework – good quality school development 

plans formulated following a rigorous and honest self-evaluation which 

includes the effective use of data and other evidence.

Effective Intervention and Support – characterised by systems to identify 

pupils at risk of failing and organising interventions utilising external 

support where appropriate.  Developing strong links with parents and the 

wider community to support and underpin the work of the school.

11 ‘Teaching: the Refl ective Profession’; General Teaching Council for NI; 

http://www.gtcni.org.uk/uploads/docs/GTCNI_Comp_Bmrk%20%20Aug%2007.pdf


