Mol an Óige

The Mol an Óige Project

Developing a systemic response to the challenges of educational disadvantage and social exclusion in Co Tipperary

Mol an Óige is a YOUTHSTART funded project based in County Tipperary, developing and testing innovative approaches to the issues relating to educational disadvantage.  The project is promoted by a consortium of the following agencies:

	North Tipperary VEC (lead partner)
	Mid Western Health Board

	Irish Business and Employers Conference
	FÁS 

	Tipperary Rural and Business Development Institute
	Irish Congress of Trades Unions

	South Tipperary VEC
	Mary Immaculate College


	Published by:
	Mol an Óige

Teach an Léinn

Kenyon St

Nenagh

Co. Tipperary


© 2000

No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form without acknowledging the authors and the Mol an Óige project.

Authors:  Dan Condren, Rose Tully, Mary Slattery, Philip Mudge, Norberta O Gorman

ISBN: 1-903445-04-3

Mol an Óige welcomes comments and enquiries about this document and other aspects of its work.  These should be addressed to:  

Dan Condren, North Tipperary VEC, Teach an Léinn, Kenyon St, Nenagh, Co. Tipperary

This publication is supported by the YOUTHSTART strand of the EU Human Resources Initiative EMPLOYMENT.

The Department of Enterprise and Employment has overall responsibility for administration of EMPLOYMENT

Printed by Liger Print, Nenagh, Co. Tipperary.

Table of Contents


1.
Section A:  Outline and Context
1
1.1
Introduction
1
1.2
The Origins Of The Mol an Óige Project
1
1.3
Values Underpinning The Project
2
2.
Section B:  The Project
3
2.1
The Project Promoter:  North Tipperary VEC
3
2.2
The Partners In The Consortium
3
2.3
Aims And Objectives
4
2.4
Target Group
4
2.5
Mol an Óige:  The First Round Project, Jan 96 – Dec 97
5
2.6
The Second Round Project, Jan 98-March 2000
6
2.7
Main Activities Of The Second Round Project
6
2.8
Outcomes For Participants In The Project
9
2.9
Outcomes For Targeted Young People
11
2.10
Dissemination And Mainstreaming
11
2.11
Factors Contributing To The Success Of The Project As A
15
2.11
Systems Level intervention
15
3.
Section C:  The Work and the Achievements of the Project
19
3.1
Collaborative Action Planning
19
3.2
Developments In Learning Support
22
3.3
How Schools/Workshops Identified Their Target Groups
26
3.4
In-Career Professional Development
29
3.5
Involvement Of Parents In Their Own Child’s Education
33
3.6
Inter-agency co-operation
36
3.7
Community Mentoring Programme
41
3.8
Information Technology As A Support For Learning
43
3.9
The Young Offenders and the New Start for Prisoners Projects.
45
3.10
Travellers In Education
48
3.11
Transnational Experience
49
3.12
Plan To Address Educational Disadvantage And Social Exclusion In Co. Tipperary
52
4.
Appendix A:  Mainstreaming and Dissemination
55
Mainstreaming from the Mol an Óige first round project (1996/7)
55
Dissemination Activities
56
Meetings we have had in relation to dissemination/developing links for the Mol an Óige project:
58
Mainstreaming Activities
59
Bibliography
61



Structure of this report

Section A

Section A gives the outline and the context of the project, and the values which underpinned it.

Section B

Section B describes the project and gives the aims and objectives.  It describes the development of the project, lists the main actions and outcomes, and the dissemination activities undertaken.

Section C

This section describes the main actions of the project in more detail.

The report is structured in this way because it will be read by people with many different interests.  It is hoped that this lay-out will make it easy for all to find the information they require.  

1. Section A:  Outline and Context

1.1 Introduction

Mol an Óige was a four-year project, (January 1996 –March 2000), supported by the Youthstart strand of the EU Human Resources Initiative EMPLOYMENT.  It is promoted by North Tipperary VEC in partnership with the Mid-Western Health Board, FAS, IBEC, ICTU, Mary Immaculate College, TRBDI, and South Tipperary VEC.

The geographical location of the project was all of North Tipperary, and Clonmel and Tipperary towns in South Tipperary.

The target group for the project was 10-19 year-olds who were at risk of failing in school for whatever reason, or who have left school early.  

Mol an Óige, as a systems development project did not deal directly with the target group but sought to empower providers to address their needs. 

The project aimed to develop and test a model of targeted interventions to empower providers (educational and other) to respond more flexibly to meeting the needs of young people in the target group, and to ensure that these young people benefited to the maximum from the services provided.  

Youthstart funding came in two rounds.  Thus, the Mol an Óige project was really two very separate projects, referred to in this report as the first and second round projects.  The first round project was from January 1996 to December 1997.  During 1997, an application for funding for a second round project was submitted.  This project, which built on and further developed the learning from the first round, ran from January 1998 to March 2000.  

A full report on the first round project, Mol an Óige: the Project and the Lessons (Mol an Óige: 1997), was prepared for the dissemination conference in November 1997.  This report focuses on the work of the second round project.

1.2 The Origins Of The Mol an Óige Project

The idea for the Mol an Óige project arose from the work of North Tipperary VEC, and in particular from a recognition that many young people leave schools in the region with inadequate levels of literacy and numeracy.  Despite the fact that these can be identified at an early age, the system - education and others - seemed incapable of providing the interventions necessary to prevent failure.  

North Tipperary VEC had long been involved in innovative projects aimed at improving the educational experience of all students, including those at risk of failure in the system.  The availability of EU funding in 1995 was seen as an opportunity to further develop their ambitions in this regard.  Consequently, a team of senior teachers and principals was assembled to devise a project which would address in a systemic way the causes of failure in the education system.  Mol an Óige was the result.

Criteria for selection of Youthstart projects were that they must be bottom-up, they must be innovative, they must have a transnational dimension and they must create a multiplier effect, i.e., their effect must extend beyond the project itself.  For these reasons, it was decided that teachers participating in the process must have ownership of what they were attempting (it must be their project, not ours) and that it must equip them with new skills and understandings that would continue to influence their practice after the project ended.  The project adopted the motto that ‘it is not what we do, but what we leave behind that will determine the success of the project’. Mol an Óige was initially planned as a two-year project, 1996/1997.  The particular question which animated the project was:  ‘Since failure in school and early school leaving are predictable in many instances from an early age, why are they not preventable?’

1.3 Values Underpinning The Project

The values underpinning the project included the following:

· A recognition of the ability of all children and young people to learn

· The right of all children and young people to receive an education appropriate to their needs, abilities, aptitudes and learning styles

· The right of all to experience respect from agencies and professionals with whom they deal

· The responsibility of organisations collectively, and of individual practitioners, to develop their practice in order to respond to the needs of all their clients

· A belief that the provision of organisational and institutional frameworks which are empowering for both professionals and clients will result in a better quality experience for both

· A belief that young people and their parents should be central in decision-making processes relating to their education and welfare.

Section B:  The Project

1.4 The Project Promoter:  North Tipperary VEC

Co. Tipperary V.E.C., as the promoting organisation for the Mol an Óige project, has a statutory responsibility for education and training at post-primary level in North Tipperary, as well as being a leading player in adult/community education and adult literacy co-ordination.  Its role as promoter of the project was to identify and focus the roles of each of the partners in co-ordinated action to tackle the causes and effects of educational disadvantage, and to provide for the administration of the project.

North Tipperary VEC provides a range of services in:

· Second level education

· Second chance education

· Adult and continuing education

· Curriculum development

· Economic and social development

· Promotion of the Irish language and environmental awareness

1.5 The Partners In The Consortium

Mol an Óige is managed by a consortium of agencies, all of which have a responsibility for, or an interest in, the welfare of children and young people.  

The Mid-Western Health Board has a statutory responsibility for the provision of a wide range of health and social services for the target group throughout North Tipperary, and hence played a key role in developing procedures for inter-agency co-operation.  

FÁS, the national training and employment authority, is already a partner with the V.E.C. in the community training workshops and Youthreach.  In addition FÁS has a responsibility to early school leavers through the Social Guarantee Scheme.

Both the Irish Business and Employers Conference and the Irish Congress of Trades Unions have important roles to play, in co-operation with the other providers, in developing a range of innovative work preparation programmes for the target group.  

TRBDI is a third level institute whose mission is community development, socially and economically.  

Mary Immaculate College of Education is a third level college involved in pre-service and inservice training teacher training.

South Tipperary VEC played an important role in assisting the development of the project in Tipperary Town and Clonmel.

Aims And Objectives

1.5.1 Project Aim

The project aimed to develop a model of interventions which would: 

· empower providers (education and others) to respond flexibly to meet the needs of the target group, and 

· ensure that those in this group benefit to the maximum from the services available.

1.5.2 Objectives

· to establish the causes and nature of early school leaving in Co. Tipperary

· to promote learning interventions on behalf of the target group

· to promote the inclusion of parents as partners with teachers in their own child's education

· to develop a model of inter-agency co-operation

· to ensure that transition stages are negotiated successfully by the target group

· to develop a model of community support for the target group

· to test and further develop the model by using it in two centres in South Tipperary

1.6 Target Group

The target group for the project was 10-19 year-olds who were identified as potential early school leavers or who were at risk of failure at school.  Among the indicators used to identify young people in the target group were:

· Poor school attendance

· Difficulties with literacy or numeracy

· Specific and general learning difficulties

· Poor motivation or concentration

· Behavioural problems

· Family problems

· Young people in trouble with the law

· Young people with disabilities in mainstream education

· Young people from the travelling community who require support

The target group(s) included the following: 

· Primary school pupils in fifth and sixth class.

· Students in special classes in primary and post-primary schools.

· Post-primary junior cycle students.

· Post-primary senior cycle students.

· Trainees in Youthreach and Community Training Workshops.

· Disengaged young people under 19 with particular focus on under-16’s who left school.

1.7 Mol an Óige:  The First Round Project, Jan 96 – Dec 97

The project began in January 1996 and the project team consisted of Dan Condren, Helen Byrne, Rose Tully and Sean English.  At the outset, we developed separate strategies for each of the objectives.  For the central objective of addressing the literacy and numeracy needs of the target group, we sought to encourage teachers to use an action research methodology.  This involved identifying some needs of the target group/individual students which they wished to address, deciding what actions they might try, drawing up a written action plan, monitoring and evaluating progress and learning from the process.  During the first round of the project, teachers in about thirty primary schools developed action plans, and some very interesting ideas emerged and were tested.  These are detailed in the report on the first round project, ‘Mol an Óige, the Project and the Lessons’ (Mol an Óige: 1997). 

Among the main findings of the first round project were:

a) The rate of early school leaving (defined as the number of students who did not enter the final Leaving Certificate year) in North Tipperary at 17% was the same as the national average.  In addition, 3% of students were classed as under-15 on leaving.  The rate of educational under-achievement among Traveller children was a cause of particular concern.

b) There were severe shortfalls in educational support services in the county.  For example, there was no educational psychological service available to primary schools in North Tipperary, and the service available at post-primary level was seriously inadequate.  There was no official home school community liaison service available to any school in the county.  The level of remedial services available was also inadequate, with some schools having no remedial support at all and in other cases up to five schools sharing the services of a remedial teacher.  The level of counselling services available to meet the needs of the target group was totally inadequate.  

c) There were significant weaknesses in the implementation of the various support services.  For example, the Schools' Attendance Act had fallen into general disuse and the Social Guarantee Scheme was being implemented only on a sporadic basis.  When students dropped out of school, some of them disappeared from the records of the various agencies designed to address their needs.

d) There was a recognition among professionals of the need for greater inter-agency co-operation.  However, it was also recognised that for such co-operation to begin, time must be allocated and training provided.

Perhaps the most important achievement of the first round project was that it developed, in embryonic form, a strategy for institutional self-renewal which could enable schools and other agencies to respond to the needs of potential early school leavers.  The strategy was called Collaborative Action Planning, and it provided the framework for the second round project.

A number of important findings during the first round, however, made us review our ideas and practice.  Among these were:

· all participating schools were small (mostly four teachers or fewer), and no post-primary school developed an action plan

· only one teacher took part in most schools, and the process did not spread out to influence the general practice in schools

Reflecting on these outcomes, a number of learning points emerged which we needed to incorporate into the Collaborative Action Planning model in the second round of the project.

1.8 The Second Round Project, Jan 98-March 2000

The major aim of the second round project was to develop Collaborative Action Planning as a single strategy which would incorporate all the objectives of the project.  Such a strategy would have a simultaneous focus on three of the key elements crucial to enabling schools to respond to the needs of the target group:

· meeting the individual learning needs of all students

· ongoing teacher professional development

· continuous school improvement.

The development of the model was fine-tuned by researching the introduction of the process in six schools in March/April 1998.  It strongly incorporated the principles of action research, and it is designed to be educational both in its intent and in its methodology.  

1.9 Main Activities Of The Second Round Project

The main actions of Mol an Óige are briefly described below.  Further details are included in section three of the report and in the various publications of the Mol an Óige project.

1.9.1 Developing And Testing The Model Of Collaborative Action Planning

This process included areas such as learning support, new teaching methodologies, professional development and individual education plans.  Information on these areas is provided in sections 3.1, 3.2, and 3.7 of this report.  In addition, Mol an Óige has produced the following publications which relate to the Collaborative Action Planning process or actions that have directly arisen from the it:

“Collaborative Action Planning: a guide to transforming schools and training workshops into centres of learning for all” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This report shows the development of the Collaborative Action Planning model in the context of action research and shows the resultant improvement in practice.  Case studies of Collaborative Action Planning in four schools and two training workshops are included.  Also included are guidelines for the introduction of an Action Planning process in a school or training workshop.

“Towards Inclusion in Learning Support Provision: developments in the concept and practice of learning support in schools in the Mol an Óige project” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This report describes developments in learning support in schools in Co. Tipperary supported by Mol an Óige.  In particular the move from a model which exclusively utilised withdrawal to one in which the Learning support teacher became a resource for supporting the learning needs of all learners in the school / training workshop.

“Student Home and School – a partnership approach to assisting Students with Social, emotional and Personal Problems” (Mol an Óige, 1999)

This report details how a psychologist worked in partnership with teachers and parents to identify and address the needs of target group students in one post-primary school.

1.9.2 Developing Inter-Agency Co-Operation

Mol an Óige was involved in the development of number of programmes and initiatives with other agencies.  These included, the North Tipperary Inter-agency Training Programme, development of networking and collaborative planning in Clonmel and Thurles.  Other agencies with which we have worked closely include: Tipperary Regional Youth Services, Clonmel Community Partnership, Nenagh Community Network, Nenagh Community Services, An Garda Síochána, Probation and Welfare Service, County Councils (Development and Enterprise Offices) and the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science.  Details of inter-agency development undertaken by Mol an Óige are included in section 3.5.  In addition, the following reports are available from Mol an Óige: 

“The Development of Inter-Agency Collaboration in Co. Tipperary that includes schools and training centres” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This report outlines developments in inter-agency co-operation in Co. Tipperary supported by Mol an Óige, and details the lessons learnt in the process

“Working together training together “(BUCKLEY, 2000)

This is the report of the external evaluation of the North Tipperary inter-agency training programme promoted by the Mid-Western Health Board, An Garda Síochána, Tipperary Regional Youth Services and Mol an Óige.  The report was commissioned by Mid-Western Health Board and conducted by Helen Buckley of Trinity College Dublin. 

1.9.3 School Attendance

The project conducted an analysis of the attendance patterns of early school leavers in Co. Tipperary, and developed a joint pilot initiative on attendance between the Garda Síochána and schools.  The issue of attendance was also addressed through the Collaborative Action Planning process.  These developments are outlined in section 3.6.1, and in detail in the report:

“Addressing the Issue of School Attendance in Co. Tipperary: the experience of the Mol an Óige project” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

1.9.4 Mentoring

Mol an Óige developed a model for community mentoring that was implemented in schools and training centres to support the self-esteem of young people.  Details of the programme are included in section 3.7.  A full report on the model can be found in:

“Community Mentoring: a strategy to raise the self-esteem of young people at risk of failure in the education system” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This describes the development of community mentoring programmes supported by Mol an Óige including the benefits for mentees, mentors and organisations of being involved in such programmes and the lessons gained from these programmes
 “Someone who Believed in Me – the Practice of Mentoring, Advocacy, Guidance, Information and Counselling [MAGIC] Activities for Young People” (Youthstart Thematic Cluster Group and Mainie Jellett Project, 2000)

This publication outlines the work and learning of the seven YOUTHSTART projects which formed the ‘Guidance’ cluster.  The Mol an Óige project was a member of the cluster.

1.9.5 Learning From The Transnational Experience

Mol an Óige worked with transnational partners in Pontypridd College in Wales, Moers in Germany and Birmingham City Council.  All partners had a significant influence on the work and thinking of both project staff and participating practitioners.  Further details are included in section 3.11 and in the document 

“The YOGIE Partnership: Emerging Innovative Transnational Approaches to Addressing the Needs of Potential and Actual Early School Leavers” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This describes the developing partnership between the TELETRANS project in Moers, Youthstart 2000 in Birmingham and Mol an Óige.  It is written collaboratively by the three projects and details the key innovations in each of the projects and the emerging common philosophies.

1.9.6 Traveller Education

Including Travellers in Education was a major objective of both rounds of the project.  Although Mol an Óige undertook initiatives in this area, it made very limited progress.  See section 3.9. 

1.9.7 Developing The Use Of ICTs As A Learning Medium With Particular Emphasis On The Target Group

Mol an Óige sought ways in which to develop the use of ICTs as a learning medium, in particular for weaker and less motivated students.  In one project, a group of six small schools worked together in a Schools Integrated Project (SIP) to develop the use of ICTs as a motivating tool in teaching and as a learning medium, in particular for students who may not succeed with traditional methods.  Teachers held regular action planning meetings to develop and share classroom management techniques maximising the benefits of the ICTs and to avail of shared training.  For students, the project provided experiences of sharing and collaborating with classes in other schools which proved exciting and motivational; (see section 3.8).  Further details are available from Pat Carroll, Principal, Portroe NS, the co-ordinator of the project.

“Interim report on the School integrated Project in North Tipperary” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This report contains a description of the Schools integrated project in north Tipperary that involves six small primary schools using information technology to support numeracy and general learning

1.9.8 The Young Offenders And The New Start For Prisoners Projects

The Young Offenders project, begun in 1996, identified that ex-prisoners experience extreme rejection and alienation from their own communities upon release from prison.  The New Start for Prisoners project in 1997/8 sought to develop community responses to this issue.  The projects are outlined in section 3.9, and a full report is given in: 

“The Young Offenders Initiative and the New Start for Prisoners Project – final report” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

1.9.9 Parental Inclusion

The main actions in relation to objective of inclusion of parents as partners with teachers in their own child’s education took place within the context of Collaborative Action Planning.  However, Mol an Óige also facilitated the development of a support group for parents whose children were experiencing difficulties in the education system.  The project assisted the group to organise private classes for their children.  They were very aware, however, that in addition to this, they also needed to:

· highlight the issue of children with learning difficulties in order to increase awareness and to obtain better provision for such children within the mainstream education system 

· increase their own skills in providing appropriate support to their children

· seek to work more closely with their child’s teacher 

In conjunction with this group, Mol an Óige commissioned research into the experiences of parents whose children are experiencing difficulties in school.  The results are published in:

“Primary educators: the views and opinions of some parents whose children have experienced difficulty in school” (Mol an Óige, 2000)

This is a report on the research conducted with ten parents in North Tipperary whose children have experienced difficulty in school.  It documents effective practice in meeting the needs of the participating parent’s children and highlights the disappointments that the parents experienced in the educational system.

1.9.10 Primary/Post-Primary Transfer

This was an area of the project that did not receive the priority which it deserved.  A number of interesting initiatives were undertaken at local levels, but no coherent project policy was developed.

1.9.11 Supporting Networking

Through the work of the first round of Mol an Óige it became apparent that schools and other agencies suffered from a lack of information about other services and how they might be contacted.  The work of the second round project in developing inter-agency co-operation was supplemented by information dissemination services in the form of consultancy and through other methods.  Mol an Óige produced a

“Directory of Services in North Tipperary” (Mol an Óige, 1999)

This contains the addresses and contact numbers of all the agencies and organisations working with young people in North Tipperary. 

1.9.12 Research 

Mol an Óige was essentially a research project, and the findings are incorporated in its various publications.  In particular, the project used an action research methodology to develop and test Collaborative Action Planning.  This model as an application of action research at systems, institutional and classroom levels is described in McNiff et al. (2000)

In addition, the project commissioned specific research to document, in their own voices, the school experiences of early school leavers.  This is published in the report:

“An investigation of the school experiences of young people in North Tipperary who left school early and of the factors which led to their leaving” (Mol an Óige, 1999)

This report contains the experiences of sixteen young people who left school early in their own words.  It challenges the idea that early school leaving is caused only by factors outside the school and provides important insights into the views and opinions of the young people.

1.10 Outcomes For Participants In The Project

1.10.1 The Participants

Central participants in the project were teachers in primary and post-primary schools and tutors in training workshops who were involved in developing and testing the model of Collaborative Action Planning.  Other participants included health board personnel, gardaí, youth workers and others involved in developing the inter-agency and community aspects of the project.  Also included were teachers/tutors in other schools/workshops who participated in other aspects of the project.

All schools and training workshops were invited to participate in the project.  Out of a total of 118 schools and workshops in the area, 35 primary schools (38%), 13 post-primary schools (56%) and 4 training workshops (66%) took part in Collaborative Action Planning.  A number of others took part in other activities organised by the project, such as the schools attendance initiative, mentoring, inter-agency training and professional development activities.  The numbers involved in the various activities were as follows:

	Activity
	Practitioners involved
	Number

	Collaborative Action Planning
	School/workshop personnel
	258

	Development of inter-agency co-operation
	School/workshop personnel, health board personnel, gardaí, youth workers
	441

	Schools attendance initiative
	Garda superintendents and gardaí, school principals
	93

	Mentoring
	Teacher/tutor co-ordinators, community volunteers
	79

	Transnational visits
	School/workshop personnel, policy makers in education and training
	85

	All Professional development activities arising from Collaborative Action Planning
	School/workshop personnel and other professionals
	1458


The Collaborative Action Planning process led to the following the following main activities taking place within the schools

	Activity
	Number of participating schools/workshops
	Number of teachers/tutors involved

	Team teaching
	10
	56

	Co-operative discipline
	23
	130

	Esteem building programmes
	17
	82

	Individual Education Plans
	12
	41

	Literacy programmes
	22
	38

	New teaching methodologies (in addition to above)
	11
	152

	Cross age / peer tutoring
	7
	92 (students)

	Home-school reading initiatives
	13
	22

	Collaborative approaches to learning support
	25
	126

	Homework support
	7
	21

	Initiatives in using ICTs in learning support 
	28
	73

	Transnational visits
	34
	79


These activities prompted a wide range of supportive professional development activities, in which total participation was 1,458 teacher, tutors and other professionals.  The full list of these activities is given in section 3.4.

1.10.2 Increased Capacity For Participants

Practitioners within participating schools and agencies

The range of inservice activities undertaken, the extent of new teaching methodologies and programmes initiated, reports from participating schools and training workshops, and the results of the external evaluation of the project all provide evidence of the increased capacity of schools and individual practitioners to respond in effective ways to meeting the needs of the target group.  Among the most important innovations in this regard are:

· New models of learning support – new understandings and practice

· Greater collaboration within schools and between professionals

· A commitment to inclusive approaches to meeting the needs of the target group

· Greater inclusion of parents

· More co-operation between the agencies

The survey by the external evaluator showed that 86% of respondents stated that Collaborative Action Planning had a positive impact an school practice, and that 80% believed that their own skills in dealing with the target group developed as a result of Collaborative Action Planning.

Members of the Mol an Óige team

Working with Mol an Óige was a developmental process and a learning experience for all Mol an Óige staff members.  The action research philosophy that underpins the project was fundamental in supporting this development.  Four members of the team have undertaken further study (MA in Education) through action research.  This further study was directly linked to the work of the project and is tangible evidence of the developmental nature of the work of the project.

1.11 Outcomes For Targeted Young People 

Reports from schools participating in Collaborative Action Planning indicate that the target groups benefited in a substantial way from the process.  The survey by the external evaluator found that 87% of respondents felt that the process had a positive impact on the students in the target group.  Among the benefits listed were 

· Improved retention rates

· Improved attendance

· Improved academic performance

· Greater participation in class and in school activities

· Greater self-esteem

1.12 Dissemination And Mainstreaming

Mol an Óige has addressed the issue of dissemination and mainstreaming as a priority since the beginning of the second round of the project in 1998.  This has been addressed through a number of strategies.

1.12.1 Products And Publications 

Mol an Óige produced a comprehensive collection of publications and reports that reflected the work that we have undertaken.  A full list of these is included as appendix A.  The products written by Mol an Óige were distributed to both practitioners and policy makers.  In particular all schools participating in the Collaborative Action Planning process, consortium members, other participants in the project and members of the Department of Education and Science and the schools inspectorate received copies of all publications.  The project also sought to make publications available to a wider audience.  This included maintaining a mailing list of other individuals and organisations with interest in our work, and registering some publications with the ISBN system so that those publications would still be available through North Tipperary VEC after the project finished. 

1.12.2 Events

Dissemination conference for first round project, 28th November 1997

This conference, attended by over 100 policy makers and practitioners from education and other services, was held to disseminate the lessons of the first round project.  Speakers included the President of the GAA. Mr Joe McDonagh, as well as representatives from the Mid-Western Health Board, FÁS and the Department of Education and Science.  

Consultative Forum on Collaborative Action Planning, May 7th 1999

This forum addressed the questions of what was valuable from the work of Mol an Óige and how lessons could be disseminated and the good practice mainstreamed.  This event allowed the work of Mol an Óige to be disseminated to the key policy makers who attended, and sough their input into the further development of the process.

Dissemination Conference, 15th October 1999

Over 100 people attended the project’s dissemination conference, “Cherishing all our Children Equally – a systemic response to the challenges of educational failure”, on October 15th 1999.  Mr Micheál Martin TD, Minister for Education and Science, delivered the keynote address and launched the products of the Mol an Óige project.

The conference had two purposes.  The first was to celebrate the work and the learning of participants and of their organisations that had occurred during the Mol an Óige project, and to demonstrate this learning to the wider community in Co. Tipperary and nationally.  At the conference six practitioners from schools participating in the project presented the stories of their own learning in their own words.

The second purpose of the conference was to seek ways to ensure that the momentum of the project would continue in Co. Tipperary, and be disseminated nationally.

Workshops at the conference included:

i. Collaborative Action Planning as a systems level intervention in promoting schools self-renewal.

ii. Student, School and Home: A partnership approach to assisting students with social, emotional and personal problems

iii. Mentoring as a process of developing self-esteem for students at risk of failing in school.

iv. Putting school attendance on the agenda - a co-ordinated response

v. Developing a new model of learning support.  

vi. Developing individual learning plans

vii. The value of transnational partnership in facilitating change in schools.

viii. The development of a model for inter-agency co-operation

The conference concluded with an open forum on the topic ‘Maintaining the Momentum – how the benefits from the Mol an Óige project can be disseminated and built upon’.  (For full conference report, see ‘Cherishing all our Children Equally’, (Mol an Óige, 1999)

Launch of final publications, 25th May 2000

The final reports and publications of the Mol an Óige project were launched in May 2000.  

Collaborative Action Planning seminars

A number of Collaborative Action Planning Seminars were held during the course of the project.  At each of these, teachers from five schools talked about their experiences of Collaborative Action Planning, and how the process had developed in their school.  They spoke very openly about their successes and failures, about the difficulties encountered and about what they had learned from the process.  They were remarkable occasions and, for many, it was the first time that they had heard colleagues talk about their own practice, being confident enough to express their anxieties and concerns, and to reflect on their own learning from the process.  Approximately fifty teachers attended each seminar and afterwards many said that they now had a far clearer understanding of the Collaborative Action Planning process.

1.12.3 Key Meetings

Mol an Óige project staff made a number of presentations to key policy makers and Department of Education and Science initiatives.  These included:

i. Michael Martin TD Minister of Education

ii. Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education

iii. School Development Planning Initiative (Post-primary)

iv. Richard Bruton TD (Fine Gael spokesperson for Education)

v. Junior Certificate Schools Programme

vi. ESAI conference

vii. North Tipperary VEC (on two occasions)

1.12.4 Written Submissions

Mol an Óige made a number of written submissions to government and other policy makers.  These included: 

· A submission to the Department of Education and Science in response to Education (Welfare) Bill 1999

· A submission to the Department of Health and Children in response to their call for submissions to the  Children’s strategy.

· Submission to Department of Education and Science School Development Planning Technical Working Group

· Submission to the Expert Advisory Group on Post-Primary Teacher Education

· Submission to the Expert Advisory Group on Primary Teacher Education

Mol an Óige also developed an Integrated Plan to Address the Issues of Educational Disadvantage and Social Exclusion in Co. Tipperary as a further development of their work.  A funding proposal in relation to this plan was submitted to the Minister of Education and Science and the Department of Education and Science.  

1.12.5 National Conferences

Mol an Óige made the following presentations at the national conferences:

· ‘The Mol an Óige Project: Developing and testing a model for applying action research at systems, institutional and classroom levels in order to promote a better educational experience, particularly for children at risk of failing in the system’ at the ESAI Conference on Action Research in Ireland, Trinity College, 27th November, 1998

· ‘ICTs and Educational Disadvantage’ at the ‘Social Aspects of the Internet’ conference in Dublin Castle, 7th December, 1999

· ‘Collaborative Action Planning and mentoring as means of raising the self-esteem of young people at risk’ at the ‘Future Directions’ conference organised by the National Centre for Guidance in Education and the Youthstart National Support Structure, 28th March 2000 

1.12.6 Parliamentary Questions

Parliamentary questions were tabled in 1999 and 2000 in relation to the work of Mol an Óige by Deirdre Clune TD and Richard Bruton TD.  These reflect awareness on the work of the project amongst legislators.

1.12.7 Reference 

The Mol an Óige project is cited in the Report of the Joint Committee on Education and Science on Early School Leaving as a successful integrated model for supplementing school projects with links to other agencies in order to make a better environment for retaining pupils who at risk in school.  

1.12.8 M.A. In Education 

A group of teachers are currently studying for a M.A. in Education degree in Thurles.  The degree is based on Action Research, and is accredited by the University of West England.

Mol an Óige facilitated bringing this course to the county, because action research is seen as essentially empowering for teachers which is in line with the aims of Mol an Óige.  A number of participants on the programme are members of Action Planning teams within their schools, and some used their work in Collaborative Action Planning as the basis for their research.  This, in turn, enriched the work of Mol an Óige in those schools.

1.12.9 Mainstreaming Outcomes Of The Work Of Mol An Óige  

The ideas that the project developed and disseminated are reflected in many of the new initiatives being launched by the Department of Education and Science.  These include the Stay in School Initiative, the Junior Certificate Schools Programme and the School Development Planning Initiative.  In his reply to the parliamentary question on December 1st, 1999, Micheál Martin TD, Minister for Education and Science, stated:

I am aware of the excellent work being done by those engaged in the project.  I understand that a final report will issue after the completion of the project.  I expect that its findings will be of considerable interest in the context of the initiatives which I have put in place to deal with the issue of low achievement, early school leaving and disadvantage….

Already my department has sought information and advice from the project organisers in relation to the model of Collaborative Action Planning developed by Mol an Óige.

Mol an Óige is making a worthwhile contribution to our understanding of a number of important aspects of education.

1.12.10 Mainstreaming the practice in participating schools / agencies

The Collaborative Action Planning process has changed the culture within schools.  Schools have adopted a number of mechanisms to sustain the process after the project ended.  Many schools believe that the process can be continued by a re-allocation of present resources.  Others have enlisted the support of their Boards of Management or external agencies such as ADM companies to support the continuation of the process.  In this regard, the fact that the process was not resource intensive is very important in making its continuation more likely.  In November and December 1999, the Mol an Óige team held meetings for members of the Boards of Management of all primary schools to explain the work of the project and to seek their support for its continuation in their schools after the lifetime of the project.  

The external evaluation found that 80% of participants believe that some of the innovation in their schools can be continued after the project is completed.

(For a full list of mainstreaming activities, see Appendix A)

1.13 Factors Contributing To The Success Of The Project As A Systems Level intervention

The Mol an Óige created a significant impact on policy and practice in a large number of schools and training workshops.  It impacted on whole-school practice, on the understandings and practice of participating teachers and, most importantly of all, on the students in the target groups in the different schools/workshops.  (See project evaluation: ‘The Mol an Óige Project – the View from the Schools: an evaluation of the project’ (Mol an Óige, 2000).

The following are some of the factors that were significant in achieving this success:

1.13.1 Simultaneous 3-Way Focus

The fact that the project focused simultaneously on systems capacity building, practitioners’ professional development and meeting the needs of the target group students was fundamental to the success of the project.  Too often interventions are designed to address these areas in isolation.

1.13.2 Learning Partnership

The fact that Mol an Óige was learning from their experiences was very empowering for participating teachers and schools, encouraging them to be innovative and to focus on their own learning, and removing the fear of failure.  It also meant that they were very willing to provide us with information about their learning, as they knew we needed their help to develop our model, not to check up on them.  This in turn enabled us to understand better what was happening at school level, to learn from it, and to respond more appropriately.  

1.13.3 Specific Elements Of Project Practice Which Promoted Success

Among the aspects of the projects work which encouraged and facilitated change were:

· The provision of a small amount of planning time was appreciated and resulted in significant commitment to the project by teachers/tutors (see evaluator’s report).

· Developing practice based on a conceptual model which was developed from the experiences of teachers

· Encouraging and supporting networking

· The transnational influence challenged the assumptions underpinning everyday practice, as well as providing exposure to possible alternatives

· The support for professional development activities

· The management consortium was in a position to support the project and to make significant responses to emerging needs and opportunities.

1.13.4 Support And Resources Focused On Capacity Building

Important supports for Collaborative Action Planning provided by Mol an Óige included:

· Planning time: for primary schools this was usually 1-2 hours per week, and 6 hours at post-primary level (of which 50% came from their own resources in post-primary schools in the second year of the project)

· Inservice provision: A range of in-service information, contacts and support activities were provided, and substitution for participants was provided

· Acting as a resource team that teachers could call on for professional support

· Encouraging rigour – written action plans, properly run meetings, regular reporting etc – and providing written guidelines

· Providing a wide range of activities which encouraged and facilitated networking 

· Initiating a range of activity in support of innovation on behalf of the target group, e.g., mentoring, inter-agency training and support, inservice activities, school attendance initiative etc. which schools could draw on

· Supporting schools and training workshops to look outward as part of their action plans to enlist the support of parents, other agencies and the community 

· Providing material resources to facilitate action plans.  This was quite small – usually not exceeding £500.

In addition the Mid-Western Health Board, An Garda Síochána, and the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science were all involved in the provision of professional development activities in conjunction with Mol an Óige.

This level of resources was quite small, and it should be possible for schools and workshops to provide for them from their own resources.  For example, post-primary schools participating in the Leaving Certificate Applied, Transition Year or Junior Certificate Schools Programmes receive five and a half hours co-ordination time per class group per week.  A number of schools suggested that the Collaborative Action Planning process showed then how to use this time effectively.

The fact that schools and training workshops received very little in terms of financial resources was, in fact, one of the strengths of the project.  It meant that they could not look to ‘buy in’ expertise to address the problems which they identified, but would have to develop their own resources to do so.  This, in turn, meant that the actions undertaken influenced current practice in the school or workshop, and did not simply become an ‘add-on’.  As one school principal commented:

“you have got us thinking of ways to solve problems ourselves without always thinking that we need to go elsewhere.  This morning, for example, three junior students with problems in maths came to my attention, so I arranged for three good fifth years to help them at lunch time”

This small allocation of financial resources was also a necessary approach in a time-limited project as it meant that there was a much greater likelihood of the actions being continued after the lifetime of the project.  A very important finding of the external evaluation was that 80% of participants were of the view that actions begun as a result of their school’s participation in Mol an Óige would continue in its absence.

The one important element that will be missed is the support, animation and co-ordination provided by the Mol an Óige team.

1.13.5 Quality Of Project Staff

All project staff were experienced professionals who had a lot of credibility with the schools and other professionals with whom they worked.  This investment by the project was very important in its success.

2. Section C:  The Work and the Achievements of the Project

2.1 Collaborative Action Planning

Collaborative Action Planning is a flexible, collaborative process that allows individual teachers or schools/ workshops, in the context of the mission of the school or workshop, to:

· identify the needs of the school and the specific needs of the individual students in their care

· plan, implement and document a course of action to meet these needs

· evaluate and adapt their practice in the light of their experience

The model of Collaborative Action Planning has enabled schools and workshops to identify and recognise the individual needs of students who are currently failing in the system, and to respond more flexibly to meeting these needs.  It has also shown that it stimulates teacher professional development, provides a means of maximising the impact of learning support resources for those students at whom they are targeted by providing a supportive team setting within the school or workshop within which they can operate.  It also provides a basis for new resources to be integrated into whole-school provision rather than being used as ‘add-ons’ to compensate for inadequate current practice.  

Dr Jean McNiff acted as consultant to the project, and work with our transnational partners in Pontypridd College in South Wales, Moers in Germany, and Birmingham also greatly influenced the development of the model.  

2.1.1 Rationale For Collaborative Action Planning 

Any interventions designed to change practice within schools must engage with the realities as experienced by those who will be expected to implement them, i.e., management, teachers, parents and students.  There is ample evidence that outside interventions and provision of additional resources alone do not necessarily produce real change.  Instead, they become ‘add-ons’ to current practice; they are seen as means of compensating for inadequacies in that practice rather than as opportunities to improve it.  For teachers they mean ‘more things to do’ rather than opportunities to do things differently, and hence add to the stress which is such a feature of life for so many in our schools – teachers and students.

Collaborative Action Planning seeks to address these issues by focusing on learning for all and by providing a framework in which it is safe for all to change and develop their practice and understandings. 

2.1.2 The Development Of Collaborative Action Planning  

The idea of Collaborative Action Planning emerged from our work with schools and workshops during the first round project in 1996/7, when we sought to encourage schools to learn from their own practice and experience.  Among the significant learning points to emerge from this work were the following:

· We felt that if we offered a small amount by way of planning time, teachers would respond wholeheartedly but this was not what schools wanted.  In many cases they felt that all they required was additional resources and personnel.  We came to realise that what we were attempting was a change of culture within the school, and schools did not know how to go about it.  In many cases, practitioners saw change as an event rather than a process.  We realised that we needed to develop a model that schools could use to begin a process of change.  Although we would not see the process completed, we could show them a way forward and help them get started.

· We had focused on developing action plans to meet the needs of the target group; but we had not stated explicitly that what we were trying to do was also designed to meet the needs of teachers/tutors.  The project had not been as educational for practitioners as we had hoped it would be.  We needed to be explicit about our intentions – what exactly were we offering? – what was in it for them? – what was in it for us?

· We found that even where individual teachers/tutors were developing action plans, they found it difficult to interest their colleagues in joining in the process.  We concluded that we needed to build teamwork into the process.

· We had encouraged a bottom up approach to school development.  We needed to devise a process that would be both bottom up and top down.  It would have the active support of the principal, but not necessarily be led by him/her.

· Some practitioners saw our presence as threatening, and as a reflection of some inadequacy on their part.  They frequently asked questions like ‘What are we not doing that you wish us to improve on’.  We needed to find some way in which we could become involved in a learning relationship with schools.  We needed to say clearly to them that both they and we were learning from the relationship.

2.1.3 What Is Collaborative Action Planning?

Collaborative Action Planning is a flexible, collaborative process that allows individual teachers or schools, in the context of the mission of the school, to:

· identify the needs of the school and the specific needs of the students in their care

· plan, implement and document a course of action to meet these needs

· evaluate and adapt their practice in the light of their experience

It is a strategy which simultaneously focuses on three elements crucial to enabling schools to respond to the needs of the target group:

· Meeting the needs of the target group

· Meeting the professional development needs of teachers/tutors

· Promoting whole school improvement.

It draws heavily on the principles of research based professionalism (McNiff, 1993), and is educational both in its intent and in its methodology.  It is not a solution to immediate problems.  Rather, it is a process which offers schools an opportunity and time to address these problems in new ways.

2.1.4 How Collaborative Action Planning Operates In Schools/Workshops

A team of teachers/tutors, with a co-ordinator, manages the Collaborative Action Planning process in each school/workshop. This team, in consultation with the principal and with the rest of the staff, is responsible for drawing up the action plan and establishing formal procedures for ongoing communication and feedback between the Action Planning team, management, the whole staff and Boards of Management.

The team meets weekly to plan actions and monitor and evaluate progress.  It is envisaged that the action plan itself will develop during the process, refining aims and proposed actions in the light of the lessons learned. 

Mol an Óige provides clear guidelines for drawing up action plans.  The plan identifies the target group, the needs to be addressed and the actions proposed in response.  It also details the process - times for planning meetings, roles of different participants etc.  Important elements of the action plan are identifying how the support of parents, statutory and voluntary agencies, and the community in general can be availed of in meeting the needs of the target group.  

Mol an Óige provides planning time to schools and workshops to enable the planning meetings to take place.  In addition, monthly meetings of the co-ordinators from different schools and workshops are held and have proven to be an important developmental aspect of the whole process.  Mol an Óige also played a consultancy role with schools/workshops in developing the process and in meeting the professional development needs of staff arising from involvement in the process.  

2.1.5 Outcomes Of Collaborative Action Planning To Date

In participating schools and workshops, the process has impacted on the ability of schools/workshops to respond in flexible ways to meet the needs of the target group.  It has led to new understandings and practices by individual teachers/tutors and at institutional level.  Among the developments are the following:

· Collaborative models of learning support.

· Positive, co-operative approaches to discipline

· New teaching and learning methodologies

· The emergence of leadership and professional peer support among the staff

· A broad range of professional development activities

· Inclusion of parents

Outcomes of the process for students in the target groups include improved attendance and retention rates, better academic achievement, enhanced self-esteem and participation in class, and improved homework.  

The external evaluation of the project ‘The Mol an Óige Project – the View from the Schools: an evaluation of the project’ (Mol an Óige, 2000) found the Collaborative Action Planning process to have made a significant impact for schools, teachers and students. 

For a full report on Collaborative Action Planning, see ‘Collaborative Action Planning: a guide to transforming schools and training workshops into centres of learning for all’ (Mol an Óige, 2000).  ISBN: 1-90445-00-0

2.2 Developments In Learning Support

Some of the most significant innovations arising from the Collaborative Action Planning process in schools and training workshops occurred in the concept and provision of learning support.  Many felt that the traditional ‘remedial’ approach to addressing learning needs was not adequate.  Through the Action Planning process schools/workshops sought to develop holistic responses to the specific learning needs of individual students and, in the process, to assist teachers/tutors to develop their professional understandings and skills and the school/workshop to reorganise the delivery of its learning support services, including co-operating with other agencies, so as to meet the needs of the target group.  

The new understandings and developments in learning support during the Mol an Óige project were greatly helped by the transnational partnership with Pontypridd College.  

2.2.1 New Understandings

Teachers/tutors stated that one of the outcomes of the Collaborative Action Planning process was that it led to a greater understanding of students’ needs because it enabled them to focus on causes rather than symptoms.  This helped schools/workshops to further develop their understanding of learning support and identify a number of factors that influence a child’s capacity to learn.  Among them are: 

· Dominant intelligence type

· Learning style

· Family circumstances

· Socio-economic circumstances

· Specific learning difficulties

· Self-esteem

· Relevance of material 

· Motivation

· Physical, social and emotional development

2.2.2 New Practices In Learning Support 

The role of the learning support teacher

In an evaluation at the end of the 98/99 academic year, schools said that prior to Collaborative Action Planning, learning support was the exclusive remit of the learning support (remedial) teacher.  Schools felt that the Collaborative Action Planning process had enabled them to reflect on the current role of the learning support teacher and to explore ways in which s/he could be a resource to other teachers/tutors, moving towards co-ordination/facilitation of learning.  Among those areas were:

· Assessment of students' development (personal, emotional and learning)

· Devising individual educational plans

· Selection and use of appropriate resources and materials

· Liasing with parents and other agencies

Team teaching

56 teachers/tutors in 10 schools (mainly post-primary) and training workshops participating in the Mol an Óige project introduced the practice of team teaching as an alternative to withdrawal as a strategy for delivering learning support to students in the target group.  There is a high level of satisfaction among those involved.  They find the process to be very supportive professionally for themselves, it has enabled them to share ideas and skills, it has integrated learning support for the target students into the school curriculum, and it has eliminated the stigma associated with withdrawal.

Individual education plans

One of the most important innovations in terms of learning support arising from Collaborative Action Planning was the development of individual education plans.  These recognise the individuality of learning needs and were developed in most participating primary, and some post-primary schools as a means of focusing learning support.  The degree of development of the plans varies from school to school.  Individual education plans address the broad range of needs of the student – personal, social, behavioural and academic.  Teachers reported that the process allowed them ‘to look more specifically at individual needs, and recognise and follow-up on needs that were not so evident previously’.  The process identifies and builds on the student’s interests, motivations and strengths, offers a framework for setting practical and realistic goals and agrees a time-scale for evaluation.  In some schools, individual education plans are drawn up, implemented and monitored by students, parents and teachers working together.  The process encourages students to take responsibility for their own behaviour and their own learning.  Teachers have found that because individual education plans offer a clear structure for planning and clear boundaries, they have felt more confident about consulting with parents and involving them in their own child’s learning.

The class teacher/tutor, parent, student or learning support teacher can initiate individual education plans.  All of these, and possibly others, will be involved in drawing up and implementing the plan.  In all cases, the inclusion of parents/guardians and the student are central to the process.

The strengths and interests of the student provide the starting point for the plan.  The needs of the child – personal/social, behavioural and academic are identified.  Specific, realistic and time-limited targets are set and the frequency of review meetings is agreed.  Actions for addressing the needs are drawn up, along with clear roles and responsibilities for the student, parent, various members of the school/workshop staff and others.  The resources and supports needed to implement the process are included and addressed in the plan.  These may be material resources, personnel or training for any of the parties involved.  Among the issues addressed in implementing the plans were self-esteem building, new teaching methodologies responding to the individual learning style of the student, appropriate forms of learning support, empowering parents to support their child’s learning, etc.  Depending on the needs identified, other local agencies, statutory or voluntary, may have a contribution to make and may be invited to become involved at different stages of the plan.  Local community interests in the arts, sports etc. can have an important a role in helping the young person to become involved in community life. 

The Individual Education Plan is reviewed and developed through the Collaborative Action Planning process by revising the plan in the light of the lessons learned by all involved.

Headings for an individual education plan 

The individual education plan is drawn up under the following headings: 

· Name of student/young person

· Strengths/interests of students

· Needs to be addressed – personal/social, behavioural, academic

· How parents will be involved

· Short-term targets/goals

· Expected long-term outcomes

· Actions

· Plan for homework 

· Resources required – materials, personnel, training needs

· Involvement of staff members

· Involvement of other agencies – voluntary and statutory 

· Procedures/arrangements for monitoring and evaluation of plan

· Revising plan in the light of the lessons learned

Individual education plans and a further development, integrated care plans, are a central strategy in the proposed multi-agency plan for tackling educational disadvantage and social exclusion in Co. Tipperary submitted to the Department of Education and Science (see section 3.12) 

Teaching methodologies

Schools and workshops explored a number of teaching methodologies to make learning more relevant and accessible for students.  These included teaching to multiple intelligences, active learning approaches to maths and English and cross-curricular learning.

One of the essential lessons for schools/workshops was the need to develop a whole school/ workshop policy on the development of literacy skills.  In many schools, co-ordinators and learning support teachers undertook to work with the subject/class teachers to show how literacy development can be incorporated into every class thus making the delivery of this support much more effective.

Co-operative Discipline

A greater awareness of the needs of students and the importance of building positive relationships with them and their parents led many schools and workshops to look at more effective ways of dealing with discipline problems.  This resulted in the facilitation by Mol an Óige of co-operative discipline courses in four towns in Co. Tipperary and the further training of a number of teachers/tutors to facilitate courses in their own schools or workshops as well as elsewhere in the county.

Homework Support

A number of schools felt that the students targeted in their action plans were experiencing difficulties with homework.  The concept of homework support, which continues the learning support started in the classroom, was developed in a number of schools.  In this context teachers, parents or other community members, volunteer to supervise students after school and to give extra help with their homework. 

Other Initiatives: 

· Use of I.T. to enhance literacy and numeracy skills and to raise self esteem 

· Cross-age and peer tutoring

· Mentoring

· Learning support teacher developing a programme for parents of the target group students working with their children in shared reading programmes

2.2.3 Emerging Understandings Of Learning Support

The learning for schools/workshops and teachers/tutors included the following:

· Learning support is the responsibility of all teachers and there is a need for a whole school/workshop policy on learning support

· Time for planning and ongoing monitoring and evaluation is essential to successful intervention

· It is vitally important to involve parents in their child’s learning

· Students must be given ownership of their learning.  This can be done through individual education plans.

· It is important to have accurate information in relation to students’ learning needs.  It is important to develop procedures to ensure the appropriate transfer of information within schools, with parents, and between the primary and post-primary sectors

· There are factors other than academic that can affect a child’s capacity to learn.  Sometimes it will be necessary to enlist the support of other agencies, statutory and voluntary, to address all these factors effectively.

· It is important to identify and address the causes of underachievement as well as the symptoms. 

· Students’ needs vary from one individual to another

· Using the learning support teacher as a resource ensures support for a greater number of students 

· Withdrawal is only one of a range of strategies for learning support 

These lessons mirror modern educational thinking (e.g., Department of Education and Science, 1998, 1999a and 1999b) but the significance is that through Collaborative Action Planning, they have been learned by teachers/tutors reflecting critically on, and developing their own professional practice.

For a full report on developments in the area of learning support, see ‘Towards Inclusion in Learning Support Provision: developments in the concept and practice of learning support in schools in the Mol an Óige project’ (Mol an Óige, 2000).  ISBN 1-903445-01-9

2.3 How Schools/Workshops Identified Their Target Groups

On a daily basis through observation in class, formal and informal assessment, and through consultation with parents and colleagues, teachers are seeing the signs that students are experiencing difficulties in their learning and are failing in school.  Many teachers believe that they can predict that certain students will leave school early.  They do this on the basis of their general experience in education as well as their knowledge of the families and home circumstances of the students who attend their school.

One of the objectives of the Mol an Óige project was to encourage schools to develop and document systems to detect potential early school leaving.  In order to understand the issues involved and to effect a preventative approach to the problem of early school leaving, it is important to recognise the early signs of disaffection and plan interventions to meet the needs of those who present as being at risk of leaving early. 

Among the assumptions made by Mol an Óige in relation to the issue of early school leaving were that:

· failure in school does not occur suddenly, it is a process, and it is predictable from an early age. 

· teachers are well placed to identify students who are at risk of leaving early.

The schools which undertook Collaborative Action Planning each identified a group of students who were to be the focus of the Collaborative Action Planning process.  To start this process, teachers selected students whom they recognised as experiencing difficulties – social, academic, behavioural etc. – within the school rather than necessarily identifying students who were perceived as potential early school leavers.  In an evaluation of the process at the end of the first year of Collaborative Action Planning in June 1999, schools named the following as criteria that they used to identify students in their target groups:.

2.3.1 Poor Literacy And Numeracy Skills

All schools, both primary and post-primary, named poor academic performance as the most significant criterion used in the selection of students targeted.  It was described in a variety of different ways by respondents – lack of basic skills in numeracy and literacy, specific learning difficulty, underachievement, low achievement, lack of academic ability/progress, poor performance in formal or informal testing, lost in classroom situation, falling behind academically.  This was reflected in the subsequent action plans devised by schools that focused predominantly on planning and implementing interventions to improve literacy and numeracy skills. 

2.3.2 Family/Social Circumstances

The next most frequently mentioned factor that was noted by teachers in selecting the target group was family/social circumstances.  This was named by teachers either in general terms such as social background/disadvantage, children ‘at risk’, or in more specific terms because teachers were familiar with the home circumstances of the students; older sibling had left school early, unemployment, poor home stimulation, lack of parental interest in education, low level of parental education, family problems.  One post-primary school was very specific in relation to a particular student: family history of drop out in 2nd year.  Another school highlighted a lack of consistency and routine in the child’s life at home and at school as a significant factor in identifying students to be included in the target group. 

Schools identified several care-related factors that included physical neglect such as cleanliness, appearance of clothing, suitability of footwear and the quality of packed lunches.  The students that schools were concerned about frequently were tired in school and had difficulty concentrating on school activities.  These students were able to recount details of late night TV programmes or videos.  A further issue was the lack of basic equipment for school such as books, pencil and copies.

2.3.3 Poor Self-Esteem

Teachers also noted that the students they targeted lacked self-confidence and showed signs of low self-esteem.  They were not motivated to become engaged in schoolwork, homework or were not interested in becoming involved in school life.  Teachers described these students as being disinterested in class, erratic about doing homework, … could opt out at short notice of events like trips, concerts and team sports.  Some students presented with signs of loneliness, anxiety and depression.

2.3.4 Behavioural Difficulties

While only 4 of the 19 primary respondents identified the students targeted as presenting with behavioural difficulties, 5 out of the 6 post-primary schools were dealing with behavioural problems in their target groups.  In post-primary schools, the types of behaviours named ranged from attention seeking, demanding behaviours, causing a lot of problems, to more severe issues described as very quiet/withdrawn, extremely disruptive behaviours, bullying or being bullied, having serious emotional problems, being expelled.

This may indicate that the more passive attitudes and behaviours of disinterest, apathy, boredom and inability to cope presenting in primary schools may become more entrenched and confrontational over time.  In Holland’s report (1999:14) on the school experiences of 16 young people, 8 of the students said that being in constant trouble was the main reason why they left school.

2.3.5 School Attendance

Factors related to attendance included arriving late for school on a regular basis, poor or erratic attendance and truancy.  Three of the primary schools originally noted that the target students had either poor or erratic attendance.  One primary teacher noted that irregular attendance was a source of many problems for students.  In addition to having ‘gaps in learning’ and the consequent experience of falling behind in class and the downward spiral of self-esteem, these students were less likely to feel part of the group or to have close friends in class.  This teacher believes that this alienation starts even in infant classes if students are poor attenders.

2.3.6 Developments In Thinking  

The evaluation of the Collaborative Action Planning process completed by schools in June 1999 shows development in the thinking of teachers in relation to the criteria used in selecting the target groups for the school year 1999-2000 and what teachers perceive as indicators of potential early school leaving.  Teachers were not so exclusively focused on poor academic performance when identifying students for inclusion in the second year of Collaborative Action Planning.  Teachers reported that they were more aware that a multiplicity of factors impact on school achievement and contribute to the problem of early school leaving.  They were aware of multiple indicators, a balance of academic, social and motivational factors e.g. ‘lack of the basic skills – numeracy and literacy – and the lack of the self-esteem that goes with it’. 

Teachers were more aware too of the motivational/self-esteem factors involved in learning.  They reported that they had more awareness of students’ feelings.  Teachers recognised that being quiet and withdrawn, and presenting with attitudes such as boredom, lack of interest, apathy and indifference is indicative of disengagement and potential early drop out and these students were included in the target group.  

2.3.7 A System To Detect Early School Leavers? 

Is it possible to develop a ‘system’ to detect potential early school leaving?  There were common factors emerging from the criteria used by schools when they were identifying the students to be targeted, even across the variety of participating schools, the primary schools and different post primaries, the rural and urban schools.  There is need for caution when thinking in terms of a ‘system’ of detecting potential early school leavers.  While factors identified may be valid as general indicators, it is important that schools also are alert to the negative impact of generalisations and stereotyping, and of the implications of setting undemanding standards and low expectations for some students.

Some thoughts on Outcomes arising from AP

There was an increased awareness in many schools of factors relating to early school leaving which were within their control to address, and many action plans sought to address aspects of school life that contributed to the alienation of some students.  Such initiatives included adapting the curriculum and making it more relevant and accessible, changing from authoritarian methods of discipline to more co-operative approaches, with goal-setting and counselling support.

Schools are recognising too the necessity to have improved communication at transition from primary and post-primary and to use more effectively existing structures such as the class tutor and year head system to support students on arrival and in second year.

In the June 1999 evaluations, a greater number of schools referred to the impact of family/social factors on students’ learning.  There was greater awareness and understanding of circumstances outside school that are affecting students learning capacity, and of the need to understand those issues and to support students.

2.4 In-Career Professional Development

2.4.1 The Process

Collaborative Action Planning is a developmental process professionally both in its intent and in its methodologies.  It is underpinned by the principles of action research and the concept of research-based professionalism.  As practised in fifty schools and workshops throughout the county during the Mol an Óige project, it has created enhanced awareness of the needs of the target groups and of the need for more client-centred responses to meeting these needs.  It has led to the re-conceptualising of the roles of learning support and of discipline in schools and workshops, and to the introduction of a range of new teaching methodologies.  It has also led participating teachers/tutors to become involved in a wide range of inservice activities in response to needs for new skills which have been recognised as a result of the process.  In particular, it has challenged the concept of the ‘teacher as expert’ and the equation of professionalism with expertise, and has empowered teachers/tutors to openly discuss their professional practice.  It also challenged the confusion between ‘personal care’ and ‘professional care’ which results in so much stress for teachers.  This has enabled new forms of professional peer support to emerge within staff-rooms where teachers/tutors can learn from each other and try out new approaches in a spirit of learning, and where the fear of change and failure is removed.  In short, it has enabled schools and workshops to become learning institutions – where everybody is learning.

In this process, Mol an Óige has worked closely with and received invaluable support from the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science, with the Civic, Social and Political Education and the Junior Certificate Schools Programme support teams.  

2.4.2 Resulting Inservice Activities

The Collaborative Action Planning process led many teachers to identify deficiencies in their skills and practice, and this prompted them to participate in a wide range of supportive inservice activities.   These activities were diverse in their content, duration, time of delivery, and method of delivery.  The significant factor is that most of them were undertaken in response to needs identified by teachers/tutors examining their own practice through the Collaborative Action Planning process.  This made inservice more meaningful and effective.  Table 1 (next page) outlines the range of such activities:

2.4.3 Transnational Visits

The transnational experience greatly influenced the development of the project, and practice in participating schools and centres.  This experience constituted a very significant form of in-career professional development (see section 3.11)

2.4.4 Sharing Learning

Collaborative Action Planning encouraged teachers within schools and through networking outside the school to share their learning.  This sharing within Action Planning teams was commented on frequently.  The sharing at co-ordinators’ networking meetings was very important as teachers shared understandings and skills, but even more so because it gave teachers courage to try out new practices.  The most remarkable examples of sharing were at the Collaborative Action Planning seminars (see section 2.10.2).  In all, 30 participating schools made public presentations of their work and learning from the Collaborative Action Planning process.  This was one of the most important professional development activities arising out of Collaborative Action Planning.

Table 1: List of inservice activities undertaken in conjunction with the Mol an Óige project

	Topic
	No of participants
	Nature of activity
	Venue
	For

	Active learning in English and maths + team teaching
	15
	Half-day input to teachers from 5 schools
	Tipperary
	Post-primary

	Team teaching
	35
	Staff day in 1 school (follow up to above)
	Tipperary
	Post-primary

	Active learning methodologies 
	16
	2 hour input to staff from 3 schools 
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	Recognition and coping with specific learning difficulties
	6
	Principal + Action Planning team visited specialist teacher on four occasions + had an input to staff day
	Newport
	Post-primary

	Learning support
	16
	Full staff day arising out of above
	Newport
	Post-primary

	
	6
	Attendance at ILSA conference by non learning support teachers, facilitated by Mol an Óige 
	Dublin
	Primary + post-primary

	Self-esteem, pastoral care, year head & class tutor structures and roles
	23
	Staff day
	Tipperary
	Post-primary

	Positive discipline (Adlerian approach)
	26
	14 evening sessions @ 2 hours per session
	Nenagh 
	Primary + post-primary

	
	15
	10 evening sessions @ 2 hours per session
	Clonmel
	Post-primary

	
	12
	6 evening sessions @ 2 hours per session
	Templemore
	Primary, post-primary + workshops

	Positive discipline (Adlerian approach)
	7
	Training facilitators to deliver the programme
	Nenagh
	Primary, post-primary + workshops

	Summer inservice course 1998
	26
	For primary teachers – 1 week
	Nenagh
	Primary

	Summer inservice courses 1999
	28
	For primary and post-primary teachers + workshop tutors – 1 week
	Thurles 
	Primary, post-primary + workshops

	Collaborative Action Planning seminars
	200
	Four different seminars where schools (approx. 5 on each occasion) presented their work in the Collaborative Action Planning process to teachers/tutors from other participating schools
	Thurles
	2 for primary,   2 post-primary/ + workshops

	Multiple intelligences
	70
	Full staff days in 2 post-primary schools
	Nenagh & Tipperary
	Post-primary

	
	3
	3 teachers attended inservice (four week-ends, organised by ASTI)
	Dublin
	Post-primary

	
	29
	Three full days for staff from four training workshops
	Thurles
	Workshops

	Conflict resolution in the classroom
	30
	Staff day in one school
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	Principles and forms of assessment
	6
	1 hour presentation to co-ordinator’s meeting
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	
	5
	2 hour presentation to Action Planning team in one school
	Newport
	Post-primary


	Topic
	No of participants
	Nature of activity
	Venue
	For

	Individual education plans
	4
	1 hour presentation at co-ordinator’s meeting
	Tipperary
	Post-primary

	
	6
	1 hour presentation at co-ordinator’s meeting
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	
	8
	2 hours workshop for full workshop staff
	Roscrea
	Workshop

	ICTs as a learning medium
	8
	6 evenings @ 2 hours per session for staff of 1 workshop
	Roscrea
	Workshop

	
	24
	Training for teachers and parents in one school as part of a SIP project
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	Whole-centre planning
	8
	2 staff days in 1 training workshop
	Thurles
	Workshop

	Social Skills Development
	6
	2 hour input in each of 2 workshops
	Roscrea & Thurles
	Workshop

	Literacy development
	15
	2 hour input in each of 2 workshops
	Roscrea & Thurles
	Workshop

	School discipline
	30
	Full day input to school staff
	Clonmel
	Post-primary

	Behaviour management
	33
	Full day facilitated by psychologist for full staff of 1 school
	Nenagh
	Post-primary

	Pastoral Care
	28
	Full day input to school staff
	Tipperary
	Post-primary

	ICTs as a learning medium
	12
	Two full days for full staff of one school
	Clonmel
	Primary

	Individual education plans
	7
	2 hour input to Action Planning team
	Thurles
	Primary

	
	3
	2 hour input to Action Planning team
	Rearcross
	Primary

	
	4
	2hour input to full staff
	Tipperary
	Primary

	
	4
	2hour input to full staff
	Templederry
	Primary

	School/classroom based research
	4
	1½ hour input to full staff
	Bansha
	Primary

	
	9
	1½ hour input to some staff
	Clonmel
	Primary

	Teaching students with learning difficulties
	7
	Teachers from 2 schools visited a teacher in a special school for 2½ hours
	Roscrea
	Primary

	Speech and language concerns
	12
	Infant, 1st class and learning support teacher from 3 schools
	Clonmel
	Primary

	Teaching the language of maths
	8
	4 hour input to Action Planning team in 1 school
	Clonmel
	Primary

	Mentoring 
	50
	Teachers, tutors, educational managers 
	Templemore
	Primary, post-primary, workshops, others

	
	46
	Teachers, tutors, prospective mentors, other professionals
	Thurles
	Primary, post-primary, workshops, others


	Topic
	No of participants
	Nature of activity
	Venue
	For

	Inter-agency training (Phase 1)
	24
	9 teachers and 15 professionals from an Garda Síochána, the Mid-Western Health Board and Tipperary Regional Youth Services trained, for two full days, as trainers for the pilot programme 
	Nenagh
	Primary, post-primary and others

	Inter-agency training (Phase 2)
	95
	44 teachers and 51 other professionals trained in child protection inter-agency issues (3 two-day courses)
	Nenagh

Thurles

Templemore
	Primary, post-primary, workshops, others

	Inter-agency training (Phase 3)
	341
	Training delivered by members of multi-agency training team to full school staffs in 30 schools.
	North Tipperary and Clonmel
	Primary, post-primary, workshops 

	M.A. in Education (based on Action Research)
	9
	2-year post-graduate degree programme based on action research, initiated by Mol an Óige to support Collaborative Action Planning.
	Thurles
	Primary, post-primary and others

	Transnational visits
	79
	Visits to transnational partners
	Pontypridd, Birmingham and Moers
	Primary, post-primary, workshops, others

	Total participation in inservice activities
	1458
	
	
	


2.5 Involvement Of Parents In Their Own Child’s Education

The inclusion of parents as partners with teachers in their own child’s education (in particular parents of students in the target groups) was a central objective of the project.  It was recognised that in many instances, these parents’ experience of communication with school is only when their child is in trouble or when money is required.  On the other hand, teachers often felt a lack of support from these parents, summed up in the common expression in teaching circles: ‘the parents you most need to see are the ones who never attend parent/ teacher meetings’.  

The experience during the first round of the project indicated that many teachers would welcome more involvement by parents in their own child’s learning, but were unsure how to promote this and nervous about the implication in terms of time and for their own role as teacher.  Hence, in the second round or the project, working with parents was made a central element of Collaborative Action Planning.  In submitting action plans for approval to Mol an Óige, schools were expected to indicate the role of parents in the plan.  It was felt that this process would provide a context and a methodology for the inclusion of parents. 

In the action plans submitted for the 1998/9 academic year, the actions proposed for including parents were generally very vague.  This reflected the lack of priority that was traditionally accorded by schools to inclusion of parents of the target group in their own child’s learning.  However, the project team felt that highlighting it as an important area for development was in itself worthwhile.  During their contacts and visits to schools, and in evaluation reports from teams, the message coming through to project staff was that teachers were exploring the area, but finding it difficult to come up with definite proposals.  Indeed, it was one of the areas that the team found most difficult to promote in schools.  As the year progressed, however, various efforts were made to make more frequent contact with parents, and teachers became more aware of the need for and, in some cases, the value of such co-operation.  The greatest change that occurred during the first year of Collaborative Action Planning was the increase in awareness and understanding.  Action plans submitted for 1999/2000 were, in many cases, more specific in relation to involving parents of students in the target group.

2.5.1 Areas of parental involvement through Collaborative Action Planning 

The main areas of involvement by parents of students in the target groups included the following:

Individual education plans 

Individual education plans were developed in 12 schools, and provided a structured opportunity for working with parents.  The degree of involvement varied from school to school, but where the plans were most developed, they could be initiated by either the class teacher, the learning support teachers or the parent.  Teachers found that individual education plans offered a clear structure for planning and clear boundaries for working with parents, and so they felt more confident about consulting with parents and involving them in their own child’s learning.  The involvement of parents in this way was very positive.  (Case study A in “Collaborative Action Planning: a guide to transforming schools and training workshops into centres of learning for all” (Mol an Óige, 2000) details the development of individual education plans in one school).

Home-school reading programmes

Home-school reading initiatives were undertaken in 13 schools.  This was usually planned on a whole-class basis but, in most cases, particular arrangements were made to target reluctant readers.  In one instance where a parent was unable to read, she was referred to the adult literacy programme.  She made good progress and grew in confidence herself.  In other cases, schools made special provision such as having a grand-parent or relative read with the child.  A number of schools linked the reading programme with the local library service.  Reports from both parents and teachers involved in home-school reading projects were very positive.

Homework

A number of schools involved parents in coming to agreed homework policies.  This had some interesting results.  In one case where the principal attempted to make the homework for younger children more creative and less repetitive, some parents were unhappy, and negotiation was required in order to reach consensus.  A number of schools involved parents in organising homework clubs in the school.

Home-school communications

A number of schools came to realise, as one post-primary Action Planning team said, that ‘many of the parents had at this point seven or eight years of negative experience in relation to their child’s education’.  In response, many schools attempted to ensure that more positive forms of communication were established.  Results were generally very positive, with a number of schools noting much better relations with parents of the target group.  See ‘Collaborative Action Planning (Mol an Óige, 2000) and ‘Learning Support’ (Mol an Óige, 2000) for further details.

Other activities

Two schools brought parents into the school to work with the learning support teacher in providing ‘shared reading’ time or the target group.  In one of these cases, a parent worked with her own child, in the other the parents were not of children of the target group.

Other areas of teacher-parent co-operation developed during the project include pre-reading and pre-writing programmes; helping parents to help their children with, e.g., phonics, spellings, tables; parenting programmes (one school) linking into the co-operative discipline programme being developed in the school; computers for parents; and seeking the advice and support of parents in understanding and devising appropriate responses to students’ needs. 

Four schools worked the Middle Infant Screening Test, Forward Together programme (NFER-Nelson 1993) with parents of Senior Infant classes.  A number of schools formed Parents Associations and some began parent-teacher meetings during the project.  Parents evenings of various kinds, varying from information to consultation, were held in a number of schools.

2.5.2 The Parents’ Support Group

As well as Action Planning, Mol an Óige attempted other ways of promoting parent inclusion in their children’s education.  Project staff met with representatives of the National Parents Council, and spoke with groups of teachers about the issue.  In addition, in early 1997 a talk was arranged on the topic of specific learning difficulties to which all parents in the county were invited.  Arising from a discussion after the talk a support group of parents was formed, facilitated by Mol an Óige.  This group identified a need for additional support for their children as a priority, so in 1998 Mol an Óige facilitated the identification and recruitment of a specialist teacher with expertise in dealing with dyslexia, who offered the children private tuition in small groups.  These classes were held during the 1998/9 school year.

In 1999 the group met again and reviewed its aims.  While the classes were generally viewed as helpful, there was a feeling that more was necessary.  It was decided that their efforts could be directed towards four objectives.  These were: 

· continuing with additional lessons 

· highlighting the issue of children with learning difficulties in order to increase awareness and to obtain better provision for such children within the mainstream education system 

· increasing their own skills in providing appropriate support to their children

· seeking to work more closely with their child’s teacher 

It was felt that the voices of parents whose children have difficulties in the school system have not been clearly heard, and that their experiences needed to be documented in order to inform educational policy and practice.  To this end, it was decided to commission research into the experiences and views of such parents.  The report of this research has been published – see ‘The Primary Educators: the experiences and views of parents whose children are facing difficulties in school’ (Mol an Óige, 2000).  This is an extremely important report, and it describes a high degree of frustration and anxiety on the part of these parents, and a perceived inability on the part of schools to respond adequately.

2.5.3 Issues In Relation To Parental Involvement

There has been little tradition of schools working closely with parents as partners in their own child’s learning.  It is hardly surprising that schools found it difficult to develop this area of their work.  They needed a clear framework and boundaries within which both they and parents could work without feeling insecure or threatened.  Collaborative Action Planning and, in particular, individual education plans provided such a framework.

An issue that arose in a number of contexts in the project related to teachers living and working in small communities.  In a number of cases, they found it difficult to contemplate sharing information with other professionals in inter-agency working.  One school said that they found it difficult to be bearers of bad news in relation to a child’s learning difficulties.  This emerged when a newly appointed learning support teacher pressed to address this issue in order to offer the parent specific direction about how to support the child.  In the end, a psychological assessment was sought and the teachers were going to ask the psychologist to take a role in sharing the outcomes with the parent.

Sometimes parents and schools see the situation from very different perspectives, and need to take time to understand each other’s points of view and values in order to work together to support students.  An example of this occurred when, as part of an action plan to promote the self-esteem of a particularly artistic student, the class teacher wanted to encourage the student to join a community art group.  The teacher wanted this to happen because the student was not achieving to her potential academically, and the teacher believed that by building from the students strengths, the experience of success in one aspect of her life would help to build up a more positive sense of self that the teacher hoped would in the long-term transfer to her academic work.  The parent believed that allowing the student go to extra art lessons would seem like rewarding the student for her poor commitment to her academic work.

2.6 Inter-agency co-operation

In the area of inter-agency co-operation, the project has developed models of inter-agency working and of training for professional development, and has shown in particular that Collaborative Action Planning has enabled schools and workshops to collaborate with other agencies in multi-disciplinary ways.  The experience gained by the project in working at the level of the consortium has also been very valuable.

2.6.1 The School Attendance Initiative 

Research conducted by Mol an Óige into school attendance

Mol an Óige staff conducted research in order to track the post-primary school careers of the cohort who entered post-primary school in September 1992 and, in particular, to examine the attendance patterns of those in the cohort who did not complete the post-primary programme. 

We asked permission of seven post-primary schools to examine their registers.  The care with which the registers in different schools were kept differed markedly between the schools and in two of the schools the registers were so incomplete that we were unable to use them.  In the five schools in which the registers were examined, there appeared within the limits of the survey, to be a very clear correlation between poor absenteeism and early school leaving.  In particular, it was apparent that in many instances, early school leaving is preceded by at least a year of very high absenteeism.  For example, the average absenteeism during their last full year in school for the 90 (out of 425) students who did not complete post-primary education was 31 days (out of 163 days), i.e. an average absentee rate of 19%.  20 were absent for more that 50 days and 10 for more than 70 days.  

The experience of the project’s transnational partners in Birmingham and the experiences of early school leavers themselves in Co. Tipperary (Holland: 1999) shows that difficulties experienced by students in school is a significant factor in early school leaving.  This evidence is supported in the report of the Joint Oireaichtas Committee on Early School Leaving (1999).  Addressing these issues became a priority for the project, both in our work with schools and in terms of further systemic intervention.

Development of new school attendance procedures

The first round of Mol an Óige (1996-97) had shown that there was a significant early school leaving problem in Co. Tipperary, and that the issue was not being addressed satisfactorily (see page 5).  Arising from a meeting in 1996 between Mol an Óige and the Garda Chief Superintendent, Garda Schools Attendance Officers were appointed to all schools in North Tipperary.  However this resulted in very little change to the practice.  Reasons for this included school attendance not being high on the agenda in most schools or for individual gardaí, and the procedures in the 1926 School Attendance Act being unwieldy and time consuming to implement. 

It became apparent that what was required was a co-ordinated intervention which developed structures to support good attendance at both the individual institution level, and at the systems level of co-operation between schools and An Garda Síochána.

School Attendance Guidelines

Guidelines for the implementation of the Act that were user-friendly for both schools and gardaí were developed by Mol an Óige in consultation with Garda Superintendents and School Principals. The Guidelines were designed to be supportive rather than punitive, to reduce unnecessary paperwork for schools and gardaí and to be easier to implement than the provisions of the 1926 School Attendance Act.  Provision was made for a letter to be sent to parents both to inform them of the new procedures and to reinforce a partnership approach which was seen as an integral aspect of the initiative.

When the Education (Welfare) Bill was published in 1999.  We decided to continue with our plans because:

· The procedures and guidelines that we had developed were broadly in line with the provisions of the Education Welfare Bill 

· Co. Tipperary schools, by implementing the guidelines, would be better prepared for the implementation of the Bill.

· The timetable for implementing the new Bill was not defined, and there was a clear need for the problem of school attendance to be addressed immediately 

The guidelines were launched in each of three towns in North Tipperary by Mol an Óige and the local Garda Superintendent during 1999.  These launch events were attended by local school principals, teachers with designated responsibility for attendance and representatives of local media.  

Focus on school attendance through the Collaborative Action Planning process

Individual schools began to address the issues of attendance through their action plans.  In many cases this was animated by visits to study practice on school attendance in Birmingham.  Actions carried out in schools included changes in practice designed to directly address poor attendance, and broader developments that address the underlying causes of poor school attendance.  After one year of taking part in the Collaborative Action Planning process twelve out of the thirteen post-primary schools involved in Mol an Óige reported improved attendance by the target group.

In primary schools attendance was not originally given the same high priority, perhaps because the poor attendance had not reached the same levels as was apparent in post-primary schools.  After taking part in the Collaborative Action Planning process, more schools became aware of the scale of the problem of poor attendance.  65% of primary schools stated that they addressed the issue of poor attendance in their 1999-2000 action plans. 

Conclusions

There is a clear correlation between poor attendance and early school leaving.  In particular, it is apparent that in many instances, early school leaving is preceded by at least a year of very high absenteeism.

The traditional view taken by schools is that early school leaving is caused by factors outside the school.  The experience of early school leavers themselves suggests that many factors within the school contribute to early school leaving.  These experiences also show that absenteeism is often a symptom of other difficulties being experienced in school.  Many schools participating in the project began to address these issues seriously.

School attendance policies must address the following issues:

· The needs of the individual child

· School policy and practice in relation to absenteeism, including procedures for home/school communication

· Ensuring system level support for the child, family and school

· No school or agency can address the issue of children failing in the education system alone.  Inter-agency co-operation is necessary at policy and practitioner level. 

The Collaborative Action Planning process has shown that attendance and the overall experience of school for targeted children can be improved.

For full details of the work of the project in this area, see ‘Addressing the Issue of School Attendance in Co. Tipperary: the experience of the Mol an Óige project’, (Mol an Óige, 2000).

2.6.2 The North Tipperary Inter-Agency Training Pilot Programme 

One of the findings of the first round of the Mol an Óige project was that, in order to develop inter-agency co-operation, training needs to be provided for practitioners.  This is in order to understand the roles and cultures of other agencies, the limits of their remits, how to make referrals, and the implications of confidentiality, sharing responsibility etc.  In 1998, the Mid-Western Health Board decided to develop a pilot project for inter-agency training of professionals from the education and other sectors.  North Tipperary was chosen as the location for the project because of the presence of Mol an Óige, and the co-ordinating and representative role it could play for the education sector.  (Without Mol an Óige, the board would have had to plan and work individually with almost 100 individual and independent schools and training workshops).  

The pilot project was developed and implemented by a steering committee drawn from the Mid-Western Health Board, An Garda Síochána, Tipperary Regional Youth Services, Mol an Óige and teachers from North Tipperary.  It was designed to allow representatives of all schools / training centres, various disciplines within the health board, gardaí and youth workers to train together in the local centres in which they worked.  This allowed workers in all agencies to gain understanding of how other agencies operated and to build professional working relationships with workers in other agencies.  The focus of the programme was on child protection issues, but these were also used to illuminate the whole area of inter-agency co-operation.  The programme was delivered by, and to, mixed groups of professionals from the various services.  The Mid-Western Health Board, Mol an Óige and the Garda Síochána appointed inter-agency training officers to the project, and with the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science provided the funding for the project.

The project was implemented in three phases:

· Phase 1 took place in November 1998 when a group of 24 professionals from different services including social workers, public health nurses, psychologists, gardaí, youth workers as well as three primary and six post-primary teachers were trained as trainers.  A trainer’s manual was prepared.

· Participants in Phase 1 acted as trainers for Phase 2 of the programme which took place in February and March 1999.  In this, six groups of 24, composed of professionals from the various services, received training focused on child protection issues and wider inter-agency co-operation.  All schools / training centres in North Tipperary were offered training in this process.  Staff members from 42 schools / training centres participated.

A detailed two-day programme for this training was prepared, and all participants received a specially prepared pack.  This included guidelines from the Health Board and gardaí on how to make referrals as well as copies of Department of Education and Science guidelines in the relevant areas.

· Phase 3 was offered to all schools that had taken part in Phase 2. This was to ensure that training provided to one or two member of staff in Phase 2 percolated through the whole school and influenced whole-school policy and planning.  Phase 3 offered an in-school training programme (1½ - 2 hours) for full staffs (or groups of teachers from within staffs).  This was delivered jointly by one trainer and the staff member from the school who attended the phase 2 programme.  30 of the 42 schools which took part in Phase 2 also took part in Phase 3.  Those who did not take part cited lack of time for staff meetings as the primary reason for not doing so.

Responses of Teachers to the inter-agency training programme

Teachers who took part in the training stated that the programme was meeting a real and genuine need of teachers.  In responding to an evaluation questionnaire 17% of respondents considered the course to be satisfactory, 55% very satisfactory and 28% excellent. 

For a full evaluation of the North Tipperary Inter-Agency Training Pilot Programme see Buckley, 2000.
2.6.3 Developing A Local Area Inter-Agency Response To Early School Leaving 

Clonmel Early School Leavers forum

The Clonmel Community Partnership facilitated a meeting of schools and agencies working with young people in the Clonmel area in December 1998. Representatives of primary and post-primary schools, and other agencies working with young people in Clonmel attended the meeting.  The main purposes for initiative were a perceived need for an inter-agency response to the needs of early school leavers in the town, and a need to co-ordinate responses already in place.

Arising out of this initiative, an early school leaving forum was established by professionals from various agencies who were working on various initiatives for early school leavers in the town.  This forum met in June 1999, and was jointly facilitated by Clonmel Community Partnership and Mol an Óige.  The aim of the forum was to develop closer links between agencies and to learn from the experiences of others.  

The forum agreed that there was a need for the lessons learned from projects at practitioner level to be noted and responded to at policy level in each of the agencies.  It was therefore decided to facilitate a meeting of policy level representatives of the agencies working in Clonmel.  This later developed into the strategic planning group.

The forum continued to meet twice per term under the joint facilitation of Mol an Óige and the Clonmel Community Partnership to identify emerging issues and to refer matters to the strategic planning group for educational disadvantage in Clonmel.  In early 2000, a strategy was developed to enable the group to continue after the withdrawal of Mol an Óige.  This involves greater ownership of the group by the participants, a revolving chair and ongoing secretarial support by Clonmel Community Partnership.

Strategic Planning Group for Educational Disadvantage in Clonmel

The initial meeting of this group was convened by Mol an Óige and Clonmel Community Partnership in September 1999 in response to the need identified at the early school leaving forum.  The group consisted of representatives at policy level of the main agencies working in the area.  At the meeting it was agreed that the group would work together to develop a strategic plan to address the issues of educational disadvantage in Clonmel.  The Tipperary SR Development and Enterprise Officer, Mol an Óige and Clonmel Community Partnership agreed to jointly facilitate this planning process.

The group continued to meet on a monthly basis to develop the strategic plan. The meetings consisted of two elements operating in parallel:

· A forward planning process based on a long term vision of what is required for Clonmel with the aim of developing a strategic plan to counter educational disadvantage in the Clonmel Area

· A focus on addressing emerging issues including those identified by the early school leaving forum

All members of the strategic planning group agreed to commit themselves to a monthly half-day with the purpose of drawing up a strategic plan to address educational disadvantage in the town.  The plan was due to be produced by June 2000.  Once again, Mol an Óige arranged procedures for the process to continue in its absence (after March 2000).

2.6.4 Conclusions

The following conclusions are drawn from the broad inter-agency work of Mol an Óige.  Conclusions drawn from specific areas of the inter-agency work can be found in the papers on these topics.

Inter-agency co-operation is slow and takes time 

The development of inter-agency co-operation represents, for many professionals, a significant departure from current practice.  In many agencies, particularly schools, it involves a change of culture and a redefinition of the meaning of professional care.  This change of culture will take time.

Inter-agency working must become accepted as part of normal practice

Inter-agency co-operation must be included in the developmental planning of all schools / agencies.  Adequate allocation of time must be allowed to facilitate teachers to work with other professionals without having to do so in their spare time.  

Training in inter-agency collaboration is necessary

In order for changes in culture to take place, training is necessary both in initial training and in ongoing in-service development for teachers and other professionals.  The experience of the Mol an Óige project is that this is an area that receives insufficient attention at present by the Department of Education and Science.   

Need for co-ordination role

The inter-agency training pilot project could not have taken place in North Tipperary without the co-ordination role of Mol an Óige.  There is a need for some agency to provide this co-ordination role in all local areas.

For a full report on the work of Mol an Óige in the area of developing inter-agency co-operation, see ‘The Development of Inter-Agency Collaboration in Co. Tipperary that includes schools and training centres’, (Mol an Óige, 2000).

2.7  Community Mentoring Programme

2.7.1 Mentoring Programmes Developed With The Support Of Mol An Óige

Through the Collaborative Action Planning process many schools/training centres had identified the need to raise the self-esteem of young people from the target group.  Mentoring was seen as one method of doing so because it involves members of the wider community who have time to dedicate to the individual young people in a way that teachers cannot.  The primary purpose of the mentoring programme is to develop the young person's self-esteem by enabling mentees to experience and recognise success. 

The model of mentoring developed by Mol an Óige was greatly influenced by the work of transnational partners in Birmingham who had developed mentoring programmes aimed at disaffected young people already experiencing difficulties within the education system and other aspects of their life.  The fundamental idea of the Birmingham mentoring programme is that it is set in the context of a programme that allows the young person to experience success.  This success is then validated in the mentoring meeting.  
Those schools / training centres that identified a need to raise self-esteem through a mentoring programme were invited to develop mentoring programmes with our support.  

Four post-primary schools, one primary school and three training centres developed mentoring programmes with the Mol an Óige model.  All programmes have a designated mentoring co-ordinator who is committed to attending ongoing mentoring co-ordinators meetings.  In most cases a team of teachers within the school supports the mentoring co-ordinator. 

The mentoring model developed by Mol an Óige was also instrumental in planning and developing Céim Eile, a Youthreach progression programme in North Tipperary based on workplace mentoring to support transition into the workplace and on the concept of the ‘Foster Company’ developed in the round 1 of the Mol an Óige project.

All mentoring programmes supported by Mol an Óige take place within a framework or programme in which the young person can have a significant achievement.  The mentor then assists the young person to recognise and value that as success.  The mentoring relationship is a voluntary one for both mentor and mentee.  Both parties choose to take part in the programme and both have some input into the match-up process, i.e. they choose one another.

2.7.2 Framework For Mentoring Programmes

The frameworks for the mentoring programmes developed by schools/centres include: peer tutoring, cross age tutoring and work experience. 

Each mentoring programme has a co-ordinator within the school or training centre.  The co-ordinator facilitates communication between mentor, mentee, mentoring team, school and Mol an Óige.  It is the responsibility of the co-ordinator to ensure that the programme fits into the broader school plan and policy and to maintain links with other areas of the school such as the Learning Support Co-ordinator.

All mentoring programmes have agreed to a code of practice for mentors which is based on one developed by the Birmingham mentoring programme, and adapted to suit the needs of each centre.  The code of practice includes commitments to and the limits of confidentiality and awareness by all parties of the roles and responsibilities of others.  The code of practice also clearly sets out what is expected of the mentor, mentee and programme co-ordinator and the responsibilities associated with each role.  The code is a necessary protection for all involved.

Mentors are recruited by the mentoring team, either from the immediate locality or from a particular organisation with which links have been made.

2.7.3 The Role of the Mentor

The role of the mentor is distinct from that of a teacher, tutor or counsellor; therefore the mentor is usually recruited from outside the school/organisation.  The main role of the mentor is to enable the mentee identify and value their own achievements, particularly within the framework activity.  Mentoring sessions are clearly structured and usually take place weekly with one mentor and two (or three) mentees present at the session.

2.7.4 Support And Training Provided By Mol An Óige 

Mol an Óige offered the following training and support:

· An introductory session led by Tony McGuire of 3D Educational Consultants in Birmingham and Rogelio Lopez of The Coca Cola Valued Youth programme in San Antonio Texas took place in Templemore.  

· A one-day mentor training workshop delivered by Tony McGuire.  

· Regular mentoring co-ordinators meetings which focussed on the development of the mentoring programmes and address emerging issues with the co-ordinators.  

· Further training for teams of mentors in individual centres.  

· Ongoing support through visits to centres and telephone contact as part of the Collaborative Action Planning process.

2.7.5 Future Developments In Mentoring In Co. Tipperary

Mol an Óige was not able to offer the training and support to schools and centres that it would have liked because of the lack of experienced trainers in Ireland and because the project was not able to fund time for practitioners to develop mentoring programmes in schools and centres.  There was, therefore, less development of mentoring programmes than we would have hoped for.  However it is hoped that the programmes that were developed will be sustained after the life of the project.

Community mentoring is proposed in the plan to address educational disadvantage and social exclusion submitted to the Department of Education and Science (see section 3.12)

2.7.6 Conclusions

· Mentoring is a successful method for addressing the self-esteem of disaffected young people

· Mentoring must be clearly linked to a programme that allows the mentee to achieve success

· It is possible to recruit community mentors to take part in such a programme

· Programmes must be co-ordinated and supported

· Training for mentors and co-ordinators is essential

For a full report on the community mentoring model as developed by the Mol an Óige project, see ‘Community Mentoring: a strategy to raise the self-esteem of young people at risk of failure in the education system’, (Mol an Óige, 2000).  ISBN: 1-903445-01-9

2.8 Information Technology As A Support For Learning

One of the aims of the Mol an Óige project was to develop the potential of ICTs as a learning medium with particular reference to weaker and less motivated students.  The project outlined here illustrates the work.  It was drawn up by six small rural primary schools in conjunction with Mol an Óige.  The project co-ordinator is Pat Carroll, principal of Portroe NS, the lead school.  It is supported by the Schools Integrated Project of NCTE, and began in September 1999. 

Mol an Óige supports the process by making time available to the participating schools for Collaborative Action Planning, and through ongoing consultancy on how to develop the learning from the process.

2.8.1 Aims:

1. To develop the use of ICTs as a motivating tool in teaching and as a learning medium for pupils in small rural schools

2. To integrate ICTs into a whole-school learning support strategy for weaker students/potential early school leavers.

2.8.2 Objectives:

1. To form a network of schools which will work together to:

· develop teachers technical skills in the use of ICTs

· develop their understanding of the pedagogical value of ICTs for all students, but with particular emphasis on its potential as a motivational tool, and for building the self-esteem of the weaker student

· develop a model of professional peer support which will overcome the isolation experienced by teachers in many smaller rural schools

· develop models of classroom management by teachers in multiple class situations which allow students to use ICTs in their learning as part of their everyday school experience

· develop ICTs as a means of providing learning support and, in particular, in integrating the role of the learning support (remedial) with the class teacher

· explore the possibilities offered by ICTs for promoting individual, self-managed learning, and move the focus in the classroom from teaching to learning

2. To enable all students in each of the schools to explore the full range of possibilities offered by ICTs as a learning medium to:

· develop skills in co-operative learning

· develop research skills

· develop technical competence in the use of ICTs 

· broaden the range of experiences available to students in small rural schools by taking part in collaborative projects with other schools, locally and transnationally

3. To provide the weaker student with an alternative means of motivation and learning which will enable him/her to participate more fully with the rest of the class.  In particular, to enable these students to:

· build self esteem

· experience success, and develop confidence and pride in their work

· develop pride in their school

4. To develop the role of the learning support teacher by using ICTs as a means of:

· developing individual learning programmes for students in conjunction with the class teacher, which can be implemented by both

· explore the value of specific software packages in remedial help

5. To identify and share resources in the ICT area.

2.8.3 Progress To Date

All teachers in each of the six participating schools are involved in the project.  They have divided into five groups, linking roughly the same age groups in each school.  Obviously, these groups are not strictly homogeneous because of the different size schools etc.  Teachers in each of the groups have met to co-ordinate their activities.  

Within each school, the Action Planning team meets fortnightly.  The co-ordinators from each schools meet monthly.  

Inservice is being provided for participating teachers.

The computers are in the individual classrooms, not centrally located in the school.  The students work individually in turn on the machine, usually for 10/15-minute stints.  At times when new topics are being introduced, the machine may be unused for short time periods, but in general it is in constant use.  It is a very important aspect of the project that using the machine is not part of a reward system.

The aspects of computers most in use in the schools are word-processing, e-mail, digital camera and scanner.

2.8.4 Project Outcomes to Date:

· Students write stories in their copy at home and type it into the computer next day.  The teacher corrects the work on screen.  This procedure means that students’ copies are not covered with red correction marks, and also each student produces a product of which they can be proud.

· The range of experiences available to students in small rural schools has been vastly expanded.  

· Writing for a wider audience is motivating some students not motivated by writing for the teacher.

· The booklets produced in one school have been used as class readers.  Each student reads his/her own story.  Hence there is no fear of reading aloud and, also, students realise that their work is of value.

· It has added excitement to learning.

· Students have developed considerable technical skills – all senior students can use word-processing, graphics scanner and digital camera. 

· Teachers’ understanding of the pedagogy of ICTs has increased, and they have developed class management techniques in the use of the computer.  The Collaborative Action Planning methodology underpinning the project in each school has meant greater professional peer support and learning for the teachers involved.

2.9 The Young Offenders and the New Start for Prisoners Projects.

2.9.1 The Young Offenders Initiative

Recognising that the majority of prisoners from the North Tipperary area receive their first custodial sentence during their teenage years, Mol an Óige recognised that young people at risk of being sent to prison constituted a special target group for the project. When Sean English, who had been a member of the Garda Síochána and a Juvenile Liaison Officer, joined the Mol an Óige project team in 1996, he was asked to explore strategies for preventing young offenders from being committed to prison.  He began by researching the views of 15 ex-prisoners on the issue, with support from the Probation and Welfare Service, The Department of Justice and the Garda Síochána.

The survey produced very interesting results in relation to area such as education, family background, number of visits while in prison, and reasons for becoming involved in crime.  On the main question to which the survey sought answers, however, i.e. establishing the need for news support structures for young offenders before being sent to jail for the first time, the results were very surprising.  Only four (23%) felt that anything could have been done to prevent them going to prison.  Their feeling was that if the people helping them had been more persistent and attentive, they would not have ended up in jail.  However eleven felt that no matter what support  they had got, it would not have prevented them from going to prison on the first occasion.

The most startling conclusion to emerge from the research, however, was that the time that help and support was most needed was on first release from prison.  There was general agreement that at this time prisoners did wish to end their involvement in criminal activity.  However, they were ill prepared for the level of rejection in their communities, and in come cases in their families, which they experienced on release.  The fact that their perceived future is so bleak adds weight to their assertions that the time that support is most needed is on release, in order to enable them to deal with the rejection and to help them re-integrate into society.  Eleven said that their first release from prison was a terrible shock.  In many cases they felt that the severity of this rejection would propel them back into criminal activity.

Recommendations from the research

1. Support structures and counselling facilities should be set up in each community to support prisoners on release from prison, and to facilitate their re-integration into community life.

2. A pre-release programme should be provided in prison to prepare prisoners for life outside.

3. Liaison between prisoners and their communities should be maintained during the time of imprisonment and liaison between prison authorities and community support groups should take place prior to release.

4. On release, prisoner who had undertaken educational courses while in prison should have an opportunity to continue in similar courses outside.

5. Support structures and counselling facilities for the families of these young people should be put in place.

6. The difficulties experienced by ex-prisoners in gaining employment in the community must be addressed.

7. That supporting organisations and clubs should actively welcome the young offender to rejoin.

2.9.2 The New Start for Prisoners Project

To act on the findings, a proposal for a new project was drawn up by Mol an Óige in conjunction with a range of statutory and voluntary agencies, including Probation and Welfare Service.  It was to be called the New Start for prisoners Project, and its aims and objectives were stated as follows:

Aims

· To help prisoners to re-integrate into society on their release from prison.

· To promote research into the needs of ex-prisoners.

Objectives

· To support the prisoner from the commencement of sentence by encouraging family/friends/others to maintain contact during the term of imprisonment, and also to provide the family/friends with support and encouragement to do so.

· To ensure that, on release the prisoner has a place to stay and a contact who will be available to assist him/her to re-integrate into the community.

· To ensure that all the services available in the community, both voluntary and statutory, make themselves readily accessible and amenable to the returnee.

· To make it as easy as possible for the returnee to avail of a placement in education, training or employment, and to provide what ongoing support is required to ensure that such placement is successful.

· To encourage the development of self-help groups for ex-prisoners.

· To research innovative approaches to involving communities in the aftercare of prisoners.

· To disseminate the lessons of the project at national level.

The steering committee of the project consisted of representatives of a wide range of interests, including the Probation and Welfare Service, the Department of Justice, social services, An Garda Síochána, North Tipperary VEC, FÁS, the Irish Business and Employers Conference, the Irish Congress of Trades Unions, the Community Welfare Service, the Mid-Western Health Board, Tipperary Regional Youth Services, voluntary local services, ex-prisoners, sporting organisations and clubs.

The project was unsuccessful in obtaining funding from the Probation and Welfare Service, so Mol an Óige agreed to fund a co-ordinator on a part-time basis.  Sean English became co-ordinator.  He set out to mobilise the support of all agencies in assisting ex-prisoners to re-integrate into their communities and to give them a new start in life.  The response of all was very heartening, and very concrete commitments of support were given.

A change in sentencing policy, with the dramatic increase in the numbers of offenders being committed to community services as an alternative to prison, meant that these commitments of support could not be tested.  The fact that they were found to be necessary in the first place to enable ex-prisoners to re-integrate into society, and that they could be mobilised by a project such as this was very significant.

2.9.3 The Lessons from The Young Offenders and New Start For Prisoners Projects

Listening to the voices of ex-prisoners

The initial research findings showed that the depth of the ostracism which ex-prisoners face when they return home is something for which they were ill prepared, and made it almost impossible for them to make a new start in life.  It was also, they claimed, one of the main reasons why so many of them returned to prison.

While the experience of exclusion was not a surprise, there was certainly little awareness among professionals of all kinds of the seriousness of the problem or of its significance in the context of recidivism.  Nor was there any concerted policy response to the issue.

A number of the professionals working with the project said that they learned a lot from listening to the real stories of the ex-prisoners on the Steering Committee, and felt that more attention should be paid to their experiences in formulating official policy.

Community supports

The project showed that a range of supports can be mobilised in local communities to support the Probation and Welfare Service in helping to re-integrate ex-prisoners into their communities.

The lack of awareness of the depth of rejection experienced by ex-prisoners must be addressed at community level also.

There is a clear lack of appropriate counselling available to prisoners both before and after release, which would prepare the prisoner for, and help him cope, with the stigma associated with being an ex-prisoner.

Managed Exit

Because of overcrowding in prisons there is no programme of managed exit for prisoners.  Release is often unplanned and unprepared for.  There is evidence of prisoners being released without money, clothes or a home to go to.  The research in this project indicates that both the prisoner and society pay a heavy penalty for this approach.

As an important aspect of this, links between prisoners and their families and communities should be encouraged while in prison.

Another aspect of managed exit would be to ensure continuity between courses undertaken by prisoners inside prison, and what is made available to them on release.

Need to Support Families

The families of ex-prisoners also suffer from community attitudes, and support for them is also necessary.

2.9.4 Conclusion

The lessons of the project might be summarised by saying that release from prison should be preceded by a programme for managed exit, and should be followed by a programme for managed re-entry into the community.

The cost of the absence of such programmes is a very high rate of recidivism.  This is an unacceptable cost in both human and economic terms for the individuals concerned, for their families and communities, and for society in general. 

Travellers In Education

2.9.5 Area Of Least Progress

As a cultural group, Travellers are under-represented in primary and particularly in post-primary education.  Mol an Óige’s own research in the first round project indicated that of eleven students in North Tipperary who did not transfer from primary to post primary schools in 1996, eight were Travellers.  While the number entering post-primary schools is increasing, they continue to experience particular difficulties, and the rate of early school leavers is very high.  Hence Travellers constituted a clear target group for the Mol an Óige project.

The issue of Traveller education arose as part of the summer course for primary teachers facilitated by Mol an Óige in 1998.  Mol an Óige staff felt that the views of some of the teachers who took part in that course showed a lack of understanding and sympathy towards Travellers and their culture.  In consultation with a Department of Education and Science inspector who was present at the course, Mol an Óige prepared a proposal for inservice in this area which would have involved school closure to allow teachers to attend.  This proposal was submitted to the Department of Education and Science in October 1998, but was unsuccessful.

In consultation with the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers, the project then submitted a modified proposal located in one town, and which would not involve school closure.  This proposal did not come to fruition either.

So, working towards inclusion of Travellers was the area where Mol an Óige has least progress to report.  There are a number of reasons for this, but perhaps the main one is that this area of the project was not accorded the sustained priority that other areas received over the life of the project.  It is also a fact that the project did not have a clear enough strategy to deal with this particular area.  Another reason may have been that the service seen to be most active in this area was the Visiting Teacher Service for Travellers, and this body was not represented in the management of the project. 

Mol an Óige did work closely with the visiting teachers for Travellers, and on a number of occasions, co-operated with them in specific cases.  

2.9.6 Inclusion Of Travellers In Action Plans In School And Training Centres

Only one school, to the knowledge of the project team included Traveller children in their target group for the Collaborative Action Planning process.  (Others may have done so without specifically identifying them to the Mol an Óige team, but the number which did so is certainly small).  In the training centres they were accorded a much higher priority.  Two of the centres specifically targeted the area of work experience for Travellers as an area for development and one, in particular, made significant strides in this regard.

The Early School Leavers Forum in Clonmel which was facilitated by Mol an Óige and Clonmel Community partnership is currently considering a training module for teachers and practitioners from other agencies in Traveller culture that would be delivered by Travellers and would assist practitioners to better understand Traveller culture.

There is no doubt that to Travellers in general the education system presents great difficulties.  The experience of the Mol an Óige project is that there is, in some instances, a significant lack of understanding of their culture and of their specific difficulties in schools, and that schools do not feel they have the resources to make the required responses.  Mol an Óige believes that inservice is needed urgently to increase the understanding of Traveller culture and to develop strategies to assist Traveller children to integrate in schools.

2.10 Transnational Experience

The transnational dimension of the Mol an Óige has profoundly influenced its development.  In the first round, the project had transnational partners in Denmark and Pontypridd College in South Wales.  In the second round the transnational partners were the Youthstart 2000 project in Birmingham, UK, and the Teletrans project in Moers, Germany.  Pontypridd College continued as a non-funded partner of Mol an Óige. 

2.10.1 The YOGIE partnership

The Mol an Óige, Teletrans and Youthstart 2000 projects made up the Youth Opportunities in Germany Ireland and England (YOGIE) Partnership.  The aims of the partnership were to:

· Assist the development, and pilot the use, of different software including multi-media materials and the internet for the target group

· Explore and develop pedagogical models for using information technologies as a means of:

· delivering vocational guidance and training to the target group

· increasing opportunities for vocational qualifications

· improving language, literacy, numeracy and general learning

· personal development

· Elucidate the issues relating to the inclusion of particular client groups into mainstream education, training and social life in individual partner countries

· Use experience or practice in other countries to develop holistic approaches to meeting the needs of the target groups

· Identify the different mentoring systems in use in the partner countries and examine their transferability. 

Six meetings of all three partners were held during the two years of the project.  These were held in rotation in the three countries and were chaired by the host project.  Meetings were held for two working days that usually included a half-day visit to projects.  The YOGIE experience was very enriching for all participants, and greatly influenced the development of each of the projects.  In addition, the partnership provided the forum for developing the very important bilateral partnerships between the projects.  For a full description of the partnership see ‘The YOGIE Partnership: emerging innovative transnational approaches to addressing the needs of potential and actual early school leavers’ (Mol an Óige, 2000)

2.10.2 Bilateral partnerships

Mol an Óige regarded it as important from the outset that the transnational element of the project be compatible with, and supportive of, the work of each of the projects at national level.  In particular, the experience of the first round Mol an Óige project had shown that transnational co-operation could significantly develop the conceptual framework within which each of the national projects worked.  Hence, it was decided that, within YOGIE, the individual partners would develop bilateral relationships as well as the trilateral project.  

These bilateral partnerships, as well as the continuing partnership with Ponytpridd College, proved very influential in the development of policy and practice in schools and training centres in Co. Tipperary, as well as in the professional development of the participants.  In all, 79 teachers, tutors and educational managers from Co. Tipperary have visited Pontypridd and/or Birmingham, and two visited Moers during the second round of the project.  The transnational visits were very cost-effective, and performed a vital role in teacher professional development and in whole school/workshop development in the county. 

In order to maximise the benefits of transnational visits, and to enable good ideas to be implemented at home the project adopted a number of procedures for participants in transnational visits.  Among these procedures were:

· Before the visit, each participant received a written outline of the institution/ organisation to be visited indicating the nature of the organisation and the context of the particular practices which were the focus of the visit, and explaining technical language likely to be encountered.  It was made clear that the processes, ideas and explanations which underlie practice are often more worthy of examination than the specifics of practice.

· While abroad, before visiting the partner organisation, a meeting of all participants is held where the above document is discussed and explained in greater detail.

· During the course of the visit, time is taken by the visiting party to discuss what they are observing, and to compare this with the objectives for the visit.  This enables clarifications to be sought before the visit ends, or modifications to the programme during the course of the visit.

· Participants fill up an evaluation form after the visit.  Then, a week or two later, a meeting with all the participants is held to discuss the visit, and in particular to decide what aspects of it various participants would wish to see incorporated into the practice of their institutions, what strategies could be devised for this purpose, and how Mol an Óige could help in the process.

2.10.3 Outcomes Of The Transnational Experience

Many of the developments in schools and training centres in Co. Tipperary originated in transnational visits.  Such visits challenge participants to explain, not only what they do, but why they do it that way; i.e., the challenge not only current practices, but also the assumptions which underpin those practices.  They provide participants with views of alternative practices located in different conceptual frameworks.  

The models of learning support being developed in schools and training centres have been greatly influenced by the partnership with Ponytpridd College.  Visits to the college prompted fundamental questioning of the purpose and practice of learning support and of the role of the learning support teacher, highlighted the importance to learning of self-esteem, and led to new practices in the areas of information technology as a learning medium, individual education plans and the responsibility of all for promoting literacy (see section 3.2).

Experience in Birmingham led to the development and piloting of the Community Mentoring programme (see section 3.7) and helped develop the schools attendance initiative (section 3.6.1).  In addition, new approaches to co-operative discipline were given an impetus by the visit to the Zacchaeus Centre in Birmingham.  This centre also provided the model on which the Student Retention Unit of the plan to address educational disadvantage was based (see section 3.12).

Experience in Moers led to new understandings of how ICTs can be used to promote self-esteem.  Their idea of Integrated Individual Empowerment Planning with young people contributed significantly to developing the concept of integrated care plans which is central to the plan to address educational disadvantage (section 3.12).

2.10.4 Ongoing collaboration

The transnational partnerships developed by Mol an Óige have contributed to the capacity of the promoting organisation, North Tipperary VEC, to develop and participate in future transnational projects.  North Tipperary VEC is currently participating in a LEONARDO project on developing entrepreneurship, a CONNECT project in developing active learning strategies, and in a C3 Storytelling project which is developing the use of the internet to give disadvantaged young people a sense of self-worth. 

2.11  Plan To Address Educational Disadvantage And Social Exclusion In Co. Tipperary

Arising from, and developing on, the work of the Mol an Óige project, a plan to address the issues of educational disadvantage and social exclusion in Co. Tipperary was drawn up and submitted to the Department of Education and Science in January 2000.  The project was submitted by a consortium of the following:

North Tipperary VEC (lead organisation), Mercy Sisters (South Central Province), Presentation Sisters (South Eastern Province), Christian Brothers, South Tipperary VEC, Mid-Western Health Board, South Eastern Health Board, Garda Síochána, IBEC, ICTU, Tipperary Regional Youth Services, North Tipperary Co. Council (Development and Enterprise Office), South Tipperary Co. Council (Development and Enterprise Office).  

The following analysis of the needs of the target group is contained in he plan.  It is based on the learning from Mol an Óige, and the recognition that:

“for a student whose strengths lie outside the academic, there is little alternative to ‘underachievement’ and failure”  (Department of Education and Science, 1999a)

2.11.1 Analysis Of The Target Group

Tony McGuire, speaking at a conference on mentoring organised by Mol an Óige stated that from his experience working with schools in Birmingham, 

· 60% benefit from the system

· 40% have needs unmet by their school experience.  Of these:

· 25% are the disappointed 

· 10% are the disaffected 

· 5% are the disappeared 

Our experience is that similar categories of students whose needs are not being met can be recognised in the Irish education system, and that the percentages would be broadly similar.  These categories can be recognised as follows:

Category 1:  

Some of these students are among the 17% who currently do not complete the senior cycle.  Others are among those who go through the system and complete the Leaving Certificate, but whose imaginations and intellects are not fully engaged by the system.  Their strengths and efforts are often unrecognised by the system.  This results in underachievement, boredom and lack of fulfilment for the student.  

Category 2:  

These are the students whose learning styles and strengths are often untapped, and for whom failure is a common experience in the system.  The type of learning support provided often fails to meet the needs of these students, and many develop negative attitudes to school.  These students often find it difficult to cope with school, and schools often find it difficult to respond to their individual needs.

Category 3:  

These are the students who find it very difficult to cope with school, perhaps because of difficult family or social conditions, and who need additional support within and without the school.  Schools also find it difficult to cope with them and, in many instances, have neither the skills nor the resources to do so.  Many in this group exhibit behavioural difficulties, poor attendance, serious academic underachievement and social disaffection.  They are highly likely to drop out of school early.

For all of these students, the range of criteria for success used by schools is too narrow to recognise or validate their worth, efforts and achievements.  They all experience, in varying degrees, a lack of relevance in what they are asked to do, and frustration at the lack of appreciation of themselves and of their efforts within the education system. 

While recognising the dangers inherent in attempting to categorise students too rigid, identifying these categories within the target group will be helpful to schools in their responsibility to ‘promote and foster an environment that encourages children to attend school and to participate fully in the life of the school’  (Education Welfare Bill, 1999: Section 10)

2.11.2 Responses

The proposal by Mol an Óige suggests a range of responses targeted to students in each of these categories.  Collaborative Action Planning is seen as a providing the framework for the development of each of these responses.

Category 1:  

For many students in this category, a more responsive delivery of the curriculum, use of a wider range of teaching methodologies and co-operative approaches to discipline would prove very beneficial.  (The introduction of the Leaving Certificate Applied and Junior Certificate Schools Programmes have shown this).  The Action Planning process has shown that it can enable schools to develop such responses.

Category 2:  

In addition to the more responsive approaches outlined above, these students require that existing learning supports and other specialist teaching resources be delivered in a more holistic manner, and are not used to compensate for an overall experience of school which is harsh or unrewarding.  Individual education plans and new approaches to learning support will, typically, play a significant role in addressing the needs of these students.  

Collaborative Action Planning has shown that it can enable teachers to develop responses such as these.  However, in some cases adequate intervention will require the provision of some additional learning support resources to schools.

Category 3:  

For many of these students, the discontinuity between their experiences of school and of life outside is so great that a purely school-based response will not enable them to relate with the values and ambitions of the education system or to experience fulfilment there.  To meet their needs, the school must participate in collaborative, multi-agency approaches with parents/guardians, peer groups and other statutory and community organisations to provide an integrated framework within which the young person can develop understandings and connections between the experiences of school and life outside.  Such collaborative approaches will seek to develop an integrated multi-agency care plan for the young person.  The innovative and essential element in this proposal is in involving the school centrally in such a care plan.  

The integrated care plan will be drawn up by a collaborative process involving all agencies with responsibility for children most seriously at risk.  The inclusion of the young person and his/her parents/guardians in drawing up, implementing and reviewing the plans will be central to the process.  It will involve a commitment of personnel and resources from all agencies, and will detail the responsibilities of each agency including specific targets and time frames.  Procedures for ongoing monitoring, review and consultation will be established.  

The individual education plan will form a core component of the integrated care plan.

2.11.3 Additional Support Programmes  

The plan proposes three additional support programmes, all of which have been piloted either by Mol an Óige, by members of the consortium or by its transnational partners.

The student retention support unit

The unit will cater for students who have serious behavioural difficulties and who are at serious risk of dropping out or being excluded from school.  Such students typically exhibit a combination of behavioural, emotional and learning problems which makes their continued attendance at school difficult both for themselves and for the school.  The unit seeks to make an intensive, multi-disciplinary, four week intervention into the cycle of rejection (real or perceived) feeding low self-esteem and disaffection, which results in potentially successful students being alienated from school and society.

It is envisaged the unit will have a full time staff of two, with support from the schools and the various agencies.  The unit will work in six-week cycles (including two weeks preparatory work), each cycle located in a different town in County Tipperary.  Ten students will participate in each cycle, so that 50 young people will receive intensive help each year.  It will, thus, be a very cost-effective intervention.

The concept of a student retention support unit adapted from the model of the Zacchaeus Centre which has proved so successful in Birmingham.

The Early School Leavers Re-Engagement Programme

This programme aims to provide a pathway for early school leavers (10-16 year olds) back to education, training or supported employment, and to re-integrate the young person back into his/her community.  The programme will be based on an individual integrated care plan and managed progression plan.  It will be delivered locally by workers from participating agencies at times and situations suitable to the needs and expectations of the young person.  This proposal is developed and adapted from the experiences of the ‘Second Chance’ programme in Tipperary Town.

The Community Mentoring Programme

The plan proposes support for a county-wide mentoring programme which schools, training centres, employers, the student retention support unit and the re-engagement programme can access as a support for the target group.  The programme would be a development of the work in this area piloted by Mol an Óige (see section 3.7)

3. Appendix A:  Mainstreaming and Dissemination

Mainstreaming from the Mol an Óige first round project (1996/7)

Foster Company:

This was an idea piloted in the first round of Mol an Óige.  This idea has now formed the basis for Céim Eile, a Youthstart progression project in North Tipperary.  I have continued to work with Céim Eile in developing the idea.  A further development from this work is the initiating of mentoring in the county.

Young Offender’s Project

A ‘Diversion Programme’ has been initiated in Nenagh.  This involves ordinary members of the community, working with the probation service, meeting with criminals and their victims, and deciding on an appropriate means for criminals to pay restitution to the community.  This project is not being credited to the work of Mol an Óige, and indeed there are significant aspects of it which are different from ours, but the thrust of mobilising community support in conjunction with the justice system is a common thread in both projects.  

Schools Integrated Project (SIP)

In conjunction with six small rural primary schools, we submitted a proposal for a SIP to the Department of Education and Science IT 2000 project.  This proposal has been successful, and will begin in September. (Copy of part of proposal enclosed).

Mentoring

Two mentoring training workshops were held.  The purpose was to disseminate practice in relation to mentoring as we found it from our transnational partners in Birmingham.  Over 50 people from within and without Tipperary attended each workshop.  As a result, mentoring has begun (or is about to begin) in six institutions (schools and training centres) in Co. Tipperary.

Collaborative Action Planning 

Arising out of the first round project, we developed a model for promoting institutional self-renewal which we called Collaborative Action Planning.  The purpose of the present project is to test, further develop and disseminate this model.  To that extent, the current project is a mainstreaming activity of the first round project.

Dissemination Activities

	Date
	Contact Organisation
	Contact Person(s)
	Mainstreaming Focus

	22/4/98
	FÁS, VECs
	Input to seminar in Limerick on early school leavers
	Collaborative Action Planning and early school leaving

	3/5/98
	Mary Immaculate College
	Input to inservice course –20 participants
	Collaborative Action Planning and early school leaving

	July 1999
	Primary school teachers
	Week-long inservice course organised by Mol an Óige – 27 participants
	Strategies for addressing failure in mainstream education

	4/11/98
	Clonmel Community Partnership
	Input to conference on early school leaving – 30 participants
	Collaborative Action Planning and early school leaving

	13/11/98
	M.Ed. course, Thurles
	13 participants
	The contribution of action research to Collaborative Action Planning  

	27/11/98
	ESAI
	Input to Conference On Action Research, TCD, - 50 participants
	Collaborative Action Planning as a model based on action research.

	1/10/98
	National Early School Leavers Network
	Inaugural meeting.  Mol an Óige is now a member of this network, and is represented on the executive committee
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and early school leaving

	26/1/99
	North Tipperary VEC 
	Presentation to the committee
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and early school leaving

	1/2/99
	Schools, training workshops, other Youthstart projects, 8-15 project
	Mentoring Workshop organised by Mol an Óige and  presented by Rogelio Lopez (US) and Tony McGuire (UK), Templemore – 49 participants
	Mentoring

	February – March 1999
	Teachers, social workers, gardaí, health board personnel, community organisations etc
	Inter-agency training courses –  114 participants in total
	Inter-agency co-operation

	8/3/99
	Bray HSCL teachers
	Input to seminar for teachers, parents, Garda Síochána, community organisations etc. – total 46 participants
	Collaborative Action Planning and early school leaving

	15/3/99
	Schools, training workshops, other Youthstart projects
	Mentor Training Workshop organised by Mol an Óige – 51 participants
	Mentoring

	7/5/99
	Department of Education and Science, universities, teacher training colleges etc
	Consultative Forum on Collaborative Action Planning - 35 participants
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	18/6/99
	Department of Education and Science Schools Development Planning 
	Technical Working Group 
	Collaborative Action Planning

	May 1999
	Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Science
	Mol An Óige Quoted In Report of the Committee on Early School Leaving, May 1999
	

	7/7/99
	Conference in Institute of Engineers: ‘Social Implications Surrounding Internet Development in Ireland’
	In address by Nualan O Brien, Mol an Óige cited as case study of good practice
	Use of ICTs as motivational tool and learning support medium for weaker students

	15/10/99
	Policy makers and practitioners + Minister for Education
	Dissemination Conference – ‘cherishing all our children equally’ – 114 participants
	All Mol an Óige activities

	22/10/99
	Kilkenny City VS
	Inservice day for staff – 35
	Collaborative Action Planning + School Development Planning

	23/11/99
	Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Science
	Presentation by Mol an Óige team + L O Muircheartaigh
	All Mol an Óige activities

	7/12 99
	Policy makers and practitioners 
	Presentation By Mol An Óige To Conference Organised By EMPLOYMENT In Dublin Castle: ‘The Internet and Social Policy in Ireland’
	Innovations in the use of ICTs as a means of learning support, particularly for weaker students

	10/1/00
	North Tipperary VEC
	Presentation to the committee
	Report on project + new project

	8/2/00
	JCSP co-ordinators
	Input to school co-ordinators of JCSP - 20
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	10/2/00
	JCSP co-ordinators
	Input to school co-ordinators of JCSP - 16
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	27/3/00
	Teachers and education policy makers
	Presentation to workshop at Youthstart/ NGCE national conference
	Collaborative Action Planning + mentoring

	9/5/00
	JCSP principals
	Presentation re Collaborative Action Planning in the context of the JCSP – 8 
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	11/5/00
	JCSP principals
	Presentation re Collaborative Action Planning in the context of the JCSP – 20 
	Collaborative Action Planning 


Meetings we have had in relation to dissemination/developing links for the Mol an Óige project:

	Date
	Contact Organisation
	Mainstreaming Focus

	7/1/98
	CORI
	Reasons for school failure

	29/1/98
	Borrisokane Area Network Development (ADM)
	Co-operation on in joint projects to combat early school leaving

	2/2/98
	Visiting teacher for Travellers
	Travellers in education

	10/2/98
	Clonmel Partnership (ADM)
	Establishing joint project to address early school leaving in Clonmel

	17/2/98
	Adult And Community Education, North Tipperary VEC 
	Links between Mol an Óige and community education programme

	20/2/98
	Second Chance Project, Tipperary Town
	New approaches to early school leaving

	20/2/98
	Probation and Welfare Service
	New Start for Prisoners Project

	26/2/98
	Nenagh Social Services
	Issues relating to parental inclusion 

	9/3/98
	Mid Western Health Board
	Developing model of inter-agency co-operation 

	19/3/98
	OAK Partnership, Edenderry (ADM)
	Addressing issues in relation to educational disadvantage in mainstream education

	28/4/98
	Department of Education and Science Inspectorate
	Report on Mol an Óige activities 

	27/3/98
	Nenagh community Network (ADM)
	Forming co-operative links

	6/4/98
	Roscrea 2000 (ADM)
	Forming co-operative links

	28/4/98
	Department of Education and Science Inspectorate
	Collaborative Action Planning in primary schools

	11/5/98
	Cashel and Emly Youth Services
	After schools clubs / out of school supports

	15/5/98
	Probation and Welfare Service
	New Start for Prisoners Project

	2/9/98
	Department of Education and Science Inspectorate
	Collaborative Action Planning in primary schools

	3/9/98
	IBEC
	Foster Company

	3/9/98
	Garda Síochána 
	School attendance

	7/9/98
	NCTE
	IT as a learning medium for the target group

	16/9/98
	ICDU, Department of Education and Science 
	Forming co-operative links in relation to Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and Travellers

	21/9/98
	Labour Party
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and early school leavers 

	12/10/98
	National Parents Council, Primary Branch
	Parents as partners in their own child’s education

	12/10/98
	Children’s Research Centre, TCD
	Action research / Collaborative Action Planning  

	26/11/98
	Government
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and early school leaving

	7/1/99
	TRBDI
	IT as a learning medium for the target group

	25/1/99
	Bernardos, Thurles
	Inter-agency training

	27/1/99
	Department of Education and Science 
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	9/2/99
	Department of Education and Science 
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training and early school leaving

	9/2/99
	Froebel College
	Collaborative Action Planning, inter-agency training 

	22/2/99
	South Tipperary VEC
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	10/2/99
	WRC
	IT as a learning medium

	11/2/99
	Nenagh Community Diversion Project
	Experience of Mol an Óige re New Start for Prisoners Project

	18/3/99
	Department of Education and Science 
	Update on project

	13/4/99
	New Roscrea Community College
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	6/10/99
	Fine Gael
	Collaborative Action Planning + inter-agency = learning support.

	16/12/99
	North Tipperary VEC School principals
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	18/1/00
	South Tipperary VEC School principals
	Collaborative Action Planning 

	18/2/00
	School staff
	Collaborative Action Planning 


In addition to the above activities, Mol an Óige has produced two newsletters, in October 1998 and March 1999 which were widely circulated.  

Mainstreaming Activities

	14/9/99
	Launch of School Attendance Pilot Project, Thurles

	20/9/99
	Establishing parents support group

	21/9/99
	Formation of Clonmel Early School Leavers Forum

	23/9/99
	Formation of Clonmel Inter-Agency Strategic Planning Group

	11/10/99
	Thurles inter-agency group formed
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