
PIRLS 2021:
Exploring the contexts for reading of 

primary school pupils in Ireland

Vasiliki Pitsia, Sarah McAteer, Gráinne McHugh, and Emer Delaney

Educational Research Centre

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



vii

Table of Contents

Executive Summary
The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) assesses the reading literacy of 
primary school pupils in participating countries worldwide. Ireland has participated in three 
cycles of PIRLS to date—in 2011, 2016, and 2021—with the Educational Research Centre (ERC) 
administering the study on behalf of the Department of Education. 

This report draws on data from PIRLS 2021. PIRLS was one of two large-scale assessments 
conducted in primary schools in Ireland in 2021, the other being the National Assessments of 
Mathematics and English Reading (NAMER). Together, PIRLS and NAMER data provide valuable 
insights about primary school pupils’ achievement and experiences following the disruptions 
to education caused by COVID-19 within the Irish context, while findings across PIRLS countries 
further contextualise these outcomes on a global scale. 

Findings in this report build on those reported in the PIRLS 2021 national report by Delaney et 
al. (2023). Readers may find it useful to also consult the international PIRLS 2021 report (Mullis 
et al., 2023), the PIRLS 2021 Encyclopedia (Reynolds et al., 2022), as well as the NAMER 2021 
performance report (Kiniry et al., 2023) and the NAMER 2021 report on DEIS schools (Nelis & 
Gilleece, 2023). 

Chapter 1: Overview of PIRLS 2021
This report explores the contexts for the reading achievement of the 4,663 pupils from 148 
primary schools who took part in PIRLS 2021 in Ireland. It examines the reading-related 
experiences, attitudes, and behaviours of these pupils, along with contextual data from their 
parents/guardians1, teachers, and school principals. The analysis focuses on how various pupil, 
home, class, teacher, and school characteristics relate to reading achievement.

About PIRLS 2021
PIRLS is a globally comparative study overseen by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), designed to assess reading literacy among primary 
school pupils. Administered every five years, PIRLS assesses reading comprehension through 
a test and collects contextual information through questionnaires. The 2021 cycle, involving 57 
countries, was impacted considerably by the COVID-19 pandemic. Ten countries of particular 
comparative interest are used as “reference countries” in this report: Australia, Croatia, England, 
Finland, Hong Kong SAR, Lithuania, New Zealand, Northern Ireland, Poland, and Singapore.

Changes in PIRLS 2021
Initially planned as a digital assessment, PIRLS 2021 in Ireland was conducted on paper due to 
the disruptions caused by COVID-19. Testing was also rescheduled from spring to autumn 2021, 
resulting in pupils being assessed at the start of Fifth Class instead of the end of Fourth Class. 
These adjustments, made to address ongoing uncertainties and minimise disruption, introduced 
significant caveats when comparing PIRLS data across countries and previous PIRLS cycles.

1	  Throughout the remainder of the report, the term “parents” is used to refer to both parents and guardians of pupils.
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The PIRLS 2021 test
The PIRLS 2021 test assessed reading literacy through literary and informational texts, with 
items (questions) involving various comprehension processes, including retrieval, inference, 
interpretation, and evaluation. The test was structured into 18 booklets, each containing items 
of varying difficulty and format to capture a comprehensive picture of reading comprehension 
skills.

The PIRLS 2021 context questionnaires
In addition to assessing pupils’ reading literacy, PIRLS 2021 collected extensive data through 
questionnaires completed by pupils, parents, teachers, and school principals. These data 
provided insights into pupils’ demographic characteristics, attitudes, and experiences, as well 
as the educational contexts of their homes, classrooms, and schools. In the 2021 cycle, new 
questions were added to the questionnaires to capture the impact of COVID-19 on education 
and remote learning experiences.

Caveats in the interpretation of PIRLS 2021 data
The PIRLS 2021 cycle introduced several significant changes, including a shift towards digital 
testing and a new group adaptive testing approach. However, COVID-19 necessitated 
adjustments to testing timelines and formats for most participating countries. These 
modifications should be considered when interpreting the data, especially for international and 
trend comparisons.

Chapter 2: Policy context of PIRLS 2021 in Ireland
PIRLS 2021 took place against the backdrop of a decade of intensified literacy-focused 
educational policies in Ireland, including the National Strategy: Literacy and Numeracy for 
Learning and Life 2011-2020 and the redevelopment of the Primary Language Curriculum (PLC). 
Notably, the 2017 interim review of the National Strategy: Literacy and Numeracy for Learning 
and Life 2011-2020 also highlighted a greater focus on literacy outcomes in DEIS Urban schools. 
Although it could reasonably be expected that the literacy-learning experiences of the PIRLS 
2021 cohort would have been influenced to some degree by these various policy initiatives, 
their experiences were also profoundly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, which led to 
school closures, remote teaching and learning, and altered classroom arrangements. To mitigate 
these disruptions, measures such as additional funding for digital technology, prioritisation 
of curriculum areas, expanded summer programmes, and the COVID Learning and Support 
Scheme (CLASS) were implemented. Chapter 2 discusses policy developments relating to 
primary-level literacy education in Ireland between 2011 and 2021, considers their potential 
influence on the PIRLS 2021 cohort, and sets out the key research questions addressed in this 
report.

National Strategy: Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-2020 – 
Developments in literacy education policy at primary level
The National Strategy: Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life 2011-2020 (hereafter 
referred to as the 2011 National Strategy) was developed partly in response to a decline 
in reading achievement among 15-year-olds in Ireland, as indicated by the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) 2009 results. The 2011 National Strategy aimed to 
enhance literacy and numeracy outcomes across early childhood, primary, and post-primary 
levels and to improve attitudes among children, young people, and the general public through 
interventions in six key areas:
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1.	 Resources and support for parents and communities:

•	 Initiatives like the National Adult Literacy Agency’s (NALA) website and television series, 
along with campaigns such as the Right to Read and the Take the First Step, aimed 
to raise awareness of the role of parents and communities in literacy development. 
However, these efforts were often fragmented and not part of a continuous, unifying 
information campaign. 

•	 Efforts to equip parents with information on supporting their children’s literacy included 
distributing materials from NALA’s helpmykidlearn website to early learning and care 
(ELC) settings. The Aistear Síolta Practice Guide and other resources were also made 
accessible to parents, though primarily aimed at educators.

•	 Schools were encouraged to collaborate with parents, particularly by sharing reports of 
School Self-Evaluation (SSE) and School Improvement Plans (SIPs). However, the interim 
review of the 2011 National Strategy highlighted that communication between schools 
and parents could be improved.

2.	 Professional learning for early learning and care (ELC) educators and teachers:

•	 The ELC landscape in Ireland underwent considerable changes with the introduction of a 
universally available, free year of ELC in 2010, followed by an expansion to two free years 
from 2016. This change was accompanied by the publication of the Aistear Síolta Practice 
Guide and increased funding and regulatory incentives to encourage ELC educators to 
upskill, alongside the commencement of education-focused inspections in ELC settings 
from 2016.

•	 Reforms were implemented in Initial Teacher Education (ITE), with primary teaching 
qualifications extended by a year and greater emphasis placed on literacy instruction.

•	 Continuing Professional Development (CPD) was enhanced through the establishment 
of Literacy and Language teams within the Professional Development Service for 
Teachers (PDST) and the mandated incorporation of literacy in online summer courses 
for teachers. This resulted in a notable increase in literacy-related CPD participation by 
teachers, as evidenced by NAMER 2014 and PIRLS 2016.

•	 The interim review of the 2011 National Strategy, in line with the Digital Strategy for 
Schools 2015-2020, identified digital literacy as a priority area across the continuum of 
teacher education. Nevertheless, challenges persisted in embedding digital technologies 
in teaching, with many teachers reporting inadequate resources and limited confidence 
in integrating digital tools in their teaching.

3.	 Capacity-building for school leaders:

•	 The 2011 National Strategy emphasised the importance of school leaders’ understanding 
of effective literacy instruction and the use of assessments to enhance learning. This 
was supported by professional development opportunities for school leaders and the 
introduction of SSE, within which literacy was a key focus.

•	 While most schools had prepared SSE reports and SIPs by the midpoint of the 2011 
National Strategy, there was variability in how these documents were shared with the 
broader school community and how effectively SSE was implemented across schools.

4.	 Review and update of curriculum specifications:

•	 From 2012, primary schools were required to increase weekly instructional time for 
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literacy and numeracy by over two hours, largely through the integration of skills across 
the curriculum. Data from NAMER 2014, Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) 2015, and PIRLS 2016 indicated compliance with this requirement, though 
it likely resulted in reduced time for other subjects.

•	 A major development during this period was the full redevelopment of the primary 
curriculum, the first since 1999. The new PLC was introduced in phases starting in 
2015, integrating literacy instruction across English and Irish and emphasising the 
transferability of literacy skills across languages. As the majority of the PIRLS 2021 cohort 
began school in autumn 2015, they should, in theory, have received literacy instruction 
entirely through the new PLC (under the draft specification for junior classes from Junior 
Infants to Second Class [2015-2016 to 2018-2019] and under the full specification from 
Third Class to the point of PIRLS testing at the start of Fifth Class [2019-2021]).

•	 The PLC introduced several key changes, including highlighting the value of all 
languages, focusing on pupils’ learning outcomes rather than teachers’ content 
objectives, offering an online “toolkit” for teachers with support materials, broadening 
the definition of “text” to include digital and other non-print formats, and emphasising 
the social and playful dimensions of literacy. However, the rollout of the PLC was 
disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic, potentially impacting its implementation.

5.	 Targeted resources for learners with additional needs:

•	 Within this category, the 2011 National Strategy referenced students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, non-native English speakers, students with special educational needs, 
and early school leavers (the latter being more relevant in the post-primary than primary 
context). The DEIS programme remained central to supporting schools with high levels of 
deprivation, with an updated model using the Pobal HP Deprivation Index introduced in 
2017, to better target resources.

•	 The resourcing model for English as an Additional Language (EAL) support was 
restructured, reducing the number of additional teachers specifically allocated to EAL 
while emphasising a whole-school approach to language support. This was accompanied 
by reforms to the allocation of special education teaching resources with the aim of 
improving equity and access by removing the requirement for pupil assessments to 
access resource hours and drawing on data intended to be indicative of the specific 
profile of need within each school, such as standardised test results, rather than simply 
measures of school size and/or specific categories of special educational needs present, 
as used previously.

•	 Despite the inclusion of exceptionally able pupils in the 2011 National Strategy, progress 
in addressing their needs was limited, with this remaining a priority area in Ireland’s new 
Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033.

6.	 More effective approaches to assessment, at teacher, school, and system levels:

•	 The 2011 National Strategy introduced mandatory standardised testing in reading 
and mathematics at three primary grade levels, with results reported to parents and, 
in aggregate, to Boards of Management, and the Department of Education. While 
adherence to this requirement was strong, there was a need for further professional 
development for teachers in test administration and interpretation.

•	 The 2011 National Strategy emphasised Ireland’s commitment to participating in large-
scale national and international assessments to evaluate literacy and numeracy progress.
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Overall, the 2011 National Strategy coincided with improved outcomes in large-scale 
assessments of literacy and numeracy and can be argued to have made important strides 
in enhancing literacy education in Ireland, particularly through its focus on professional 
development, curriculum reform, and targeted support for learners with additional needs. 
However, challenges remained in fully embedding digital literacy, improving communication 
between schools and parents, and addressing the needs of exceptionally able and high-
achieving students. The lessons learned from this Strategy have informed the development of 
the new Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033, which aims to build on 
these achievements while addressing identified gaps.

COVID-19: The impact and response in primary schools (2020-2021)
The COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges to education in Ireland. On March 
13, 2020, schools across the country were closed as part of emergency measures to slow the 
spread of the virus. This led to a period of uncertainty that would extend throughout the school 
year, along with a sudden shift to remote teaching and learning, which had never before been 
implemented on such a large scale. For the PIRLS 2021 cohort, this coincided with the final 
months of Third Class. In April 2020, the Department of Education issued guidelines to help 
teachers navigate this new reality, encouraging daily engagement with students and the use of 
a variety of digital tools, emails, and educational television programmes. However, the transition 
was uneven, with many students experiencing inconsistent contact and feedback from their 
teachers. Access to suitable digital devices and broadband varied significantly, particularly 
among pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, amplifying existing educational inequalities.

To mitigate these challenges, the government introduced several support measures. An 
additional €3 million was allocated to schools to purchase digital devices and DEIS grants for 
the 2020-2021 school year were released early. The summer provision programme, which 
offered additional weeks of instruction for pupils with special educational needs and literacy 
and numeracy camps for pupils in DEIS schools, was also promoted, with an increase in uptake 
compared to previous years.

When schools reopened in September 2020, they operated under stringent health and safety 
protocols, including physical distancing, the formation of class “bubbles” and within-class “pods” 
to minimise contact, and enhanced cleaning procedures. Teachers were advised to focus on 
reconnecting pupils to school routines and reviewing previously covered material, especially 
in priority subjects like language and mathematics. Special emphasis was placed on assessing 
pupils’ learning gaps and supporting those at risk of educational disadvantage, such as students 
with special educational needs and non-native English speakers.

However, as COVID-19 cases surged again in January 2021, a second nationwide school closure 
took place, forcing a return to remote teaching and learning. This time, schools were better 
prepared. Surveys conducted during this period indicated that while most schools were able 
to maintain daily contact with their students, the quality and frequency of engagement varied. 
Parents expressed a desire for more live or pre-recorded lessons, and although many pupils 
reported doing schoolwork daily, the amount of time spent varied widely.

By March 2021, pupils had returned to in-person instruction, with the PIRLS 2021 cohort now 
completing the final term of Fourth Class. As part of the government’s continued efforts to 
address learning loss, the summer provision programme was expanded further in 2021 to 
incorporate an “inclusion programme” for pupils with complex needs in mainstream classes 
and those at risk of educational disadvantage in all schools. Over 18,000 students with special 
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educational needs and 10,700 pupils from DEIS schools participated, alongside more than 
6,000 pupils eligible under the new “inclusion programme”. The CLASS was also introduced in 
September 2021, providing schools with a once-off allocation of additional teaching hours to 
support students most affected by the closures. 

By the time of the PIRLS testing in autumn 2021, the education system had undergone 
significant adjustments, but the lingering effects of COVID-19 were still evident. Although 
the 2021/2022 school year did not involve any widespread closure of schools in Ireland, new 
measures, such as the requirement for primary school pupils in Third Class and above to wear 
face masks, were introduced. By February 2022, most restrictions, including mask mandates and 
social distancing, were lifted, and schools began to return to pre-pandemic norms. The PIRLS 
2021 data provide valuable insights into this difficult period, showing how pupils, parents, and 
teachers in Ireland navigated the challenges posed by COVID-19.

To what extent can PIRLS data tell us about the impacts of policy decisions?
The PIRLS 2021 data offer insights into the potential impact of various policies and measures 
on pupils’ reading achievement, but they cannot establish causal links between specific policy 
decisions and outcomes. The PIRLS 2021 cohort experienced most of their primary education 
under the 2011 National Strategy, the PLC, and the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 
pandemic. While it is plausible that factors like increased time for literacy instruction and 
changes in teaching practices contributed to improved performance, the complex nature 
of these overlapping policies makes it difficult to isolate their effects. The findings highlight 
possible influences of policy decisions on pupils’ education and point towards areas for future 
research and policy development, especially as Ireland’s new Literacy, Numeracy and Digital 
Literacy Strategy is rolled out.

Research questions
Four research questions underpin this report:

1)	 Which pupil, home, class, teacher, and school characteristics are related to Fifth Class pupils’ 
reading achievement in Ireland? Do these relationships among pupils in Ireland differ from 
the corresponding ones among their peers in a set of selected reference countries and 
across all PIRLS participating countries as a whole? To what extent have these relationships 
among pupils in Ireland changed, if at all, across the PIRLS cycles? (Chapters 3 – 5)

2)	 What are the characteristics of low-, medium-, and high-achieving Fifth Class pupils in 
reading in Ireland? (Chapter 6)

3)	 Do Fifth Class pupils’ wellbeing, school-related experiences, and reading attitudes and 
behaviours vary by their gender, country of birth, socioeconomic status, and school DEIS 
status in Ireland? (Chapter 7)

4)	 What were the educational experiences of Fifth Class pupils during the COVID-19 
pandemic? (Chapter 8)

In Chapter 9, key themes and potential policy implications arising from the findings are 
identified and discussed.

Chapters 3-5: Reading achievement by pupil, home, class, teacher, and 
school characteristics
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 focus on the relationships between selected pupil, home, class, teacher, 
and school characteristics and reading achievement in PIRLS 2021 in Ireland. Where relevant, 
comparisons are made to earlier PIRLS cycles (2011, 2016) and selected reference countries. All 
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analyses are interpreted with caution due to the caveats associated with the PIRLS 2021 data.

Key findings on pupil and home characteristics (Chapter 3):

•	 Country of birth: Although the reading achievement gap between pupils born in Ireland 
and pupils born outside Ireland narrowed between 2016 and 2021, the former group 
of pupils still performed slightly better than the latter group in 2021. While differences 
in overall reading achievement were not statistically significant, statistically significant 
differences were found for the Literary and Retrieve/Infer reading subscales. 

•	 Language(s) spoken at home: Pupils who almost always spoke the language of the 
PIRLS test at home (11%) achieved the highest mean score, compared to those who 
spoke the language either more or less frequently – a pattern also evident internationally 
in 2021, and across PIRLS cycles within Ireland.

•	 Early education attendance: Pupils who attended a formal early education programme 
for children aged 3 or older (95%) achieved a statistically significantly higher mean 
reading score than those who did not. This difference was evident across overall reading 
achievement and all reading subscales.

•	 Early literacy activities and literacy readiness: More than half of pupils were often 
involved in early literacy activities (e.g., reading books, playing with alphabet toys) and 
were able to do a range of literacy tasks very well before starting First Class, according to 
their parents. These pupils achieved the highest mean reading scores among their peers. 
Notably, among the reference countries, Ireland had the second largest achievement 
gap between pupils who performed early literacy tasks very well and those who did not 
perform these tasks well.

•	 Parental educational expectations: Pupils whose parents had higher educational 
expectations for them (e.g., postgraduate degrees) achieved higher mean reading scores 
compared to those whose parents expected them to achieve lower levels of education, 
with a gradual increase in scores at each educational expectation level.

•	 Access to digital devices: Approximately three out of four pupils (74%) had their own 
computer or tablet, and more than half of pupils (56%) had their own smartphone. Pupils 
who did not have their own digital devices achieved higher mean reading scores than 
those who did. The magnitude and direction of these differences varied across countries.

•	 Wellbeing: Pupils who reported feeling tired or hungry when arriving at school every 
day achieved statistically significantly lower mean reading scores compared to their 
peers. The achievement gaps between these pupils and their peers narrowed between 
2016 and 2021 across both overall reading achievement and all reading subscales; 
however, percentages of pupils reporting that they felt tired or hungry every day or 
almost every day increased between the two PIRLS cycles.

•	 Reading behaviours: In 2021, approximately three-quarters of pupils reported 
borrowing books or e-books from their school or local library, with varying frequency. 
Those who borrowed books or e-books from school or local libraries moderately 
frequently (once or twice a month) achieved the highest mean reading score among 
their peers, with mean differences being broadly similar in magnitude across all reading 
subscales. Pupils who spent no time using digital devices to find and read information on 
a normal school day (27%) achieved the highest mean reading score among their peers, 
while those using devices for such purposes for over 30 minutes achieved the lowest 
scores. This contrasts with findings in most selected reference countries, where the gaps 
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mostly favoured pupils who spent over 30 minutes on this activity. Although more pupils 
in Ireland spent over 30 minutes using digital devices to find and read information in 
2021 compared to 2016, the achievement gap between these groups narrowed across 
both overall reading achievement and all reading subscales.

•	 Reading attitudes: Approximately half of pupils (49%) indicated that they were very 
confident in reading, 31% that they very much liked reading, and 53% that they were very 
engaged in reading lessons in 2021. These pupils performed statistically significantly 
better than the rest of their peers across both overall reading achievement and all 
reading subscales. These patterns of association were consistent with previous PIRLS 
cycles, though a general decline in positive reading attitudes was observed between 
2016 and 2021.

•	 Digital attitudes: Pupils reported enjoying reading on paper more than reading on a 
screen and finding it easier to remember things they read on paper than on a screen. 
Higher levels of enjoyment of reading on paper and finding it easy to remember things 
read on paper were associated with statistically significantly higher mean reading 
scores, while patterns were less clear-cut when it came to enjoying reading on a screen 
or finding it easy to remember things read on a screen, with these patterns also being 
consistent across all reading subscales. Pupils who reported high levels of digital self-
efficacy (43%) achieved a higher mean reading score than their peers with lower levels; 
however, mean differences between pupils with high and low levels of digital self-efficacy 
were not very substantial.

•	 Parents’ reading attitudes and behaviours: Pupils whose parents very much liked 
reading (42%), those whose parents read for their own enjoyment every day or almost 
every day (46%), and those whose parents spent more than 10 hours a week reading for 
themselves at home (24%) achieved the highest mean reading scores compared to their 
peers. In line with the patterns noted for pupils’ reported reading attitudes, there was 
evidence of some decline from 2016 to 2021 in parents’ reading attitudes and frequency 
of reading.

Key findings on class and teacher characteristics (Chapter 4):

•	 Organisation of reading instruction, teaching, and assessment: More than half of 
pupils received between five and seven hours of English language instruction weekly, 
with no statistically significant differences in reading achievement compared to those 
receiving more than nine hours of instruction. Whole-class reading instruction remained 
the most common approach, while mixed-ability and individualised instruction, although 
less frequently employed, increased in usage between 2011 and 2021. Reading activities 
commonly conducted daily included reading aloud and encouraging silent reading, 
with a rise in teaching skimming and scanning strategies, though digital literacy activities 
were less emphasised. Most pupils engaged regularly in tasks such as identifying main 
ideas and supporting understanding with evidence to develop comprehension skills, 
but tasks related to digital comprehension skills were less common. Literary texts were 
favoured over informational texts, with short stories and non-fiction books being the most 
frequently used text types. Access to school libraries or reading corners in classrooms 
declined compared to previous years (probably due, at least in part, to COVID-19 
restrictions), but access to these was not statistically significantly associated with reading 
achievement. Around 60% of pupils at least sometimes had digital devices available 
during reading lessons, a figure consistent with 2011 levels, but, again, device availability 
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was not statistically significantly associated with reading achievement. Post-reading 
activities mainly involved answering questions and summarising texts, with less frequent 
use of quizzes or multi-modal responses. Although 54% of pupils received daily reading 
homework, this rate declined compared to previous cycles, and the amount of time spent 
on homework was not statistically significantly associated with reading achievement. 
Teachers placed strong emphasis on informal assessment methods, with less emphasis 
on standardised tests or long-term projects.

•	 Challenges in reading instruction: In 2021, around 80% of pupils experienced some 
disorderly behaviour during reading lessons, with over 10% experiencing it in most 
lessons, according to teachers. Those in classrooms with frequent disruptions achieved 
statistically significantly lower mean reading scores compared to their peers in more 
orderly environments. Additionally, 71% of pupils attended schools where principals 
noted a moderate impact from reading resource shortages, though very few attended 
schools where a severe impact from such shortages was reported. There was no 
statistically significant difference in overall reading achievement between those who 
were moderately affected and not affected.

•	 Teacher characteristics: Over half of pupils (53%) were taught by teachers who were 
very satisfied with their jobs, though this proportion decreased from 60% in 2016, and 
10% of pupils were taught by teachers who were less than satisfied, up from 4% in 
2016. There were no statistically significant differences in reading achievement related 
to teacher job satisfaction. Between one-third and one-fifth of pupils had teachers who 
engaged in professional development in reading in the two years prior to PIRLS 2021, 
while most pupils’ teachers expressed a need for further training in reading instruction. 
More than 40% of pupils were taught by teachers who read for enjoyment daily, while 
less than 10% had teachers who rarely or never read for enjoyment. No statistically 
significant differences in reading achievement were found based on the extent to which 
teachers read for enjoyment.

Key findings on school characteristics (Chapter 5):

•	 School composition: Pupils attending schools where over 90% of pupils spoke English 
as their native language (58%) achieved the highest mean reading score among their 
peers, a pattern also observed in some reference countries like Northern Ireland. Most 
pupils (73%) attended schools where over 75% of pupils had basic literacy skills at the 
beginning of First Class, and these pupils achieved a higher mean reading score than 
their peers. Additionally, over 40% of pupils were in schools characterised as more 
affluent, and these pupils scored statistically significantly higher than those in schools 
attended by less affluent pupils. The achievement gap between pupils from more affluent 
and more disadvantaged schools (as reported by school principals) narrowed slightly 
between 2016 and 2021. 

•	 School-level resources: Over half of pupils attended schools with a library, but the 
proportion of pupils able to borrow library materials decreased in 2021 compared to 
2016, likely due to COVID-19 restrictions. Library access and the extent to which libraries 
were well-resourced were not associated with statistically significant differences in 
reading achievement. Despite 80% of pupils having access to digital learning resources, 
Ireland had the lowest proportion of students with such access among the selected 
reference countries, and this access was not associated with statistically significant 
differences in reading achievement. 
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•	 School climate, discipline, and safety: Approximately three-quarters of pupils attended 
schools deemed very safe and orderly, achieving statistically significantly higher mean 
reading scores than those in less safe and orderly environments. Additionally, most 
pupils were in schools with minimal discipline problems, with those in schools with 
hardly any problems scoring statistically significantly higher than their peers in schools 
with more severe discipline problems. One-fifth of pupils attended schools with a very 
high emphasis on academic success and outperformed those in schools with a lower 
emphasis, though the achievement gap between pupils attending schools with a high 
versus a medium emphasis narrowed between 2016 and 2021. Over half of pupils 
reported a high sense of school belonging, which was linked to statistically significantly 
higher reading achievement, with Ireland showing one of the largest achievement 
gaps among the reference countries between pupils with high and low sense of 
school belonging. About 75% of pupils reported never or almost never being bullied 
and achieved statistically significantly higher mean reading scores than those who 
experienced bullying on a monthly or weekly basis. Approximately two-thirds of pupils 
reported never or almost never being absent from school, while 8% were absent once a 
week or once every two weeks. Pupils who were absent once a week scored statistically 
significantly lower than those who were absent less frequently. Four out of five pupils had 
parents who were very satisfied with their school, with these pupils achieving a similar 
mean reading score to their peers whose parents were somewhat satisfied with their 
school. Ireland had one of the highest proportions of parents who were very satisfied 
with their child’s school among the selected reference countries. 

Chapter 6: Characteristics of low-, medium-, and high-achieving pupils in 
reading
Chapter 6 describes an analysis of PIRLS 2021 data for Ireland that focuses on the profiles 
of low-, medium-, and high-achieving pupils. Pupils’ gender, the extent to which they were 
confident in and liked reading, their socioeconomic status, and their school’s DEIS status 
were related to their chances of belonging to the low, medium, or high achievement group 
in reading, while their country of birth (Ireland vs other) was not related to their chances of 
belonging to one of these groups. Specifically, girls, pupils who were very confident in reading, 
those who very much liked reading, those in the higher socioeconomic group, and those 
attending non-DEIS schools were statistically significantly less likely to be low achievers and 
statistically significantly more likely to be high achievers in reading compared to boys, pupils 
who were somewhat or not confident in reading, those who somewhat liked or did not like 
reading, pupils in the middle and lower socioeconomic groups, and those attending DEIS Urban 
schools, respectively.

Chapter 7: Pupils’ wellbeing, school-related experiences, reading attitudes 
and behaviours
Chapter 7 focuses on data from the PIRLS 2021 pupil questionnaire about pupils’ wellbeing, 
school-related experiences, and reading attitudes and behaviours. Data are presented by pupils’ 
gender, their country of birth, and their socioeconomic status, and school DEIS status. Absence 
rates were similar for boys and girls but higher among pupils born outside of Ireland, those in 
the lower and middle socioeconomic groups, and those attending DEIS Urban Band 1 schools, 
compared to their peers born in Ireland, those in the higher socioeconomic group, and pupils 
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attending non-DEIS schools, respectively. Boys were more likely to feel tired at school daily, as 
were pupils in the lower and middle socioeconomic groups and pupils attending DEIS Urban 
schools, although hunger levels did not differ by the examined characteristics. Boys, pupils 
born outside of Ireland, those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and those attending 
DEIS Urban Band 1 schools also experienced more frequent bullying compared to girls, pupils 
born in Ireland, those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds, and those attending non-DEIS 
schools. Girls reported a stronger sense of school belonging than boys, while pupils in DEIS 
Urban Band 1 schools reported a weaker sense of school belonging compared to their peers 
attending non-DEIS schools. Boys and girls were broadly similar in terms of the extent to which 
they were confident in reading, as were pupils born in Ireland and those born outside of Ireland, 
though pupils from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and those attending DEIS Urban Band 
1 schools were less confident in reading compared to the rest of their peers. Girls and pupils in 
the higher socioeconomic group tended to like reading more than boys and pupils from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds, respectively, while pupils in DEIS Urban schools tended to like 
reading less than their peers attending non-DEIS schools. Lastly, girls were more engaged in 
reading lessons compared to boys, while country of birth, socioeconomic status, and school 
DEIS status showed no statistically significant differences in engagement during reading lessons. 

Chapter 8: Educational experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic 
Chapter 8 focuses on the teaching experiences of Fourth Class and Fifth Class teachers in 
Ireland, with Fourth Class teachers reflecting on the 2020/2021 school year (which included 
the second COVID-19 lockdown and related school closures, as well as the return to in-person 
teaching) and Fifth Class teachers reflecting on the situation at the time of the PIRLS testing, 
early in the 2021/2022 school year. 

•	 Remote teaching and learning: During remote teaching and learning in Ireland in 
early 2021, 69% of Fourth Class pupils were taught by teachers who delivered recorded 
lessons on a daily basis, while live lessons were less frequent. Most pupils were assigned 
activities by digital means, such as the school website, on a daily basis, while paper-
based tasks were less common, presumably due to COVID-19 restrictions. A majority of 
pupils were in classes where at least three-quarters of pupils were reported to regularly 
engage in remote literacy learning, with most having access to suitable digital devices 
and internet connection, and 66% having a suitable workspace for learning at home. 
Just under half of pupils were reported to have support from someone at home for 
literacy development. Nearly all pupils were taught by teachers who had access to digital 
devices, though fewer were taught by teachers who had a suitable internet connection or 
a suitable workspace, and about half were taught by teachers who felt that they received 
sufficient guidance on remote learning. Teachers sourced support for remote instruction 
primarily from teaching colleagues, followed by school management, the PDST, the 
Department of Education, and the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 
(NCCA). 

•	 In-person teaching and learning: Following the return to the classroom, most pupils 
were taught by Fourth Class teachers who assigned homework, in which reading was 
a component, at least three times a week, and were expected to spend 30 minutes or 
less on it each time. Within the 40% of pupils whose schools provided a 2021 summer 
programme funded by the Department of Education, 43% attended schools that 
provided a DEIS Literacy and Numeracy camp, 68% attended schools that provided 
an inclusion programme for pupils with Special Educational Needs and/or at risk of 



xviii

Table of Contents

disadvantage who were in mainstream classes, and 62% attended schools that provided 
a Special Educational Needs Programme for pupils in special classes.

•	 COVID-19 and literacy learning: The majority of pupils were taught by both Fourth 
Class and Fifth Class teachers who reported that COVID-19 restrictions, such as restricted 
access to facilities, unavailability of support teachers, requirements for additional 
planning time, and certain safety measures like hand sanitising and social distancing, 
negatively affected pupils’ literacy learning. According to their Fourth Class teachers, 
nearly all pupils faced some negative impact on literacy development during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, with more than half of pupils being taught by teachers estimating 
that between a quarter and half of their pupils were affected, and two-fifths being 
taught by teachers estimating that three-quarters or more of their pupils experienced 
challenges. When looking at both Fourth and Fifth Class teachers’ estimates, it seems 
that the literacy development of fewer pupils was regarded as negatively affected by 
challenges due the COVID-19 pandemic in the autumn of 2021 (the time of the PIRLS 
assessment) than in the previous school year (2020-2021).

Chapter 9: Key findings and conclusions
The PIRLS 2021 implementation included three notable changes compared to previous cycles: 
the planned transition to digital testing for some countries, the planned adoption of a “group 
adaptive testing” method, and unplanned adjustments due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
pandemic led to an extended data collection window in the main study, from autumn 2020 
to spring 2022. In Ireland, the assessment was delayed from spring to autumn 2021, moving 
testing from Fourth Class (End G4) to Fifth Class (Start G5), with the paper-based version being 
used instead of the intended digital version. Despite these challenges, Ireland achieved high 
response rates, reflecting strong commitment from schools and families.

Interpreting the PIRLS 2021 data requires consideration of several caveats. Internationally, 
comparisons between End G4 and Start G5 countries, and between countries that administered 
PIRLS 2021 on paper versus digitally, should be made with caution, even though the scaling 
methodology accounted for mode effects. Nationally, for Start G5 countries like Ireland, 
differences in age, grade, and timing of assessment in the PIRLS 2021 cycle compared to 
previous cycles affect trend comparisons. Despite these caveats, the PIRLS 2021 data offer 
valuable insights into the reading comprehension skills and related experiences of Fifth Class 
pupils in Ireland as well as the educational context during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Chapter 9 consolidates the key findings, explores their alignment with the policy context of 
PIRLS 2021, and outlines potential policy implications and recommendations for future research.

•	 Factors associated with reading achievement: Between 2016 and 2021, the reading 
achievement gap between pupils born in Ireland and those born outside Ireland 
narrowed, with the 2021 gap being not statistically significant. Despite this progress, 
gaps remain on specific reading subscales favouring pupils born in Ireland, highlighting 
the need for continued focus on inclusion within the Irish education system. This aligns 
with certain objectives of the Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033, 
which emphasise support for diverse learners, including immigrant pupils, to achieve 
their potential. While progress has also been made in Ireland in addressing the needs 
of low achievers, certain groups—boys, pupils who were not confident in or did not 
like reading, those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, and those in DEIS Urban 
schools—remained at higher risk of low achievement, highlighting a need for enhanced 
supports. 



xix

Table of Contents

•	 Attitudes towards and engagement in reading: In 2021, there was a decline in the 
proportion of pupils who were very confident in reading and an increase in those who 
were less confident compared to 2016. Concurrently, the achievement gap between 
these two groups widened. Although the achievement gap between pupils who liked 
reading and those who did not narrowed between 2016 and 2021, it was accompanied 
by a decline in the proportion of pupils who very much liked reading and an increase 
in those who did not, a pattern also observed among pupils’ parents. Engagement in 
reading lessons also declined, likely due, at least in part, to the effects of prolonged 
school closures and remote teaching and learning, and the achievement gap between 
highly engaged and less engaged pupils increased slightly. Additionally, while fewer 
pupils had parents who frequently read for enjoyment in 2021, the time spent reading 
by parents showed a stronger association with pupils’ reading achievement in 2021 
than in previous years. Although gender differences in the extent to which pupils felt 
confident in reading were not substantial, boys tended to like reading and be engaged 
in reading lessons less than girls, and pupils from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 
and non-DEIS schools tended to be more confident in and like reading more than those 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and DEIS Urban schools, respectively. Overall, 
these findings, reflecting a decline in reading attitudes and engagement among both 
pupils and their parents, potentially linked with the COVID-19 pandemic, contrast with 
the stability observed in reading attitudes between 2011 and 2016 and highlight the 
importance of the continued emphasis on improving attitudes towards and engagement 
in learning, as outlined in the Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033.

•	 Reading activities and instruction: The emphasis on early years’ education and parental 
involvement in literacy, highlighted in the 2011 National Strategy and its interim report, 
continues in the Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033. The findings 
presented in this report indicate that frequent early literacy activities at home and literacy 
readiness before starting First Class are positively linked to reading achievement. Given 
these findings, this continued emphasis appears justified, while the slightly higher 
frequency of pupil engagement in early literacy activities at home reported by parents 
in 2021 compared to previous years may be linked to this emphasis. The findings also 
support the need for widespread availability of suitable screening and diagnostic tests 
for literacy difficulties and the implementation of interventions during these formative 
years to further support prevention at primary level, as outlined in the Literacy, Numeracy 
and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033. Despite the introduction of the new PLC, 
classroom practices remained largely unchanged compared to previous years, likely 
due in part to the prolonged school closures and remote teaching and learning that 
presumably disrupted the smooth rollout of the curriculum. However, a few notable 
differences emerged in 2021, such as increased emphasis on peer discussions about 
reading and on writing responses, but decreased provision of materials matching pupils’ 
interests and opportunities for independent reading. These may reflect adjustments from 
a combination of the new curriculum and remote teaching and learning challenges.

•	 Use of digital devices for reading and other activities: In Ireland, access to computers, 
tablets, and smartphones was linked with lower reading achievement, though this varied 
across countries, likely suggesting that type of device usage may be more critical than 
ownership alone. Despite an inevitable increase in technology use during the COVID-19 
pandemic, pupils in Ireland preferred reading on paper and remembered paper-based 
content more easily, with this preference aligning with the predominantly paper-based 
instruction in Irish schools. According to teachers’ reports, levels of access to digital 
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devices during reading lessons in 2021 remained similar to those reported in 2011. 
Also, instruction related to digital literacy was limited, with a minority of pupils receiving 
regular instruction on these skills. This is despite teachers’ participation in professional 
development on integrating technology into reading instruction. Considering the 
relatively limited exposure of pupils to digital devices during reading lessons, the 
relatively high level of digital self-efficacy reported by pupils may be partly associated 
with their use of digital devices outside of school. The Literacy, Numeracy and Digital 
Literacy Strategy 2024-2033 recognises digital literacy as fundamental for learners’ 
development, advocating for better digital resources and support for teachers to 
enhance technology integration in education, in line with the Digital Strategy for Schools 
to 2027 and the Digital Learning Framework for Primary Schools. Future participation 
in international digital literacy assessments, such as the International Computer and 
Information Literacy Study (ICILS), could provide valuable insights into progress in this 
area.

•	 Wellbeing: In 2021, approximately half of pupils reported that they sometimes feel 
tired upon arriving at school, with over a quarter experiencing this fatigue about daily. 
Similarly, about half of pupils reported that they sometimes feel hungry when they arrive 
at school, while about one-fifth reported that they feel that way every or almost every 
day. Data on the reasons for this fatigue and hunger were not collected in PIRLS 2021; 
their investigation in subsequent cycles could help develop targeted interventions 
to address these issues. Fatigue was more common among boys, pupils from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds, and those in DEIS Urban schools, while pupils in the lower 
socioeconomic group were also more likely to feel hungry upon school arrival compared 
to the rest of their peers, with some of these findings corroborating existing, relevant 
research. The recent expansion of the School Meals Programme may mitigate hunger, 
at least for a portion of the affected pupils. Aligned with findings from existing research 
within the Irish context, the frequency of bullying increased slightly between 2016 and 
2021, with about one-quarter of pupils reporting being bullied at least monthly, and 
those bullied performing statistically significantly worse in reading compared to their 
peers who were not bullied. Boys were more likely to experience frequent bullying 
compared to girls, pupils born outside Ireland experienced more frequent bullying than 
those born in Ireland, and higher rates of being bullied were observed in the lower and 
middle socioeconomic groups and DEIS Urban Band 1 schools. Addressing tiredness, 
hunger, and bullying, among other aspects of pupil wellbeing, especially among those 
subgroups of pupils who are most at risk, necessitates systemic and prevention-focused 
approaches, which may be facilitated, for example, by guidelines such as those in the 
Cineáltas: Action Plan on Bullying. Future research could employ more integrative 
analyses of wellbeing components to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
wellbeing and, in turn, inform effective interventions.

•	 COVID-19: Learning from a unique moment in educational history: During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Fourth Class teachers reported drawing on supports from a range 
of organisations, such as the Department of Education, PDST, and NCCA, to help facilitate 
remote learning during the second period of school closures from January to March 
2021; however, the most frequently used supports originated from their immediate 
working environment (i.e., their school). This was echoed by other research conducted 
during the first lockdown in 2020, highlighting the importance of within- and cross-
school support systems. Fifth Class teachers in autumn 2021 reported fewer negative 
impacts on pupils’ literacy development from the pandemic compared to Fourth Class 
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teachers in the previous school year. The relatively more optimistic perspectives of Fifth 
Class teachers suggest that some pupils were able to catch up quickly, potentially aided 
by extensive guidelines and initiatives like expanded summer programmes. Further 
research could explore how COVID-19 differentially affected literacy development 
among specific pupil subgroups, such as those from lower vs higher socioeconomic 
backgrounds or those attending DEIS vs non-DEIS schools.

This report presents comprehensive findings from descriptive and bivariate analyses of PIRLS 
data for Ireland, selected reference countries, and on average across all PIRLS countries, 
incorporating both achievement and contextual data. Building on these findings, further 
multivariate analyses could help determine the extent to which predictors of primary school 
pupils’ cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes have shifted in tandem with the extended school 
closures and remote teaching and learning of 2020 and 2021. Such analyses could further 
support the development of targeted policies, initiatives, and instructional practices. 

The report also suggests the crucial role of parents—not only in their children’s academic 
achievement, but also in shaping their attitudes and behaviours towards reading, a topic 
warranting further investigation.

A key area for future focus is the monitoring of digital literacy, especially as it becomes an 
integral part of the curriculum under the Literacy, Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024–
2033. Despite progress, challenges remain in ensuring that schools are adequately equipped 
with digital resources and that teachers receive sufficient support for integrating technology 
into their lessons. Given the increasing importance of digital skills, the report suggests Ireland 
consider participating in international digital literacy assessments, such as ICILS, to better track 
progress. 

Looking ahead, data from PIRLS 2026, as well as other national and international assessments 
like NAMER, PISA, and TIMSS, will offer critical insights into how Ireland’s education system 
is evolving. These assessments will help to evaluate the effectiveness of the new Literacy, 
Numeracy and Digital Literacy Strategy 2024-2033, identifying strengths and areas for further 
improvement. The report concludes by emphasising the importance of ongoing monitoring and 
research to refine educational strategies, promote equity, and support all pupils in reaching their 
full potential in an increasingly digital world.
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