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Elicited Production Tasks 

Factual Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Draw-a-Cat Instructions 

 
One of the tasks designed to elicit factual language samples from Sixth Class 

children was the ‘Draw-a-Cat’ task. For this, a divider was placed between each 

pair of children. One child was given a blank sheet of paper and a pencil and was 

asked to follow the directions given by the other child. The second child was given 

a series of pictures illustrating how to draw a cat’s head. This child was asked to 

instruct the other child to draw the picture, following the sequence in the diagram. 

The focus of the task was on the children’s facility with language to give directions 

clearly and unambiguously, taking the perspective of the listener into account. 

Children were asked not to mention what the final picture was. Below is the 

response of some of the children giving the instructions. 

 

 

‘Draw-a-Cat’ Task 
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B61:3M 

Circle face.  

Pointy ears. Ah (needs to be reminded here to give partner time to do the drawing)  

a kind of neck, roundy neck (what, a roundy neck? partner asks). (needs to be reminded 

to give time again here – very poor awareness of other)  

A square down between his eyes. (a square? down his eyes? or down between)   

You've to tachk black on to the end of it. 

pointy end. 

am two eyes.  

draw a line down, line down and then draw two things and they come out. (line down 

where?)  

A line down, the top of the nose down.   

And draw squiggly things in between his mouth 

and then you draw whiskers. 

 

Presenting Ideas: 

Clear lack of explicit vocabulary used here – kind of neck, roundy neck, square down 

between his eyes, tach black on to the end, top of the nose down, squiggly things. No 

new understandings constructed, no relationships of time, consequence, comparison. 

Addition is included – then draw … and … No evidence of integrated, embedded 

relationships. 

 

Taking a Stance: 

This child shows evidence of a distanced and non-interacting relationship with the 

listener only in so far as he seems oblivious to the existence, let alone the needs, of his 

partner who unsuccessfully seeks clarification more than once throughout the exercise. 

While an imperative mood needs to be adopted, the mood is predominantly declarative, 

describing, staccato style, what he sees resulting in a modality that expresses 

uncertainty and lack of confidence, displayed through clipped expression, haste of 

description, lack of concern for partner. Imperative mood is only in evidence some of the 

time – ‘draw a line down’ – and only emerges halfway through the task. 

 

Structuring Text: 

There is no evidence of dense presentation of ideas and there is a distinct lack of 

coherence – ‘square down between his eyes’ – what eyes, whose eyes?  ‘You’ve to tach 

black on to the end of it’ – of what?; ’line down’. There is very little evidence of expanded 
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phrase or elaboration of ideas, using only one or two adjectives throughout the task. Lots 

more elaboration, coherence and clarity needed. 

 
A61:4F  

The first one you draw am a circle and there's two ears coming out of it.  

And then you have a little kind of square at the bottom of the head and then there's a 

triang… not a triangle, but a rectangle coming out.   

And you draw the, you draw a triangle coming out of the rectangle. Then you draw two 

eyes and then you draw two lines, three lines, three lines coming, one coming out of the 

nose and then two down the square out the head. (asked to repeat by the other child; 

repeats and then continues)  

The line, there's a line coming out of the nose and then there’s two lines at the, do you 

know the square at the bottom of the head, you draw two lines to that and then you draw 

some teeth inside it  

and then you draw whiskers.  

 

Presentation of Ideas: 

Here again there is a lack of clear, explicit vocabulary in evidence. There is evidence of 

time relationships with the opening – ‘the first one you draw’, and the repeated ‘and 

then’. No integrated, embedded relationships apparent. 

 

Taking a Stance: 

No imperative statements – all declarative – ‘you draw’ and ‘you have’ and ‘there’s ...’ 

Incomplete statements and self-correction suggest lack of confidence and uncertainty in 

modality. 

 

Structuring Text: 

More expansion evident than in previous sample – ‘at the bottom of the head’, some 

teeth’, ‘little square’. Some evidence of anaphoric reference – ‘the square at the bottom 

of the head, you draw two lines to that and then you draw some teeth inside it’. First 

reference to rectangle is correctly introduced with an indefinite article and subsequent 

reference to it is using a definite article. 
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A61:2F 
Do a circle with points on the top. 

Do a mouth and a jaw.  

It has a rectangle coming down to the middle. (a rectangle, is it?) There's a triangle 

underneath the rectangle. 

There's a 6 and a backward 6 on the bottom of the line.  

There's a line from the triangle to the other triangle. (request for clarification) 

The triangle that's coming from the rectangle.  

There's a line coming from that triangle and there's another triangle.  

There's squiggly lines inside the mouth. 

There's eight lines on each cheek. 

 

Presenting Ideas: 

Needs more use of explicit vocabulary. No relationships of time, consequence, 

comparison and addition in evidence. Has used some prepositions indicating physical 

position – ‘underneath’, ‘inside’. 

 

Taking a Stance: 

No imperative statements.   

 

Structuring Text: 

Reasonable evidence of clear organisation and appropriate referencing used but very 

little expansion and elaboration for clarity. Connections are not made clearly from one 

set of instructions to another so that confusion quickly arises in relation to which triangle 

is being referred to and which line is being referred to and where the two sixes are 

located. Need more coherence and more thematic fronting for clarity. 
 
 

D62:4F 

Draw a circle. 

And do two triangles at am coming out at either side of the top of the circle.   

And now at the bottom of the circle do a little ah it's kind of like a square coming out of it.   

And now in between the two triangles at the top, inside the circle do a rectangle coming 

down from the top.  

Am at the bottom of the rectangle do another triangle coming pointing out from it.   

and colour it in with the pencil.   

On either side of the rectangle below the two triangles do two circles, small circles.   
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And do two smaller circles within those two circles.  

Now you know the rectangle below, I mean the triangle below the rectangle, you have a 

line coming down from it just a tiny one and then there’s two lines coming down 

gradually on either side of the line coming down.  

Now inside those two lines there are kind of squiggly things joining them together.  

Like a zigzag.   

And at either side of the lines you have some lines coming out with a bit of curl on them 

curling up and down.   

About four at either side.  

 

Presenting Ideas: 

Evidence of clear vocabulary – either side of, the top of, like a square, coming out of, in 

between, inside the circle, small, smaller, colour it in, pointing out, within, just a tiny one, 

coming down gradually, joining them together, bit of a curl … 

New understandings constructed by expanding and clarifying instructions throughout the 

exercise. Relationships of time – ‘and now’, ‘and then there’s’; comparison – ‘it’s kind of 

like a square’, ‘like a zigzag’, ‘a bit of a curl’. Lots of evidence of addition ‘and colour it 

in’.  Integrated, embedded relationships are evident also – ‘in between the two triangles 

at the top, inside the circle’, ‘on either side of the rectangle below the two triangles’, 

‘smaller circles within those two circles, ‘at either side of the lines you have some lines 

coming out with a bit of curl on them curling up and down’. 

 

Taking a Stance: 

Strong, confident opening using imperative mood – ‘Draw a circle’. Imperative mood 

used many times throughout the presentation.   

 

Structuring Text: 

There are many examples of dense presentation of information in this text – e.g. ‘two 

triangles coming out at either side of the top of the circle’, ‘on either side of the rectangle 

below the two triangles do two circles, small circles’. The text is organised, clear and 

coherent – appropriate use of definite and indefinite articles, anaphoric reference, clear 

repetition of content words when needed and this within highly dense text with 

embedded clauses.  All references are clearly marked and expanded on appropriately. 

This text repeatedly uses the strategy of thematic fronting for coherence and clarity – 

beginning the sentence with reference to a previous sentence and moving on from there, 

e.g. ‘at the bottom of the rectangle’, ‘inside those two lines’. 
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D62:2M 
First of all draw a circle.   

Then draw two triangles coming out from the top of it.   

Draw a small rectangle coming out of the bottom of it.   

And draw another rectangle coming from the top on the inside of the circle.   

Draw a triangle pointing downwards at the end of that.  

Then draw two eyes at either side of the rectangle.   

And from the triangle draw an upside down y that goes down to the bottom of the circle.  

Ah, inside of the bottom of that Y, you know the kind of V part of it, am draw a squiggly 

line coming across it.  

And draw two straight lines coming out from the side of the circle. And then on the other 

side as well.   

And then on either side of those two squiggly lines, or those two straight lines draw two 

curly ones.  

 

Presentation of Ideas: 

Clear and explicit – ‘upside down Y’, ‘pointing downwards’, ‘two curly ones’ ‘coming from 

the top on the inside of the circle’, ‘draw two eyes at either side of the rectangle’. New 

understandings clearly constructed, introduced, explained and expanded on 

appropriately. Relationship of time well established – ‘first, then, and then….’;  

Relative pronouns – ‘draw an upside down Y that goes down to the bottom of the circle’ 

 

Taking a Stance: 

Strong, confident use of the imperative mood, with clear expression of confidence 

throughout. 

 

Structuring Text: 

Lots of evidence of density of information – e.g. ‘Draw another triangle coming from the 

top on the inside of the circle’. 

Clear organisation and coherence with appropriately expanded reference. 

Evidence of integrated, embedded relationships – ‘Draw a triangle pointing downwards 

at the end of that’. Evidence here also of the thematic fronting for clarity – ‘from the 

triangle …’; ‘inside the bottom of that Y …’. 
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It is clear that the presentations from the children in the middle-class school much 

more closely approximate ‘literate’ or ‘academic’ style language in terms of their 

presentation of ideas, stance and structure. They are more explicit, choose more 

appropriate vocabulary, clearly construct understanding on the part of the listener, 

are strong and confident in stance and involve a dense presentation of ideas using 

complex syntax, organised coherently and expanded appropriately. This is the 

language style expected of children by teachers in the school context.  

 

  
Analytical Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Word Definitions 

Hair Conditioner/Hair Stylist 
 

The theme of the warm-up sessions with the sixth class children was broadly 

based on topic of Hair. During the discussions with the children for the Elicited 

Production Tasks they were asked to define the terms Hair Conditioner and 

Hair Stylist. As with the younger children this task was woven casually into the 

conversation so that children wouldn’t feel under pressure when completing the 

task. As before, the criteria for analysis of children’s definitions followed 

recommendations by Schleppegrell (2004, p.37) derived from findings of 

studies by Snow (1987,1989,1990).  

 

Definitions were judged on the basis of being formal or informal and on their 

communicative adequacy. Formal definitions are those which draw on a 

language use that has both lexical and grammatical expectations: expands 
and elaborates a noun phrase to incorporate information, and structures the 

clause in such a way that the expanded noun phrase defines the target 
word. Informal definitions are those which contain mainly functional or 

descriptive information (Schleppegrell, 2004, p.37). Below are children’s 

responses to this task.  
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Hair Conditioner: Definition 
A61:2F 

Conditioner is sort of … am it’s sort of …ah …ah a hair care product that helps your 

hair better ‘cos conditioner is better than shampoo ... makes it softer and makes it 

shinier. 

 

A61:3F  

Well conditioner is like …it's like white thing … you take it out of the bottle and it makes 
the knots come out of your hair, like when I'm using conditioner I'd use half a bottle to 

get out the knots. 

 

B61:1M  

Keeps your hair … am soft. 

 

C61:1M  

It's to make your hair soft. 

 

C61:4F  

It's ... you put it on after shampoo 

 

D62:1M  

You put it in after you put in shampoo – it's kind of to make it softer. 
 

D62:3F  

Well, when you wash your hair you wash it with shampoo and then afterwards you wash 

it with conditioner to make it go all nice and smooth and detangled. 

 

Only one of these definitions contains a superordinate term to begin the definition (a hair 

care product). This requirement of a formal definition is evident in the definition given by 

a status 1 child. An expanded noun phrase defining the target word is in evidence in 

almost all of the definitions but the lexical choices made by the children vary quite a bit in 

terms of communicative adequacy. Effective choices include, e.g. ‘makes it softer and 

shinier’; ‘to make it go all smooth and detangled’). More ordinary choices are ‘to make it 

softer’; ‘to make your hair soft’; ‘it makes the knots come out of your hair’; ‘keeps your 

hair soft’. One child gives a purely functional definition of the term: ‘you put it in after 

shampoo’. This definition fails to express clearly what ‘it’ is and where you put ‘it’ after 

shampoo. With the exception of this definition which clearly shows an understanding of 
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the term by the child but fails to present that understanding in a way expected in the 

school context, all children present a definition that is at least moving towards what 

might be categorised as a formal definition, but only one child fulfils all the requirements 

of a formal definition and that is a status 1 child. 

 

Hair Stylist: Definition 
 

A61:3F 

People who do hair and do it up whatever way they want and they can do twisters or 

curls. 

 

A61:4F  

A hair stylist is what … you can talk to 'em whatever way you want your hair and they'll 

do it for you and see what way it turns out. 

 

B61:3M  

Hair stylist?  People who put their hair in different am different conditions is it? 

 

C61:2M  

You ask … if you ask him to do something like he'd be able to do it. Like … if you ask 

him if you want something done like we'll say you want bits cut off here or bits there or 

there. 

 

C61:3F  

Am someone who designs your hair or does your hair. 
 

D62:2M 

A person who styles your hair, like Conrad …(Names a famous stylist).  A person 
who comes up with something like that ... (referring to picture of hairstyle designed by 

children). 

 

D62:4F  

A hair stylist styles your hair. Can keep up to date with the new fashions for hair 

and can do colour, or can, just through drying, can do a different style to it 

without cutting it. 
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For the definition of this word, five of the children used superordinate terms to begin the 

definition (people who do hair, people, someone, a person who styles your hair, a hair 

stylist styles your hair). Three of these were status 1 children. Three children (one of 

whom was a status 1 child) followed the superordinate in the introduction with an 

expanded noun phrase which defines the target word, again with varying degrees of 

communicative effectiveness. One definition with very good lexical choices and complex 

grammatical structures is from a status 2 child: ‘can keep up to date with the new 

fashions for hair and can do colour, or can just through drying, can do a different style to 

it without cutting it’.  Another definition with good lexical choices is: ‘someone who 

designs your hair’.   

 

Some of the status 1 children included superordinate terms and used expanded noun 

phrases in the definitions. However, others showed evidence of neither and produced 

definitions which were purely descriptive in nature: ‘they can do twisters or curls’; ‘you 

can talk to ’em whatever way you want your hair and they’ll do it for you and see what 

way it turns out’. And others made lexical choices that were vague and failed to 

communicate adequately the definition of the target word: ‘different conditions’; you want 

bits cut off here or bits there or there’.   

 

There is a clear developmental difference apparent here in terms of children’s response 

to the word definition task. Children in Senior Infants produced definitions which 

indicated that they understood the terms, but the definitions of status 2 children more 

closely approximated the formal definition structure. At Third Class level, very little 

difference was evident between the definitions produced by status 1 and status 2 

children, many of the children producing a more formal style of definition, with varying 

degrees of expansion in the definition. At Sixth Class level there is more evidence than 

at other levels across status 1 children of a greater facility to produce formal definitions, 

the type of definition expected in the school context. Some responses from the status 1 

children were superior to those produced by status 2 children in terms of formality and 

lexical choice. Many of the children used superordinate terms to introduce their 

definitions and many offered expanded noun phrases in defining the target words. Status 

2 children generally made good lexical choices resulting in enhanced communication, 

while this is true also of some status 1 children. There is evidence still, however, that 

some of the status 1 children struggle to produce formal definitions and make lexical 

choices that are communicatively inadequate. The difference across social class in 

relation to producing formal definitions appears to be that while most of the children in 

the advantaged setting can do so with relative ease and reasonably good lexical 
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choices, this is true for only some of the status 1 children who increase in ability to 

produce the type of definition valued in the school context as they move up through the 

school.   

 

 

 

Imaginative Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Telephone Conversations  

Complaint to the Hairdresser 

 

 

Arising from the theme of the warm-up session and some of the introductory discussion 

during the elicited production tasks, the imaginative telephone call for children at this 

level took the form of a call to a hairdresser making a complaint. Below are some of the 

children’s responses to this task. It is worth noting in these samples of imaginative talk 

that: 

 Status 2 children appear to be able to develop and sustain the imaginary context 

through language more effectively and their role-play lasts longer and is more 

elaborate than is the case for status 1 children. 

 The language register used to make a complaint is more circumspect and more 

deferential in the case of status 2 children than status 1 children (compare in 

particular the responses of A61:2F/A61:1F with those of D62:3F/D62:4F). Status 

1 children may be more inclined to make assertions without thought for the 

implications or consequences of what they are saying. 

 The language skills of status 2 children appear to enable them more readily to 

counter arguments and accusations made, such that the role-play is enabled to 

move on, as compared with other children who find it more difficult to retrieve the 

requisite language readily in order to make counter arguments, and as a 

consequence cannot move the role-play forward in any meaningful way.(‘You did 

something wrong to my hair’ – ‘I’m sorry’; and ‘I’ll do what I want’ – ‘Right, bye’; 

as compared with  – ‘Well, I'm very unhappy and I would like to have my 

money back and I'll be coming in in two hours … I'm afraid we don't do refunds 

… well you will not get my service ever again’). 

 Children in the status 2 school generally are more adept at using appropriate 

language with complex syntactical structures to generate and sustain the 



From Difference to Disadvantage                                                                 Á. Cregan 

 135

imaginative scenario in a way that is easily comprehensible to others (e.g. ‘Hi, 

am I'm one of your am customers and I was in a few hours ago and I got a wash 

and blow dry and colour and actually I'm not really satisfied’ as compared with 

– ‘Yeah, it's my daughter, her hair isn't done and it's her communion day’). 

 Often in the case of the status 1 children, the complainant becomes passive as 

the conversation unfolds, leaving it up to the person receiving the phone call to 

lead the exchange. 

 When the children were asked to undertake this task, all of the status 2 children 

without exception were excited by the challenge, felt confident that they could 

complete it and entered into the make-believe context quickly and without 

scaffolding. In the case of the status 1 children there was a palpably different 

response to this task. Many felt unable to rise to the challenge, most were 

reluctant to engage in the task when it was put to them initially, and many 

needed support, encouragement and intervention to continue. 

 

Role-Play – Imaginative Telephone Call – Complaint to Hairdresser 

 

A61:2F/A61:1F 

E – Ring, ring 

L – Hello. 

E – Yeah, it's my daughter, her hair isn't done and it's her communion day. 

L – What? 

E – Her hair isn't done and it's her communion day and we're five minutes late for the 

church. 

L – She told me that she didn't want anything done. 

E – Yes, but it's her communion day. You should have known better. 

L – I didn't know it was her communion. 

E – Well just rush over and do her hair quick before I get thrown out of this house. 

L – OK, I'll be over in ten minutes. 

E – OK so, you'd better hurry up … and don't charge me. 

L – Don't speak to me like that. 

E – I'll do what I want. 

L – All right. Bye. 

E – Bye. 
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A61:3F/A614F 

T – Hello. Hair salon down the road. Can I help you? 

E – I was there a few minutes ago and you did something wrong to my hair. 

T – I'm sorry. Can I just take your name there please? We are so busy today. 

E – (Gives name) 

T – Yeah. Go on. You were there at 12. 

E – Yeah. You cut it SO short. You did it too short. 

T – Oh, sorry about that. Would you like to come into the salon and I'll give you back 

your money or a refund or a gift voucher. I'm so sorry about that now. But, anything we 

can do for you we'll do it, I swear. I'll just … do you want to go on to the girl who cut your 

hair? 

E – Am no it's grand. 

T – OK, so. Will you be back around one? 

E – Yeah. 

T – Right so. Bye. 

E – Bye. 

 

 

C61:1M/C61:2M 

D – Hello. 

I – Hello. 

D – I've a serious complaint against your hairdressing even though I wouldn't call it that 

because my hair is so bad after you. 

I – Ah, can you tell me who did your hair? 

D – You! 

I – (Laughs). I did not do your hair. 

D – You did. 

I – am... (thinks for a second) your hair looks worse than what I made it. 

D – I'm going to get my lawyers on to you and I'll make sure that I get my five euro back. 

I – You do that so. 

 

C61:3F/C614F 

Ring, ring, ring, ring 

Y – Hi K 

K – Am … I went home and I looked in the mirror and my hair wasn't that nice. Ah, you 

dyed it the wrong colour. 

Y – Ah, which hairdresser did you go to? 
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K – Am, you. 

Y – Oh, maybe I wasn't in that day. Am … Which assistant was it? 

K – Am, Mary. 

Y – Am,  I'll have a word with Mary the next day. Come in … ah, come in to me tomorrow 

and I'll give you a refund and I'll dye the hair colour that you want and if you … next time 

you come in make sure that you make an appointment with myself, not anyone else. 

K – OK 

 

D62:1M/D62:2M 

RING, RING, RING, RING 

D – Hello (Italian accent and broken English used throughout this activity for effect!) 

T – Hello, D? 

D – Yes. 

T – Is that you? … yeah you own the salon that I went to today? Do you remember me? 

D – Yes. You were boy with terrible hair. 

T – No, no I had BETTER hair actually before I went in. 

D – No, no, no, no. 

T – No, yeah listen. 

D – No, I'm sorry. Okay, okay, okay, you let me explain. The roots? They coming out, so 

I make it better, more noticeable. 

T – I'm bald!!!! 

D – At least you won't be alone. You will you will make friends who are also bald. 

T – Yeah.  

D – If… if… I like... 

T – I'm twelve, they'll be 42!!! 

D – But I like it this way. It …it makes you stand out from the crowd. 

T – But I'm going to have to wear a hat. 

D – I like hats!!! 

T – Like I want ... people will be asking why I'm wearing a hat! 

D – But you can explain that your hair is nice. It was not nice when you came. I make it 

nice. 

T – But you didn't. 

D – But I deed!! Look at this from a money-making point of view. I don't care about your 

hair. All I want is your money. 

T – Yeah I see that but … 

T – Do you have the number of the ah 

D – No 
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T – wig place  

D – Yes. It's 444-you're bald. 

T – Thank you 

D – Okey dokey. 

T – Do you fit wigs for bald people? 

D – No, we don't usually have bald 12-year-olds. You are a special exception because 

your hair is so disgusting before. 

T – But what was so disgusting about it? 

D – It was a big mess not nice at all too greasy your roots were coming out. 

T – Right. Goodbye. 

D –  Bye, bye. 

 

D62:2F/D62:4F 

Ring, ring, ring, ring 

C – Hello? 

F – Hi, am I'm one of your am customers and I was in a few hours ago and I got a wash 

and blow dry and colour and actually I'm not really satisfied. 

C – Oh, why not? (uppity tone used here – going on the defensive straight away) 

F – Am well I was just brushing my hair … and I started scratching because ... and so I 

started looking through my hair and I discovered lice in my hair and I did not have it 

before I went so obviously it must be from your hair brush. 

C – Well, you maybe have had them before you went. They are very common. Am, 

someone from your work … they probably got passed on. 

F – Am, well I'm nearly sure because I checked my children's hair yesterday because 

we got a note home from school and I checked my own and I did not have lice before I 

went. 

C – well I, … thi … this is a top class (spoken slowly and with emphasis) hair styling 

salon. I doubt we have lice (spoken in derisory fashion) on our brushes. 

F – Well, I'm very unhappy and I would like to have my money back and I'll be coming 

in in two hours. 

C – I'm afraid we don't do refunds. 

F – Well you will not get my service ever again. 
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Imaginative Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Devise a Catalogue 

Hair-Care Products for a Witch! 
 
For this task, the children, collaborating in pairs, were asked to devise a catalogue of 

hair-care products suitable for a witch. The focus of this task was to investigate the 

extent to which children used appropriate language (in particular, lexical choice) to 

generate novel ways of expression. The originality and communicative adequacy of the 

responses was examined.   

 

A61:1F/A61:2F 

Green Dye, Hair Control, Hair Jewellery, Glitter Beads, Spider Clips, Hair Webs, Turn 

Hair Wavy 

 

A61:3F/A61:4F 

The Dye is Black, Red Go-Gos, Longer Hair 

 

C61:1M/C61:2M 

Spider Shampoo, Snail Gel, Creepy Crawly Conditioner, Wicked Wart, Extra Dandruff 

Shampoo, Flea Protector Shampoo 

 

C61:3F/C61:4F 

A Pike, Ghoulish Shampoo, Knot-Free Conditioner, Stay Smooth all day long Gel, Small 

Iron for Damaged Hair 

 

D62:1M/D62:2M 

Wart-be-Gone; Moustache Wax (‘to get rid of that stubborn stubble’), Green Dye (‘spray 

your cleanliness away!’), Black Cat Hair Spray, Dye, Dye, Dye!, On my way to a 

Conditioned Hair Day!, Sticky and Sweet Conditioner, Growing, Growing, Gone (growth 

enhancer), Brush up, Mess up Hair Brush, Brooming Big Hair Mirror, Scare Dryer 

 

The responses as listed above are as the children presented them, with the spellings 

corrected. It is clear that in most cases the children have a facility to play with language 

and to use language creatively to generate novel ways of expressing themselves. The 

status 2 children, once again, however, produce language that is strong, confident, bold, 
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and innovative, using a wider range of interesting vocabulary choice and organising that 

vocabulary in exciting ways to enhance communicative adequacy (e.g. On my way to a 

Conditioned Hair Day!; Growing, Growing, Gone!). Particularly noticeable is the 

confidence of these children not just to organise language in novel ways, but to use their 

knowledge of language to generate new words and phrases (e.g. Brooming Big Hair 

Mirror; Scare Dryer). This type of word-play is not in evidence in the responses of the 

status 1 children.    

 

Narrative Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Creative Storytelling 
 

At Sixth Class level the narrative language samples were generated in two ways. The 

first was having the children recount a story read to them during the warm-up phase – 

The King with Dirty Feet  (Pomme Clayton, in Tales for Telling from Around the World).  

The second narrative task was creative storytelling. For this, the children were shown 

pictures from a book called The Mysteries of Harris Burdick (Chris Van Allsburg) – a 

book containing pictures accompanied by the title and the first line of the story going with 

the picture. The children were asked to select one of the pictures and to tell the story as 

they thought it might be. Some of the children opted to collaborate in the creative 

storytelling while others told the story individually. Below are the responses of children to 

two of the pictures in the book – Mr. Linden’s Library, and The Harp.  

 
Mr. Linden’s Library 
‘He had warned her about the book. Now it was too late.’ 
 
A61:3F/A61:4F 

T – Well, I probably think like it was like a haunted book and she probably opened the 
book and something came out and killed her and he warned her like not to open the 

book before he went away. 

(Á – so tell us the story) 

Both children react negatively to this request.  

E – So start the story … and then... 

T – Oh god. 

T – Her husband, he had warned her about the book but now it’s too late. She had 

opened it. She had died … like the book was haunted wasn’t it? Someone came out of 

the book and strangled her while she was reading it and all. 
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(Á asks E to come in here – not showing any inclination to participate in this.) 

E – And when he strangled her she was just lying … and when …when she was just 

lying there and he was just stood …and but now … now it’s too late. I told you not to 

open the book. 

T – What was your last line again? 

E – repeats last line 

T – I told you not to open the book because you knew it was haunted. You knew I didn’t 

want you to open it.  I … I op … your mother opened it once. She’s gone. Now it’s you 

gone and I’m all on my own at the moment. 

(Long pause). 

(Á – is that it?) 

E – Yeah, that’s all we have now. 

 

 

C61:4F 

She might have left the book open and the leaves or something was inside. She fell 

asleep and she never read anymore.  

She left it there when she was sleeping and the light was on.   

(Pause) 

(Á – can you think of any more?) 

Am …  

(Long pause) 

(Á – What do you think might have happened in the end?) 

K – In the end someone might take the book. 

 

 

D62:4F 

Well, this little girl, she likes reading and she's always gone to this library and this old 

man Mr. Linden owns it. And he's good friends with her. And… am he's really good 

friends with her and …am she's read all the ... she said that ... One day, she said ‘Mr. 

Linden, I've read all the books in … am the library, and I …I want to move up a level. I 

want to read a more interesting book.’ And he said, ‘Well, I have one room full of more 

enchanting kind of books.’ And she go ... she went, she went to a corner that's kind of 

… he forbids most people to read the books. They are forbidden.  And she says, ‘I 

wouldn't ...’  She … she picked out this book cos she thought the cover was so … it was 

all very kind of natural. It had all these leaves and bits of flowers and everything. He told 

her not … ‘You're not allowed to read that book, Katherine.’ And she said, ‘Why?’ But he 
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would not tell her. And … am but am … she said, ‘Look, I'll just take this one.’ But she 

really actually took the book she was so interested in it. And when she came home she 

started reading it at night. Halfway through the book she opened the middle page and all 

these kind of ivy started curling out, as if it was growing. But it was so fast … like a 

mile a minute.  And the next thing it choked her. 

 

It is evident again at Sixth Class level that there is a great difference in the way children 

produce narratives. The narrative of the status 2 child is longer, more organised, and 

more coherent than the other narratives. This story follows a typical narrative structure 

more closely than the other stories where structure is minimal. The characters in this 

story are more clearly drawn, as is the relationship between the characters. The 

vocabulary choices made are varied and interesting (e.g. ‘enchanting kind of books’; 

‘they are forbidden’; ‘ivy started curling out’). No intervention or support or 

encouragement was required to complete the story, unlike the other children who 

needed much exhortation to continue and to complete the story. The same comments 

can be made about the second story, The Harp, presented below. 

 

The Harp 

‘So it’s true he thought, it’s really true.’ 

 

C61:3M 

He …he was in bed and he woke up. And he found that his dog was missing. So he 

went to the woods … am to look for his dog. And he didn’t look. And he got caught in 

bushes and all and got filthy. So he went to the stream and he found … am he spotted 

… am a harp and he looked over at it.   

 

D62:4F 

Am it's about this boy and when he was young his grandfather used to tell him stories 

about an enchanted place where you've a magic harp. And … am, he said the father 

used to tell him it was all nonsense. ‘Don't believe any of it.’ But he always thought it 

was true. And when his grandfather died … am he … he … they were like … going to 

the house and he kind of found some clues. And he thought, what if this place were 

really true. So he starts following all the clues and … am he comes to a place behind the 

bookshelf  – a magic secret passage like. He goes in and there's a portal or whatever. 

And he goes through it and there's a magic place with the harp and everything and all 

fairies and pixies. And he meets his grandfather there again.   
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Narrative Language Samples 

Sixth Class 

Story Retelling 

The King with Dirty Feet 

 
Considerably greater confidence is evident in the story retelling by one of the status 1 

children, as can be seen from the samples below. 

 

A61:2F 

It was about a king and he wouldn't wash for a week, then it turned into a year, then a 

month. And then the smell, then one day the … but then one day he got the bad smell 
and he went into the water and he washed himself with the royal soap but when he 
got out his feet got dirty. Went in again and he washed his feet and then when he 
came back out his feet was dirty. And then, and then he went up to the castle and 

then he said (I can't remember his slave's name – a – Gabu) Gabu, and he said, ‘Gabu, I 

want the land rid of dust.’ And then he started sweeping the land. But the dust was going 

into the air causing black clouds. Then he tried water. Then he tried filling the land with 

water but then it just ended up flooding. And then … then he tried … then he covered it 

up with leather, but then, then an old man with a long white beard and a stick said 
how are we supposed to get food cause the land was covered in leather. And 

nothing could be grown. Then the man, then the old man got some scissors. Then 
the old man cut two oval shapes round the King's feet and got two laces out of his 
pocket and made sort of slippers out of them. 
 

A61:4F 

The king was very fussy about his feet getting filthy after he got it washed.  And … am 

he said put a carpet over the whole world, well. And he's … and then a person came and 

he goes, ‘My majesty, ...  am you can't cover the whole world cause no crops or anything 

can grow.’ And then the King, the King just put down … and he cut it with a scissors and  

am the fella got am this piece of kinda leather and put it onto the King's fe.. feet. First the 

king was fu ... furious about it but still after a while then he … he got used to it and 

goes, ‘That was a good idea.’ 
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B61:3M/B612M 

Am he had an awful smell in his feet. And he went into the river to wash 'em. When he 

came out I think there was all dust or something. And then he asked a fella to get rid of it 

or something and then he did. Am so he said if he didn't do it he would kill him.  

 

They put leather down first and then that no plants would grow and all the animals would 

die over it on the grass they have no grass. So a man came and he just made shoes or 

something for him. 

 

D62:1M 

This king, he was going down to a river and he was washing, he was getting 
washed. And then when he stood up on the ground dust went on his feet. So he got one 

of his slaves to get rid of all the dust. So in the end they decided to cover it with 
leather but then this old guy with a long beard came up and he started saying that am 

there'd be no food or water or anything because the plants couldn't grow through 

the leather. So he made him a pair of shoes. He cut off bits of the leather so then 
the whole ground could still grow and his feet wouldn't get dusty. 

 

While the story retelling of the first status 1 child in this sample is quite clear, well-

constructed and elaborate, those of the other two status 1 children are not. They are 

vague, brief, unelaborated, and poorly constructed. The retelling of the status 2 child, 

though brief, is clear, explicit and well-organised such that the gist of the story is very 

clear to the reader without having reference to the actual text of the story. Again, 

features of ‘literate’ language style are more clearly in evidence in the contributions of 

the status 2 children. 

 

It is evident from the oral language samples presented in this chapter that the language 

patterns of status 1 children consistently display fewer features of the ‘literate’ language 

style expected in the school context. In terms of presentation of ideas, taking a stance, 

and structure of text, their talk is more vague, lacking in confidence, shows less 

awareness of the needs of the listener, and is more disorganised and lacking in 

elaboration than is the case in the talk of the status 2 children. 
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Findings 
 

Focus Group Discussions – Children 

 
As outlined previously, focus group discussions were undertaken with the children in 

Third and Sixth Classes as a means of triangulating the data in this study. The purpose 

of the discussions was to get an insight into: 

  

 children’s awareness of language in the school context, their  

 perceptions of language variation in school, and their  

 experiences of language (oral and literate) in an in-school and an out-of-

school context.   

 

The discussions followed a semi-structured format where the children’s views and 

perceptions were solicited on: 

  

 Talk as a Learning Medium 

 Talking Time in the Classroom 

 Talking Style in School 

 Teacher Talk 

 Experiences of Literacy  

 

Findings from both Third and Sixth Class children were remarkably similar and will be 

presented together under the headings outlined above. Excerpts from the children’s 

contributions appear in italics. 

 

Children Focus Group Discussions: Talk as a Learning Medium 
 
Children in all schools associated talking with illicit, covert, undercover behaviour, which 

takes place without permission, and is not at all associated with learning or ‘work’ or the 

business of school. Children’s responses to the question of when they talk in school, all 

indicated a perception of talk as something done outside of the formal context of 

schooling – before school, at break time, when the teacher leaves the classroom, when 

the teacher is talking to someone who comes into the classroom, when the subject is 

difficult/boring, out in the yard, at home-time, in the morning. 
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One child says that they talk in every subject pretty much, naming a long list of subjects 

and finishing off with ‘novel’. Another child intervenes indignantly saying No, we don't 

talk through novel - we love novel!! (i.e. one only talks in school for light relief during 

those subjects that are dull and boring!!!). Another child sums up the prevailing attitude 

in relation to the role of talk in school saying We’re not really meant to talk in school. 

Asked when you talk if the teacher is in the classroom, another child responded We 

never talk.    

 

The status 1 children appear to have a very poor understanding of talk as a legitimate 

and educationally valuable exercise. Having clarified the difference between informal 

chatting in the classroom and more organised legitimate talking experiences, the 

children found it difficult to identify examples of times when formal, organised, legitimate 

talking activities or opportunities for learning through talk presented in the context of the 

classroom. These children seemed to have absolutely no concept of such activities. 

When asked to identify times in the classroom when the teacher would ask them to talk 

as part of the learning that is going on, children suggested If you're asking the teacher 

can you go to the toilet, when you are reading aloud, when you are doing Irish, when you 

are saying the answer in maths, when you are answering questions, when you are doing 

phonics activities. Some children identified talking activities where one person would talk 

and everyone else would listen – e.g. soapbox talk on a topic, answering questions in a 

quiz. Formal talking activities with one another as an important learning strategy were 

not perceived to take place. Status 2 children were clearer in relation to this, citing the 

following examples of legitimate talking activities for learning in the classroom context: 

when you are talking about a topic, when you are doing chatterbox activities, when you 

are doing drama, when you are doing creative activities, when you ask each other 

questions. 

 

Children’s perceptions of the importance of talk were revealing also. The question was 

posed as follows: Talking, and reading and writing are all very important – would you say 

that one is more important than the other. A clear difference between status 1 and status 

2 children emerged here. While all children agreed that talking is important – about 

300% (!!!) –  children in disadvantaged schools almost all thought that reading and 

writing are more important. The importance of literacy skills was linked directly to 

employment – you can’t get a job if you can’t read and write. One status 1 child argued 

that talking is more important because you can’t read if you can’t talk, linking the 

importance of talk directly to the acquisition of literacy skills. Status 2 children, on the 
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other hand, all think that talking is very important and variously suggested that it is either 

more important than or equally important to the acquisition of literacy skills. 

 

Children Focus Group Discussions: Talking Time in the Classroom 
 

In relation to time spent talking in the classroom, all children in Sixth Class and some of 

the Third Class children expressed the view that they spend more time on reading and 

writing activities than on talking activities in the classroom – a lot more. The majority of 

children declared that they prefer to talk than to read and write in school. They preferred 

to do talking activities because they are fun and creative and you are able to come up 

with whatever you want, because your hand doesn’t get sore, because you can sit with 

friends during these activities, because when you are talking you are not doing ‘work’, 

because you don't have to do homework while you're talking, because it hurts your 

hands when you have to write loads, because you get to hear the news people have, 

you get more crack, it's enjoyable instead of doing work. Despite this expression of 

preference for talking, however, the overall perception was that more time was spent on 

reading and writing in school than on talking. 

 

Children Focus Group Discussions: Talking Style in School 
 

The following question was posed in order to elicit children’s level of awareness and 

perceptions of variation in talking style in the school context: 

 

Do you think the way you talk in school is different to the way you talk outside of school? 

 

From their responses it is abundantly clear that children are acutely aware (particularly in 

disadvantaged schools) that they need to change their language style quite significantly 

in the school context. When asked if they thought how they speak in school is different to 

how they speak outside of school, all status 1 children readily agreed that it was – both 

in Third and in Sixth class. Focus groups in these schools at both class levels 

immediately responded yeah or definitely in unison to this question. Encouraged to 

articulate how they think their talk is different in the school context compared to outside 

of school, the following views were offered by Third Class children: 

We talk better at school 

You kinda talk pure posh in school 

I'm talking pure posh in school like (using high-pitched tone) 
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(and what does talking posh mean?) 

You have a posh voice 

You go like this – (puts on accent) 

Sometimes at school we talk like tinkers and (principal) corrects us and says ‘talk 

properly’ 

(what do you think (principal) means when (principal) says ‘talk properly’?)  

Don't talk pure tinkers, just talk normal. 

 

The views of Sixth Class children in relation to how they think their talk is different in the 

school context compared to outside of school as presented by the children include the 

following: 

You have to pay more respect 

You have to watch your mouth like ... (teacher would) get mad at you  

You have to watch what you say in case it may get you in trouble 

You couldn't curse, you know you couldn't say stuff like that's bad words like 

You kind of calm down your voice 

You wouldn't be as loud, or you wouldn't be shouting or you wouldn't talk as fast 

It changes when we are outside school 

When you are in like there is barely any air like and when you go out then it's full of it 

Your voice changes because you have more energy out in the yard 

When you get into a fight your voice changes – (indicated that this is more likely to 

happen at home) 

At home you'd be roaring 

Your voice is quieter because you can't roar like because it's a rule of the class 

When you go out to the yard, you leave out all your energy out there and when you go 

back into school you're all right 

 

Fundamentally these children were suggesting that they talk less, they talk more quietly, 

more politely, and they talk more slowly and respectfully when they are in the classroom 

context. They use the terms ‘knacker-talk’, ‘tinker talk’, and ‘normal’ talk to describe talk 

in the out-of-school context as compared with ‘talking posh’ in an in-school context.   

 

Focusing on talk in an out-of-school context to enable the children to articulate the 

perceived differences in talking style more effectively, the children responded to the 

question How is talking outside of school different to talking in school? – in the following 

ways:  
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I don't talk posh at home 

Same with me 
I talk more at home (all agree – except one who says I don't talk at home) 

You can talk all you like at home 

Cos you're learning inside school and you're not learning at home 

Yeah because you can do more cos you're not allowed talk when you're doing your work 

Use different words at home (can you give me an example) curses 

Some of the Sixth Class children indicated that they don’t talk a lot at home. 

We don't talk at home 

I never talk – I'm always up in my room 

I don't really talk – I'm sitting, watching telly, or on my bike 

Sometimes I don't talk at home at all 

 

Children recognised that when talking out of school they could talk about what they liked, 

when they liked in any way they liked, to whom they liked, and for as long as they liked. 

Many children indicated that they don’t talk a lot at home. Many children identified 

shouting and fighting as ways that talking at home are different to talking at school. 

Children indicated that they talk to mothers, parents, siblings, grandparents, family, 

friends at home. Girls identified their mother as the person they talk most to at home, 

and boys identified friends as the people they talk most to at home. 

 

Responses from status 2 children to these questions were somewhat different to those 

presented above.   

 

Do you think the way you talk in school is different to the way you talk outside of school? 

 

Third Class 

Not really because you talk different I'm not really sure – you talk about the stuff in 

school at home and the stuff at home in school 

Like you wouldn't be complaining if you put too much sauce in your dinner or such and 

such – you don't complain as much in school 

It's like talking in school and outside because you talk different ways – like when you're 

outside you shout and you would you'd call people names whereas inside you'd be not 

trying to run around and being careful about stuff, keeping your mouth shut 
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Sixth Class 

Different  

In some contexts, I suppose, the same. If we're talking about ... like sometimes we just 

start talking about something that's happening 

If the teacher is out of the room or something. But if we're answering questions I 

suppose it would be different really. (How?) Well like you only want to give the answer.  

You're not exactly going to have a chat   

It would be a bit the same because sometimes when you get home your parents or your 

sister they ask you like what did you do at school and stuff like that and then you have to 

get into the whole school thing 

But you are more relaxed, you'd be more chatty with your parents and your family and 

your friends than you would be with your teacher 

(how do you change how you talk?) 

You talk more slowly and properly about different subjects 

Use more slang language when you are talking to your friends 

Talk to your teacher is more respectable  

When you're talking to the teachers at school you have to be kinda you have to 

pronounce your words and be respectful. When you're talking to your friends at school 

you don't have to do that 

But then when you're at home talking to your parents if they kinda if you say something 

but you mean another thing they kinda know what you're trying to say 

They'd understand you but they'd still correct you again 

Only have to speak properly at home when there are visitors 

Difference in what you talk about at home 

You talk about whatever you are told to talk about in school … you talk about anything at 

home 

 

While these children identify the differences in the content of their talk (you talk about 

whatever you are told to talk about in school … you talk about anything at home), and 

the level of formality of their talk (but you are more relaxed, you'd be more chatty with 

your parents and your family and your friends than you would be with your teacher; you 

talk more slowly and properly about different subjects), and the degree of respect in 

their talk (when you're talking to the teachers at school you have to be kinda you have to 

pronounce your words and be respectful. When you're talking to your friends at school 

you don't have to do that) in the school context, they can readily identify situations where 

these language styles cross over the home-school boundary, e.g.  

 



From Difference to Disadvantage                                                                 Á. Cregan 

 151

 It would be a bit the same because sometimes when you get home your parents 

or your sister, they ask you like what did you do at school and stuff like that and 

then you have to get into the whole school thing 

           You talk about the stuff in school at home and the stuff at home in school 

 

 They'd (parents) understand you but they'd still correct you again 

 

 Only have to speak properly at home when there are visitors 

 

And one child very accurately articulated the formal/informal variation in talking style 

evident in the home-school comparison saying But then when you're at home talking to 

your parents if they kinda, if you say something but you mean another thing, they kinda 

know what you're trying to say. The comfort of being understood and communicating 

effectively in a context where you don’t need to articulate everything explicitly, coherently 

and in an organised fashion is evident to this child. Compare these responses with those 

of some children in status 1 schools for whom there appears to be little comparison 

between the content, formality and style of talk in school and that at home, e.g.  

 

What do you talk about in school that you don't talk about at home?  

 Maths, work 

     The work goes out of your head at home  

     Don't talk about work at home at all  

    Cos you're learning inside school and you're not learning at home 

          We don't talk at home 

 
 I don't talk posh at home   

     At home you'd be roaring 

 

 Use different words at home (can you give me an example) curses.  

    You couldn't curse, you know you couldn't say stuff like that's bad words like 

 

 

Children Focus Group Discussions: Teacher Talk 

 
When the children were asked the question Do you think how your teacher talks is 

different compared to your talk? they responded as follows: 
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(Children often changed pitch and tone of voice when demonstrating how teacher talk is 

different). 

 

Yeah – ‘Nicely’ (in a high-pitched, hoity-toity tone) 

Yeah, she doesn’t talk in a knacker voice, does she? No, she has a quiet, sweet voice 

She talks quiet and gentle 

Talks nicer 

She talks more properly like she's got elocution lessons 

(what does talking properly mean) 

Try and pronounce your words more 

Don't be going down and talking into your chest 

The way she speaks … She speaks different to us 

We speak different to her and she speaks different to us 

She has a different voice 

(how is her voice different?) 

I think she's from a different country 

(Others agree) – Probably, I'd say probably 

She was born from a different family 

 
All children were very much of the view that teachers’ talk is different to the way that they 

talk. In the case of status 1 children, that difference was perceived to be much greater, 

e.g. She doesn’t talk in a knacker voice; We speak different to her and she speaks 

different to us; I think our teacher is from a different country; She was born from a 

different family. While status 2 children perceive teacher talk to be different from theirs, 

e.g. Teacher has a different accent, talks about things that happened in the ’50s, very 

much different – boring, shouts at us, they also recognise that in an out-of-school 

context there are similarities between teacher talk and how they talk, e.g. maybe not at 

home but in school, yeah, and probably talks about the same things at home.  

 
All children readily agreed that teacher decides who should talk in the classroom, what 

they should talk about, how long they should talk for, and who they should talk to. It was 

agreed that when they talk for legitimate learning purposes it is mainly with the teacher. 

There was agreement all round also that teacher talks most in the classroom, talks about 

different stuff, she talks about homework and maths and we talk about different stuff - we 

talk about boys, and  whenever the teacher is explaining she puts on a different voice.   
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Children Focus Group Discussions: Literacy Activities 

 
The questions in relation to literacy activities sought to establish children’s perceptions of 

their reading and writing ability, their feelings about/attitude to reading and writing, and 

their experiences of reading and writing both in and out of school.   

 

Children’s perceptions of their reading and writing ability 

 

Status 1 children were not particularly confident in relation to their ability to read and 

write. They used terms such as OK, all right, getting better, improving to describe their 

ability to read and write. These children generally felt that their parents were happier with 

their reading ability than their teachers. This was reflected in the animation with which 

they described their parents’ feelings about their ability. One child said that her mother 

was happy with how her reading was improving but (teacher) …always lets you down. 

She says: ‘that writing is horrible!’ Some status 1 children said they found reading hard. 

Other children indicated that they found writing hard. Almost none of the status 1 

children indicated that they liked reading and writing. 

 

By contrast status 2 children have a much more positive perception of their reading 

ability – they all think they are good at reading and writing, and all without exception 

indicated that they like reading. 

 

Reading and writing at home 

 
All children indicated that they like reading and writing better at home because they can 

read what they like, as much of it as they like, they don’t need to write if they don’t want 

to. One child indicated that the books at home are better because they are just one 

story, which is more interesting than books at school which have lots of stories in them. 

There was very little evidence of writing at home from children in disadvantaged schools. 

Status 2 children indicated that they write at home using e-mail, texting, and on the 

computer. All of these children have computer, internet, e-mail at home and suggested 

that they preferred writing at home because often it involves using shorthand. 
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Books at home 

 

While most status 1 children responded positively to the question Have you books at 

home? some said I don’t know, or no, or I don’t like books. One child said he had five, 

another said thousands, while another said he had to burn some he had so many! 

Despite this declaration, when pushed to identify favourite authors or titles of interesting 

books, children in disadvantaged schools were completely at a loss to name them, other 

than novels being read at school. They suggested that they mainly read newspapers, 

magazines, or sports books at home. It was evident that almost no reading takes place 

at home for the majority of these children. 

 

The vast majority of children in disadvantaged schools never get books as presents for 

birthdays, or Christmas. None of the Sixth Class children got books or book tokens as 

gifts or for their confirmation and indicated that they would not use any of their money to 

purchase a book. When asked where the books at home come from children answered  

Sometimes you might win a book and one child knew a book delivery person who gave 

some books. Most children couldn't name a family member who would buy a book for 

them other than their mother and then only on rare occasions. It was clear that many of 

the children would neither value nor appreciate a gift of a book or a book token.  

However, this would not be true of all status 1 children. One status 1 child in Third Class 

indicated that he reads a lot at home, gets books regularly as presents, and prefers to 

read at home because he can read long books with more than 100 pages!!  

 

Status 2 children by contrast all indicated that they read at home as well as in school 

and like reading because in reading you get to go to a different world pretty much 

like if you're reading a star wars book you could be in a different galaxy or something. 
All have many books at home. When asked to describe their bedrooms at home the 

majority of these children mentioned books and bookshelves and relatively few 

mentioned technology such as TV or playstations. This contrasts radically with the status 

1 children, only two of whom included a reference to books in the bedroom, but all of 

whom mentioned technology in their bedrooms. The status 2 children all say that they 

enjoy reading very much. All get presents of books and book tokens at Christmas and 

birthdays. Sixth Class children got book tokens for confirmation and bought books and 

read them. 

 

Many children (both status 1 and status 2) see their parents reading at home – books, 

newspapers, magazines. Children variously described parents reading mainly in bed, or 
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on holidays. One child suggested that his mother only liked to read thin books!! Children 

seldom talked to their parents about what they are reading although one status 1 child 

indicated that her mother pays her a fiver to tell her about the book she is reading in 

school. This status 1 child produced quite good narratives in that task and was also good 

on the word definition task. 

 

It is clear that there are considerable differences in relation to children’s exposure to, 

appreciation of, enjoyment of literature and engagement with literacy activities in an out-

of-school context. It is clear also that children’s perceptions of their literacy abilities are 

very different across status 1 and status 2 schools in this study – the latter having far 

more positive attitudes in relation to their abilities than the former. 

 

 

 

Focus Group Discussions – Teachers 

 
In each of the four participating schools, one afternoon was devoted to a discussion with 

the teachers. In most cases focus group teachers were those from whose classes 

children had been randomly selected for the study. In some, where it was not possible 

for these teachers to be released for the discussion, other teachers who were available 

participated in the discussion. In all cases teachers involved spanned the range of 

classes from infants, through middle classes to senior classes, so that a representative 

view of teaching all age groups could be generated. The purpose of these discussions 

was to get a teacher perspective on language experience in the school context.   

 

Given recent major curricular changes in terms of emphasis on developing oral language 

skills at all levels in Irish primary schools – the introduction of a revised curriculum in 

English (1999) which champions the centrality of oracy, in-service education in English, 

the review of the revised English curriculum (2005), as well as other national policy 

reports and research initiatives which address questions of language and literacy 

development in Ireland, and in particular in the case of children in disadvantaged 

schools in Ireland (e.g. DES, 2005; Eivers et al, 2004; Eivers et al. 2005), it was critical 

that the experiences and practice of teachers would be documented and factored into 

the discussion. As with the children, teacher focus group discussions followed a semi-

structured format focusing broadly on eliciting teacher perspectives and insights in 

relation to the following: 
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 Perceptions of the importance of oral language, with reference to children’s oral 
language abilities 

 Pedagogic responses to perceived oral language needs  

 Awareness of variation of language patterns in the school context 

 Opinions on the newly introduced Revised English Curriculum and the 

accompanying in-service education and planning strategies in the school 

 Home-school links 

 Children’s literacy skills 

 

Findings from teachers in status 1 schools will be presented first. 

 

 

Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Importance of Oral Language in the 

Classroom 

 
All of the teachers in the status 1 schools readily agreed that oral language is a very 

important aspect of what goes on in the classroom. While all teachers were in 

agreement in relation to its importance in the infant classroom – one senior class teacher 

expressed the view that oral work was of most importance in the infant classroom – its 

importance beyond the early stages of schooling was identified predominantly in terms 

of its contribution to the development of children’s literacy skills. Oral language was 

viewed as important by many of the teachers because it is the basis of writing and 

reading. This view was expressed again and again. Oral language was firmly seen as a 

stepping-stone to developing reading and writing skills (e.g. oral language is very 

important because if they can't speak and they haven't got the language they cannot 

read. They need it orally before they can read it). This was the only value of oral 

language articulated by teachers. 

 

When asked to comment on the oral language abilities of the children in general, teacher 

responses were quite negative. All teachers have a perception of children’s language 

skills as being very poor due to their disadvantaged backgrounds. This perception 

extends to the general ability of the children, which is often represented as weak. The 

general perception of children’s oral language skills was that they are poor, very weak, 

oral abilities are low. Very few of the children were characterised as having good 

language skills and no children were perceived as having very good language skills. 
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Poor language skills are manifested in poor knowledge of language, limited vocabulary, 

inadequate vocabulary, children lacking vocabulary, taking a while to express 

themselves. Poor listening skills, lack of ability to co-operate with one another, and poor 

knowledge of language structures were suggested also as signs of children’s weak 

language skills. The out-of-school experiences of talk were cited by all teachers as the 

major reason for the children’s poor language skills Many children are not spoken to at 

home – all they hear is ‘go away’, ‘shut up’, ‘sit down’, ‘be quiet’; at home it’s shouting, 

one word sentences, 'no', 'you'; children don't have much practice speaking orally at 

home; Not being listened to at home enough; When children are going home many 

parents don't talk to them – they are rushing off to somewhere else. Children at home 

are told to shut up and watch television. One teacher suspects that the mother is talking 

to someone and the child tries to get attention but is fobbed off quickly with a short 

response and mother continues what she is doing – child is not getting much attention 

and not getting a chance to say a big long story of what happened in school. Lack of 

parental education was cited as a factor in the poor language experiences of many 

children at home. In one of the schools, all the teachers agreed that the majority of the 

children in the school don't come from homes where they have parents who listen to 

them and talk to them and provide them with the kind of support that would facilitate 

success in school. 

 

Children whose language skills are better (none of the children was described as having 

very good language skills) were those from supportive backgrounds, characterised as 

stable, where parents are interested and stimulate children, broaden their experiences, 

talk to and listen to the children, support them in relation to the work of the school, and 

supervise homework. Children from these backgrounds are described as brighter than 

other children. The perception of the general ability of the children in these schools is 

that it is behind where it would be if they were reared in a middle-class context because 

of lack of opportunity – teachers agreed that the priorities for these parents are different 

They're not as able because they don't get the same opportunity – if these children were 

compared with children in a similar class in a middle-class school they would be way 

behind – lots of important development takes place before the child starts school – that's 

all happened before they even come to school so they've missed out already; not as 

able when they start school because they haven't had the same opportunities – they are 

world's apart! And another teacher believes their general ability is weaker because they 

are not surrounded by as many books or newspapers – 80% would have no experience 

of books.   
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Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Pedagogic Responses 

 
Teachers were asked to identify how they taught oral language in their classes.  In 

general, teachers appeared reluctant to respond to this question and largely were very 

vague in relation to what they do to develop oral language in the classroom. While all 

teachers are clear that oral work is done in the classroom, pin-pointing exactly the form 

that oral language development takes was less clear. This vagueness is mirrored in the 

children’s inability to give clear examples of formal talking activities done in class.  In all 

of these schools teachers indicated that they do not have formal, dedicated oral 

language time but approach oral language development through other subjects (such as 

English reading or SPHE) or use it as a precursor/preparatory work in other subjects 

(such as creative writing).  Teachers of infant classes cited circle time news and 

integrating oral language into story time as approaches to oral language used.  In some 

cases oral language work takes the form of phonics lessons. Teachers source their 

ideas for oral language development from the published English Language Schemes, 

topics of interest to the children, and material for developing writing skills. 

 

Difficulties in having formal, dedicated, targeted, focused time for oral language 

development in the classroom would seem to arise from a number of different sources. 

Teachers in general in these schools are extremely concerned with the development of 

children’s literacy skills, and appear to work more towards the development of these 

than developing oral language skills, perceiving oral language development as a means 

to an end but not necessarily equally important, or meriting an equal amount of time.    

Behavioural problems in classrooms in disadvantaged contexts make control of 

paramount importance.  One teacher remarked that literacy activities are much easier 

because during these lessons they are quieter.  Another teacher defined children with 

good language skills as those who are good to listen to the teacher (mentioned twice) 

when teacher is talking - they wouldn’t be out of control.     Maintaining control is very 

important in these classrooms and dealing with significant behavioural problems in a 

classroom makes it very difficult to manage large numbers of children engaged in talking 

activities.  Teachers repeatedly expressed frustration with children’s inability to wait for, 

respect or listen to one another, as well as children taking a long time to express 

themselves and get to the point as factors which make engaging in talking activities 
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prohibitively difficult.  One child, however, felt she had the solution to this problem, when 

asked -   

 If you were the teacher in your classroom, is there anything you would change about 

talking in your classroom? she replied indignantly:  

Yeah, I would let them talk actually, and whenever the principal comes just say we are 

doing work! 

Teachers also suggested that children are often not interested in talking despite trying to 

engage them in topics of interest – even though the children in the focus group 

discussions all expressed a preference for talking rather than reading or writing in 

school. Perhaps, teachers are picking up on children’s lack of awareness of the learning 

potential of talking activities (clearly evident in the children’s contributions to the focus 

group discussions) and therefore children may not value such activities to the same 

extent as they value writing and reading activities in the process of learning. Dealing with 

the challenge of multi-class teaching was also perceived as a huge difficulty. Attempting 

to engage a large number of children with widely varying age profiles in talk activities in 

the classroom context was thought to be nearly impossible, especially without the 

assistance of classroom aides.   

 

Teacher Focus Group Discussions: Variation in Language Style 

 
Do you think the way the children use language in school is different to how they use 

language outside of school? 

 

When prompted, all teachers agree that there are school expectations for language use 

that are different from language use in an out-of-school context. One teacher referred to 

this as school language. All agree, on reflection, that children change how they use 

language in the school context for this reason. Many teachers paused to reflect when 

asked this question and their initial response in many cases was that children don’t in 

fact change how they use language when in school. This is in stark contrast to the 

response of the children who unanimously and spontaneously in every case responded 

with an emphatic ‘Yes’ to this question. Clearly, since they are the people making the 

major register shift, they are more aware of it. Though perhaps not initially, all teachers 

on reflection demonstrated an awareness of how the children have to change register to 

engage in classroom activities and many gave excellent examples of expectations in 

relation to school language use.  
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One teacher suggested that children use more street language outside school, 

describing their out-of-school language as so fluent they're almost rapping. A child 

described as reticent to talk in class could be heard giving lip in the yard at playtime, 

suggesting greater confidence in interacting with peers outside the classroom context. 

Another teacher suggests that they probably use less bad language in school than they 

would at home. 

Asked to elaborate on expectations of what school language involves, one senior class 

teacher suggested that in school when they talk, the more interesting they make their 

sentences the better they are; whereas when they are with their friends at home it's the 

cooler you are and the cooler your language is, and they won't use any descriptive 

words because they would be laughed at. Getting attention at home to speak wouldn't 

involve the use of the same kind of language. When children are at home language use 

is much more to the point, just say what they want, not elaborated. Another teacher 

expressed the view that the oral language we do with them in school is different to the 

oral language they're hearing at home because the language they're hearing at home is 

monosyllabic. Most of the parents lack further education and therefore don't have the 

language skills. Another teacher characterises school language as flowery language but 

some children are more adept at doing this than others. Such children are described as 

coming from backgrounds where they are listened to and talked to.   

 

In general, infant teachers were of the view that there was no difference in language use 

between home and school but some teachers suggested that they acquire school 

language as they go on; they know the things that are accepted in school. Teachers in 

the boys’ only school, while acknowledging the existence of school language, were not 

convinced that the children change how they use language in the school context – they 

use less bad language in school but talk to their friends the same way: because children 

are surrounded by 'their own' they don't feel the need to change how they talk in the 

school context. Teachers in this school noted that when these children get angry they 

revert back to how they talk at home. Teachers in this school indicated that there was 

more evidence of change of language use when the children attend out-of-school 

functions, such as playing away-matches, where they would encounter children from 

other schools – when they go to the posher schools children say ‘I'm not going over 

there, I'm not talking to them, they would be only laughing at me’! In these contexts 

teachers feel that children are very aware that how they use language is different from 

others. Interestingly, in the children focus group discussions the boys in this school, 

while aware of the existence of differences between talk in school and out of school, 

were less well able to articulate these differences in language style than other children. 
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This may be a function of gender where the degree of change is not as great for boys as 

it is for girls, or it may reflect the fact that boys are not as aware of, or as able to 

articulate, the differences as much as or as well as girls. 

 

 

Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Revised Curriculum 
 

The teachers were asked to comment on the recently introduced Revised English 

Curriculum. A major shift from the previous iteration of the primary school curriculum in 

Ireland evident in the revised curriculum is that oral language is seen as central in the 

experience of the child throughout primary school. In the English curriculum, oral 

language is represented as having equal importance as reading and writing at all levels 

of the primary school (Primary School Curriculum, English, 1999, p.3). The focus at this 

stage of the discussion was to elicit teachers’ views on this shift and to ascertain the 

extent to which they find the curriculum as it is now presented supportive in their day-to-

day work.   

 

Teachers were all au fait with the revised curriculum but many admitted to having 

grappled with it or spent a lot of time trying to figure out the curriculum and found it 

impossible, while some never look at it. All of the teachers agreed that the increased 

emphasis on oral language in the curriculum is both necessary and desirable. Teachers 

generally agreed that the revised curriculum is better than it was before revision. 

However, many of the teachers expressed the view that the curriculum as presented is 

difficult to follow, too wordy; uses ‘big language’, and some teachers found it generally 

unhelpful and detached from the reality of the classroom; and not really connected to 

work done in the classroom – whatever comes up often comes up spontaneously and 

can’t be planned for. All of the teachers expressed the view that the English curriculum is 

too broad, and many felt that the objectives are unrealistic for many children, or too 

ambitious, particularly for children in disadvantaged schools. This view was expressed 

particularly strongly by teachers of infant classes. Teachers in a multi-class, 

disadvantaged context indicated that the curriculum is not an easy thing to implement in 

the classroom – because of the multi-class challenges. Particular challenges for these 

contexts cited include: different levels; too many children; not enough help. In one 

school, teachers expressed the view that the curriculum does not adequately cater for 

the needs of disadvantage.   
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Not all of the teachers were aware of the recent decision by the National Council for 

Curriculum and Assessment to switch the framework of the English curriculum as 

originally presented by flipping the strands and strand units, but where they were aware 

of this change, teachers were supportive of it and felt that it made it easier to plan 

following the curriculum. 

 

In one school, none of the teachers had attended the in-service programme 

accompanying the introduction of the revised curriculum. In another school, only one 

teacher had attended but couldn’t remember it very well, recalling only that an awful lot  

was just thrown at us and I'm only getting my head around it now. In a third school all of 

the teachers had attended the in-service programme and while they found it good, it 

didn't focus at all on disadvantage, which they felt it should have done.   

 

Teachers were asked about their school plan for English, a requirement by the 

Department of Education and Science. All of the schools reported having a plan as 

required. However, many of the teachers had not been involved in devising the plan, and 

many of the teachers have never seen the plan developed for their school. Some of 

these teachers, particularly the younger teachers, indicated that they rely on the 

curriculum when generating their own classroom schemes for English, using the 

objectives to identify course content. Other teachers, responding to a question about the 

connection between the school plan and classroom planning for English, indicated that 

they don’t follow it literally.   

 
 

Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Literacy 

 
Teachers were asked to comment on the literacy skills of the children in their schools 

and to indicate their perceptions of children’s out-of-school literacy experiences. Again, 

as with the children’s oral language skills and experiences, teachers’ views were quite 

negative in relation to these questions (e.g. there are particular problems with literacy in 

this type of school). All agreed that many of the children experienced literacy difficulties 

in school, and in particular literacy was most problematic for weaker students. Teachers 

commented also that as children move up along the school, the gap widens and they 

experience failure early on and for a long time. This was attributed to the fact that most 

children are not read to at home – they don’t know the fairytales when they come into 

school; they don’t have a love of reading instilled in them at home – reading becomes 
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part of what goes on in school because that’s the only time they ever do it; I don’t think 

there are many books at home – all I ever hear about is playstation and games (all 

teachers in the discussion agreed with this view as expressed by an infant teacher, for 

all levels of the school). Teachers generally were of the opinion that most of the parents 

would not read very much.   

Another factor that contributes to children’s reading difficulties identified by teachers was 

that children are starting school too early; being pushed to achieve things before they 

are ready; children are coming into school in the middle of the school year when they 

turn four years of age. Parents are thought to send children to school at an early age 

because it’s longer than pre-school and parents are not in favour of children repeating a 

class in school if they are not progressing because they think it is more important for 

children to stay with their friends than that they would get the benefit of the extra year to 

consolidate learning where that is needed.   

 

Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Home-School Contact 

 
Given the crucial importance of the home in the development of oral and literacy skills 

necessary for success in school as perceived by teachers, it was important to establish 

the nature and extent of teacher-parent liaison in relation to these developments 

throughout the child’s experience in the primary school. For this reason, teachers were 

asked about home-school contact practices and policies in their schools.   

 

In all schools it was identified that contact with parents is most frequent at infant level 

where informal contact occurs daily as parents drop and collect children, but diminishes 

considerably as children move up along the school. The main form of formal contact with 

parents in relation to children’s learning in school takes place during the parent-teacher 

meetings, which are held either once or twice yearly in each of the schools, and where 

again there is a higher attendance by parents of younger children than those of older 

children. Teachers go to great lengths to encourage parents to attend these meetings, 

with varying degrees of success. In the rural disadvantaged school, incidental 

encounters with parents may occur from time to time, but these are unplanned, sporadic 

and informal.   

 

Teachers indicated that very few parents approach them to talk about the academic 

progress of their child or about what the teacher is doing in the classroom, or about the 

curriculum. On those occasions where a parent makes contact with a teacher, the issues 
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discussed are generally social or behavioural, rather than queries about a child’s 

learning. Teachers expressed the view that parents are not particularly involved in their 

children’s learning, having concern where they are concerned, only with children’s 

written homework. All teachers agreed that parents are concerned for and interested in 

their children’s success in school, but many can’t sustain interest due to unrest or 

difficult circumstances at home, or because parents may feel ill-equipped to help their 

children academically. The younger age profile of the parents, the prevalence of single-

parent families, and different priorities for parents were cited as reasons for poor 

parental support for children’s learning – children are often missing books but always 

have new pencil cases, nice communion dresses; money is being spent the wrong way, 

prioritising different things. 

 

Teachers expressed the opinion that many parents don’t share equal responsibility with 

the teacher for the education of their children, as teachers feel they should. They agreed 

that with support from the school, parents would be in a better position to take more 

responsibility. However, while all teachers felt that it is important to reach out more to 

parents in relation to children’s learning in the classroom, many difficulties were 

identified in actually implementing this ideal. Many examples of home-school projects 

were cited in each school, all of which had very positive results in terms of supporting 

children’s learning at home, but all of which involved huge time and effort on the part of 

the school, and most of which were unable to sustain parental involvement in the long 

term. 

 

Teacher Focus Group Discussion: Status 2 School Responses 

 
The responses of the teachers in the status 2 school to the issues considered above 

were somewhat different to those represented by the teachers in the status 1 schools. 

As with the teachers in the status 1 schools, these teachers readily acknowledged the 

vital importance of oral language for children, and while appropriately situating the 

importance of oral language in terms of its contribution to the development of literacy 

skills, also identified oral language development as important in its own right for the 

development of the children. There was unanimous agreement among these teachers 

that the oral language skills of the children were outstanding. Because of this it was 

thought that oral language development for these children may be less important than 

developing literacy skills. However, all teachers reported having focused, targeted time 

for the development of the children’s oral abilities (70% of language time is oral in infant 
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classes, 50% in middle-classes. In senior classes more time is devoted to developing 

literacy skills but discrete oral language time is also factored into children’s school 

experience). Developing children’s oral language skills in this context was described as 

the icing on the cake.  

 

These teachers characterised the children’s talk as quite formal in both the school 

context and the out-of-school context and were aware of the demands that school 

expectations for language use place on children – in the classroom it would be textbook 

stuff but at home it would be communicating in the language of the TV, the 

Americanisation of our children. You know in a comprehension type question in school, 

where in reality we would say yes, no in real life, but in school you must … full sentence 

please … you know they're able to do that. But naturally they are able to do that. 

The general feeling was that these children speak very well even outside school in terms 

of the words that they choose to use. They speak very well in school and still carry that 

outside school – they may speak in their own peer group language but if you were a 

stranger standing beside them you would be impressed by the way they speak and the 

language they use. One of these teachers who had previously taught in a disadvantaged 

setting reflected on how surprisingly well status 1 children are able to express 

themselves – with fluency and confidence – in an out-of-school context, but suggested 

that the language used by such children would be predominantly slang words and music 

terms. Teachers suggested that in the case of these status 2 children while the children 

have to use a more descriptive type of language in the school they don't need to change 

style as much as other children might.  

 

As with the teachers in the status 1 schools, these teachers find the curriculum very 

broad and too wordy and indicated that the main problem with curriculum is the way it is 

presented. One of the teachers suggested that she would not use the curriculum book to 

inform teaching. Another teacher considered that the curriculum makes what you are 

doing anyway appear unwieldy. There was wide agreement that the flipping of the 

strands and strand units in the English curriculum was a better approach. All of the 

teachers were aware of the school plan for English, were involved in its development 

and ongoing review, and all followed and consulted it regularly. Sources of ideas for oral 

language planning included published materials, which are particularly targeted at oral 

language development, as well as other language materials in use in the school. 

Teachers were very clear on specific oral activities undertaken in the classrooms as 

distinct from oral activities that arise as a consequence of teaching other subject areas.  
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All of these teachers participated in the in-service programme for English and found it 

very helpful. 

 

Teachers indicated that parents in this school regularly read to children, take them on 

trips and broaden their experiences, talk to children, listen to children – that the general 

lifestyle of children involves a broad range of experiences. A majority of children are 

exposed to lots of books and reading outside of school and enjoy reading. The children 

experience parents reading at home. The children have access to reference books at 

home and bring them into school at appropriate times. A majority of children have 

access to internet at home and are familiar and comfortable with exploring websites for 

reference. The general feeling was that there is excellent home support for the 

development of children’s oral and literacy skills.  

 

Parental contact practices resembled those reported in the status 1 schools insofar as 

contact is greater at infant level and less as the children get older. Formal teacher-parent 

contact takes the form of parent-teacher meetings on a once yearly basis. Incidental 

meetings may take place also as reported in some status 1 schools. Where informal 

contact occurs, the focus is on procedural and social issues and less on academic 

performance of the children, apart from the fact that if children have missed out on work 

done in class, for whatever reason, these parents are very anxious to make sure that it is 

made up so that the child does not fall behind.  

 

Outreach practices to parents in relation to the work being done in the classroom take 

the form of a homework diary, school reports, letters to parents explaining what is 

expected in class, what to look out for, pointers for supporting children, ongoing 

materials sent to parents of children in the infant classroom.   

 

All teachers believed that the parents probably would like a lot more communication from 

the school in terms of how they might support the work of the school, but teachers feel 

there is enough communication already and the lines of communication are there where 

necessary for extra support. The time factor involved in outreaching to parents any more 

than is currently the case was thought to be prohibitive. 
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Portfolio of Linguistic Proficiency 
 
 
  
Teachers completed an outline of the linguistic proficiency of each child who participated 

in the study. The purpose of this was to generate an overall picture of the children’s 

linguistic profile, both oral and literate. The profile was compiled drawing on information 

from the Drumcondra English Profiles and the most recent reading standardised test 

scores available for the children. The data for each school are presented in the tables 

below. 

 

School A 

Table Two:  Drumcondra Profiles: Standardised Reading Scores – School A 
 

Children Profiles 
Oral 
Languag
e 

Profiles 
Oral 
Pres. 

Profiles 
Meaning 
Vocabul
ary 

ST 
Score 

ST 
Readi
ng 
Age 

ST 
Chron.
Age 

ST 
Perce
ntile 

Comments 

AS1:1F Very 
keen to 
contribut
e to 
class 
discussi
on 

Can tell 
story in 
sequenc
e. Can 
combine 
simple 
sentence
s 

Is 
confident 
in 
expressi
ng 
herself 

  5.06  Is interested in 
picking up library 
book in free time 

AS1:2F Has 
difficulty 
choosing 
words to 
describe 

Can 
repeat 
sentence
s 
modelled 
by t 

Average   5.10  Limited sight 
vocab  

AS1:3M Can 
relate 
news 

Can 
describe 
personal 
experien
ces 

Needs 
encoura
gement 
with 
vocab 

  5.09  Enjoys reading. 
On target for age 
group 

AS1:4F Reluctan
t to 
contribut
e 

Lacks 
confiden
ce 

Needs to 
expand 
vocab 

  6  Is interested in 
reading 

A31:1F Contribut
es easily 

Confiden
t 
Compete
nt 

Appropri
ate 

Sten 6  8.08 50% Will read in free 
time – good 
comprehension 

A31:2F Appropri
ate 

Appropri
ate 

Above 
average 

98 –
Sten 5 

 8.02 45% Good fluency and 
comprehension 

A31:3F Contribut
es easily 

Ideas 
not 
thought 
out 

Needs to 
read 
more 

80 
Sten 3 

 8.07 12% Rarely reads in 
free time 

A31:4F Contribut appropri Needs to 90  8.03 34% Rarely selects 
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es well ate read 
more 

Sten 4 reading  

A61:1F Contribut
es when 
asked 

Can 
summari
se, 
answer 
q’s, 
discuss 
books 

Limited. 88 9:07 12.03  Reading difficulty 

A61:2F Not keen 
to 
contribut
e 

Can do 
oral 
reports 

Struggle
s with 
vocab 

83 Less 
than 
9.0 

11.09  Very low interest 
in reading 

A61:3F Eager to 
voice 
opinion.  
Needs 
help to 
organise 

Can 
present 
ideas 
well 

Fair – 
needs to 
read 
more to 
extend 

81 9.0 12.02  Needs to read 
more. Lack of talk 
at home 

A61:4F Reluctan
t to 
participat
e 

Needs a 
lot of 
time and 
support 

Good 81 9.0 12  Would benefit 
from more 
reading 

 

Six of the twelve children (50%) are identified as having some form of difficulty in 
engaging in informal classroom language. These difficulties include a reluctance to 

contribute, difficulty in choosing words and problems with the organisation of ideas. 

 

Three of the twelve children (25%) are described as having some difficulty with oral 
presentations in class, including a lack of confidence, poorly developed ideas, and 

requiring more time and support. 

 

Seven of the twelve children (58%) are thought to have some problems with meaning 
vocabulary, which is variously described as fair, limited, needing expansion, and a 

struggle. 

 

75% of the children in third class have standardised reading scores below the fiftieth 
percentile. All of the children in Sixth Class (100%) have a reading age below their 

chronological age, standard scores that are in the Low-Average range.  

 

Seven of the twelve children (58%) are commented on as being problematic readers in 

one way or another, described as needing to read more, lacking interest in reading, or 

having reading difficulties. 
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School B 

Table Two:  Drumcondra Profiles: Standardised Reading Scores – School B 
 

Children Profiles 
Oral 
Languag
e 

Profiles 
Oral 
Pres. 

Profiles 
Meaning 
Vocabul
ary 

ST 
Score 

ST 
Readi
ng 
Age 

ST 
Chron
.Age 

ST 
Perce
ntile 

Comments 

BS1:1M Well 
able to 
express 

Loves 
newstelli
ng  

Good   6.7   

BS1:2M Can find 
it hard to 
express 

Enthusia
stic but 
not great 

OK – 
difficulty 
with 
compreh
ension 

  5.04  Has developmental 
problems 

BS1:3M Very 
good 

Can 
describe 
events 
and 
news 
well 

Quite 
good 

  6.07   

BS1:4M V. quiet Won’t 
speak in 
front of 
group 

good   5.09   

B31:1M Quite 
good 

Good 
compare
d to 
peers 

Below 
average 

    V. little reading 
outside school. 
Comprehension 
poor 

B31:2M V. poor 
listening 
skills 

Poor Poor 
vocab 

    Short concentration 
span. Weak 
reading skills 

B31:3M Good Good 
compare
d to 
peers 

Below 
average 

    No interest in 
reading. Weak 
reading and 
comprehension 

B31:4M Quite 
good 

Difficult 
to 
understa
nd – 
speech 
problem
s 

V. weak     V. weak at reading 

B61:1M Confiden
t. 
Speaks 
in sober 
voice 

 Poor for 
his age 

Sten 
4 

9.10  21 Experiences lots of 
talk at home. Likes 
to ask questions. 
Enjoys library 
books 

B61:2M Uses 
lots of 
slang 

Has 
confiden
ce 

Gets 
frustrate
d. Uses 
gestures 
to get 
meaning 
across 

Sten 
4 

9.09  19 Not interested in 
reading. Needs lots 
of support 

B61:3M Uses 
lots of 
slang.  

Gets 
frustrate
d 

Sometim
es gets 
very 

Sten 1 Less 
than 
9.0 

 2 Lacks confidence. 
Afraid of failure 
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Gets 
confused 
in 
sentence
s 

confused (didn’t 
regist
er) 

 

Five out of the eleven children in School B (44%) have some problem with informal 
classroom language use. These difficulties include poor listening skills, use of slang, 

difficulties in expression, confusion with structures. 

 

Five of the eleven children (44%) manifest difficulties in relation to oral presentation 
skills in the classroom, including a reluctance to speak in front of the group, poor 

speech leading to difficulty understanding what the child is saying, frustration on the part 

of the child when presenting. 

 

Eight of the eleven (72%) children are thought to exhibit problems in terms of 
meaning vocabulary which is described as very weak, poor, below average, leading to 

confusion, frustration and at times a need to resort to gestures on the part of some of the 

children. 

 

All of the Sixth Class children (100%) in this school have standardised reading scores 
well below average, the highest being in the 21st percentile. Standardised scores were 

not available for the other children. 

 

Seven of the eleven children (63%) are thought to have reading difficulties, or a lack of 

interest in reading described by teachers in the following terms: poor comprehension, 

weak reading and comprehension, not interested in reading, needs lots of support, lacks 

confidence, afraid of failure. 

 

 

School C 
 
Table Two:  Drumcondra Profiles: Standardised Reading Scores – School C 
 
Children Profiles 

Oral 
Language 

Profiles 
Oral Pres. 

Profiles 
Meaning 
Vocabular
y 

ST 
Score 

ST 
Readin
g Age 

ST 
Chron.
Age 

Comments 

CS1:1F Needs a 
lot of 
encourag
ement to 
contribute 

Poor at 
presenting 
ideas  

Needs 
more 
participati
on in oral 
language 

76 5.09 6.02 Likes to read 
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CS1:2M Likes to 
talk. Has 
confidenc
e 

Good.  
Able to 
argue 
point of 
view 

Good to 
Very good 

73 5.06 6.01 Enjoys reading 

CS1:3M Very 
confident 

Good.  
Can 
present 
ideas well 

Receptive 
vocab. 
Fair to 
good 

74 5.06 7.03 Loves to read. 
Good 
comprehension 

C31:1F Will 
contribute 
in class 
discussion
. Limited 
vocab 

Shy.  
Speaks 
only for a 
short time 

Restricted 
vocab  

94 9.00 9.11 Likes reading. 
Finds difficulty with 
new words. 

C31:2M Well able 
to express 

Willing to 
contribute 

Reasonab
ly wide 
vocab 

95 8.11 9.01 Likes reading. 
Interest comes and 
goes 

C31:3M Contribute
s to class 
discussion
s 

Presentati
on skills 
excellent 

Very 
strong 

95 9.02 8.11 Very interested. 
Good skills 

C31:4M Needs a 
lot of 
encourag
ement 

Shy.  
Would not 
participate 
voluntarily 

Limited 91 8.07 9.01 Poor reader. Weak 
skills 

C61:1M Overpowe
ring. At 
times 
dominatin
g. 

Tells 
stories 
with a 
keen 
awarenes
s of plot 
and 
character 

Use of 
general 
vocab. Is 
restricted 

111 14.02. 13.04 Reads but doesn’t 
like it 

C61:2M Well able 
to express 

Excellent 
at oral 
presentati
on 

Has a 
wide-
ranging 
vocabular
y 

115 14.08 12.06 No reading 
problems 

C61:3F Shy but 
well able 
to express 
Ideas 

Very good 
if given 
time to 
prepare 

Hasn’t an 
extensive 
vocab 
given that 
she reads 
a lot 

104 13.02 12.03 Interested and 
reads well 

C61:4F Slow to 
take part. 
Shy. 
Limited 
vocab 

Doesn’t 
contribute 
unless 
asked 

Limited 
Vocabular
y 

79 10.10 12.06 Poor 
comprehension. 
Reads a book a 
week. 

 

Five out of the eleven (44%) children in this school have problems identified by 
teachers in relation to informal oral language in the classroom. These are 

characterised as limited vocabulary, reluctance to participate, and needing lots of 

encouragement. 

 



From Difference to Disadvantage                                                                 Á. Cregan 

 172

Four of the children (36%) have problems presenting ideas orally, being reluctant to 

present, speaking only for a short time, and described as ‘poor’ at presenting ideas. 

 

Six of the eleven (54%) children are described in negative terms with regard to their 

meaning vocabulary. Their difficulties are mainly described in terms of ‘restricted’ or 

‘limited’ vocabulary. 

 

In Senior Infants and Third Class, all of the children (88%) but one have reading ages 
below their chronological age. All of the senior infant children have standard reading 

scores in the low range. Reading ages for three of the four Sixth Class children, 

however, appear good, all above the chronological age and with standard scores in the 

high average and average. One Sixth Class child has a reading score in the low range. 

 

Three of the children are identified as exhibiting some reading difficulties and two others 

are characterised as not having much interest in reading. 

 
 
 
School D 

 

Table Two:  Drumcondra Profiles: Standardised Reading Scores – School D 
 

Children Profiles 
Oral 
Languag
e 

Profiles 
Oral 
Pres. 

Profiles 
Meaning 
Vocabul
ary 

ST 
Score 

ST 
Reading 
Age 

ST 
Chron.A
ge 

ST 
Percentil
e 

Commen
ts 

DS2:1M Good 
use of 
languag
e 

Clear 
speaker. 
Good 
sentence 
structure 

Has 
extensiv
e vocab 

120 7.09 6.04  Loves to 
read. 
Excellent 
reader. 

DS2:2M Good 
use of 
languag
e 

Good 
sentence 
structure 

Wide 
vocab. 

114 7.04 6.03  Enjoys 
reading 
Reads 
confident
ly and 
compete
ntly 

DS2:3F Excellent 
use of 
vocabula
ry 

Good 
sentence 
structure 
and use 
of 
grammar 

 100 6.10 6.11  Excellent
, fluent 
reader 

DS2:4F Good 
use of 
vocabula
ry 

Can be 
slow to 
form 
sentence

Has 
wide 
ranging 
vocab. 

122 7.11 5.10  Likes 
books.  
Reads 
beyond 
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s her age 
D32:1F Excellent 

contributi
on 

Excellent 
ability 

V. Good 145  9.09 99 Very 
good 
reader 

D32:2F Very 
Good 

Very 
good 

Very 
good 

123  9.05 94 Avid 
Reader 

D32:3M Excellent Confiden
t at 
presenti
ng to the 
class 

Good 
store of 
vocab to 
draw 
from 

122  9.06 93 Very 
high 
interest 
and v. 
good 
reader 

D32:4M Very 
good 

Very 
good 

Very 
good 

132  9.02 98 Reads 
with 
fluency 
and 
compete
nce 

D62:1M Very 
chatty, 
lively 
and 
enthusia
stic 

Enthusia
stic and 
animate
d 

Very 
good 

107  13.02 68 Good 
reader. 
V. good 
compreh
ension 

D62:2M Good, 
chatty, 
confident 
and 
clear 

Loves 
oral 
languag
e 
classes 

Excellent 129  13.08 97 Loves 
books. 
Reads at 
home. 
Excellent 
compreh
ension 

D62:3F Quiet but 
chats 
comforta
bly with 
friends 

Very 
good. 
Clear. 
Lovely 
vocal 
expressi
on 

V. good 122  11.09 93 V. 
intereste
d. Reads 
for 
pleasure 
at home.  
V. good 
reading 
skills 

D62:4F Polite, 
clear, 
well-
spoken 

  111  12.02 77 Reads 
for 
pleasure 
at home.  
Likes 
reading 

 

As can be clearly seen at a glance from Table D, the linguistic profile for all of the 

children in school D is overwhelmingly positive. Children are described as very good at 

all aspects of oral language and reading, scoring in the high percentile ranks in the case 

of all children. Interest in and ability to read are high for all children. 

 

Clearly, once again, though perhaps not surprisingly, the profile of the children varies 

quite substantially across social class. The status 1 children are more likely to be 
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described as exhibiting difficulties, problems, lack of confidence, lack of interest, lack of 

ability in relation to oral language use in the classroom context, considerably more of 

them manifest reading difficulties, or poor reading skills, and teachers make many more 

negative comments in relation to their success in literacy than is the case for the status 2 

children.   

 

Findings generated in this study clearly indicate that in the case of children in these 

designated disadvantaged schools in Ireland a number of common characteristics 

prevail across the majority of the children. All of these status 1 children were eager and 

willing to participate in talking activities. All enjoyed the opportunity of engaging in these 

activities, although they perceived some of the activities to be more challenging for them 

than others, and all of the children were able to complete the tasks set, with varying 

degrees of success. In their responses to the tasks, however, they displayed different 

patterns of language use to their middle-class counterparts, exhibiting fewer of the 

characteristics of expected patterns of school language.  

 

The awareness of variation in styles of language use in school and outside of school is 

very acute among the status 1 children, more so than among their teachers. Their 

exposure to formal, targeted oral language development in school appears to be less 

than their experiences of literacy development. Teachers seem to focus more on the 

development of literacy skills than oracy skills in these schools, and have predominantly 

negative views of the oral and literacy skills of the children.  

 

Results from the completion of the Drumcondra oral language profiles, and standardised 

reading tests bear out teachers’ opinions in that a large number of the children have low 

ratings and very low scores on these tests, where familiarity with and proficiency in the 

use of ‘literate’ or ‘academic’ language use is a prerequisite for success. Given the link 

between facility with ‘literate’ patterns of language use and the development of literacy 

skills expressed consistently in international research findings, perhaps variation in style 

of language use is a factor that needs consideration in enabling children such as these 

to enhance their school experience and to improve their literacy skills. 

 

A summary of all the findings generated by this research will be presented in the next 

chapter, and implications of the findings for educators and policy-makers will be 

considered.         
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

The central questions of interest in this study were to investigate: 

 

 Whether variation in patterns of language use are exhibited among children in 

primary schools in Ireland 

 If so, to what extent such variation prevails and in what form it is manifested 

 The impact, if any, of social background, age and gender, on variation 

 The impact, if any, of variation on levels of literacy development 

 

The exploratory, interpretive case study design used in this research enabled the 

investigation to explore issues in relation to patterns of language use in the school 

context on site in four schools, but limits interpretation of findings to the particular 

schools in which the case study was conducted. It is not possible, therefore, to 

generalise findings from this study beyond the immediate schools in which the data 

were generated. However, it is possible to use the data to raise issues of importance 

concerning the questions of interest in the study, to make recommendations for 

future research, and to identify possible implications of findings for policy-makers and 

practitioners in the field of education. This concluding section will begin with a 

summary of the findings from the data generated in the study. Implications of these 

findings will then be considered. And finally the report will conclude with some 

general recommendations suggested by the findings. 

 

Summary of Findings – Elicited Production Tasks 

 
In line with findings in international research, there is clear and compelling evidence 

of variation in patterns of language use by children in the primary schools in this 

study. 

 

Variation in patterns of language use occurs according to social class, children in the 

three designated disadvantaged schools exhibiting clear differences in language use   

as compared to patterns of language use by children in the middle-class setting. 
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The differences in patterns of language use are related to children’s facility with 

‘literate’ or ‘academic’ style of language, that style of language expected in the 

school context. 

 

Children in disadvantaged contexts consistently display fewer features of this style of 

language use than their middle-class counterparts when engaged in school-type 

talking tasks. 

 

Differences in patterns of language use evident in the language of children emerge in 

all categories of typical school-type talking tasks – factual, analytical, narrative, and 

imaginative. 

 

In interpreting the findings it is important to bear in mind that in school, children are 

expected to ‘display knowledge, authoritatively in highly structured texts’ 

(Schleppegrell, 2004, p.74) and this is realised linguistically by: 

 

 Presenting ideas, choosing explicit vocabulary which constructs new 

understandings and includes relationships such as time, consequence, 

comparison or addition, and is organised using integrated, embedded 

relationships 

 Taking a stance which projects a distanced relationship with the listener using 

appropriate mood (declarative, interrogative, imperative) and modality 

(expression of certainty and confidence) and 

 Structuring the text so that there is a dense presentation of information 

organised in a coherent manner and expanded and elaborated on 

appropriately. 

 

Findings in this study indicate that the contributions of children in designated 

disadvantaged contexts when engaged in school-type talking tasks requiring the 

characteristics outlined above, instead display characteristics such as the following:  

 

Presentation of Ideas: 

These children generally used reference that was more vague than that of status 2 

children. They often displayed evidence of using a narrower range of vocabulary 

than the status 2 children, whose lexical choices were more specific, more 

appropriate, and more elaborate than those of the status 1 children. These children 

were often stuck for words and unable to find the vocabulary necessary to express 
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explicitly what they wanted to convey. Often the presentations of status 1 children 

were insufficiently elaborated or developed, making understanding more difficult for 

their listeners. At times their presentations consisted more of personal reference 

(requiring an intimate knowledge of the speaker on the part of the listener) than an 

attempt to construct new understandings in a way that would be clear to the listener. 

While relationships of addition were in evidence in the presentations, relationships of 

time, consequence and comparison did not feature as often and when they did they 

were often not sufficiently clear (see for example responses to the ‘odd-one-out’ 

tasks). Integrated, embedded relationships featured considerably less frequently 

than in the presentations of the status 2 children.   

 

Taking a Stance:   

In the responses of the status 1 children to the tasks undertaken there was less 

evidence of an ability to distance themselves in their presentations appropriately, 

taking on an authoritative and expert stance. These children displayed considerably 

less confidence in their expression than was evident in the presentations of the 

status 2 children. They had more hesitations, more repetitions, more incomplete 

statements, more clipped and unelaborated contributions. They were more reluctant 

to complete some of the tasks, notably where they perceived they would encounter 

difficulty. Their own perceptions of their ability to engage with the tasks was often 

poor. This was particularly striking in their responses to imaginative, open-ended, 

creative tasks. They were uncomfortable when asked to complete tasks of this 

nature, perceiving that they lacked ability to do so. Where status 2 children 

repeatedly produced strong, bold, confident responses to tasks set which they 

undertook with delight, the contributions of status 1 children were often brief, 

hesitant, reluctant and barely adequate or at times quite inadequate from a 

communicative perspective. Awareness of the listener and the needs of the listener, 

and the importance of communicating effectively with the listener was often poor in 

the contributions of the status 1 children. Using the imperative mood was particularly 

problematic for these children. 

 

Structuring of Text:  

Responses of status 1 children to the tasks set generally were more disorganised 

and less coherent than that of the status 2 children. Their responses were usually 

shorter and less well developed. Considerably less internal complexity was in 

evidence in the responses of the status 1 children. There was less evidence of 

facility to condense large amounts of information into short, dense, complex 
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constructions. Using superordinate terms was less in evidence in much of the talk of 

the status 1 children as also was evidence of thematic positioning, where the focus 

of the talk needed to be clearly fronted in the presentation. 

 

An important and interesting finding in this study is that all of the features of ‘literate’ 

style language as outlined by Schleppegrell (2004) were present in the responses of 

the status 1 children at times, sometimes spontaneously, more often when modelled 

or when the children were scaffolded in their responses. However, these features 

were used considerably less often than in the case of the status 2 children, and 

generally required more intervention before the children displayed them. 

 

Children in the status 1 schools required considerably more scaffolding and support 

to complete the talking tasks than their status 2 counterparts. 

 

They were not comfortable at all with the open-ended tasks, and with the tasks 

requiring creative, imaginative language use. 

 

All of these findings were evident across the whole range of language tasks 
set, across all age groups, across both genders, in single class groupings and 
in multi-class groupings, in both urban and rural schools, and in both large 
and small schools. 

 

There was evidence, however, that age differences may exist in relation to facility 

with ‘literate’ style language use in that differences became greater as children 

became older. The differences in terms of presentation of ideas, taking a stance, and 

structure of text were greater and more pronounced as children became older. There 

was one exception, however, in the word definition task, where there appeared to be 

some evidence that status 1 children improve in their ability to provide a more valued 

form of word definition as they move up through the school.   

 

Gender differences were evident in the imaginative language tasks set in the status 1 

schools, with girls in those schools, at times, showing greater facility with language 

use in the context of the imaginary telephone call than boys. This echoes the finding 

of Cheshire (1978) whose research in Reading in England suggested that lower-

class boys use more non-standard syntax than girls in their quest to appear ‘tough’ 

and non-conformist. This certainly appeared to be the case for some of the status 1 

boys when engaged in the telephone conversations. It was evident that they used 
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the opportunity to use language that was informal and at times indiscreet and giddy, 

lacking elaboration and failing to contribute to the task in a way which would develop 

the drama. 

 

 

Summary of Findings – Focus Groups (Children) 

 

Findings from the focus group discussions with the children revealed that, while the 

intricacies of language variation were not available to the children, they displayed an 

impressive awareness of the existence of language variation, the extent of that 

variation, and the value placed on school language use (especially that of the 

teacher) in terms of the content, level of formality, and style (expressed in terms of 

levels of respect). All of the status 1 children were acutely aware that talk in school is 

different to talk outside of school. The school talk was variously characterised as 

‘posh’, ‘better’, ‘talking properly’, ‘quieter’, ‘calm’, and showing ‘respect’. While 

awareness of difference between talk in school and talk outside of school was 

displayed by also by the status 2 children, more evidence of a crossover in types of 

talk between the home and school context was exhibited. This crossover was 

expressed in terms of times when the content of the talk was similar, the level of 

formality of talk required was similar, and the style of language used was similar in 

both contexts. This was not expressed at all by the status 1 children, who saw a 

clear divide between the content of talk in school and at home (no talk of ‘work’ or 

‘learning’ takes place outside of the school context), levels of formality (you have to 

‘watch your mouth’ and ‘pay more respect’ when talking in school), and style (at 

home ‘you’d be roaring’ and you ‘use different words at home – curses’).  

 

Clear differences between the talk of the teacher and that of the children were 

perceived also by children in the status 1 schools – ‘we speak different to her, she 

speaks different to us’. Again the status 2 children acknowledged differences in the 

style of teacher talk in school, but were aware of times when teacher would use 

language in a way that is similar to their language use. This was not expressed at all 

by the status 1 children. 

 

All of the children expressed the view that the teacher dominates and controls talking 

time in the classroom and some indicated that most of the classroom talk they 

engage in is with the teacher. 
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None of the status 1 children perceived talk as a legitimate learning medium in 

school.   

 

Status 1 children were completely unable to give meaningful examples of legitimate 

talk as a learning medium in school, suggesting that either they don’t have such 

experiences or, if they do, they are unaware of their value. Status 2 children were 

readily able to identify a range of such experiences. 

 

The majority of status 1 children valued literacy development more than the 

development of talking skills. This value was expressed in terms of the need to be 

literate in order to gain employment. Status 2 children recognised the importance of 

developing talking skills and valued them either equally or more than the 

development of literacy skills. 

 

All children felt that more time was spent in school on development of literacy than 

oracy skills. 

 

The majority of children in both contexts expressed a preference for talking activities 

in school. 

 

The discussion around home and school literacy experiences revealed that status 1 

children are not confident in relation to their literacy skills. They do not like reading 

and writing, and many felt that their teachers had poor views of their literacy skills. All 

of their reading and writing is done in school. There are very few books available to 

them at home and very little or no reading/writing is done at home. There is no book 

culture at home in the sense that books never feature as presents in their lives and it 

would appear that for most of these children there aren’t very many books at home. 

All of these children indicated, however, that popular forms of technological games 

culture featured strongly in their lives. Most of the children said that they saw their 

parents reading at home. This contrasts strongly with the responses of status 2 

children to this discussion. They exhibited confidence and a very positive attitude to 

reading, often read and write at home using a wide variety of tools to do so. There 

was a strong culture of books at home and books often featured as presents in their 

lives. They appear to have access to many books at home. They too indicated that 

they saw parents reading at home. 
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Summary of Findings – Focus Groups (Teachers) 

 
Findings from focus group discussions with the teachers revealed that variation in 

language style and school expectations for language use don’t immediately spring to 

teachers’ minds as potential language challenges for children in school. 

 

On reflection, however, all teachers demonstrated an awareness of the existence of 

school expectations for language use and many teachers articulated these 

expectations with some precision. 

 

It was clear from the discussions with the teachers that they were not as acutely 

aware as the children of the shift in language register required of children in school. 

This is hardly surprising, given that the change in language style is one which the 

children have to make to a much greater extent than the teacher. 

 

Teachers were unanimous in their agreement on the importance of oral language 

development in the school context, but teachers in the designated disadvantaged 

schools were of the view that it was most important in the infant classrooms and 

characterised its importance only in terms of its contribution to the development of 

children’s literacy skills. 

 

Teachers’ perceptions of the oral language skills of the majority of children in the 

status 1 schools were very negative, describing their language as ‘poor’ and ‘weak’.  

This corroborates findings by the Department of Education and Science (DES) that 

teachers often remark on ‘the fact that children come to school with a significant oral 

language deficit’ (2005, p.25). The poor language skills of the children were 

attributed to the types of language experiences in the home, parents’ lack of 

education, and different priorities for parents. 

 

No formal, dedicated, targeted, focused oral language lessons were taught by 

teachers in the designated disadvantaged schools. Teachers in these schools all 

indicated that oral language development takes place in their classes but not in the 

form of discrete oral language lessons. The exact nature of the oral language 
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development that takes place was unclear. The lack of clarity was reflected in the 

children’s lack of awareness of formal oral language activities in the classroom in the 

status 1 schools. This contrasts with the practice in the school in a middle-class 

setting where formal oral language teaching takes place at all levels of the primary 

school and children are aware of this aspect of their school experience. 

 

Teachers broadly welcomed the renewed emphasis on oral language development in 

the Revised Curriculum (1999), but indicated that they found the English curriculum 

difficult to follow. This was the case for teachers in both types of school. The recent 

decision by the NCCA (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment) to switch 

the framework of the English curriculum so that the strands and strand units are 

flipped was welcomed by those teachers who were aware of it. Not all teachers were 

aware of this change. There was a feeling among the status 1 teachers that the 

curriculum for English does not sufficiently support teachers developing oral 

language skills in disadvantaged contexts. Of the teachers who attended in-service 

support for English, there was again a general feeling that the particular challenges 

faced by teachers in disadvantaged contexts were not addressed.   

 

Findings by the DES that ‘teachers experience a lack of engagement with the 

planning process’ (2005, p.61) were evident in this study also. Teachers in the status 

1 schools exhibited disengagement with the whole-school planning process. While all 

of the schools had a school plan for English, many teachers in these schools were 

not involved in developing that plan, many were not familiar with the contents of the 

plan, and many did not refer to the school plan when planning classroom activities in 

English. This was not the case in the status 2 school, where teachers were aware of 

the plan, involved in its ongoing review and development, and regularly referred to it 

in the course of classroom planning. 

 

In the status 1 schools, teachers expressed negative views of the literacy skills of 

many of the children and again cited poor home experiences as the source of the 

difficulty for many children. 

 

Home-school contact diminishes as children move through the school in both types 

of school. Formal contact takes the form of parent-teacher meetings which only 

occur once or twice yearly, and in the status 1 schools there is often difficulty 

encouraging parents to attend, especially parents of older children and, as reported 

by the rural disadvantaged school, parents of boys. Outside of this, contact with 



From Difference to Disadvantage                                                                Á. Cregan 

 183

parents is predominantly around social and behavioural issues that arise. Teachers 

in status 1 schools reported that parents almost never ask about the academic 

progress of their children outside of parent-teacher meetings and teachers don’t 

contact parents to inform them of academic content in the classroom and how 

parents might contribute to ongoing work in the classroom. All status 1 teachers 

agreed that this type of communication with parents would be desirable. The DES 

suggests that ‘schools should explore more actively ways of supporting parents in 

becoming involved in the education of their children’ (2005, p.9). Time factors and 

lack of sustainability on the part of the parents were cited as major difficulties in 

status 1 schools in achieving this. There was evidence of more communication with 

parents in the status 2 school and some communication outside of formal parent-

teacher meetings in relation to academic content of the classroom so that parents 

would be aware of and able to contribute to ongoing work in the classroom. As with 

the status 1 schools, however, teachers in the status 2 school agreed that increasing 

levels of communication between the school and the parents would be welcomed by 

parents, even though the teachers felt that there was sufficient communication in 

place already. Time factors were again cited as obstacles to facilitating this process.  

 

 

Summary of Findings – Portfolio of Language Proficiency 
 

Teacher rating, using standardised oral language profiles, of the oral language ability 

of many of the children in the classroom context was that language skills were poor. 

Using the Drumcondra English Profiles of children’s oral language skills, teachers 

reported that the classroom oral language skills of many of the children in the status 

1 schools were poor, citing difficulties for many children in terms of informal 

classroom language use, oral presentation of ideas, and meaning vocabulary. This 

was not the case for any of the children in the status 2 school. 

 

Many of these children who display lack of facility with ‘literate’ style language also 

present with below average literacy scores on standardised reading tests. Many of 

the children in the designated disadvantaged school scored poorly in standardised 

reading tests, large numbers of them scoring below the average, and below their 

chronological age. This was not the case for any of the children in the status 2 

school.  
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Implications of Findings 

 
In the case of the three designated disadvantaged schools in this study, it seems that 

many children are entering our school system without having proficiency in the type 

of language expected and required to engage effectively with that system.   

 

The children in these schools place greater value on the importance of literacy skills 

than on the importance of oral language skills, suggesting that oral language may not 

be considered seriously as a legitimate and worthy learning medium. 

 

There is a clear divide for these children between their home and school 

experiences, particularly in relation to oral language use and the development of 

literacy skills. The lack of crossover of experience between the two contexts for the 

child may reduce the effectiveness of the child’s school experience. 

 

The relatively low level of conscious awareness by teachers, of language variation as 

a potential source of difficulty for some children in the school context suggests that 

this perspective on language development may not receive sufficient emphasis in 

school. 

 

Teachers’ views of oral language in the designated disadvantaged contexts as 

having importance only in relation to the development of literacy skills could imply 

that the status of oral language in its own right as a significant foundational skill for 

children may not be as high as it needs to be. 

 

The lack of formal oral language classes in the designated disadvantaged schools is 

concerning as it implies that these skills are not receiving the attention they should in 

these contexts, contexts where such development is of paramount importance. 

 

Teachers’ poor perceptions of children’s oral language and literacy skills may result 

in lower expectations for these children. 

 

The difficulties teachers reported in accessing the revised curriculum English 

documents suggests that they are not being guided or supported sufficiently in their 

understanding of how and what the teaching of oral language entails. This appears 
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to be particularly the case for the teachers in the more challenging disadvantaged 

contexts. The lack of support has the knock-on effect of reducing the effectiveness of 

teachers’ planning in relation to the development of oral language skills. 

 

Citing difficulties in the home as sources of oracy and literacy problems may indicate 

that teachers currently are not taking any responsibility where children experience 

difficulty in the school context. 

 

Inadequate teacher/parent contact, particularly in relation to the academic progress 

of children, the academic content of classroom teaching, and the role of parents in 

supporting the work of the teacher suggests that effective teacher/parent 

collaboration for the benefit of the child is not featuring sufficiently for the maximum 

development of oral and literacy skills. 

 

Many of the children in these schools are already statistically at risk of school failure 

by virtue of their background characteristics and experiences. Now they risk further 

alienation, feelings of inadequacy, and potential failure perhaps due in part to their 

patterns of language use in the school context. For many of them, development of 

literacy skills is difficult and problematic. Poor reading skills are the norm for these 

children as well as lack of confidence, enjoyment and interest in the process of 

reading and writing. Given the established connection between proficiency in the use 

of ‘literate’ language and ability to engage with the school system and to acquire 

literacy skills, the implications of the findings of this study are clear.   

 

Children will continue to fail to achieve their potential while in school unless 
the existence of language variation is highlighted and its implications for 
success in school addressed.   
 

The situation presenting in the schools in this study suggests that teachers in the 

disadvantaged schools have negative perceptions of children’s language skills – both 

oral and literacy skills. These perceptions are based on children’s ability (or lack of 

ability) to engage with school expectations of language use – ‘literate’ patterns of 

language use. Despite these negative perceptions of children’s language skills, very 

little formal, explicit teaching of oral language skills is in evidence in these schools, 

with teachers concentrating more on the development of literacy skills. A teacher-

parent partnership approach to the academic development of the children is not well 
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developed as a consequence of poor parental support and the significant time factor 

involved in establishing and sustaining such a partnership. 

 

It has been well documented in research that children in disadvantaged contexts 

generally have fewer opportunities to engage in the types of experiences (cognitive 

and linguistic) that appear to be important for success in school (Vernon-Feagans, 

1996, p.16). This does not imply that these children do not have experiences 

requiring high levels of reasoning and language use. But when children fail in school, 

that failure is attributed to such factors as ability, family background, or motivation 

(Martin, 1993) and the ‘focus is often on “fixing” the child’ (Parsons, 2005, p.188). In 

the case of language variation this has led to an ‘unequal burden [being] placed on 

vernacular speakers in language accommodation’ (Wolfram et al., 1999, p.115). This 

means that: 

 

The need for linguistic adjustment is placed squarely on vernacular 
speakers when there should be an equally strong moral responsibility 
placed on the mainstream population to alter its prejudices and respect 
dialect differences for what they are – a natural manifestation of cultural 
and linguistic diversity (ibid.) 

 

 
It is crucial that all involved in education take responsibility for the implications 
of language variation for children’s success in school.    
 

Up to now, responsibility has fallen on children to alter their language style to replicate 

that expected and valued by the school and to do so without any formal instruction or 

support. It is clear that all involved in the education of children have a role to play in 

dealing with this reality. Because the drive for standardisation marches on, it is 

important to reach out to both children and their parents in an attempt to maximise the 

success of their school experience and to enhance their chances of achieving their 

potential while in school. On the basis of the findings in this study and the implications 

for our children of these findings, the report makes the following recommendations. 

  

Recommendations 

 
Future research needs to take the form of a large-scale project to establish more 

clearly and precisely the scale and significance of the link between variation in 

language use and success in school, particularly in the development of literacy skills. 
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In the meantime, to reduce the impact of language variation on children in designated 

disadvantaged contexts in Ireland these recommendations are made to all involved in 
the education of children. Because ‘consciousness is the first step towards 

emancipation’ (Fairclough, 2001, p.193) it is necessary to: 

   

 Develop an awareness of the existence of language variation and  

 Establish clearly an understanding that language variation does not imply 
inferiority, either cognitive or linguistic  

 Embrace all children and their language variety equally as contributing to 

the richness and diversity of the school community 

 Highlight the implications of language variation for success in school, 

particularly in relation to the development of literacy skills, for children in 

disadvantaged contexts  

 Reach out to children and their parents in a supportive manner to facilitate 

the development of crucial language skills for success in the school context. 

 

 

This means that:  

 

 All those involved in the preparation, induction and inspection of teachers 

must focus attention on the existence of language variation and its impact on 

the education of children.  

 

 Teachers need to plan more carefully and systematically for targeted, focused, 

developmental oral language teaching in school, with particular emphasis on 

those aspects of language knowledge which appear crucial for success, i.e. 

‘literate’ style language. 

 

 More time than appears currently to be the case needs to be given to oral 

language development in school at all levels, but particularly at middle and 

senior class level.  

 

 Language learning time in school needs to be more equally balanced between 

oral and literacy development 

 



From Difference to Disadvantage                                                                Á. Cregan 

 188

 Teachers need to articulate clearly, model appropriately, and intervene and 

scaffold effectively desired uses of language in school in an attempt to teach 

such language skills where necessary. 

 

 Children need to have more opportunity to talk in school as part of legitimate, 

purposeful learning tasks. 

 

 Teacher-parent partnership needs to be promoted so that parents are aware 

of, take responsibility for, and become involved in the learning of their children. 

 

 Home-school partnership must focus on the need for parents to talk to and 

listen to their children, particularly about what goes on in school, and to support 

the development of literacy with more encouragement and facilitation of 

reading and writing outside of the school context. 

 

To implement these recommendations for inspectors, teachers, children, and parents, 

the Department of Education and Science needs to work towards: 

 

o Continued support for teachers in implementing the Revised English 

Curriculum, with particular reference to the specific needs in terms of language 

variation and all its concomitant challenges for teachers of children in 

designated disadvantaged schools  

o Reduced pupil-teacher ratio in these schools 

o More classroom support in the form of teachers’ aides  

o Greater access to resources to facilitate the development of oral language and 

literacy skills  

o More home-school liaison support and programmes designed to support these 

parents in working in partnership with the school for the benefit of their children. 

 

Only when all involved in the education of children become aware of, acknowledge 

and celebrate the diversity of language variation and work together to support the 

acquisition of requisite language skills for school success can all of our children move 

towards achieving their potential in school. 

 

Ignoring the difference that differences make, or pretending they do not exist, certainly 

is not in the best interests of children 
(Wolfram et al., 1999, p.25) 
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To ‘ignore the difference that differences make’ can only compound disadvantage. 

Difference, if acknowledged, accepted, celebrated, and incorporated into children’s 

experience of school can only liberate. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

SCHOOL PROFILES 
(Data and comments provided by the principal of each school) 

 

School A 
 

 Status: Disadvantaged (1) 

 Location: Urban 

 Gender: Mixed in the Infant Classes, Girls only from First Class to Sixth 

 Size: Sixteen teachers (eight class teachers, three resource teachers, two 

learning support teachers, one language teacher, one home-school liaison 

teacher, one principal) 

 Ancillary personnel: Five Special Needs Assistants, one secretary 

 Number of children: Two hundred and twenty, of whom thirty are foreign 

nationals 

 Programmes in place in the school: Home-School Liaison; Delivering Equality 

of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 

 Facilities in school: Computers, Broadband. The school has no library and 

has very old and old-fashioned furniture in the classrooms 

 Extent of Home-School Interaction: Quite low 

 Level of Parental Support throughout the school: Described by the principal 

as poor – parents display a poor commitment to the children’s learning. 

 Degree to which recognition and support for schools with disadvantaged 

status have changed over time: Principal believes that this is improving, most 

notably with the reduction of class size 

 

 

School B 

 
 Status: Disadvantaged (1) 

 Location: Urban 

 Gender: Boys only 



 Size: Fifteen teachers (eight class teachers, four resource teachers, one 

learning support teacher, one home-school teacher, one principal). Ancillary 

personnel: Eight Special Needs Assistants, one secretary 

 Number of Children: One hundred and nineteen 

 Programmes in place in the school: Home-School Liaison; Delivering Equality 

of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS). The Principal indicated that being part of 

DEIS has as yet had no impact on the school – the First Steps writing 

programme has been introduced and the teachers are looking forward to 

introducing the oral language programme this year. Would like to have a 

Reading Recovery teacher on board 

 Facilities in School: Each classroom has two computers 

 Extent of Home-School interaction: Described by the Principal as low, 

sporadic and only in connection with behavioural issues 

 Level of Parental Support throughout the School: Poor 

 Degree to which recognition and support for schools with disadvantaged 

status have changed over time: Principal indicates that the main change over 

time is that now all the children have literacy skills when they leave the school 

and all the children go on to secondary school 

 

 

School C 

 
 Status: Disadvantaged (1) 

 Location: Rural 

 Gender: Mixed 

 Size: Three teachers (two class teachers, one learning support teacher) 

 Ancillary Personnel: One Special Needs Assistant 

 Facilities in School: Computers in each classroom. Small, crowded 

classrooms, old-fashioned furniture 

 Programmes in place in the School: Delivering Equality of Opportunity in 

Schools (DEIS) 

 Extent of Home-School Interaction: Limited – most of the children come to 

school by bus so many parents rarely come to the school 

 Level of Parental Support throughout the School: Poor, due to lack of interest 

 Degree to which recognition and support for schools with disadvantaged 

status have changed over time: Apart from the Disadvantaged grant nothing 



has changed – no improved staffing as in urban schools, no other supports in 

place 

 

 

School D 

 
 Status: Advantaged (2) 

 Location: Urban 

 Size: Twenty-two teachers (seventeen class teachers, three resource 

teachers, one learning support teacher, one principal) 

 Number of Children: Four hundred and ninety-one 

 Ancillary Personnel: Seven Special Needs Assistants, one secretary 

 Facilities: Computers in the classrooms, school library, no gymnasium, bright, 

modern building 

 Programmes in place in the School: None 

 Extent of Home-School Interaction: Constant communication between the 

school and the parents. Parents are encouraged to contact the school when 

they need to and are always made to feel welcome. There is a very strong 

interest on the part of the parents in the academic progress of the children. 

Teachers communicated to parents about the children’s learning in school 

 Level of Parental Support throughout the School: Very high 

 Degree to which things have changed in the school over time: Facilities and 

resources have improved greatly. Reduction in class sizes would be 

welcomed. 

 



APPENDIX B 
Project Summary for Schools 

 
 

Linguistic Difference and Educational Disadvantage: 
The Irish Context 

 
This study proposes to explore the relationship between linguistic 
difference and educational disadvantage and to begin to identify how 
the school might respond to the language needs of children in 
disadvantaged settings. Previous research highlights the fact that 
children in disadvantaged contexts experience a discontinuity on entry 
to the school system in terms of language experience, a factor that 
may adversely affect literacy attainment for some of these children. 
This study aims to identify the language needs of children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds when engaging with the school system 
and particularly when developing literacy skills, and to begin to 
examine ways in which the school can respond to these needs. 
 
Knowledge of language is crucial for success in teaching and learning. 
Oral language knowledge is particularly important for success in 
school and has been shown in research to be strongly linked with 
successful literacy development. The language demands of the school 
and the curriculum require knowledge of one specific type of 
language, sometimes referred to as ‘decontextualised’ language 
knowledge, to ensure success. It appears that this patterning and use 
of language is more familiar to and used more frequently by children 
from advantaged backgrounds, making their experience of school 
more congruent with their pre-school experience. Bourne (2003) 
suggests that ‘the special register of classroom talk is very close to 
what the Western style caregivers use with young children during play, 
problem-solving, and book-reading activities.’  
 
The use of Standard English in school can disadvantage those whose 
language variation is different from this type of language use. Edwards 
(1997) indicates that ‘the existence of systematic social class 
differences both in the patterning of speech and in what speech is 
used to do has been thoroughly documented as has the very uneven 
distribution of those modes of communication which seem strategic for 
educational success’. Knowledge of this decontextualised language 
appears to be critical for successful development of literacy skills.   
Goldenburg (2002) finds that ‘children from low-income families are 
more dependent on school experiences for their academic literacy 
development than are middle-class children’. He concludes that the 
children who most need school support for the development of 
academic literacy skills are least likely to get it.   
 
The purpose of this research is to investigate the extent to which 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds may be further 
disadvantaged in school by virtue of their linguistic knowledge and 
how that knowledge prepares them for the language demands of the 



classroom. The research will focus also on teachers’ response to this 
in terms of pedagogy with a view to informing best practice. 
 
 

 
 

Letter to Principal and Board of Management 
 

Dear Principal, 
 
I am currently on research leave from my academic post in Mary Immaculate College 
to carry out research on the language needs of children in disadvantaged contexts in 
Ireland. This research is being funded by the Combat Poverty Agency. The focus of 
the research is to identify the language needs of children in disadvantaged contexts 
with particular reference to how this impacts on literacy development.   
 
The research involves an analysis of some language samples from the children in 
order to identify specifically what language skills they have and what skills they need 
to acquire in order to engage successfully with the school system and to improve 
literacy levels. The research will also involve having an opportunity to chat with 
children, parents and teachers about the experience of talking in the context of 
school. The research will take approximately three days to conduct. Three other 
schools will also participate in this case study. Results of the study (where complete 
confidentiality and anonymity is guaranteed) will be published in the form of a report 
by the Combat Poverty Agency. 
 
I would appreciate if I could have permission from you and your staff, and from your 
Board of Management, to use your school to generate data for this research. I would 
need to random sample approximately four children each from senior infants, third 
class and sixth class. I will have a research assistant working with me and we will 
take the children in pairs outside the classroom (to facilitate tape-recording) to 
complete a number of oral tasks. An example of the kind of tasks the children will be 
asked to do could be to construct a piece of lego, to retell a story, to make an 
imaginary telephone call. The children’s talk will be tape recorded as they complete 
each task. The purpose of this exercise is to use a number of elicitation techniques 
so as to generate an oral response from the children. These samples of talk will then 
be used for analysis in the study. With the permission of the relevant teachers, I 
would take each of these classes for a warm-up session of about one hour to get to 
know the children and to enable them to become familiar with me. This warm-up 
session will take place on a separate day prior to the paired elicitation session. 
Having compiled samples of talk from the children, a focus group approach will then 
be used involving open-ended questions to gain insight into the perceptions of 
children, parents and teachers as to the experience of talk in the context of 
schooling. Each group will be interviewed separately. 
 
If you agree to allow this project to go ahead in your school, I will draft a letter to the 
parents of each child selected to participate, seeking parental permission and 
explaining the purpose of the activities and the procedure involved. 
 
If you have any queries in relation to this I will be more than happy to talk it through 
with you at a time that is convenient for you. 
 
Go raibh míle maith agat. 
 



Is mise, le meas 
Áine Cregan 
 
 
 
 

Letter to Parents 
(Printed on school headed notepaper and signed by the Principal) 

 
Dear Parent, 
 
Dr Áine Cregan, lecturer in Education in Mary Immaculate College, University of 
Limerick, has been granted permission by the Board of Management of our school to 
carry out some talking activities with the children as part of a research project. 
 
The project is looking at children using language when talking, reading and writing. 
The aim of the project is to identify ways in which schools can best respond to 
children’s language needs so as to ensure the development of successful literacy 
skills for all children. For this study, a language profile of some randomly selected 
children will be developed focusing on oral and written language. These data will help 
to identify children’s language strengths as well as those aspects of language 
development that need to be emphasised. 
 
The children selected will be taped in pairs (in a separate room outside the 
classroom to facilitate recording) as they complete a number of talking tasks, such as 
telling a story based on a picture, or making an imaginary telephone call, or 
constructing a piece of lego. Dr Cregan and her research assistant will lead these 
activities. It is anticipated that the activities will take approximately 45 minutes. 
Samples of the children’s writing completed in class, as well as their most recent 
reading test scores will be taken also. This will enable the research to generate 
information about the language skills as well as the language needs of each of the 
children. All information will remain completely confidential at all times. Neither 
the school nor the children will be identified in the research. 
 
If you are willing to allow your child to participate in this project, please complete the 
form at the bottom of this page and return it to the teacher by tomorrow morning. 
Children will be randomly selected (names drawn from a hat) from those who wish to 
take part and whose parents have sent back this consent form. Any child who is 
selected to participate will be assured that they don’t have to take part if they don’t 
want to and can leave at any time if they so wish. The class teacher has undertaken 
to ensure that any work they miss while out of the classroom will be made up. 
 
As always, thank you for your continued support and co-operation. 
Is mise, le meas 
 
 
 
Please complete:  
 
I am willing to allow my child to take part in the research project led by Dr Cregan.  
 
I am not willing to allow my child to take part in the research project 

 led by Dr Cregan  
Signed: 



Date:  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permission Form for Children 
(Completed by each child before undertaking the paired elicitation activities) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name: 
 
Class: 
 

I would like to take part in more fun talking 
games with Áine.  
 
 
 
 
 

I would not like to take part in more fun talking 
games with Áine. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Letter to School for Pilot Test 
 
 
 
Dear Principal, 
 
I am currently on research leave from my academic post in Mary Immaculate College 
to carry out research on the language needs of children in disadvantaged contexts in 
Ireland. This research has been approved by and is being funded by the Combat 
Poverty Agency. The focus of the research is to identify the language needs of 
children in disadvantaged contexts with particular reference to how this impacts on 
literacy development.   
 
It is necessary as part of the research to analyse some language samples from the 
children in order to identify specifically what language skills they have and what skills 
they need to acquire in order to successfully engage with the school system and to 
improve literacy levels. As my research is in the very early stages, I need to pilot 
some approaches to ascertain which will work best to elicit talk from the children. 
 
I would appreciate if I could have permission from you and your staff, and from your 
Board of Management, to use your school to pilot test approaches for this research. 
I would need to random sample approximately four children each (some from 
advantaged and some from disadvantaged backgrounds) from senior infants, third 
class and sixth class. I will have a research assistant working with me and we would 
take the children in pairs outside the classroom (to facilitate tape-recording) to 
complete a number of oral tasks. An example of the kind of tasks the children would 
be asked to do would be to construct a piece of lego, to retell a story, to make an 
imaginary telephone call. The children’s talk will be tape recorded as they complete 
each task. The purpose of this exercise is to use a number of elicitation techniques 
so as to select those which generate the best response from the children. These 
techniques will then be used in the study later on.   
 
This pilot phase is designed to determine what strategies will be used to generate 
data later on in the study. The talk produced by the children in this phase will not 
form part of the study. The children’s talk will remain completely confidential and will 
be analysed only to decide what elicitation techniques will be used. If you agree to 
allow this pilot test in your school, I will draft a letter to the parents asking permission 
for their child to participate. 
 
If you have any queries in relation to this I will be more than happy to talk it through 
with you at a time that is convenient for you. 
 
Go raibh míle maith agat. 
 
 
 
Is mise, le meas 
 
______________ 
Áine Cregan 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix C 
WARM-UP LANGUAGE SESSIONS 



Senior Infants 
Theme: Houses and Homes 

 
CIRCLE TIME 
 

 My name is … and I am … years old 
 One sentence about the person sitting beside you 
 I like … 
 Granny went to the market and bought … 
 The postman’s cat is a … cat 
 If I were a toy, I’d like to be … because … 
 Rhyme – Mrs. Magee 

Mrs. Magee 
Climbed into a tree, 

And she only came down to go shopping. 
A branch was her bed, 
With a leaf on her head 

And whenever it rained, she got sopping 
(Dennis Lee) 

 
 

There was an old woman who lived in a shoe, 
Which wasn’t too bad when the winter winds blew. 
But the strong summer sun was too hot to handle, 

So she packed up her things and moved into a sandal 
 

 Story – ‘Harry’s Home’ 
 Questions and activities based on the story 
 Poem – ‘The Poor Snail’; ‘The Postman’ 
 Story – ‘Please don’t chat to the Bus Driver’ 
 Questions and activities based on the story 
 Storytime – ‘Laura’s Star’; ‘Let’s go Home Little Bear’; 

‘Lullabyehullabulloo’; ‘The Jolly Postman’ 



 
 
 

Third Class  
Theme: Food 

 
 

 Remembered experience – share with partner (who with, purpose, where, 
atmosphere, things on table, menu, describe the food, drink, identify items on 
menu, most positive/negative thing) 

 I like … food in alphabetical order (add adjective) 
 Food word chain – chocolate, egg, gulp, potatoes … 
 Word web – eating/drinking words 
 Word association – restaurant 
 Metaphor game – If I were a food, I’d like to be … because ... 
 Favourite food – ask your friend what is his/her favourite food; tell the class 

what you discovered; what is winnie the pooh/three bears/teletubbies 
favourite food; what is a baby’s favourite food; name the favourite food of a 
mouse/rabbit/horse/squirrel/cow. Where does your favourite food come from? 
When do you eat your favourite food? What would happen if we only ate our 
favourite food? 

 Name a food that you crunch/peel/must cook before you eat it/you eat with a 
spoon/that you can spread on bread/that grows on a tree or in the ground/that 
humans and animal like to eat (cheese, carrot, nut) 

 Finish the sentence – a 
loaf/can/cake/glass/bottle/tube/pot/jar/abox/tin/packet/carton of 

 A …of beans/cornflakes/sugar 
 Tongue twister – ‘yellow butter’ pick a pea, betty bought a bit of butter 
 Rhyme – the peanut, mix a pancake 
 Circle time game – identify items that would be found in the kitchen and 

describe each item using one adjective, a sharp scissors, a wooden table, a 
hot cooker, a whistling kettle … 

 Pair work – think of things/food we find in the kitchen that come in pairs 
 Silly sentences – make one up 
 Kitchen kreature 
 Poem – ‘Here is the Nose’, ‘The Sandwich’, ‘Sounds Good’ 
 Story – ‘Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs’ 
 Group Work – Make up a menu for your new 

restaurant/crossword/advertisement for new food or drink/role-play a problem 
in a restaurant. 

 



  

Sixth Class 
Theme: Hair 

 
 
 
 
 

 Story: People; Hairy Fairy 
 

 Discussion on Difference 
 

 Back-to-Back descriptions of Hair 
 

 20-Questions Guessing Game based on hair of a celebrity 
 

 Label the Hairstyle 
 

 Class brainstorming of vocabulary on topic of Hair – focusing 
on: 

 Length 
 Colour 
 Texture 
 Style 
 Treatment 
 Decorating 
 Problems 
 Getting hair done 
 Elements of Hair 

 
 Compound words and idioms associated with hair 

 
 Poems:  A Tragic Story (W. Thackeray); My Inside Self (R. 

Field) 
 

 
 Class discussion on stereotyping based on hair – image and 

stereotyping 
 

 Group Work 
 Make up a price list for a new hairdressing 

establishment to include the name of the salon 
 



Appendix D 
 

ELICITED PRODUCTION TASKS 
(PILOT PHASE) 

 
SENIOR INFANTS 
 

 Introduction: talk about your friend – name, a few interesting things about 
him/her 

 
 Tell me about a TV programme/movie that you like 

 
 Tell me about your favourite toy 

 
 Recap on Harry’s Home and Lullabyhullabulloo – Describe your house on the 

outside/inside/bedroom 
 

 20 questions – think of a room; they ask questions 
 

 The woman who lived in a shoe/the crooked man 
 

 Give instructions to draw the crooked house 
 

 Spot the difference and explain why 
 

 Dress the clown – barrier game 
 

 Telephone call – emergency in the house/birthday party invitation 
 

 Retell the story of The three little pigs 
 

 Stories from a series of pictures 
 

 Construct a Lego house together. Explain how they did it 
 

 Word definition – CITY; FARM 



 
THIRD CLASS 
 

 Introduction – pair discussions 
 

 Elementary Communication Activities: 
 

 Where are my Glasses? 
 

 Wallflowers 
 

 Feelings 
 

 How does it feel? 
 

 What’s wrong with the picture? 
 

 Re-tell a story – Goldilocks and the Three Bears/Hansel and Gretel 
 

 Storytelling from a sequence of pictures 
 

 Tell a sad story about a giraffe with a short neck/a monkey who was allergic 
to nuts 

 
 Construct something from a set of Lego. Explain how to do it 

 
 Word definition: COOKING. SHOPPING 



 
SIXTH CLASS 
 
 

 Introduction – pair discussion (holiday destination) 
 

 Draw a Cat activity 
 

 Draw the Park activity 
 

 Show Hair styles – design a new hair style, name it and give instructions on 
how to achieve it 

 
 Make a catalogue of hair care products designed for a witch 

 
 Make a TV advertisement for a new hair product 

 
 Re-tell the story of Rapunzel 

 
 Tell an angry story of a girl and her hair 

 
 Storytelling using a picture stimulus 

 
 Role-play conflict situation involving hair 

 
 Word definition: CONDITIONER; HAIR STYLIST 



 
 

ELICITED PRODUCTION TASKS 
(STUDY) 

 
 
SENIOR INFANTS 
 

 
 Recap on Harry’s Home and Lullabyhullabulloo (Narrative) 

 
 

 Word definition  – CITY; FARM (Definition – Factual) 
 

 
  Tell me about a TV programme/movie that you like (Description – Factual) 

 
 

 Tell me about your favourite toy (Description – Factual) 
 

 
 Describe your house on the outside/inside/bedroom (Description – Factual) 

 
 

 Naming Objects and Homes (Naming – Factual) 
 

 
 Spot the difference and explain why (Description and Explanation – 

Analytical) 
 
 

 Locate the object in the picture (Description  – Factual) 
 
 

 Narrate a story from a series of pictures (Narrative) 
 

 
 Retell the story of The three little pigs (Narrative) 

 
 

 Dress the clown – barrier game (Giving instructions – Factual) 
 

 
 Telephone call – emergency in the house/birthday party invitation 

(Imaginative) 
 
 

 Name the Shoes (Naming – Factual) 
 

 Construct a Lego house together. Explain how they did it (Imaginative; 
Descriptive) 

 



 
THIRD CLASS 
 

 Retell the story: Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs (Narrative) 
 
 

 Word definition: COOKING. SHOPPING (Definition – Factual) 
 
 

 How to Make: Food (Description/Instruction – Factual/Analytical) 
 
 

 Describe your home – outside/bedroom (Description – Factual) 
 

 
 Where are my Glasses? (Giving specific locations – Factual) 

 
 

 Wallflowers (Making specific descriptions – Factual) 
 

 
 Feelings (Using Adjectives – Factual) 

 
 

 How does it feel? (Using Adjectives – Factual) 
 

 
 What’s wrong with the picture? (Spotting mistakes – Factual/Analytical) 

 
 

 Find the Tool (Describing location – Factual) 
 

 
 Label the Shoes (Naming – Factual) 

 
 

 Tell a sad story about a giraffe with a short neck/a monkey who was allergic 
to nuts (Narrative/Imaginative) 

 
 Emergency Telephone Call (Imaginative) 

 
 Construct something from a set of Lego. Explain how to do it 

(Imaginative/Analytical) 
 



 
SIXTH CLASS 
 
 

 Retelling a story (Narrative) 
 
 

 Description of TV/Movie (Description – Factual) 
 

 
 Tell the story of a favourite book (Narrative) 

 
 

 How to make…Food (Instructions/Description – Factual/Analytical) 
 

 
 Description of Home – Location, Outside, Bedroom (Description, Directions – 

Factual) 
 

 
 Bingo Game (Adjectives – Factual) 

 
 

 Draw a Cat activity (Instructions – Factual) 
 

 
 Draw the Park activity (Instructions – Factual) 

 
 

 Show Hair styles – design a new hair style, name it and give instructions on 
how to achieve it (Imaginative/Factual) 

 
 

 Make a catalogue of hair care products designed for a witch (Imaginative) 
 

 
 Make a TV advertisement for a new hair product (Imaginative) 

 
 

 Storytelling using a picture stimulus (Narrative) 
 

 
 Name the Shoes (Naming – Factual) 

 
 

 Role-play conflict situation involving hair (Imaginative) 
 

 
 Word Definition: CONDITIONER; HAIR STYLIST (Definition – Factual) 

 
 



APPENDIX E 
 

Focus Group Discussion – Questions for Children 
 
 
I’m interested in finding out about talking in school. 
What questions do you think I should ask to find out more about this? 
What information do you think I should know in order to know more about talking in 
school? 
 
 
A. Feelings about school 

• Do they like school 
• What do they like most/least about school 
• If they could change anything about school what would that be and why 

 
B. Talking in school 
 

• When do they talk in school 
• Where do they talk most 
• What do they talk about 
• Who do they talk to 

 
C. Talking in the classroom 
 

• How often do they talk in the classroom 
• Are there different kinds of talk in the classroom – describe 
• What do they talk about 
• When do they talk 
• Who do they talk to 
• Who decides who should talk 
• How long do they talk for 
• Who talks most in the classroom 
• Tell me about the teacher talking in the classroom 
• Is there anything different about how the teacher talks and how they talk 
• If you were the teacher would you change anything about the way talk 

happens in your classroom – explain 
• Do they like talking in the classroom – why 
• What kinds of talking activities do they like to do best – why 
• Does the teacher help them when doing talking activities – how 
• Are they ever unsure about what they should do during a talking activity – 

explain 
• How important do they think it is to be able to talk – why 
• How good do they think they are at talking 
• How good does their teacher think they are 
• How good do their parents think they are 
• Is talking at school different from talking at home – how 
 

 
D. Talking at home 
 

• When do they talk at home 



• Where do they talk most at home 
• What do they talk about 
• Who do they talk to 
• When do they talk 
• Do they ever change how they talk – when and how and why 
 

E. Literacy in the Classroom 
  

• How important do they think it is to be able to read and write 
• Describe some of the reading/writing activities they do in the classroom 
• What kinds of reading/writing activities do they like to do best – why 
• How much of school time do they spend at reading/writing  
• How good do they think they are at reading/writing 
• How good does their teacher think they are 
• How good do their parents think they are 
• Which is more important – to be good at reading/writing or to be good at 

talking – why 
 
F. Literacy at Home 
 

• Do they read/write at home – describe – what they read; when; where; how 
many books at home; when they get books; who/where they get books from; 
if they had money to spend would they buy a book or what would they buy 

• Do they ever talk about the books that they read at home – describe 
• Do they think that reading books helps them to talk – how 
• Do other people in their family read/write – describe 
• Have they favourite books/types of books – explain 
• Is reading/writing different from reading/writing at home – how 
• Which do they like to do best – talk, or write or read – why 

 
 



Focus Group Discussion – Teacher Questions 
 

A. Oral Language Development 
 

• Your views on the importance of oral language for success in school 
• Comment on the language abilities of the children in your school – expand as 

much as possible in relation to expressive, receptive; comprehension, range 
of vocabulary, complexity of syntax, ability to change style, use different 
registers, present ideas cogently and coherently, use explicit vocabulary, 
communicate effectively to different audiences 

• What specifically do you think are the language needs of the children in this 
school 

• What do you perceive as the role of the school in addressing children’s oral 
language needs 

• What do you do in your classroom to enhance children’s oral language skills 
• What aspects of oral language do you think are particularly important for 

children to develop/in order to succeed in school 
• Have you a school plan for oral language – describe 
• How was this plan devised 
• Where do you source your ideas for the school plan 
• To what extent do you implement this plan in your classroom 
• Where do you source your ideas for oral language development in your 

classroom 
• What resources do you use to develop oral language skills in the children 
• What strategies do you use 
• What difficulties do you find in developing oral language skills in the 

classroom 
• How useful are the published materials in the reading schemes for developing 

oral language skills 
• How much of your teaching time is devoted to developing oral language skills 
• Does this change as children move up along the school 
• How often would you speak to your colleagues/the principal about work on 

oral language in your class 
• Have you a classroom assistant and if so do you ever use that person to 

develop the children’s language skills 
• Most common patterns of conversation in your classroom – topics (varied and 

challenging), vocabulary development, teacher-child/child-child, visitors, 
excursions, first-hand experiences, intentional introduction of new vocabulary, 
exposure to high quality literature/poetry 

• Is language development confined to the classroom 
• Have you had experience of teaching in another school and how does the 

language of the children in this school compare 
• What are your goals for the children in your class in relation to oral language 

development 
• How useful is the Revised English Curriculum in helping you develop the 

children’s oral language skills 
• What other forms of support have you received in developing a plan and 

implementing it in relation to oral language development – curriculum/in-
service/pcsp/sdps/pre-service education 

• How useful have these supports been 
• What supports do you feel you would need in order to help you accomplish 

this task more effectively 



• Do you think the curriculum could be modified in any way 
• What are your feelings in relation to the strands and strand units in the 

English curriculum and the recent flipping of these 
• How do you think the children’s language use in school is similar to/different 

from their language outside of school 
• Do you think the children are aware of these differences 
• What do you think are the children’s view on these differences/the 

significance, importance of these differences. 
• How important is it that the children would be able to use language in 

appropriate ways in school 
• How important do you think oral language skills are in the development of 

literacy skills/achieving potential/succeeding in school – expand 
 
B. Role of the Home in Oral Language Development 
 

• Do you see parents having a role in the oral language development of the 
children – how 

• What types of oral language experiences do you think the children have at 
home 

• How does this influence their ability to function effectively in the school 
context 

• How does this influence their ability to succeed in the world at large 
 
C. Developing Home-School Links 
 

• How often do you meet/communicate with parents 
• For what purpose 
• Have you difficulties in establishing partnerships with some parents – explain 
• What steps do you take to communicate with parents – prior to children 

starting school, during the school year, as children progress through the 
school 

• Have you ever talked to parents specifically about developing children’s oral 
language skills – expand – when, how, at what level, what was communicated 

• How important do you think it is to establish partnership with parents  
• What steps has the school taken to encourage parents to become actively 

involved in the education of the children, and has oral language ever been the 
focus of such steps 

• What do you perceive as the parents’ strengths/weaknesses in terms of 
developing children’s oral language skills 

 
 
 
D. Developing Literacy Skills at School 
 

• Define what you mean by the term ‘literacy’ 
• Do you think there are any problems in developing literacy skills in this school 

– explain 
• How do you approach the teaching of literacy 
• What are your goals for the children in relation to the acquisition of literacy 

skills 
• What supports have you received and what supports do you feel you need 
• Do you think the curriculum/in-service etc. has offered you adequate support 

in developing literacy skills  



• Number of books in the classroom/location/accessibility/school 
• Amount/nature of book reading in school (shared, independent, silent, reading 

aloud) 
• Conversation/activities related to book reading 
• Writing area in classroom 
• Environmental supports for writing – alphabet/word cards/dictionaries 
• Genres 
• Audiences 
• Teacher support for the development of children’s writing skills 
• Classroom resources for the development of literacy skills 

 
E. Developing Literacy Skills at Home 
 

• Do you see the home as having a role in the development of the child’s 
literacy skills – explain 

• What role is played by the parents in this school 
• Has their role ever been explicitly outlined – when and in what way – what 

information were they given 
• How supportive are parents 
 
 

 
 



  
 













Appendix G 
Odd-One-Out 3rd Class 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 



Appendix H 
 

Prepositions – 3rd Class 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 



Appendix I 
Cat and Dog Story 

 
 
 

 



Appendix J 
Alien Story Pictures 

 

 
 
 



 




