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INTRODUCTION 
 

SIRIUS 2.0. ACTIVITY PEER LEARNING 

The proposed action SIRIUS 2.0 – Policy Network on Migrant Education (EAC/S28/2016) aims to promote 
cooperation between different stakeholders, supports inclusive policy development and implementation at 
different governance levels and facilitate the integration of children and young people with migration background 
in school education.  

One of their activities entails Peer Learning Visits to promote transnational learning between various types of 
stakeholders, such as policymakers, practitioners, migrant-led education initiatives and organisations, e.g. in the 
process of identifying good practices and receiving multi-stakeholder international feedback, the Peer Learning 
Visits will consolidate good practice and stimulate further innovation both in the host and learning countries. The 
follow-up reports will include policy recommendations and descriptions of educational practices that will 
contribute to the content development of the EC’s Toolkit for Schools and School Education Gateway. The results 
of the follow-up reports will also feed into the development of the annual SIRIUS Watch. Finally, the Peer Learning 
Visits will facilitate exchange and learning between partners and their policymakers and stakeholders. This 
process further consolidates the national partnerships within SIRIUS and its functioning as a sustainable and 
inclusive European network. 

The Peer Learning Visits will be implemented based on the established SIRIUS Peer Review methodology. This 
methodology was applied in SIRIUS reviews during the EC funded period 2012-2014, and in one of the follow-up 
Erasmus + projects ‘Professional capacity in dealing with diversity’ (2014 –2017). In annex 1 the applied 
questionnaire of the methodology can be found. Partners’ national reform priorities were identified through a 
partners’ survey in January 2017 and then the good practices were selected based on SIRIUS’ evidence base of 
studies since 2012. 

 

OBJECTIVE OF THE PLAs 2019 

The Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) are SIRIUS’ means to consolidate good practice and promote knowledge 
transfer within the network. PLAs shall be organized in such a way as to present the good practice from diverse 
perspectives of practitioners, policymakers and researchers. The visits shall ensure that the visiting teams have 
access to the implementing practitioners and to the beneficiaries of the practice, including on-site visits to schools, 
interviews with teachers, students, school leaders. The visiting teams (peer reviewers) shall also be composed of 
mixed teams made up of practitioners, policy makers and researchers. 

PLAs’ objective is, on the one hand, to inform host countries on how they might improve their practices further 
and provided recommendations to visiting countries on how to transfer the practice to their educational systems. 
The study visits will thus ensure the increased knowledge within SIRIUS on what works and why and, as such, 
strengthen the network. 
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In this year 2019, we have organized two Peer Learning Visits, in May and June, in two countries, respectively in 
Ireland and Croatia. 

 
PLA in Ireland 
 
Host partner: New Communities Partnership (NCP) 
 
Practice: Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) initiative. The measure is a social inclusion strategy 
developed by the Department of Education and Skills. The initiative focuses on addressing and prioritising the 
educational needs of children and youths from disadvantaged backgrounds in order to improve learning 
outcomes and prevent early school leaving. DEIS quantifies the level of disadvantage in schools, and eligible 
schools are placed in two bands depending of the relative level of disadvantage among its students. A range of 
supports are made available to recipient schools, including grants, planning supports for effective resource 
allocation and access to a School Meals Programme. Many of the students in DEIS-schools come from migrant 
backgrounds, and DEIS offers many suitable supports in terms of social integration and language. 

 

PLA in Croatia 
 
Host partner: Forum for Freedom in Education (FFE) 
 
Practice: Start the Change - embracing differences through intercultural education and volunteering – project. 
The initiative aims to prevent violent radicalisation and promote democratic values, fundamental rights, 
intercultural understanding and active citizenship. The project focuses on developing and nurturing the values 
and capacities of young people and their educators for: psychological thriving, emotional development and self-
regulation, civic competences, connectedness, positive attitudes towards differences as well as multi-perspective 
and deeper understanding of the world. Teacher training is an integral part of the project. Some of the educational 
outcomes that are achieved are: conflict diagnostics skills - transformative and restorative approaches to conflict 
resolution, deeper understanding of human rights in the school context, sensitivity towards majority-minority 
issues, practical skills in creating school projects addressing the differences, stereotypes, prejudice and motivating 
pupils for appreciating diversity and being able to address prejudice and stereotypes in school and school 
projects. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PRACTICES: GOALS & ACTIVITIES 

The Peer Learning Activity in Dublin (Ireland) focused on two programmes delivered by Ireland’s Department of 
Education and Skills. These are the DEIS programme and the Home School Community Liaison Scheme. SIRIUS’ 
delegation also gained knowledge on the Separated Children’s Service, a service provided by the Department of 
Education and Skills and the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, which it visited on the second day. 
Moreover, a visit to St Mary’s primary school, a DEIS school with a population that reflects the rich diversity of 
families in their local area, has been organised too on the second day.   

The PLA was hosted by the New Communities Partnership (NCP), Ireland's leading and only umbrella network for 
migrant-led organisations. Formed in 2003 by a group of community leaders who wished to empower and 
represent migrant voices in Ireland, the organisation has grown to be an independent national network of more 
than 150 immigrant-led groups comprising 65 nationalities with offices in Dublin and Cork with outreach to other 
cities. NCP Youth programme is dedicated to working with children and young people of migrant descent to 
ensure positive learning outcomes in all facets of their education. 

A short background to each of these follows. 

 
DEIS Programme 

Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS), the Action Plan for Educational Inclusion, is a programme that 
was launched in May 2005 by the Department of Education and Skills. As of 2019, it remains the Department’s 
policy instrument to address educational disadvantage. DEIS provides for a standardized system for identifying 
levels of disadvantage and an integrated School Support Programme (SSP). The Action Plan focuses on addressing 
and prioritizing the educational needs of children and young people from disadvantaged communities, from pre-
school through second-level education (3 to 18 years). The determining of the DEIS schools is based on specific 
criteria. The data for the specific criteria is received from the national data bases, e.g. the data of the population 
and the data of the people’s health.  

Key targets of the DEIS programme is to increase: 
- literacy and numeracy;  
- retention rates;  
- wellbeing;  
- progression to further and higher education by under-represented groups;  
- access by under-represented groups to initial teacher education;  
- parental engagement. 

DEIS Schools, as all schools in Ireland, are obliged to construct a three-year School Development Plan. Professional 
support for the development of the Plan is provided by the Department upon request of the schools. A DEIS-
inspector is appointed to each school to further advise and support schools on the implementation of the Plan. 
The Plan should cover the following five key goals: 
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1. To implement a more robust and responsive Assessment Framework for identification of Schools and 
effective resource allocation;  

2. To improve the learning experience and outcomes of pupils in DEIS schools; 
3. To improve the capacity of school leaders and teachers to engage, plan and deploy resources to their best 

advantage. Each school in DEIS program must develop and implement a three years improvement plan 
“Smart”: specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, time based; 

4. To Support and Foster Best Practice in Schools through Inter-Agency Collaboration; 
5. To support the work of schools by providing the research, information, evaluation and feedback to achieve 

the goals of the Plan. 

In total, 825 schools were included in the programme in the years 2016-2017. These comprised of 640 primary 
schools (328 urban/town schools and 312 rural primary schools) and 185 second level schools1. 
 
The DEIS Plan 2017 is available here: https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/DEIS-Plan-
2017.pdf.  
 
  
 
Home School Community Liaison Scheme 
 
The Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) Scheme is a central component of the Department of Education and 
Skill’s DEIS programme and action plan. The underlying vision and thrust of the HSCL Scheme is preventative; 
therefore, it seeks to promote and develop real partnership between parents, teachers and communities, in order 
to enhance pupils’ outcomes and learning opportunities, through improved attendance, participation and 
retention in the education system2.  
 
The main goal of HSCL is to ensure transition and literacy (of students) and keep the partnership with parents and 
the community. 
The central element of this scheme is to involve the parents to school life, to communicate with them, to inform 
and empower them so that they could support their children. The activities involve informal meetings (example: 
“morning coffees”), courses for parents (example: conversation classes, languages and cooking courses), parents 
visiting students’ lessons e.g. 

The most important keywords in this approach are individual approach and tailor-made, evidence-based 
interventions. The implementing of this scheme within the context of the DEIS programme is the responsibility of 
the HSCL Coordinator who works in every school that implements the HSCL. Only permanent school staff is eligible 
to apply for a five-year HSCL coordinator term. After the term ends, the coordinator must go back to regular 
teaching for the reason that the good knowledge the coordinator has developed needs to be disseminated not 
only within their profession but also for colleagues at school.  

 
1 For more information visit: https://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Services/DEIS-Delivering-Equality-of-Opportunity-in-Schools-/ 
2 For more information visit: https://www.tusla.ie/services/educational-welfare-services/school-support-services-under-the-deis-initiative/home-school-community-
liaison-scheme/  



 

 

SIRIUS - Policy Network on Migrant Education - Rue Belliard, 205 - 1040 - Brussels - Belgium - www.sirius-migrationeducation.org 

7 
 

Financing and sending the coordinators to school is the responsibility of the Department of Education and Skills. 
A minimum 10% of DEIS school money is allocated to the HSCL. NON DEIS schools do not have the possibility to 
apply for the scheme. 

 

Separated Children’s Service 
 
The Separated Children’s Service is an Education and Youth Support Service for young people from refugee and 
migrant backgrounds. The service provides opportunities and resources for young people to realise their fullest 
potential, to negotiate and navigate their new environment and life in Ireland, and to integrate into and contribute 
to Irish society. The service is funded by the Department of Education and Skills and the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs (DCYA). In 2016 the service also received a youth employability grant from the Dormant Accounts 
Fund through DCYA. The Service is managed through the City of Dublin Education and Training Board (CDETB)’s 
Curriculum Development Unit (CDU) and supported by the City of Dublin Youth Service Board (CDYSB)3.  
 
 

St. Mary’s Primary School 
 
St. Mary’s Primary School is a Catholic school in Dublin for children age 4-12 years living in close proximity to the 
school. The school has 240 children of which 88% of them has English as a second/additional language. In total, 
the school inhabits 39 different native languages.  

The school follows the national DEIS progamme for disadvantaged schools since majority of the pupils' parents 
have immigrated to Ireland, are newly arrived migrants themselves. A majority of the pupils at St. Mary’s have a 
migrant background or are living in other vulnerable and isolated living conditions e.g. homelessness. The aim of 
this school is to provide happy and stimulating learning experiences in a safe, secure and supportive environment, 
taking into account the social, physical, emotional, creative and spiritual well-being of each child, at the same time 
cultivating good habits, respect for each other, for the school and the environment. 
 
 

FINDINGS OF THE PLA 
 
The purpose of this section of the paper is to overview key findings from stakeholders participating in the peer 
learning activity on the Irish context on educational disadvantage, so as to the DEIS programme and Home School 
Community Liaison Scheme, and on the factors that have been identified as successful as well as challenging in 
addressing educational disadvantage. 
 

- Despite the changes in the composition of the government and the educational policies the DEIS 
programme has not been abolished or changed noteworthily – neither in terms of the content nor the 

 
3 For more info visit: https://separatedchildrensservice.wordpress.com 
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financing of it. The budget of the department has remained at 125 million euros overall and it has not 
increased. However, it could be that if the number of the DEIS schools in near future increase significantly, 
the financing for each DEIS school could decrease if the budget remains at the same level.  
 

- Language learning support measures for migrant pupils in DEIS and non-DEIS schools and the time 
allocated to it is not fully adapted to meet the needs of the individual. The lack of adapted materials can 
limit the response to the diversity that is included in classrooms with special regards to their language 
learning needs and their experiences.  
The cognitive language is often not at the level of the test given to the pupils in schools and nor is it 
possible to obtain and use a translated test in the pupils mother tongue.  
 

- Becoming a DEIS school is financially beneficial. In contrary to the non-DEIS schools, DEIS schools 
experience bigger benefits and additional support for the school, e.g. free school meals, study materials 
and travelling expenses. It should also be noted that once a school has attained the DEIS label it cannot 
become a non- Deis school. However, the choice of school is for the families to make. Pupils can move 
between the DEIS and non-DEIS schools as they wish.  

 
- The different measures developed and promoted by the Department’s Social Inclusion Unit focuses 

mainly on groups of children who are at greatest risk of educational disadvantage. As far to the knowledge 
of the participants a standardized national plan to tackle educational disadvantage for all school-age 
children is lacking, thereby missing opportunities for inclusion of all children in education in Ireland. 
 

- Lack of teacher diversity and cultural competences among school staff due to: 
o Irish language and culture is a compulsory subject in teacher education. 
o Teachers who graduate from most of Universities in the country would also have catholic teacher 

training included as part of their curriculum (but not necessarily about other religions). 
 

- Many of the factors associated with educational disadvantage are largely within the control of schools. 
The different measures taken to tackle educational disadvantage are mainly targeted at schools with high 
levels of socio-economically disadvantaged pupils. There is a data gap that makes it difficult to measure 
the achievement gap specifically for disadvantaged students through the following: 
 

o The DEIS programme does not compare DEIS schools performance with NON DEIS schools that 
are not in the program but that would have the characteristics to be in the program (no proper 
“control group”). 

o The relevant administrative data of children is collected at school, rather than at individual pupils’ 
level.  

o The results of assessments of the national standardized tests are not published, but used only 
internally by the school.  

 
In addition, there is a demand for independent research to measure impact on individual and community level. 
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CONCLUSION, REMARKS & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT   
 
The general conclusion of the peers is that the programmes that were introduced function well and play an 
important role in the Irish educational system. Considering the relatively high share of students with 
disadvantaged background in Ireland, the financial as well as socio-emotional and educational support, that is 
provided by the DEIS and other programmes aimed at addressing educational disadvantage, is invaluable 
according to several teachers and school leaders the peers talked to. However, the peers’ ability to provide as 
detailed feedback about the observing as possible is somewhat limited due to the lack of some specific 
information. For instance, the peers would have liked to hear more about the understandings, thoughts and 
experiences of the students and the parents. While the peers were, indeed, provided with an opportunity to speak 
with the students, in order to draw stronger conclusions about the functioning and the results of the programmes, 
the number of students should have been bigger. The peers would have also liked to hear more about the 
relationships between the programmes presented – i.e. how and to what extent the programmes communicate 
with each other and what kind of effects these relationships produce? Thus, more information about the 
interrelations of the programmes as well as the thoughts and experiences from the parents and the young people 
themselves would have strengthened the possibilities for the peers to comment on the programme’s socio-
emotional and educational value.  
 
Despite the lack of some specific information, in addition to the positive aspects mentioned earlier, some potential 
shortcomings can be brought out, as well. Firstly, it seemed that in the process of designing and carrying out the 
programmes the students’ voices had not been included sufficiently, i.e. the programmes had been worked out 
and implemented mainly by the adult experts, without noteworthy developments initiated by the students. 
Considering that the students should not be simply passive receivers but active stakeholders of education, this 
could be considered as somewhat problematic and should be improved. Secondly, the amount of language classes 
that the DEIS schools currently provide seem not to be sufficient, considering that (a) the amount of language 
classes is currently higher in Estonian as well as in Swedish schools (in DEIS schools it lasts for 2 years once a week, 
in Estonia it is for 3 years according to the needs up to 10 hours a week, and in Sweden 1 hour a week throughout 
primary and secondary school) and that (b) the difficulties with understanding the studies in Irish language were 
brought out by the students the peers talked to as one of the most pressing studies-related problem. Thirdly, the 
current system where the financing of the schools is tied to the measurable results of the programme may not be 
the most suitable one considering several school-specific factors that could potentially have an impact on the 
results, and that this system limits the schools’ opportunities to support the students in a holistic manner, and 
should, thus, be overlooked.  
 
Fourthly, the current system of deciding which schools will become DEIS schools, is not transparent enough for 
the Irish professionals, and, therefore, should be clarified. Fifthly, the current approach – once a DEIS school, 
always a DEIS school – seems not to be thoroughly justified for the peers. The communities around the schools 
may change in time, and, thus, some other school may need the DEIS-support more than the one that has become 
a DEIS school long time ago. Considering the limited amount of resources (not all schools can be DEIS schools) the 
selection of schools that will become DEIS schools and for how long should be thoroughly analysed, which also 
means that the system’s flexibility should be increased. The sixth potential shortcoming is the students’ academic 
results in DEIS schools compared with other schools in Ireland. While the interviewed teachers claimed that the 
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gaps between the outcomes in DEIS and non-DEIS schools are not big, the most recent evaluations4 confirm that 
they are still noteworthy. The outcome gaps could also mean different options for creating the educational as well 
as career paths in the future – the choices for the students in DEIS school are more limited. Therefore, while the 
DEIS programme has been extremely helpful for students from disadvantaged background, the programme needs 
further developments to decrease the gaps between the DEIS and non-DEIS schools.  
 

Recommendations 
 The students’ voice should be more actively included in the further developments and implementation of 

the programmes.  
 The amount of language-classes in DEIS schools should be increased.  
 The students’ needs should be considered from a holistic perspective when canalizing the resources to 

compensate the disadvantage in DEIS schools. Therefore, the current financing system should be 
overlooked and created a system of long-term financing that is not tied with the measurable results of 
the programme.  

 The transparency of the system of deciding which schools will become DEIS schools should be increased.  
 The approach – once a DEIS school, always a DEIS school – should be overlooked and made more flexible.  
 In order to decrease the still existing academic outcome gaps between the DEIS and non-DEIS schools the 

DEIS programme needs further meticulous analysing and developments. In the process of developing the 
programme it could be helpful to learn from other similar programmes and consider the successful ones 
as the role models. Also, in this process the voice of the main stakeholders (e.g. the students, the parents, 
the teachers, etc.) should be considered, and the most important goal towards which to reach should be 
the holistic development of the students.  

 

TRANSNATIONAL ASPECTS 
 
Several aspects from the programmes the peers were introduced with could be transferred to other EU countries. 
At the state level the most impressive feature is the system of monitoring the schools and determining the ones 
that need the support the most. Despite some potential shortcomings referred to earlier (e.g. the system’s 
insufficient transparency and understandability) the system seems to work well and could be considered as a role 
model for other EU countries interested in building up this kind of system. It could be, for instance, used as a role 
model in Estonia as well as Sweden, where there is a noteworthy gap between the outcomes of the schools, but 
the state does not directly address the problems of the schools who have lagged behind from the others. While 
the state does know the “weakest” schools based on the state exams and tests, the system of finding out and 
supporting the schools who need the specific help the most, is currently not comprehensive enough and could be 
improved by learning from the DEIS schools’ experience.  
 

 
4 Weir, S. & Kavanagh, L. (2018). The evaluation of DEIS at post-primary level: Closing the achievement and attainment gaps. 
Educational Research Centre.  
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At the school level the most impressive feature from which other EU countries can learn is the active cooperation. 
Firstly, the cooperation between the teachers and the parents seems to be really advanced – conversations 
between the teachers and parents are regular, they sometimes have morning coffee together, the parents ask for 
the teachers’ advice regarding several questions, the teachers visit homes regularly, there are several events 
where the parents are included in school, etc. The reason behind this success seem mostly to be the HSCL 
programme as part of the DEIS programme and the understanding that in order to be successful in school the 
student should have his/ her parents’ informed and empowered support. This is, also, definitely something the 
other EU countries could learn from the DEIS schools’ experience. The cooperation between the teachers seemed 
also quite extensive in the visited DEIS school – in order to share knowledge and skills with each other a concrete 
amount of hours per year is determined, and this seems to work well.  
 
The schools are cooperating in a good manner with each other as well, i.e. there are networks between the DEIS 
schools, but also between the DEIS and non-DEIS schools. It was highlighted that sometimes non-DEIS schools ask 
advice from the DEIS schools, for example, about how to work with multicultural student population successfully. 
This is definitely a good practice that should be further developed as there is a potential for the DEIS schools to 
become highly valued expert-schools and like this, among other things, improve their current status. This practice 
is also something that the other EU countries could learn from the Irish case. It was highlighted that the students 
cooperate with each other, as well, e.g. there seems to be a well working mentoring system in the DEIS schools – 
a student as a mentor is appointed for all the new students in DEIS schools. There is no such systematic approach 
implemented neither in Estonia nor in Sweden. All the mentioned forms of cooperation could potentially be 
developed almost anywhere – with or without the help of the state, however, as the Irish case demonstrates, the 
specific and directly steered support from the state (e.g. the specific HSCL program to address it) has proven to 
be especially helpful.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


