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A questionnaire to investigate their teaching practices was sent to a 
representative sample of teachers in junior grades (junior infants, senior infants, 
first class) in Irish primary schools. Completed questionnaires were received 
from 581 teachers in 245 schools. In the language area, reading was the activity 
that received most attention in all three grades. Most children were introduced 
to a reading scheme within a few months of their initial entry to school and were 
expected to make fairly rapid progress through the stages of the scheme. 
Teachers across the three grades devoted progressively more attention to 
‘formal’ number activities. Although groups for instructional purposes were 
formed by most teachers, whole-class teaching was the most favoured teaching 
strategy employed. Teachers’ opinions about issues and objectives in 
junior-primary education revealed a discrepancy between what teachers thought 
should happen in classrooms and what actually happened.

In recent years, the appearance of empirical studies of what takes place 
on a day-to-day basis in primary classrooms in Ireland (3, 4, 5, 6, 7,14) has 
contributed greatly to the stock of information needed to mount an informed 
debate about primary education. Yet, there remain a number of areas about 
which little information is available. One such area is the period covering the 
first three years of pupils’ experience of school. The absence of empirical 
information can be seen in a number of both popular and academic debates 
which have taken place in recent years, all of which are marked by the paucity 
of empirical evidence available to support contrasting claims about what 
takes place in junior-primary (‘infant’) education and, by extension, how 
education at this level might be characterized.

The fact that early childhood education in Ireland is provided for the most 
part within the context of the primary-school system is unusual by 
international standards (see 15,16) and has, from time to time, given rise to
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public debate about the appropriateness of the early educational experiences 
of Irish children (see, 12,13)

Contributors to the debate on early education in Ireland seem to adopt 
widely varying views about what happens in classrooms Suggestions that 
‘formal’ rather than ‘playschool’ approaches typify teaching at the early 
stages of primary schooling (e g , 18) contrast with images depicted by a 
government policy document

The work done in the primary school is designed as a continuum from the 
more informal work in the Infant Classes to the more formal work m the 
subsequent years The usual infant cycle in primary schools today takes 
m the years of pre-compulsory education During the years m Infants, 
children’s personalities are further developed through learning by doing 
They learn through play, through interaction with their environment, 
through group teaching and by individual learning There is a carefully 
structured programme of informal work and play activity designed so that 
certain objectives maybe achieved (13, p 5)

However, even while maintaining this position, the ‘official’ view 
acknowledges that ‘while the programme maybe informal the circumstances 
in which it is taught are not always so, particularly in the many schools where 
an individual teacher has responsibility for teaching a number of standards 
together’ (12, p 10) Extremes of view concerning the nature of early 
education within the pnmary-school system and its effects on pupils 
appeared also in contributions to parliamentary debates on the age of entry 
to primary schooling (see 10)

The existence of official curriculum handbooks (11) does not help resolve 
these evident uncertainties about the exact nature of early education in Irish 
schools While the philosophy and general orientation of the handbooks are 
those which one might associate with an informal approach, the specific aims 
and activities listed include references to fairly high levels of skills in relation 
to reading, writing and, to a lesser extent, number

The survey described in the present paper was undertaken to provide 
empirical information about teaching practices of teachers of the first three 
grades of primary school (junior infants, senior infants, first class) 
Similarities and differences between the teaching practices used at each of
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the three levels are examined. In the light of this information, we evaluate the 
accuracy of competing views about the nature of education in the lower 
classes of Irish schools. In particular, we ask whether such education is more 
properly characterized as formal or informal. While consensus on the 
distinction between formality and informality in the empirical research 
literature of the last ten years (e.g., 1,2,5,6,8) is not much more evident than 
it is in the more public arena discussed earlier, the reality of the distinction 
in the minds and in the discourse of teachers cannot be denied (6).

For the purposes of the present paper, formality and informality in 
teaching practices are operationally defined in terms of contrasts along two 
dimensions: the kinds of skills promoted and the nature of the teacher-pupil 
interaction that takes place. With regard to the kinds of skills promoted, the 
contrast is between specific skills in reading, writing, and mathematics 
(formal) and general cognitive, linguistic, affective, and social skills which are 
thought of as prerequisites of specific skills (informal). With regard to 
teacher-pupil interaction, informality and formality are contrasted in terms 
of the emphasis given to group and individual work (including pupils’ 
freedom to select and organize aspects of their own work) (informal) and the 
emphasis given to whole-class teaching (formal). Teachers’ more general 
orientations towards the formality/informality distinction are examined using 
data on their opinions about a number of issues related to infant education 
and about the relative appropriateness of several possible objectives for such 
education.

METHOD

Sample
The target population for the study was the population of infant (junior 

and senior) and first-class teachers in primary schools in the Republic of 
Ireland during the school year 1980-81. It was estimated that this population 
numbered approximately 6,809 teachers (Table 1). The sampling design used 
to select a representative sample of teachers may be classified as a stratified 
simple one-stage cluster sampling procedure (9). Schools (clusters) were 
chosen with equal probabilities and all teachers of the relevant grades within 
each school were chosen. This procedure was designed to yield a self­
weighting sample of teachers (17, pp. 146-148). It was decided to seek a target 
sample of 10% of the population of infant (junior and senior) and first-class 
teachers.
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TABLE 1

NUMBERS OF TEACHERS AND SCHOOLS, RESPONSE RATE, AND ACHIEVED 
SAMPLING FRA CHON

Teachers Schools

N N

Population 6,809* 2,913

Target Sample 1,051* 345

Effective Sample 581 258

Response rate 581/1,051* = 55

Achieved sampling fraction (0 581 / 6,809* = 09

*These figures are estimates since only data on the total number of teachers in each school 
were available An estimate of the number of junior infant, senior infant, and first class 
teachers in a school was obtained by dividing the sum total of pupils at these three levels by the 
mean class size for that school

Using a Department of Education computer listing of primary schools 
which mcluded data on numbers of teachers, 345 primary schools were 
selected so as to yield, allowing for an anticipated non-response of 40% of 
teachers, an approximate effective sampling fraction (n/N) of 1 of the 
population of teachers (Table 1) Sampling incorporated three stratification 
factors school type (junior primary cycle only or complete primary cycle), 
gender of pupils attending the school (boys, girls, mixed), and school size 
(2-3,4-7,8-12, and 13 + teachers) This stratification design yielded 24 cells 
While the sampling fraction used was constant over all cells, cell numbers 
were 'topped up* whenever the sampling fraction yielded less than seven 
schools per cell Some population cells actually mcluded fewer than seven 
schools, in these cases, all the schools in the population cell were selected

A ltogether, 581 teachers from 245 schools returned completed 
questionnaires The achieved sampling fraction for the study was 
approximately 09 or 9% of the population of teachers The response rate was 
55 The respondents to the survey mcluded 239 (411%) teachers of 

mixed-grade classes These teachers were excluded from consideration in the 
analyses described in this paper since many of their responses were qualified 
for the particular mix of grades they taught



TEACHING PRACTICES IN JUNIOR-PRIM ARY CLASSROOMS 57

Procedure
Questionnaires were sent to the principals of the schools of the teachers 

selected for inclusion in the sample. Formal approval for the study was sought 
from each principal using a cover letter which also contained instructions for 
the distribution of the questionnaires to all infant and first-class teachers who 
agreed to participate. The principals were also requested to return a 
data-sheet showing the number of teachers of the relevant grades in the 
school and the number agreeing to participate. Each participating teacher 
received a cover letter, a questionnaire, and a stamped-addressed envelope, 
although not all of the teachers who accepted questionnaires from their 
principals actually returned them.

Questionnaire Data
The teaching practices of teachers are examined under four headings: 

language teaching, mathematics teaching, classroom organization, and issues 
and objectives in infant education.

Language teaching. The data on language teaching consist of teachers’ 
estimates of time spent on various language-teaching activities (e.g., reading, 
writing) and teachers’ reports of aspects of their the use of English-language 
reading schemes. Aspects of reading-scheme use considered included the 
number of schemes used, the proportion of reading-teaching time devoted 
specifically to use of schemes, the timing of pupils’ introduction to reading 
schemes, and the number of reading-scheme stages to which pupils were 
exposed during the school year.

Mathematics teaching. Three aspects of mathematics teaching were 
examined. The first was the teachers’ preference for one or other of two 
approaches to the teaching of mathematics: (i) the development of 
computational skills and (ii) the development of mathematical concepts. The 
second aspect was the teachers’ ranking of seven types of mathematics- 
teaching activities in terms of the relative emphasis given to each in the 
teachers’ own classrooms. The seven types of activities were: exploration of 
materials (e.g., sand, water), sorting and classifying, relations between people 
and objects, ordering of shapes, ordering of numbers, counting in sequence, 
and simple computation. These types of activities were drawn from the 
mathematics section of the official curriculum handbook for teachers (11) or 
from teachers’ descriptions of their mathematics programmes which had 
been obtained by one of the authors in an in-service course for teachers of
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in fa n t c la sses  T h e  th ird  a sp e c t o f  m a th e m a tic s  te a c h in g  c o n s id e re d  w as th e  
te a c h e rs ’ u se  o f  ta b le s  as p a r t  o f  th e ir  m a th e m a tic s  p ro g ra m m e , spec ific a lly  
w h e th e r  th e y  e x p e c te d  p u p ils  to  le a rn  tab le s  an d , if  so, w h a t s o r t  (a d d itio n , 
su b tra c tio n , m u ltip lic a tio n )

Classroom organization D a ta  o n  c la s s ro o m  o r g a n iz a t io n  in c lu d e d  
in fo rm a tio n  o n  te a c h e rs ’ g ro u p in g  p ra c t ic e s  n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p s  u se d , u se  o f 
s e p a ra te  g ro u p s  fo r d if fe re n t su b jec ts , fre q u e n c y  o f  g ro u p  c h an g es , ra t io n a le  
o r  b a s is  fo r fo rm in g  g ro u p s , m o n th  o f g ro u p  c re a tio n , a n d  tim e  sp e n t w o rk in g  
w ith  g ro u p s  In  a d d it io n , in fo rm a tio n  o n  p u p ils ’ f r e e d o m  in  th e  c la s s ro o m  
w as o b ta in e d  in  re la tio n  to  sp ec ific  issues (s e a tin g  a rra n g e m e n ts , m o v e m e n t 
a ro u n d  th e  class, co n v e rsa tio n  am o n g  p u p ils )

Infant education Issues and objectives T h e  fina l h e a d in g  u n d e r  w h ich  
te a c h e rs ’ p ra c tic e s  w e re  e x am in ed  d e a lt w ith  (i) th e  e x te n t o f  te a c h e rs ’ 
a g re e m e n t/d is a g re e m e n t w ith  a  n u m b e r  o f  is su es re la tin g  to  in fan t e d u c a tio n  
a n d  (11) th e  re la tiv e  em p h a s is  th ey  w o u ld  p u t o n  sev e ra l p ro p o s e d  o b jec tiv e s  
fo r  in fa n t e d u c a tio n

RESULTS

Language Teaching
T e a c h e rs  a t  e a c h  g ra d e  level w e re  a sk e d  to  e s tim a te  th e  a m o u n t o f  tim e  

th e y  d e v o te d  e a c h  w eek  to  e a c h  o f  sev e ra l la n g u a g e -te a c h in g  ac tiv itie s  T h e  
to ta l tim e  d e v o te d  e a c h  w eek  to  lan g u ag e  te a c h in g  w as c o m p u te d  by  su m m in g  
th e  tim e s  a llo c a te d  to  th e  c o m p o n e n t ac tiv ities  A  g ro ss  in d e x  o f  th e  fo rm a lity  
o f  lan g u a g e  te a c h in g  w as th e n  c a lc u la te d  by  ex p re ss in g  th e  w eek ly  tim e  
a llo c a te d  to  ac tiv ities  d e fin e d  a s  fo rm a l lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities  as a  p ro p o r tio n  o f  
th e  to ta l w eek ly  tim e  a llo c a te d  to  lan g u ag e  te a c h in g  T e a c h e rs ’ e s tim a te s  o f  
tim e  s p e n t o n  v a rio u s  lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities  a re  su m m a riz e d  in  T a b le  2, w h ich  
a lso  in c lu d e s  e s tim a te d  ag g re g a te s  fo r to ta l lan g u ag e  tim e , tim e  o n  fo rm a l 
a n d  in fo rm a l lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities , a n d  v a lu es fo r th e  in d e x  o f  fo rm a lity  o f  
lan g u a g e  te a c h in g

W ith in -g ra d e  c o m p a r iso n s  u s in g  m a tc h e d -p a irs  t- te s ts  in d ic a te d  th a t 
fo rm a l lan g u a g e  ac tiv ities  w e re  g iven  sign ifican tly  m o re  tim e  th a n  in fo rm a l 
lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities  a t e a c h  o f th e  th r e e  g ra d e  levels (T a b le  2 ) Ju n io r- in fa n t 
te a c h e rs  gave  p ro p o r tio n a te ly  less tim e  to  fo rm a l ac tiv ities  th a n  se n io r- in fa n t 
o r  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs



TABLE 2

TEACHERS’ TIME ALLOCATION (HOURS PER WEEK) TO LANGUAGE-TEACHING ACTIVITIES, BY GRADE

Grade Analysis of variance

Junior Senior First
infants (JI) infants (SI) class (FC) Scheffé
(N:115) (N:98) (N:88) contrasts

Language teaching activity M SD M SD M SD F P (.05)

Total 9.8 4.2 10.3 4.6 8.5 3.9 4.5 .05 SI>FC

Formal 5.2a 2-5 6.2a 2 J 5.4a 2_5 4.3 .05 JI < SI

Reading 3.1 1.7 3.5 15 2.9 1.5 3.1 .05 .

Writing 2.0 1.2 2.2 1.3 1.7 1.0 4.3 .05 SI > FC
Spelling 0.1 0.2 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.5 - - -

Informal 4.6 2.7 4.2 2.9 3.1 2.1 8.6 .001 JI/SI>FC

Reading stories 1.3 0.7 1.2 0.8 0.9 1.1 6.5 .01 JI>FC
Promoting oral language 1.7 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.0 1.6 NS -
Other 1.5 1.7 1.4 1.7 0.8 1.2 6.0 .01 JI/SI > FC

Formal as proportion of Total .54 .13 .61 .12 .65 .12 23.3 .0001 JI<SI/FC

a F onrial tim e vs. inform al tim e within grade:

Junior infants: t = 2.2; p  < .05
Senior infants: i  = 6.7; £  < .001
First class: i  = 9.4; p < .001
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W h e n  th e  in d iv id u a l lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities  w e re  e x am in ed  m o re  closely , a  
n u m b e r  o f  in te re s tin g  p o in ts  e m e rg e d  (T a b le  2) R e a d in g  w as th e  m am  
la n g u a g e - te a c h in g  a c tiv ity  u s e d  by  a ll te a c h e r s ,  r e g a r d le s s  o f  g r a d e  
A p p ro x im a te ly  o n e - th ird  o f  lan g u a g e  te a c h in g  tim e  a t e a c h  g ra d e  w as 
d e v o te d  to  re a d in g , no  b e tw e e n -g ra d e  d if fe re n c e s  in  tim e  d e v o te d  to  re a d in g  
w e re  ev id en t I t  w as a lso  c le a r  th a t  w riting , th e  s e c o n d  o f  th e  ac tiv itie s  
d e s ig n a te d  as fo rm a l, re c e iv e d  a  g o o d  d e a l o f a tte n tio n  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , 
th e  a m o u n t o f  tim e  d e v o te d  to  th e  te a c h in g  o f  sp e llin g  w as n o t la rg e  — less 
th a n  an  h o u r  p e r  w eek  in  all ca se s  H o w e v e r, th e re  w as ev id e n c e  o f in c re a s in g  
e m p h a s is  o n  sp e llin g  ov er g ra d e  level V irtu a lly  a ll firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  ta u g h t 
sp e llin g  w hile  th e  fig u re  fo r  se n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  w as 6 8 % , m  c o n tra s t, on ly  
1 5 %  o f  ju n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e r s  ta u g h t  sp e l lin g  In  v iew  o f  th e  a lm o s t 
n o n -e x is te n c e  o f  sp e llin g  te a c h in g  in  ju n io r- in fa n t c la sses , i t  is  n o te w o rth y  
th a t  th e  tim e  sp e n t on  re a d in g  a n d  w ritin g  to g e th e r  to o k  u p  a lm o s t all th e  
fo rm a l lan g u ag e  activ ity  tim e  a t th is  g ra d e  level

W ith  re g a rd  to  th e  in d iv id u a l ac tiv itie s  d e s ig n a te d  as in fo rm a l, it is c le a r  
th a t  th e  re a d in g  o f s to rie s  b y  th e  te a c h e r  w as a  m o d e ra te ly  p o p u la r  ac tiv ity  
a t a ll g ra d e  levels, s ign ifican tly  m o re  so  in f irs t c la sses  th a n  in  ju n io r- in fa n t 
c la sses  T h e  tim e  d e v o te d  to  s to ry  te llin g  w as p ro p o r tio n a te ly  s im ila r a t all 
th r e e  g ra d e  levels

Use of Reading Schemes W h ile  it is c le a r  th a t re a d in g  in s tru c tio n  w as an  
im p o r ta n t  f e a tu re  o f  th e  in fa n t c u rr ic u lu m , th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  re a d in g  
in s tru c tio n  re m a in e d  u n c le a r  fro m  th e  tim e  d a ta  a lo n e  T o  o v e rc o m e  th is, 
d a ta  w e re  ex am in ed  w h ich  sh e d  ligh t o n  o n e  w ay in w h ich  re a d in g  m ig h t b e  
ta u g h t T h e  fo cu s w as on  th e  te a c h e rs ’ u se  o f g ra d e d  re a d in g  sch em es, 
sp ec ific a lly  E n g lish -lan g u ag e  re a d in g  sch em es

B e tw e e n -g ra d e  d if fe re n c e s  in th e  n u m b e r  o f  sc h e m e s  u s e d  w e re  o b se rv e d  
(x 2 =  12 85, df 2, p< 01) M o re  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  (7 1 % ) th a n  ju n io r  o r 
s e n io r - in fa n t  te a c h e rs  (5 0 %  a n d  4 8 %  resp ec tiv e ly ) u se d  on ly  o n e  sc h e m e  
T h e  re m a in in g  te a c h e rs  in d ic a te d  th a t  th ey  u se d  tw o  o r  m o re  re a d in g  
sc h e m e s

A  m e a s u re  o f th e  im p o rta n c e  o f th e  re a d in g  sc h e m e (s )  as an  a sp e c t o f  th e  
te a c h in g  o f  re a d in g  w as g iven  by  th e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  to ta l tim e  a llo c a te d  to  
te a c h in g  re a d in g  w h ic h  w as d e v o te d  to  th e  re a d in g  s c h e m e  U s in g  a 
c lo s e d -q u e s tio n  fo rm a t, sc h e m e  u se rs  w e re  a sk e d  to  in d ic a te  w h ich  o f  five



TEACHING PRACTICES IN JUNIOR-PRIMARY CLASSROOMS 61

p e rc e n ta g e  in te rv a ls  a p p ro x im a te d  b e s t to  th e  p e rc e n ta g e  o f  to ta l tim e  
a llo c a tio n  to  re a d in g  w h ich  th ey  d e v o te d  to  w o rk in g  w ith  re a d in g  sch em es. 
T h e  te a c h e rs ’ re s p o n se s  in d ic a te d  th a t  g ra d e d  re a d in g  sc h e m e s  fo rm e d  a  
su b s ta n tia l p a r t  o f  th e  a p p ro a c h  to  te a c h in g  re a d in g  o f  m an y  te a c h e rs  (T a b le  
3 ). T h is  w as tru e  even  th o u g h  b e tw e e n -g ra d e  d if fe re n c e s  ex is ted  in  th e

TABLE 3

PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT TEACHING READING DEVOTED TO READING 
SCHEME(S), BY GRADE

Grade
Junior Senior First
Infants Infants Class

(N:115) (N:99) (N:87)
Time spent teaching reading:
Percentage devoted to reading scheme(s) % % %

Up to 20% 12.2 7.1 14.9
21% to 40% 31.3 16.2 13.8
41% to 60% 32.2 38.4 29.9
61% to 80% 19.1 31.3 31.0
81% to 100% 5.2 7.1 10.3

re s p o n se  d is tr ib u tio n s  (x2 =  18.4; df: 8.4; /? < .0 5 ) .  T h e  la t te r  d if fe re n c e s  
sh o w ed  co m p ara tiv e ly  m o re  ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  as a llo ca tin g  less re a d in g  
tim e  to  th e  re a d in g  sch em es.

O n e  o f  th e  issu es w ith  w h ich  w e w e re  ch iefly  c o n c e rn e d  w as th e  ex ten t to  
w h ich  te a c h e rs  w e re  w illing  to  p o s tp o n e  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  fo rm a l re a d in g . 
A  q u e s tio n  w as in c lu d e d  to  d e te rm in e  th e  m o n th  o f in tro d u c tio n  fo r  ‘w e a k ’, 
‘a v e ra g e ’, a n d  ‘g o o d  ab ility ’ g ro u p in g s; th e  re su lts  a re  p re s e n te d  in  T a b le  4. 
T o  fa c ilita te  p re s e n ta tio n , th e  re s p o n se  o p tio n s  (i.e ., m o n th  in  th e  sch o o l 
y e a r)  w e re  g ro u p e d  in to  th r e e  a p p ro x im a te  sch o o l te rm s.

T h e re  w e re  so m e  c o n tra d ic tio n s  in  th e  te a c h e rs ’ r e p o r ts  re g a rd in g  th e ir  
tim in g  o f  th e  p u p ils ’ in tro d u c tio n  to  fo rm a l re a d e rs . A c c o rd in g  to  8 8 %  o f 
ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs , th e  ‘w e a k ’ p u p ils  in  th e ir  c la sses  h a d  b e e n  in tro d u c e d  
to  a fo rm a l re a d e r  so m e tim e  b e fo re  leav ing  th e  ju n io r- in fa n ts  c lass. O n ly  5 9 %  
o f se n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs , how ever, t im e d  th e ir  ‘w e a k ’ p u p ils ’ in tro d u c tio n  to



PERCENTAGES OF TEACHERS WHO INTRODUCED READING SCHEMES AT DIFFERENT 

TIMES IN THE YEAR, BY GRADE AND ABILITY LEVEL OF PUPILS

Grade and ability level of pupils 

Junior infants (N 113) Senior infants (N 91) First class (N 84)

TABLE4

Weak’ ‘Average’ ‘Good’ ‘Weak’ ‘Average1 ‘Good’ ‘Weak’ ‘Average’ ‘Good1

Time of introduction % % % % % % % % %

Before entry 1 1 1 59 82 88 89 96 98

September December 13 35 59 32 13 11 10 4 2

January March 43 50 35 4 3 1 1 0 0

April June 31 12 4 2 1 0 0 0 0

In next grade 12 2 1 2 0 0 0 0 0
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a fo rm a l r e a d e r  as b e fo re  e n try  to  se n io r  in fan ts . S im ila r d is c re p a n c ie s  in  th e  
ju n io r- in fa n t a n d  s e n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs ’ r e p o r ts  e x is ted  fo r th e  ‘a v e ra g e ’ a n d  
‘g o o d ’ p u p ils , w h ile  th e  p a t te rn  w as r e p e a te d  in th e  r e p o r ts  o f  se n io r- in fa n t 
a n d  f i r s t - c l a s s  t e a c h e r s  fo r  th e  ‘w e a k - a b i l i t y ’ g r o u p .  T h e s e  l a t t e r  
d is c re p a n c ie s , h o w ev er, w e re  re la tiv e ly  m in o r.

In  re la tio n  to  th e ir  u se  o f  g ra d e d  re a d in g  sch em es  involving sev e ra l s tag es  
o r  levels o f  re a d e rs ,  th e  te a c h e rs  w e re  a lso  a sk e d  to  in d ic a te  th e  p a r t ic u la r  
levels o f  th e ir  c h o se n  sch em es  to  w h ich  p u p ils  w e re  ex p o sed . A s w ith  th e  
p re v io u s  q u e s tio n , te a c h e rs  w e re  a sk e d  to  d if fe re n tia te  b e tw e e n  th e ir  ‘w e a k ’, 
‘a v e ra g e ’, a n d  ‘g o o d ’-ab ility  p u p ils . T h e  te a c h e rs ’ re s p o n se s , p re s e n te d  in  
T a b le  5, show  a s te a d y  p ro g re ss io n  th ro u g h  th e  levels o f  th e  re a d in g  sch em es  
a sso c ia te d  b o th  w ith  g ra d e  level a n d  w ith  p u p il-ab ility  level w ith in  g ra d e  level. 
I f  u se  o f  a re a d in g -sc h e m e  level w ith  a t lea s t o n e  g ro u p  o f p u p ils  by  a t le a s t 
tw o -th ird s  o f  te a c h e rs  is a d o p te d  as in d ica tiv e  o f  a  re a d in g  lim it fo r e a c h  
g ra d e , it can  b e  seen  th a t th e  first, se c o n d , a n d  fo u r th  levels re sp ec tiv e ly  fo rm  
lim its fo r ju n io r  in fan ts , s e n io r  in fan ts , a n d  first c lass. It is a p p a re n t  a lso  th a t 
th e  u sag e  p a tte rn s  o f  re a d in g -sc h e m e  levels by  g ra d e  o v e rla p  a c ro s s  g ra d e s . 
T h e  m o d a l n u m b e r o f  re a d in g -sc h e m e  levels u se d  w ith  e a c h  ab ility  g ro u p  in 
e a c h  g ra d e  w as tw o, e x cep t w ith  th e  ‘w eak ’ p u p ils  in ju n io r- in fa n t c la sses  
(M o d e  =  1) (T a b le  6 ). T h e  in fo rm a tio n  p re s e n te d  in T a b le s  5 a n d  6 re p re s e n t 
n o rm a tiv e  d a ta  on  re a d in g -sc h e m e  use  w ith  p u p ils  o f  vary ing  ab ility  fo r th e  
th r e e  g ra d e s  su rveyed .

Mathematics Teaching
T h e  c o n tra s t b e tw e e n  fo rm ality  a n d  in fo rm a lity  in re la tio n  to  th e  te a c h in g  

o f  m a th e m a tic s  is p ro b a b ly  b e s t se e n  in th e  re la tiv e  e m p h a s is  g iven  to  th e  
a c q u is it io n  o f  s p e c if ic  c o m p u ta tio n a l sk ills a n d  k n o w led g e  a n d  to  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  m a th e m a tic a l co n c e p ts . T e a c h e rs  w e re  a sk e d  to  in d ic a te  th e  
a p p ro a c h  to  w h ich  th ey  d e v o te d  m o s t a tte n tio n . T h e y  w e re  th e n  a sk e d  to  ra n k  
seven  m a th e m a tic s  ac tiv ities in  te rm s  o f  th e  re la tiv e  e m p h a s is  e a c h  rece iv ed  
in th e ir  c la ssro o m s.

Approaches emphasized in the teaching of mathematics. T e a c h e r s ’ 
em p h a s is  on  a p p ro a c h e s  to  m a th e m a tic s  te a c h in g  c h a n g e d  w ith  g ra d e  level. 
T h e  d ire c tio n  o f  th is  ch an g e  w as in c reas in g ly  to w a rd s  ‘fo rm a lity ’ o f  te ac h in g . 
O f  th e  ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  su rveyed , 8 5 %  p la c e d  th e  em p h a s is  on  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  m a th e m a tic a l c o n c e p ts  r a th e r  th a n  o n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  
c o m p u ta t io n a l  sk ills  (1 1 %  p la c e d  e m p h a s is  o n  sk i lls ) . T h is  m a r k e d
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PERCENTAGES OF TEACHERS USING ENGLISH-LANGUAGE READING SCHEME LEVELS,
V )

BY GRADE ANt^ABILITY LEVEL OF PUPILS

Grade and ability level of pupils 

Junior infants (N 113) Senior infants (N 91) First class (N 84)

TABLE 5

Weak’ Average’ Good’ Weak’ ‘Average ‘Good* ‘Weak’ ‘Average’ ‘Good’

Scheme level used % % % % % % % % %

No level used 18 4 4 5 2 2 6 3 3

Pnmer 81 90 91 54 30 30 13 7 7

Level 1 31 74 78 79 78 72 46 13 11

Level 2 0 3 11 43 80 85 63 52 34

Level 3 0 0 3 1 18 34 49 84 80

Level 4 0 0 2 0 1 6 14 36 67

Level 5 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 4 16

Level 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1

Note As each teacher may use none some or ail of the levels the columns in this table are not frequency distributions 
(i e , they do not sum to 100%)
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PERCENTAGES OFTEACHERS USING DIFFERENT NUMBERS OF ENGLISH-LANGUAGE 

READING SCHEME LEVELS, BY GRADE AND ABILITY LEVEL OF PUPILS

Grade and ability level of pupils

TABLE 6

Junior infants (N 113) 

Weak’ Average’ ‘Good’

Senior infants (N 91) 

‘Weak’ ‘Average’ ‘Good’ ‘Weak

First class (N 84) 

‘Average’ ‘Good’

Number of levels used % % % % % % % % %

None 18 4 4 5 2 2 6 3 3

One 51 28 22 31 24 19 31 26 20

Two 31 65 64 45 46 43 39 50 48

Three 0 3 7 19 23 25 19 16 21

Four 0 0 1 0 5 10 6 4 4

Five 0 0 2 0 1 1 0 0 2

Six 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0

Seven 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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d if fe re n c e  in  th e  re la tiv e  e m p h a s is  g iv en  to  th e s e  tw o  a p p ro a c h e s  to  
m a th e m a t ic s  te a c h in g  h a d  d i s a p p e a r e d  b y  f i r s t  c la s s  w h e re  s im ila r  
p ro p o r t io n s  o f  te a c h e rs  e m p h a s iz e d  e a c h  a p p r o a c h  (4 7 %  e m p h a s iz e d  
c o m p u ta tio n a l skills, 4 8 %  m a th e m a tic a l co n c e p ts )  A n  in te rm e d ia te  p o s itio n  
w as ta k e n  by  se n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs , 3 8 %  o f w h o m  gave m o re  em p h a s is  to  th e  
d e v e lo p m e n t o f  c o m p u ta tio n a l sk ills w h ile  5 7 %  e m p h a s iz e d  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t 
o f  m a th e m a tic a l c o n c e p ts  A p p ro x im a te ly  4 %  o f  te a c h e rs  a t  e a c h  g ra d e  level 
r e p o r te d  th a t  th ey  p la c e d  e q u a l em p h as is  on  th e  tw o  a p p ro a c h e s  ev en  th o u g h  
th is  o p tio n  w as n o t p ro v id e d  fo r  in  th e  q u e s tio n  fo rm a t A  c h i-sq u a re  analysis 
in d ic a te d  h igh ly  s ig n ifican t d if fe re n c e s  in  g ro u p - re sp o n se  d is tr ib u tio n s  (x  =  
39  35, df 4, p <  0001)

T e a c h e rs  w e re  a lso  a sk e d  to  ra n k  sev en  types o f  m a th e m a tic s  a c tiv itie s  in 
te rm s  o f  th e  re la tiv e  em p h a s is  e a c h  re c e iv e d  in th e  te a c h e rs ’ ow n c la ss ro o m s 
T h e  ac tiv itie s  ra n k e d  by  th e  te a c h e rs  a re  lis ted  in  T a b le  7  a n d  ro u g h ly  d e fin e  
a  sca le  o f  in c re a s in g  d e g re e  o f  fo rm ality , w ith  ‘e x p lo ra tio n  o f m a te r ia ls ’ as th e  
le a s t fo rm a l activ ity  T a b le  7 a lso  p re s e n ts  m e a n  ra n k in g s  o f  th e  e m p h a s is  
g iven  in  th e  c la s s ro o m  to  th e  sev en  m a th e m a tic s  ac tiv ities  a n d  th e  re su lts  o f  
s e v e ra l  o n e -w a y  a n a ly s e s  o f  v a r ia n c e , th e  b e tw e e n -g r a d e  d if fe re n c e s  
id e n tif ie d  in  th e  la t te r  an a ly ses a re  m o re  re a d ily  d is c e rn ib le  in  F ig u re  1 T h e se  
d a ta  sh o w  c lea rly  ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs ’ p re f e re n c e  fo r th e  m o re  in fo rm a l 
ac tiv itie s  T h e re  w e re  g ra d e  d if fe re n c e s  in  em p h a s is  fo r five o f  th e  sev en  
ac tiv itie s  A c tiv itie s  d e a lin g  w ith  ‘re la tio n s  b e tw e e n  p e o p le  a n d  o b je c ts ’ (M— 4 9, SD =  1 9 )  a n d  ‘o rd e r in g  o f  s h a p e s ’ (M = 4 9, SD = 11) w e re  g iven  
s im ila r em p h a s is  a c ro s s  th e  th re e  g ra d e s  (A  ra n k in g  o f  ‘1’ in d ic a te s  th e  
ac tiv ity  g e ttin g  th e  m o s t e m p h as is , ‘7 ’ in d ic a te s  th e  activ ity  g e tt in g  th e  le a s t 
em p h a s is  )

S cheff6  te s ts  o f p a ire d  c o n tra s ts  w e re  p e rfo rm e d  fo r  th e  five ac tiv ities  
y ie ld in g  s ig n ific an t F - r a tio s  F o r  th r e e  ac tiv ities , th e r e  w e re  s ig n ific an t 
d if fe re n c e s  b e tw e e n  e a c h  o f  th e  g ro u p s  ‘E x p lo ra tio n  o f  m a te r ia ls ’ a n d  
‘so r tin g  a n d  c lassify ing’ g o t re la tiv e ly  m o re  em p h as is  in ju n io r  in fa n ts  th a n  in 
e i th e r  s e n io r  in f a n ts  o r  f i r s t  c la s s e s  w h ile  th e  s e n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e r s  
e m p h a s iz e d  b o th  th e s e  ac tiv ities  m o re  th a n  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  F o r  ‘s im p le  
c o m p u ta t io n ’, th is  p a t t e r n  w as r e v e r s e d ,  le ss  e m p h a s is  w as g iv en  by  
ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  th a n  by  te a c h e rs  o f  th e  o th e r  g ra d e s  w h ile  se n io r- in fa n t 
te a c h e rs  a lso  p la c e d  sign ifican tly  le ss  em p h as is  on  th is  ac tiv ity  th a n  firs t-c la ss  
te a c h e rs



MEAN TEACHERS’ RANKINGS OF EMPHASIS GIVEN TO VARIOUS MATHEMATICS ACTIVITIES, BY GRADE

TABLE 7

Grade Analysis of variance

Mathematics activity

Junior 
infants (JI) 
(N:128)

M SD

Senior 
infants (SI) 
(N:108)

M SD

First
class (FC) 
(N:90)

M SD

Scheffé
contrasts

(05)

Exploration of materials 2.9 2.2

Sorting and classifying 2.3 1.5

Relations between people
and objects 4.7 1.9

Ordering of shapes 4.6 1.6

Ordering of numbers 3.5 1.6

Counting in sequence 4.1 1.7

Simple computation 5-5 1.9

4.7 2 5

3.8 2.2

4.9 2.0

4.9 1.7

2.7 1.4

3.7 1.9 

3.2 2.2

5.6 2.2

5.2 2.0

5.1 1.9

5.1 1.7

2.7 1.7

3.0 1.4

2.3 1.8

40.5 

62.2

1.4

2.2

12.5 

10.7 

80.4

.0001

.0001

NS

NS

.0001

.0001

.0001

JI> S I> F C

JI> S I> F C

JI<SI/FC 

JI/SI < FC 

JI< S I< F C
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FIGURE 1

TEACHERS MEAN RANKINGS OF MATHEMATICS ACTIVITIES BY GRADE

JUNIOR INFANTS 

SENIOR INFANTS 

FIRST CLASS

1 Exploration of miteriils
II Sort mg ind cUmfyuig
III Relit tons between people ind objects
IV Ordering of shapes
v Ordering of numbers
VI Counting in sequence
V II Simple computstion

MATHFMATICS ACTIVITIES
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T h e  s te a d y  c h a n g e  in  em p h a s is  g iven  to  th e  la t te r  th re e  ac tiv itie s  o v e r all 
th r e e  g ra d e s  w as n o t r e p e a te d  fo r  th e  tw o  re m a in in g  ac tiv itie s  ( ‘o rd e r in g  o f 
n u m b e r s ' a n d  ‘c o u n tin g  in  s e q u e n c e ’) J u n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e r s  p la c e d  
sign ifican tly  le ss  em p h a s is  o n  th e  fo rm e r  activ ity  th a n  e ith e r  o f  th e  o th e r  
g ro u p s  o f  te a c h e rs  w h o  p la c e d  sim ila r levels o f  em p h a s is  o n  th e  ac tiv ity  F o r  
th e  la t te r  ac tiv ity  ( ‘c o u n tin g  in  s e q u e n c e ’), ju n io r- in fa n t a n d  se n io r- in fa n t 
te a c h e rs  w e re  g ro u p e d  to g e th e r  in  th a t th e y  b o th  gave  it less em p h a s is  th a n  
d id  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs

The Inclusion of Tables
In  k e e p in g  w ith  th e ir  in s tru c tio n a l em p h as is  on  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  

m a th e m a tic a l co n c e p ts , th e  vast m a jo rity  (95  5 % ) o f  ju n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  
d id  n o t ex p e c t th e ir  p u p ils  to  le a rn  ta b le s  In  c o n tra s t, on ly  18%  o f  firs t-c la ss  
te a c h e rs  d id  n o t e x p ec t th e ir  p u p ils  to  le a rn  tab le s , w h ile  se n io r- in fa n t 
te a c h e rs  o c c u p ie d  a n  in te rm e d ia te  p o s itio n , 6 5 %  o f  th e m  d id  n o t e x p ec t 
ta b le s  to  b e  le a rn e d  A  c h i- sq u a re  analysis ov er th e  th r e e  g ro u p s  o f  te a c h e rs  
y ie ld ed  an  a p p ro x im a te  c h i- sq u a re  v a lu e  o f  148 w hich , w ith  tw o  d e g re e s  o f  
f re e d o m , h a d  an  a sso c ia te d  p ro b a b ility  v a lu e  o f  less th a n  0001

O f  th o s e  te a c h e rs  w ho  e x p e c te d  th e ir  p u p ils  to  le a rn  tab le s , a ll th e  
s e n io r - in fa n t te a c h e rs  a n d  all b u t  o n e  o f  th e  f i rs t-c la s s  te a c h e rs  e x p e c te d  
th e ir  p u p ils  to  le a rn  a d d it io n  ta b le s  S u b tra c tio n  w as d e a lt  w ith  by  on ly  five 
s e n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e r s  (1 5 %  o f  th o s e  te a c h in g  ta b le s ) , b u t  by  6 5 %  o f  
f irs t-c la s s  te a c h e rs  O n ly  9 %  o f  f i rs t-c la s s  te a c h e rs  e x p e c te d  th e ir  p u p ils  to  
le a rn  m u ltip lic a tio n  ta b le s

Classroom Organization
T h e  a sp e c ts  o f  c la s s ro o m  o rg a n iz a tio n  w h ich  w e re  p a r tic u la r ly  p e r t in e n t 

w e re  th e  e x te n t to  w hich  te a c h e rs  d iv id ed  th e ir  c la sse s  in to  g ro u p s , th e  basis , 
n a tu re ,  a n d  r ig id ity  o f  w ith in -c la ss  g ro u p in g s , a n d  th e  e x te n t to  w h ich  
te a c h e rs  e n g a g e d  in  w o rk  w ith  g ro u p s  as o p p o s e d  to  w o rk in g  w ith  in d iv id u a l 
p u p ils  o r  w ith  th e  c lass as a  w h o le

T h e  m a jo rity  (8 8 % ) o f  te a c h e rs  d iv id ed  th e ir  c la sses  in to  g ro u p s  fo r 
te a c h in g  p u rp o s e s  O n ly  sm a ll (s ta tis tic a lly  n o n -s ig n if ic an t)  b e tw e e n -g ra d e  
d if fe re n c e s  w e re  a p p a re n t  b e tw e e n  th e  p ro p o r tio n s  o f  te a c h e rs  w h o  g ro u p

R e s p o n d e n ts  w ho  in d ic a te d  th a t  th e y  g ro u p e d  w e re  su b s e q u e n tly  a sk e d  
to  in d ic a te  w h e th e r  th e y  c re a te d  s e p a ra te  g ro u p s  fo r  d if fe re n t su b jec ts , th e
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n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p s  in to  w h ich  th e  c lass w as d iv id ed , th e  f re q u e n c y  o f  g ro u p  
c h a n g e s , th e  ra t io n a le  o r  b a s is  fo r fo rm in g  th e  g ro u p s , a n d  th e  m o n th  th e  
g ro u p s  w e re  firs t c re a te d

F o r  all te a c h e rs , th e  m e a n  n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p s  in to  w h ich  th e  c lass w as 
d iv id e d  w as 3 6 (n  =  251, 9 5 %  C l 3 43-3 75) T h e  b e tw e e n -  g ra d e  v a ria tio n  
in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p s  u se d  w as n o t s ta tis tic a lly  s ig n ific an t S ig n ifican tly  
fe w e r ju n io r - in fa n t  te a c h e rs  (7 1 % ) th a n  e i th e r  s e n io r - in fa n t (8 8 % ) o r  
f irs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  (8 9 % ) c re a te d  s e p a ra te  g ro u p s  J o r  d if fe re n t su b je c ts  
(x 2 =  13 68, df 2, p < 01) O f  th e  te a c h e rs  w h o  g ro u p e d , 5 4 %  s u p p lie d  
n u m e r ic a l e s tim a te s  o f  th e  fre q u e n c y  o f  c h a n g e s  in  g ro u p  c o m p o s it io n  o v e r 
th e  sch o o l y e a r  F o r  th e s e  te a c h e rs , th e  m e a n  n u m b e r  o f  e s t im a te d  g ro u p  
c h a n g e s  p e r  y e a r  w as 4  2  A s  w ith  th e  d a ta  on  th e  n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p s  u sed , 
th e r e  w as n o  e v id en c e  o f  b e tw e e n -g ra d e  v a ria tio n  in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  ch an g es  
m a d e  to  th e  g ro u p s  o v e r th e  sch o o l y e a r  N o n -n u m e n c a l e s tim a te s  o f  th e  
n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p  c h a n g e s  o v e r th e  sch o o l y e a r  w e re  g iven  by  a  fu r th e r  3 8 %  
o f  te a c h e rs  w h o  g ro u p e d  T h e se  e s tim a te s  in d ic a te d  th a t 3 1 %  o f  th e  te a c h e rs  
c h a n g e d  th e ir  g ro u p s  V ery  o f te n ’ w hile  7 %  d id  so  ‘a n  o d d  tim e ’ T h e  fo rm e r  
re s p o n s e  h a d  b e e n  su g g es ted  as a  re s p o n se  o p tio n  to  te a c h e rs  w h o  m a d e  
f r e q u e n t  c h a n g e s  b u t  w ho  fe lt u n a b le  to  give a  n u m e r ic a l e s t im a te  o f  th e  
n u m b e r  o f  g ro u p  ch an g es

N o  s ig n ific an t b e tw e e n -g ra d e  d if fe re n c e s  w e re  ev id e n t in  re p ly  to  a 
re q u e s t  to  se le c t o n e  o f  sev e ra l s ta te m e n ts  as th e  m o s t a p p ro p r ia te  d e s c r ip to r  
o f  th e  b a s is  u se d  fo r g ro u p in g  p u p ils  (T a b le  8) G ro u p in g  w as c a r r ie d  o u t 
p re d o m in a n tly  o n  th e  b asis  o f  an  ab ility  o r  a t ta in m e n t d if fe re n tia tio n  am o n g  
g ro u p s  (e  g  , ‘g o o d ’ g ro u p s , ‘w e a k ’ g ro u p s )  A lto g e th e r , 8 0 %  o f  th e  te a c h e rs  
w h o  d iv id ed  th e  c la ss  in to  g ro u p s  d id  so  to  d e fin e  g ro u p s  w h ich  w e re  
re la tiv e ly  in te rn a lly  h o m o g e n e o u s  o n  so m e  in d ex  o f  ab ility  o r  a t ta in m e n t A  
fu r th e r  1 0 %  a lso  g ro u p e d  o n  th e  b asis  o f p u p il ab ility  o r  a tta in m e n t, b u t w ith  
th e  d if fe re n t o b jec tiv e  o f d e fin in g  g ro u p s  w h ich  w e re  re la tiv e ly  in te rn a lly  
h e te ro g e n e o u s  (e  g , so m e  ‘w e a k ’ a n d  so m e  ‘g o o d ’ p u p ils  in  e a c h  g ro u p )

T e a c h e rs  o f  ju n io r- in fa n t c la sses  d iv id ed  th e ir  c la sse s  in to  g ro u p s  la te r  in  
th e  sch o o l y e a r  th a n  te a c h e rs  in  th e  m o re  se n io r  c la sse s  B y th e  e n d  o f  
O c to b e r ,  on ly  2 4 %  o f  ju n io r - in fa n t te a c h e rs  h a d  in t ro d u c e d  g ro u p in g , 
c o m p a re d  w ith  7 3 %  o f  se n io r- in fa n t a n d  7 4 %  o f  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  (T a b le  
9 ) T h u s , w h ile  g ro u p s  w e re  u se d  by  th e  m a jo rity  o f  te a c h e rs  a n d  w h ile  
g ro u p in g s  te n d e d  to  b e  s im ila r in  ex ten t a n d  s tab ility  ac ro s s  th e  th r e e  g ra d e s ,
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TABLE8

PERCENTAGES OF TEACHERS REPORTING DIFFERENT BASES FOR CREATING 
WITH IN-CLASS GROUPINGS

Basis for grouping
1 Grouping on the basis of ability or attainment

good pupils in one group, weak pupils in another

All respondents (N 294) 
%  95%  Cl

80 7 5 - 8 5

2 Grouping on the basis of ability or attainment
good and weak pupils evenly distributed among groups

3 Grouping designed to keep all trouble makers together

4 Grouping designed to distribute trouble makers 
among groups

07 -  14

01 -  05

Grouping on no particular basis (e g , random 
assignment) 0 2 - 0 6

Grouping on the basis of some mixture of 
1,2,3,4, and 5

No explanation for grouping given

0 0 - 0 3

0 0 - 0 3

TABLE 9

PERCENTAGES OF TEACHERS WHO HAD INTRODUCED WITHIN-CLASS 
GROUPINGS BY A PARTICULAR MONTH BY GRADE

Junior
Grade
Senior First

Infants Infants Class
(N 112) (N 97) (N 85)

Month of introduction Cum % Cum % Cum %

September 8 29 34
October 24 73 74
November 57 89 93
December 64 94 93
January 94 96 97
February 98 98 97
March 100 98 98
April 101 99 98
No response 101 100 99
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TABLE 10

MEAN PERCENTAGES OF TEACHERS’ CLASS TIME GIVEN TO SEVERAL 
CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

All respondents (N 326)
Clasroom activity M SD

1 Teacher teaching class as a whole 45 161

2 Pupils working together in groups 
on work prescribed by the teacher 23 14 3

3 Pupils working together in groups 
on work of their own choice 4 65

4 Pupils working individually and at their 
own pace on work prescribed by teacher 22 14 5

5 Pupils working individually at their own 
pace on work of their own choice 7 77

Note The data m this table are based on all respondents regardless of whether they indicated 
that they grouped or did not group

ju n io r - in fa n t te a c h e rs  te n d e d  to  p o s tp o n e  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  g ro u p in g  T h is  
c o n tra s ts  w ith  th e  p ra c t ic e  o f se n io r- in fa n t a n d  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  fo r w h o m  
g ro u p in g  se e m e d  to  fo rm  a m u ch  m o re  in teg ra l p a r t  o f  th e ir  te a c h in g

A lth o u g h  th e  ex is ten ce  o f  g ro u p s  w as obviously  a  very  p ro m in e n t fe a tu re  
o f  in fa n t c la ssro o m s, it a p p e a rs  th a t  te a c h e rs  s p e n t re la tiv e ly  litt le  tim e  
w o rk in g  w ith  g ro u p s  T h is  c an  b e  se e n  fro m  T a b le  10 w h ich  show s re s p o n se s  
to  a  q u e s tio n  w h ich  a sk e d  te a c h e rs  to  e s tim a te  th e  a m o u n t o f  tim e  th ey  sp e n t 
o n  e a c h  o f  five ac tiv itie s  O n ly  2 7 %  o f  te a c h in g  tim e  w as d e v o te d  to  g ro u p  
w o rk  M o s t o f  th is  tim e  ( i e , 2 3 %  o f  th e  to ta l tim e) w as g iven  to  p u p ils  
w o rk in g  m  g ro u p s  o n  w o rk  p re s c r ib e d  by  th e  te a c h e r  D u r in g  th e  re m a in in g  
t im e  (4 % ) s p e n t o n  g ro u p  w ork , th e  p u p ils  w e re  a llo w ed  to  c h o o se  th e  w o rk  
fo r th e ir  ow n  g ro u p s  In  c o n tra s t w ith  th e  a m o u n t o f  tim e  s p e n t o n  g ro u p  
w o rk , a n  av e rag e  o f  4 5 %  o f  to ta l c lass tim e  w as a llo c a te d  to  te a c h in g  th e  class 
as a  w h o le  T h e re  w as n eg lig ib le  b e tw e e n -g ra d e  v a ria tio n  fo r e a c h  o f  th e  five 
te a c h in g  ac tiv itie s  lis ted



TEACHING PRACTICES IN JUNIOR-PRIMARY CLASSROOMS 73

A n  in d ex  o f  th e  a m o u n t o f  f re e d o m  a f fo rd e d  to  c h ild re n  to  c h o o se  then- 
ow n  w o rk  w as c a lc u la te d  by  c o m b in in g  th e  th ird  a n d  fifth  c a te g o r ie s  lis te d  in  
T a b le  10 (i.e ., ‘p u p ils  w o rk in g  in  g ro u p s  o n  w o rk  o f  th e ir  ow n c h o ic e ’ a n d  
‘p u p ils  w o rk in g  ind iv id u a lly  a t th e ir  ow n p a c e  o n  w o rk  o f  th e ir  ow n  c h o ic e ’). 
T h e  o v era ll s a m p le  av e rag e  o n  th is  in d ex  w as a p p ro x im a te ly  11%  a n d  w as 
a lso  c o n s is te n t o v e r th e  th r e e  g ra d e s .

F u r th e r  in fo rm a tio n  o n  th e  f re e d o m  a ffo rd e d  to  p u p ils  w as o b ta in e d  fro m  
q u e s tio n s  a b o u t se a tin g  a rra n g e m e n ts , m o v em en t a ro u n d  th e  class, a n d  
c o n v e rsa tio n  a m o n g  p u p ils .

A  m a jo rity  o f  te a c h e rs  in  a ll g ra d e s  d id  n o t a llow  th e ir  p u p ils  to  c h o o se  
w h e re  th e y  sa t in th e  c la s sro o m . H o w ev e r, th e r e  w e re  d if fe re n c e s  b e tw e e n  
firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs , o n  th e  o n e  h a n d , a n d  ju n io r-  a n d  s e n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  
o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d . A p p ro x im a te ly  fo u r-fif th s  (8 1 % ) o f  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  d id  
n o t a llow  fre e  ch o ic e  o f  se a ts  w h ile  a p p ro x im a te ly  tw o - th ird s  o f  ju n io r - in fa n t  
(6 9 % ) a n d  s e n io r- in fa n t (6 5 % ) te a c h e rs  d id  n o t a llow  ch o ic e  (* 2 =  7.3; df: 
2\p< .05). O f  th o se  te a c h e rs  w h o  d id  allow  fre e  ch o ice , a lm o s t five o u t o f  six 
p e rm it te d  p u p ils  to  c h o o se  th e ir  ow n se a ts  fo r on ly  so m e  su b jec ts . O n ly  5 %  
o f  all te a c h e rs  a llo w ed  f re e  c h o ice  o f  se a ts  fo r all o r  m o s t su b jec ts .

P u p il m o v em en t a ro u n d  th e  c lass w as p e rm it te d  ‘so m e tim e s ’ by  8 3 %  o f 
te a c h e rs . O n ly  3 %  n e v e r  a llo w ed  th e ir  p u p ils  to  m ove  a ro u n d  th e  c la s s ro o m . 
T h e  rem a in in g  14%  o f  re s p o n d e n ts  in d ic a te d  th a t  th e y  ‘usually* p e rm it te d  
m o v em en t. T h e  re s p o n se  d is tr ib u tio n s  o f  th e  te a c h e rs  in  th e  th r e e  g ra d e s  
sh o w ed  re m a rk a b le  sim ilarity . N in e  o u t o f  te n  te a c h e rs , re g a rd le s s  o f  g ra d e , 
a lso  in d ic a te d  th a t th ey  so m e tim e s  a llo w ed  th e ir  p u p ils  to  ta lk  q u ie tly  to  e a c h  
o th e r  d u r in g  class.

Infant Education: Issues and Objectives
A ll o f  th e  d a ta  p re s e n te d  so  fa r d e a l w ith  te a c h e rs ’ r e p o r ts  o f  w h a t typ ica lly  

t r a n s p ire s  in th e ir  ow n c la ssro o m s. T h e  fina l se t o f  fin d in g s to  b e  p re s e n te d  
a re  d e riv e d  fro m  a se c tio n  o f  th e  q u e s t io n n a ire  in  w h ich  te a c h e rs  w e re  g iven  
a n  o p p o r tu n ity  to  e x p re ss  th e ir  view s a b o u t th e  s ta te  o f  in fan t e d u c a t io n  a n d  
h ow  it m igh t b e  im p ro v ed . T w o  a p p ro a c h e s  to  th is  ta sk  w e re  e m p lo y e d  in  th e  
q u e s t io n n a ire .  T h e  f irs t invo lved  th e  p re s e n ta t io n  o f  se v e ra l c o n tr iv e d  
s ta te m e n ts  a n d  re q u ire d  th e  te a c h e rs  to  in d ic a te  o n  a  f iv e -p o in t sc a le  th e  
e x te n t o f  th e ir  a g re e m e n t w ith  ea c h  s ta te m e n t: T  fo r s tro n g ly  a g re e , ‘2 7 fo r 
a g re e , ‘3 ’ fo r u n c e r ta in , ‘4 ’ fo r d isag ree , a n d  ‘5 ’ fo r s tro n g ly  d is a g re e . T h e
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TABLE 11

MEAN LEVELS OF TEACHERS’ AGREEMENT AND PERCENTAGES OF 
TEACHERS AGREEING AND DISAGREEING ON ISSUES IN INFANT EDUCATION

All respondents (n 295)
% %

Issue in infant education M SD Agreeing* Disagreeing*

1 Children should not be admited 
to school until they are at least
six years old 3 8 13 23 70

2 Children should continue to be 
admitted to school at age four but the 
academic content of the infant 
programme should be replaced by a 
preschool/nurseiy school type
approach 2 2 14 69 22

3 Children should continue to be 
admitted to school at age four but 
the length of the school day should
be shortened 2 7 14 52 31

4 The middle infants standard
should be reintroduced 2 0 1 2 68 15

5 The new curriculum does not 
place enough emphasis on 
basic skills at the infant and
first class levels 3 4 14 31 56

•Figures for the percentages agreeing represent aggregates of those agreeing and strongly 
aggreeing, figures for the percentages disagreeing represent aggregates of those disagreeing and 
strongly disagreeing

se c o n d  a p p ro a c h  re q u ire d  te a c h e rs  to  ra n k  sev en  p o ss ib le  o b jec tiv es  o f  in fan t 
e d u c a t io n

T h e  re su lts  o b ta in e d  u sing  th e  firs t a p p ro a c h  a re  p r e s e n te d  in  T a b le  11 in 
th e  fo rm  o f  m e a n s  a n d  s ta n d a rd  d ev ia tio n s  T h e  ta b le  a lso  in c lu d e s  fo r e a c h  
s ta te m e n t th e  p e rc e n ta g e s  o f  te a c h e rs  ‘a g re e in g ’ o r  ‘s tro n g ly  a g re e in g ’ a n d  
th e  p e rc e n ta g e s  ‘d is a g re e in g ’ o r  ‘s tro n g ly  d is a g re e in g ’ P e rh a p s  th e  m o s t 
n o te w o rth y  find ings a re  th o s e  in re la tio n  to  th e  s e c o n d  a n d  fifth  s ta te m e n ts  
w h ich  in d ic a te  th a t  o v e r tw o -th ird s  o f  te a c h e rs  w o u ld  fav o u r a  m o re  in fo rm a l 
p ro g ra m m e  th a n  th a t  c u rre n tly  in p la c e  an d  th a t  o v e r h a lf  o f th e  te a c h e rs
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d is a g re e d  w ith  th e  s ta te m e n t th a t  ‘th e  n ew  c u rr ic u lu m  d o e s  n o t p la c e  e n o u g h  
em p h a s is  o n  b a s ic  sk ills a t  th e  in fa n t a n d  firs t c lass levels’ W ith  re g a rd  to  th e  
o th e r  s ta te m e n ts , on ly  a  m in o rity  (less  th a n  a  q u a r te r )  o f  te a c h e rs  in d ic a te d  
s u p p o r t  fo r  a  p ro p o s a l th a t  th e  ag e  o f sch o o l e n try  b e  ra is e d  to  six, sligh tly  
m o re  them h a lf  th e  te a c h e rs  in d ic a te d  su p p o r t  fo r  a  sh o r te n in g  o f  th e  sc h o o l 
day , w h ile  a  la rg e r  m a jo rity  (6 8 % ) e x p re s se d  th em se lv e s  m  fav o u r o f  th e  
in tro d u c tio n  o f  a  m id d le - in fa n ts  s ta n d a rd , by  w ay  o f  a n  ex ten s io n  o f  th e  
‘in fa n t’ s tag e  o f  p r im a ry  e d u c a t io n  (c o m p rism g  c u rre n tly  ju m o r  a n d  se n io r 
in fa n ts )  to  th r e e  ra th e r  th a n  th e  p re s e n t tw o  y ea rs

TABLE 12

TEACHERS’ MEAN RANKINGS OF SEVERAL PROPOSED OBJECTIVES OF 
INFANT EDUCATION

All respondents (n 331) 
Objectives of infant education M SD

1 To foster the social and emotional
development of the child 2 2 15

2 To help the child develop a more
positive attitude towards learning 34 17

3 To give children an understanding
of the world in which they live 3 4 19

4 To foster the creative abilities
of the child 4 3 16

5 To give the child a grasp of basic
reading and number skills 4 3 17

6 To promote the moral development
of the child 4 3 19

7 To prepare the child for later academic work 6 0 14

Note The objectives are listed in order of teachers’ judged importance The scale used runs 
from T for most important to ‘7 for least important Thus, low numbers indicate a high-ranking 
for an objective Tied rankings may occur when teachers judge two or more objectives to be of 
equal imporance
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T a b le  12 g ives th e  a v e ra g e  ra n k  a ss ig n e d  by  te a c h e rs  to  th e  sev en  
a lte rn a tiv e  o b jec tiv es  o f  in fan t e d u c a tio n  d e sc r ib e d  e a r l ie r  I t  is p e rh a p s  
s ig n ifican t th a t  w h a t m ig h t b e  te rm e d  ‘a c a d e m ic  a im s’ ( ite m s  th r e e  a n d  five) 
re c e iv e d  re la tiv e ly  h tt le  su p p o r t  T h e  ob jec tiv e  w h ich  w as re g a rd e d  a c c o rd in g  
to  th e s e  d a ta  as m o s t im p o r ta n t w as th e  o n e  d e a h n g  w ith  so c ia l a n d  e m o tio n a l 
d e v e lo p m e n t  T h is  o b je c t iv e  c le a r ly  fa lls  a t  th e  in fo rm a l  e n d  o f  th e  
fo rm a l/in fo rm a l c o n tin u u m

DISCUSSION

T h e  m am  p u rp o s e  o f th e  s tu d y  r e p o r te d  in  th is  p a p e r  w as to  p ro v id e  
d e sc r ip tiv e  in fo rm a tio n  ab o u t w h a t g o es  o n  in  th e  c la s s ro o m s o f  ju n io r- in fa n t, 
se n io r- in fa n t, a n d  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  in  Ir ish  p rim a ry  sch o o ls  W e  fo c u se d  
on  tw o  a sp e c ts  o f  c la s s ro o m  life th e  c o n te n t o f  th e  p ro g ra m m e  (1 e  , th e  skills 
a n d  k n o w led g e  e m p h a s iz e d  by  te a c h e rs )  a n d  th e  in s tru c tio n a l s tra te g ie s  u se d  
by  te a c h e rs  (1 e  , th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  in te ra c tio n s  b e tw e e n  te a c h e rs  a n d  th e ir  
p u p ils )  in  th e  te a c h in g  o f  m a th e m a tic s  a n d  lan g u ag e  W e  a lso  c o n s id e re d  
d a ta  on  te a c h e rs ’ o p in io n s  on  issu es a n d  ob jec tiv es  in in fa n t e d u c a tio n

T h e  d a ta  o n  m a th e m a tic s  in d ic a te  a n  in c rea s in g ly  a c a d e m ic  o r ie n ta t io n  
as o n e  m oves u p  th e  th r e e  g ra d e  levels T h e  vast m a jo rity  o f  ju n io r- in fa n t 
te a c h e rs  re g a rd e d  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  m a th e m a tic a l c o n c e p ts  as a  m o re  
im p o r ta n t ob jec tiv e  th a n  th e  acq u is itio n  o f  sp ec ific  c o m p u ta tio n a l skills In  
c o n tra s t, firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  r e p o r te d  p la c in g  ap p ro x im a te ly  e q u a l e m p h a s is  
o n  b o th  o b jec tiv es  S e n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  o c c u p ie d  a  p o s itio n  a p p ro x im a te ly  
m id w ay  b e tw e e n  ju n io r- in fa n t a n d  firs t-c la ss  te a c h e rs  T h e  te n d e n c y  o f  
te a c h e rs  in  th e  low est g ra d e  to  p o s tp o n e  fo rm a l a c a d e m ic  w o rk  in th e  a re a  
o f  n u m b e r  re c e iv e d  fu r th e r  su p p o r t  f ro m  th e  fin d in g  th a t  less th a n  5 %  o f  
ju n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e rs ,  c o m p a r e d  to  o v e r  8 0 %  o f  f i rs t-c la s s  te a c h e rs ,  
e x p e c te d  th e ir  p u p ils  to  le a rn  ta b le s  S e n io r- in fa n t te a c h e rs  ag a in  o c c u p ie d  
an  in te rm e d ia te  p o s itio n  (3 5 % ) O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , c la s s if ic a tio n  a n d  
se r ia tio n  ac tiv ities  a n d  ex e rc ise s  to  d o  w ith  th e  e x p lo ra tio n  o f  m a te r ia ls  w h ich  
p la y e d  a n  im p o rta n t p a r t  in  th e  w o rk  o f  ju n io r- in fa n t c la s s ro o m s re c e iv e d  
less  e m p h a s is  in  se n io r- in fa n t c lasses  an d  little  o r  n o n e  in  firs t c lass

T h e  w illingness o f  te a c h e rs  to  p o s tp o n e  fo rm a l a c a d e m ic  w o rk  in  th e  
te a c h in g  o f  m a th e m a tic s  is fa r less ev id en t in th e  te a c h in g  o f la n g u a g e  
A lth o u g h  s e n io r - in fa n t a n d  f irs t-c la s s  te a c h e rs  r e p o r te d  sp e n d in g  m o re  tim e  
o n  fo rm a l lan g u ag e  ac tiv ities th a n  ju n io r - in f a n t  te a c h e rs , fo rm a l ac tiv itie s
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w e re  g iven  sign ifican tly  m o re  tim e  th a n  in fo rm a l ac tiv ities  a t a ll th r e e  g ra d e  
levels.

T h e  la n g u a g e  a c tiv ity  w h ic h  re c e iv e d  m o s t a t t e n t io n  w a s  re a d in g . 
T e a c h e rs , re g a rd le s s  o f  s ta n d a rd , d e v o te d  a b o u t a  th ird  o f  la n g u a g e  te a c h in g  
tim e  (b e tw e e n  th r e e  a n d  fo u r h o u rs  p e r  w eek ) to  th is  activ ity . T h e  im p o rta n c e  
a ss ig n ed  to  th e  te a c h in g  o f  re a d in g  can  a lso  b e  se e n  in  d a ta  o n  th e  u se  o f  
re a d in g  sch em es. T h e  vast m a jo rity  o f  p u p ils  w e re  in t ro d u c e d  to  a  r e a d e r  
d u rin g  th e  firs t o r  se c o n d  te rm  o f  th e  ju n io r- in fa n t y ea r a n d  w e re  th e re a f te r  
e x p e c te d  to  m ak e  fa irly  ra p id  p ro g re ss  th ro u g h  th e  s tag e s  o f  th e  sch em e . It 
is p o ss ib le  th a t th e  d a ta  o n  re a d in g  sch em es  ac tu a lly  u n d e re s tim a te  th e  ex ten t 
o f  re a d in g -sc h e m e  u sage . In  co u n tin g  th e  levels o f th e  re a d in g  sc h e m e s  u sed , 
a level is c o n s id e re d  u se d  if e i th e r  th e  r e a d e r ,  o r  its ex ten s io n , o r  b o th , a re  
u se d . U n d e r e s t im a te s  o f  u se  o c c u r , th e r e fo re ,  w h e n  b o th  r e a d e r  a n d  
ex ten s io n  a re  u sed . F u r th e r ,  n o  a c c o u n t is ta k e n  o f  any  s u p p le m e n ta ry  
re a d in g  m a te ria l w h ich  m ay  have  b e e n  u sed .

T h e  in s tru c tio n a l s tra te g ie s  o f  te a c h e rs  a s re p o r te d  in  q u e s t io n n a ire s  w e re  
a lso  a n  ad m ix tu re  o f  fo rm a l a n d  in fo rm a l a p p ro a c h e s . T h e  d iv ision  o f  c lasses  
in to  g ro u p s  fo r te a c h in g  — a  c h a ra c te r is tic  o f te n  a s so c ia te d  w ith  in fo rm ality  
— w as p e rvas ive . T h e  vast m a jo rity  o f  te a c h e rs  a t e a c h  g ra d e  level fo rm e d  
p u p il g ro u p s  u sin g  as th e ir  c r i te r ia  th e  p u p ils ’ p e rc e iv e d  a c a d e m ic  ab ility  
a n d /o r  a tta in m e n t. Y e t m e m b e rsh ip  o f  g ro u p s  te n d e d  to  b e  r a th e r  rig id  in 
th e  sen se  th a t p ro m o tio n s  to  o r  fro m  a  g ro u p  w e re  ra re . M o re o v e r , a lth o u g h  
g ro u p in g  w as c lea rly  a  p ro m in e n t fe a tu re  o f  in s tru c tio n , g ro u p  w o rk  to o k  u p  
le ss  th a n  3 0 %  o f  to ta l c lass tim e , w h ile  w h o le -c la ss  te a c h in g  o c c u p ie d  4 5 %  
o f  ava ilab le  tim e . T h is  find ing , c o u p le d  w ith  th e  fac t th a t  very  little  c lass  tim e  
(1 1 % ) w as d e v o te d  to  s itu a tio n s  in  w h ich  p u p ils  s e le c te d  th e ir  ow n  activ ities , 
su g g es ts  th a t , a lth o u g h  less d id a c tic  a n d  fo rm a l th a n  m o re  se n io r  c la sse s  (5 ), 
th e  j u n i o r  c la s s e s  in  I r i s h  p r im a r y  s c h o o ls  a r e ,  to  a  la r g e  e x te n t ,  
te a c h e r -d ire c te d  a n d  ‘tr a d it io n a l’.

In  a d d it io n  to  th e  item s d ea lin g  w ith  te a c h e rs ’ r e p o r ts  o f  w h a t h a p p e n e d  
in  th e ir  c la s sro o m s, te a c h e rs ’ p e rs o n a l o p in io n s  a n d  p re fe re n c e s  w e re  a lso  
so u g h t in  th e  q u e s tio n n a ire . In  th e ir  re sp o n se s , te a c h e rs  e x p re s se d  a  s tro n g  
p re fe re n c e  fo r g re a te r  in fo rm ality . F o r  exam p le , th ey  s tro n g ly  a g re e d  th a t  th e  
ex is ting  a c a d e m ic  c o n te n t o f  th e  p ro g ra m m e  in  th e  ju n io r  c la sses  o f  p r im a ry  
sch o o l sh o u ld  b e  re p la c e d  by a  p ro g ra m m e  o f  th e  ty p e  fo u n d  in p re sc h o o ls  
o r  n u rse ry  sch o o ls . F u r th e rm o re , w h en  a sk e d  to  ra n k  a  se r ie s  o f  p o ss ib le
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o b jec tiv es  fo r  e d u c a tio n  a t th is  level, th e  te a c h e rs  c lea rly  fa v o u re d  o b jec tiv e s  
th a t  w e re  in fo rm a l r a th e r  th a n  fo rm a l

F in d in g s  o n  te a c h e rs ’ o p in io n s  a n d  p re fe re n c e s  su g g est th a t  so m e  o f  th e  
m o re  fo rm a l a sp e c ts  o f  te a c h m g  p ra c t ic e  n o te d  e a r l ie r  m ay  n o t hav e  b e e n  
w holly  th e  re s u lt o f  p ro fe ss io n a l d ec is io n s  on  th e  p a r t  o f  te a c h e rs  th em se lv es  
I t  m ay  b e  th a t e x te rn a l p re s su re s  fro m  p a re n ts  o r  te a c h e rs  o f  se n io r  c la sse s  
as w ell as p re s s u re s  to  im p le m e n t p a r t ic u la r  sch o o l p o lic ie s  (e  g , te a c h e rs  
b e in g  r e q u i re d  to  co v e r se t re a d e r s )  in f lu e n c e d  p ra c t ic e  (s e e  10, C o lu m n s  
11 0 3 -1 1 0 4 ) F u r th e r m o r e ,  f a c to r s  s u c h  a s  c la s s  s iz e , u n s u i ta b i l i ty  o f  
a c c o m m o d a tio n , a n d  a b se n c e  o f  su ita b le  m a te r ia ls  m ay  hav e  m a d e  th e  
im p le m e n ta tio n  o f  a  m o re  in fo rm a l a p p ro a c h  d ifficu lt W h a te v e r  th e  re a so n s , 
it is c le a r  fro m  th e  d a ta  o n  te a c h e rs ’ p ra c tic e s  th a t  in fa n t e d u c a t io n  is a  g o o d  
d e a l m o re  fo rm a l th a n  te a c h e rs  w o u ld , in  g e n e ra l, s e e m  to  w ish  I t m ig h t b e  
e x p e c te d , th e re fo re , th a t  a tte m p ts  a t re fo rm in g  in fan t e d u c a t io n  in  th e  
d ire c tio n  o f  in c re a s in g  in fo rm ality  w o u ld  b e  g re e te d  sy m p a th e tic a lly  by  th o se  
m o s t d ire c tly  involved , th o u g h  w h e th e r  o r n o t su ch  a  m ove w o u ld  b e  r e g a rd e d  
as d e s ira b le  m o re  g en e ra lly  is a n o th e r  m a tte r
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