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Foreword

Mol an Óige, the project

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 was 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 target group for the project were 10-19 year-olds at risk of failing in school for whatever reason, or who had left school early.  As it is a systems development project, however, we did not work directly with the target group, but with the providers.

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

The objectives of the project included:

· To establish the causes and nature of early school leaving

· To promote language, literacy, numeracy and general learning interventions for the target group

· To promote the inclusion of parents as partners in their children’s education

· To develop a model for inter-agency co-operation

· To ensure that transitions within and between education, training and employment are negotiated successfully by the target group

· To develop models of community support for the target group

Thus, the project sought to develop a collaborative, holistic approach on the part of education providers in order that services provided might be more responsive to the needs of young people in the target group.  The strategy which it developed for this purpose is called Collaborative Action Planning.  This report describes how Collaborative Action Planning led to new concepts and practices in the provision of learning support.

This report describes how Collaborative Action Planning led to new concepts and practices in the provision of learning support.

As part of our own practice of ongoing review and improvement, the team conducted regular interviews and meetings with teachers, held seminars, received regular written evaluation reports from schools, attended team and co-ordinators’ meetings and conducted a comprehensive structured interview in each school at the end of the project.  Teachers’ comments arising out of these provide the evidence base for this report.  

The Origins of Mol an Óige

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 its 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.

It was initially planned as a two year project, 1996 and 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?’.  Criteria for selection of Youthstart projects were that they must be bottom up, they must be innovative 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.  We adopted the motto that ‘it is not what we do, but what we leave behind that will determine the success of the project’.  In fact, the project received funding for two more years, 1998 and 1999, for what is referred to in this report as the second round project.

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

· 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.

Structure of this Report

	Section A
	The Mol an Óige project developed and tested a model of intervention designed to address the issues of educational disadvantage and social exclusion.  This model was called Collaborative Action Planning.  In many participating schools and training centres, this process resulted in significant innovation in the concept and practice of learning support.  This section describes these developments.



	Section B
	This section presents four illustrative case studies, two from primary and two from post-primary schools, detailing how learning support developed in these in particular cases.


----------------------------------------------------------------

“A growing body of research indicates that failure at school is a learned pattern of behaviour and expectation, and that such learning begins in the early years of school.  Students who experience failure quickly learn to accept failure and then to expect it.” – 

· Department of Education and Science, 1999a

“… for a student whose strengths lie outside the academic, there is little alternative to ‘underachievement’ and failure”  

- Department of Education and Science, 1999a

1 Collaborative Action Planning

1.1 Introduction

Collaborative Action Planning is a strategy developed and tested during the course of the Mol an Óige project (second round, 1998-2000), designed to enable schools and training workshops to respond in a flexible way to meeting the needs of all students, in particular those whose needs are not currently being catered for in the education system.  Hargreaves (1994) refers to the ‘persistent failure (of schools) to engage the emotions and motivations of many of their students and considerable numbers of their staff’.  Collaborative Action Planning addressed this by seeking to transform the school into a centre which promotes the learning of all.  As well as being educational in intent, it is based on the principles of action research which is a ‘study of changing a situation from the inside’, (Winter, 1995), and is thus educational in process also.  It is designed to be flexible, permitting schools to adapt it to address their own situations. 

1.2 What is Collaborative Action Planning?

Collaborative Action Planning is a process that allows a team teachers, in the context of the mission of the school, 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

It is a strategy which seeks simultaneously to:

· meet the needs of students

· meet the needs of teachers

· influence whole school practice in relation to the target group

Collaborative Action Planning 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.  It draws heavily on the principles of action research.

1.3 How Collaborative Action Planning Operated in Schools and Training Workshops

A team of teachers, with a co-ordinator, managed the Collaborative Action Planning process in each school.  The team typically consisted of about five volunteers (fewer in smaller primary schools).  In all cases, the learning support teacher was a member of the Action Planning team.  This team, in consultation with the principal/manager and with the rest of the staff, was responsible for identifying the needs that they wished to address and drawing up an action plan to address them.  They also, at the outset, established formal procedures for ongoing communication and feedback between the Action Planning team, management, and the whole staff.  

The team met weekly (or fortnightly in some primary schools) to plan actions and monitor and evaluate progress.  The action plan itself developed during the process, refining aims and proposed actions in the light of the lessons learned.  The Collaborative Action Planning process also developed such skills as structuring meetings to be productive, developing collaborative approaches to responding to the needs of the target group, and ensuring that the process is a learning one for participating teachers and for the whole staff as well as for students in the target group.  These skills enhance the capacity of the institution to respond more flexibly to meet the needs of the target group.

The Mol an Óige project provided clear guidelines for drawing up action plans.  The plan identified the target group, the needs to be addressed and the actions proposed in response.  It also detailed the process - times for planning meetings, roles of different participants etc.  The project also encouraged schools and training centres as a matter of importance to identify how the support of parents, statutory and voluntary agencies, and the community in general could be availed of in meeting the needs of the target group.  

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

Regular (preferably weekly) effective meetings are central to the process.  These enable a team to work through a plan, to evaluate its success, to modify it in the light of experience and to learn from the process.  This is in contrast to ordinary staff meetings which have a wider remit, are more infrequent, and do not afford an opportunity for critical reflection.

The process developed in different ways in different schools and workshops.  Some generic differences were apparent between the approaches in primary and post-primary schools and workshops.  But even within these sectors, different institutions developed the process in very different ways.  

While Collaborative Action Planning led to innovations in many areas in different schools, it influenced the understanding and practice of learning support provision in nearly all. 

1.4 Participating Schools/Centres

Thirty five primary schools, thirteen post-primary schools, and four training centres in Co Tipperary undertook Collaborative Action Planning between January 1998 and March 2000.  63% of the primary schools were small (four teachers or fewer) mainly rural schools, the remainder having between five and sixteen teachers.  The post-primary schools consisted of six vocational schools, five secondary schools and two community colleges.  Sizes ranged from 130 to 850 students.  The training workshops all accommodated approx. 35 students.

2 The Emergence of Collaborative Models of Learning Support

2.1 The situation before Collaborative Action Planning 

When the project began, 30% of primary schools did not have the services of a remedial teacher.  Class teachers reported that they were always under considerable pressure ‘trying to set aside even a very limited amount of the day for one to one work’ with the students who needed additional support.  During the lifetime of the project (1998 – 2000), all remaining primary schools obtained the services of a remedial teacher on a shared basis. 

Before participating in the Mol an Óige project, the main approach used to deliver learning support in primary schools was to withdraw students from class for individual or small group work with the remedial teacher.  The remedial teacher worked very independently and remedial teachers frequently felt very isolated within the school.  With a large caseload, and being seen (and seeing themselves) as having responsibility for the delivery of remedial help to all who needed it, contact time with students was a priority and less time was allocated to meeting and consulting with colleagues and parents.  Many schools reported that there was often a lack of continuity between the programme followed by students on withdrawal with the remedial teacher and that followed in the classroom.  ‘There was not enough communication between teachers and often different approaches and programmes were used’.  One learning support teacher commented she teacher was regarded as ‘a fix-it person … I felt like a doctor continually prescribing antibiotics without ever investigating what was the root cause of the problem’.  

Eleven of the thirteen post-primary schools had specialist remedial provision.  Nine of them said that prior to Collaborative Action Planning, learning support was almost exclusively the remit of the remedial teacher.  In these schools also, learning support teachers felt isolated and inadequate.  The ‘dominance of the subject culture’ (Department of Education and Science, 1999a) in post-primary schools meant that the remedial provision was linked even less to the work done elsewhere in the school.  No school had a whole-school literacy policy.  A common perception among post-primary teachers was that literacy should have been learned in primary school, and if there was a problem, it was the job of the remedial teacher (and, perhaps, the English teacher) to deal with it.

2.2 Towards new understandings of learning support  

When schools started Collaborative Action Planning, the majority of action plans focused on the need to address poor literacy and numeracy skills.  Primary schools wanted to ensure that students had improved basic skills as a foundation for learning and for success in school.  Many post-primary schools felt that this was an area that was becoming increasingly problematic for them and they identified poor literacy and numeracy as one of the reasons why students drop out of school.  Many schools came to the conclusion that withdrawal alone as an approach to delivering learning support was inadequate and sought, through Collaborative Action Planning, to explore new and more effective approaches to supporting students’ learning. 

2.2.1 Professional Development

Participating schools came to realise that change is a process, not an event.  Making changes in how learning support was delivered was a gradual process, but schools report that Collaborative Action Planning has given them a team structure for looking at their practice and for trying out new ideas.  A primary principal commented that ‘the process has helped people to accept change in a profession that is slow to change’ when referring to how the learning support teacher had started to work in the classroom with some class teachers.  Schools reported that they learned a great deal from the process of sharing ideas about programmes and teaching methodologies, and trying out new initiatives in order to improve practice.  ‘There is more openness among teachers’ (principal).  In addition to this, teachers also identified their own professional development needs, and inservice activities were arranged to meet these needs. 

2.2.2 Self-esteem

One of the significant learning points for a number of Action Planning teams was a greater awareness of the need to promote positive self-esteem and personal/social skills in addition to focussing on literacy and numeracy.  Positive self-esteem is an essential pre-requisite for enhanced academic achievement.  A training centre co-ordinator said that the process ‘highlighted the very clear connection between self-esteem and the student’s capacity to learn’

In nearly all schools, In particular, they sought to avoid interventions which could have the effect of labelling.  Rather, they tried to actively include the target students in the learning activities of the class.  Such approaches included peer and cross age-tutoring, team teaching, mentoring, new forms of withdrawal, homework support, positive behaviour management, use of ICTs etc.  A number of schools also introduced programmes for personal and social skills development. 

2.2.3 A Greater Understanding of Students’ Needs

Teachers have stated that one of the outcomes of the Collaborative Action Planning process was a recognition that schools were failing a percentage of their students.  One principal reported that the process ‘has made everyone more conscious that there is a group in the school who are not getting the assistance they need.  The present system is not serving the needs of all’.
This thinking led to a questioning of the use of withdrawal as the only methodology for providing learning support.  As one co-ordinator commented, ‘the process raised the issue of withdrawal and its negative implications for students’.  As a result, schools began to examine new methods for delivering learning support and this in turn has led to a greater understanding of students’ needs.  It enabled schools to focus on ‘causes rather than symptoms’, and as one teacher put it, ‘to ask the question ‘why?’’.  This helped participating schools to identify a number of factors that influence a child’s learning:

· Students with poor motivation often feel unable to relate to or deal with the curriculum or do not feel connected to school life

· The physical, social and emotional development of the student is very important and aspects of their background, in and outside of school, may have hindered development in one or more of these areas

· Learning needs must be addressed on an individual basis

· Learning difficulties may be a symptom of a more deep-rooted problem, often reflected in disruptive behaviour.

· Some students need learning support because they have ‘gaps’ in their learning, not because they are ‘weak’

· A student’s self-esteem can be as important to their ability to learn as their ‘intelligence’

The comments of teachers in regard to their new understandings are echoed very succinctly in the Junior Certificate Review Progress Report:

“A growing body of research indicates that failure at school is a learned pattern of behaviour and expectation, and that such learning begins in the early years of school.  Students who experience failure quickly learn to accept failure and then to expect it.” – (Department of Education and Science, 1999a)

The challenge for schools and teachers is, first to recognise the symptoms of failure and second, to devise appropriate intervention strategies to address the causes of failure.

2.3 Towards new practices in learning support 

2.3.1 The Role of the Learning Support Teacher

The role of the learning support teacher has changed, sometimes radically, in many of the schools, primary and post-primary, involved in Collaborative Action Planning.  These teachers are no longer seen (or see themselves) as having sole responsibility for providing learning support.  They have begun to work more closely with colleagues, and have developed their role as a resource to other teachers and to parents.  They have commented that being a member of the Action Planning team has reduced their sense of isolation and provided an effective forum to share, not only responsibility, but also ideas and skills.  

2.3.2 Developing Collaboration to Complement Withdrawal

Many primary schools participating in the project continued to use withdrawal as the main approach to supporting students.  It is interesting to note that the primary schools who appointed new shared learning support posts from September 1999 all undertook to organise learning support almost exclusively in the traditional way of withdrawing ‘weak’ students to work with the learning support teacher.  However, even in this regard, understanding and practice has developed considerably during the Mol an Óige project.  By sharing their experiences at inter-schools networking meetings, teachers came to see withdrawal as only one strategy among many for delivering learning support.  As one new learning support teacher remarked, ‘because withdrawal has always been used for remedial, it was useful to hear that some other approaches have been tried in schools…that withdrawal is not the only way to deliver learning support’.  By the end of the project, 38% of primary schools had organised closer co-operation between individual class teachers and the learning support teacher, and scheduled regular planning time when they met to plan together and link the work done in withdrawal with the programme done in class.  

There was an increasing awareness of the risks of negative labelling, and learning support teachers in primary schools used a variety of approaches to delivering learning support in a more inclusive way.  In some schools, the teachers exchanged roles so that the class teacher supported the students who were experiencing difficulties while the learning support teacher worked with the remainder of the class.  In other cases the learning support teacher arranged to work with both brighter and weaker students and teachers found this had the advantage of changing the students’ perception of learning support as being for ‘slow’ learners only.  One teacher commented that it also addressed the issue of the learning support teacher being identified as ‘the slow teacher’.

In post-primary schools participating in the project, the extent of withdrawal of students for learning support decreased very significantly during the lifetime of the project, as other strategies, particularly team teaching, were developed as alternatives.  The learning support teachers developed their role of co-ordinator of learning support activities as well working directly with the target students.

“The school has changed in that a greater number of people are taking responsibility for students’ learning” – post primary principal

2.3.3 Individual Education Plans (IEPs)

Recognising the individuality of learning needs, most participating primary, and some post-primary schools, have begun developing individual education plans as a means of focusing learning support.  The degree of development of this process 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 timescale 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 outline of an individual education plan is given in Appendix A, page 47.

2.3.4 Team Teaching

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

In the case of three post primary schools the learning support teacher is one of the team partners.  In the other four, subject teachers, mainly in English and Maths, are team teaching and the learning support teacher works with them to develop individual programmes for students experiencing difficulties in their class.  In general, this development has meant that learning support can be provided to a greater number of students.  

In one primary school four class teachers and the learning support teacher started team teaching for maths.  In another, teachers found it to be effective during the first year they tried it so four class teachers and the learning support teacher then undertook team teaching for English and maths.  This school reported finding mixed ability teaching worked best for oral and creative aspects of English while groups based on ability were effective for maths.  In the third school, the class teacher and learning support teacher undertook cross-curricular activities together.  The teachers involved are very positive about the benefits of this approach to learning support for themselves and for their students.

“With more than one person involved we were more aware of the need for good planning, so we were more consistent, it was easier to keep on track and with that focus we did more work with the class and the target group, we get further faster”.  Primary class teacher

“They are getting more support because of team teaching and the greater availability of the learning support teacher”.  Post primary co-ordinator.

“Prior to Collaborative Action Planning individual staff members would have a closed and insular policy in relation to issues within their own classrooms … staff are now more open and willing to share”.  principal of primary school on the benefits of team teaching.

“As a result of going into classes more in a learning support role, I understand more than ever the difficulties faced by class teachers”. Primary learning support teacher

2.3.5 New teaching methodologies 

Many teachers came to realise that differentiated teaching methodologies were required to meet the individual learning needs of all students in class.  Many new approaches were tried and adopted, supported in many cases by appropriate inservice activities.  Among these approaches were:

· Teaching to multiple intelligences

· Active learning methodologies

· Student profiling

· Positive behaviour management

· Peer tutoring 

· Mentoring

These methodologies were seen as means of offering support for students’ academic learning as well as for their personal and social development.

2.3.6 Professional Development

The Collaborative Action Planning process itself was very developmental professionally for teachers – it provided the professional peer support which made it safe for them to examine and develop their own professional understanding and practice, individually and collectively.  The inter-schools networking activities organised in conjunction with the process were also very important in enabling innovation.  As well as sharing ideas, this networking also gave teachers courage to try new ideas.

The process also prompted a great deal of inservice activity in areas where teachers identified skills that they wished to acquire in order to implement their action plans.  Involvement in these activities was instrumental in facilitating much of the innovation in the area of learning support. 

2.3.7 Parents

Many schools have explored ways in which parents can be empowered to become partners with teachers in supporting their own child’s learning.  Developments in this area vary significantly in ambition from school to school.  The most formal manifestation of parental inclusion is in the area of individual education plans.  Other examples include shared reading and pre-reading programmes; helping parents to help their children with, e.g., phonics, spellings, tables; ensuring that home-school contacts are not always problem oriented; and seeking the advice and support of parents in understanding and devising appropriate responses to students’ needs.

2.3.8 Homework Support

Recognising that homework was a difficulty for some students with the potential to lead to other problems, two primary and four post-primary schools developed the concept of homework support, which continues the support started in the classroom.  One primary school recruited and trained a group of volunteers from the local community to help students for an hour after school, four days a week.  They drew up safety guidelines and procedures for the volunteers and contracts for the students and their parents.  The principal met with all the parents of the target group to suggest this as a useful support, and a number of other students were included so as to have a mixed-ability group.  The other primary school linked with a local ADM in organising a homework club.  

In the post-primary schools, teachers volunteered to supervise students after school and to give extra help with their homework.  Students were also encouraged to help each other.  The support time offered varied with each school but was between one and two hours per day.  Homework support is a very different concept to that of supervised study as it is designed to support students’ learning, not merely to facilitate them in doing their homework.

2.3.9 The use of ICTs as a learning medium 

Some very exciting developments in this area have taken place in schools participating in the project.  In particular, the Schools Integrated Project, ‘The Role of ICTs in Learning Support’, (supported by the Department of Education and Science Schools IT 2000 Programme) is extremely interesting.  This project, devised by Mol an Óige and Portroe NS, is being piloted in six rural primary schools.  Students in different schools share stories, create joint newsletters, do joint projects etc.  Among the outcomes of the project to date are the following:

· Students write stories in their copies at home and type them 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 allows each student to produce a product of which they can be proud.

· The computers are not centralised; each classroom has one or two, which students use on a rota basis.

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

· Writing for a wider audience is motivating 

· 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.

· The computer is not used as part of a reward system, and so is seen by students as source of information and a means of communication – just like books and copies.

· 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 effective use of the computer.  

The main focus of the use of ICTs in post-primary schools was on raising self-esteem and literacy.  They also acted as a medium for cross-curricular learning.  One participating school developed concepts first encountered in Pontypridd College to develop and obtain approval for a SIP project in which students in a Leaving Certificate Applied class will do all their work on laptops, including the final examinations.  Teachers and parents in this school are also receiving instruction in the use of ICTs.

2.4 Benefits for students 

Teachers have indicated that working collaboratively to support the learning needs of students has significant benefits for those students.  This is reflected in the following comments and quotes from students and teachers:

“They (the students) are asking questions in class – this was definitely not happening before” - learning support teacher 

“Students found it difficult to approach teachers on their own – they find it easier to ask questions within a group” – response to team teaching experience.

“They are not in my office so often because they are in trouble less often … now they even smile at me sometimes” – principal

“I feel I am getting on better in school.  I feel teachers are kinder to me” – student

“On a recent outing with the target group teachers noticed that they had a good relationship with each other, they were interacting with each other” – learning support teacher on students who initially had very low self esteem and poor social skills. 

“Instead of a teacher having to collect the students for help, they are now coming and asking for help” – co-ordinator

2.5 Lessons

The following are some of the main lessons in relation to learning support to emerge from the experience of participating schools and centres:

· 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

· Learning support is more effective when parents are involved in their own child’s learning activities

· For effective learning to take place, students must have ownership of their learning.  This can be encouraged through individual education plans

· Schools must have accurate information in relation to students’ learning needs.  It is therefore 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 affect a child’s capacity to learn.  

· Sometimes it is 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

· It is important to be aware of the individuality of students’ needs

· 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.

3 The transnational dimension

Pontypridd College in Wales and Birmingham City Council were transnational partners with the Mol an Óige project.  During the four years of the project, 79 teachers, tutors and education officers from 36 schools and centres participated in transnational visits.  These greatly influenced innovation in the county.  In particular, the model of learning support which had been developed in Pontypridd College had a significant impact on developments in the area of learning support in participating schools.  

Pontypridd College is a large further education college (FE College) in the Valleys region of South Wales, an area which suffered severe economic and social dislocation as a result of the demise of the coal-mining industry.  The college offers a wide range of programmes, including A-level courses, vocational training courses, courses geared to specific industries and community based education.

Some years ago, a survey among their students indicated that a large proportion (60% overall, over 90% in some courses) had serious difficulties with literacy and numeracy, and that these difficulties were militating against their success in general education and vocational training.  In response to this, they developed, over time, a flexible timetabled model for managing learning.  This model is based on the following educational principles:

· We all learn in a unique way (We are all unique centres of consciousness)

· We all learn at different rates

· We all have special learning needs

· There are some key skills which are learned rather than taught

· Relevance powers motivation.

Incorporating these principles into the practice of the college involved restructuring the timetable, establishing a ‘School of Learning Support’ with workshops in each of the three key skills areas of communications, maths and ICT., and introducing a ‘School of Vocational Access’  

They re-arranged the timetable so that each student had 18 hours ‘taught’ time (class time in a vocational area) and 3 hours ‘supported’ time (1 hour in each workshop).  The remaining time is ‘directed’ time (free time) during which students who need extra help may be referred to the workshops by their vocational tutors for extra assistance.  In addition, students are encouraged to go to the workshops themselves in their ‘directed’ time.  

In the workshops students are screened, and those needing extra support are assessed and given individualised learning programmes.  The basic idea is that learners may have gaps in their knowledge and the workshop personnel help the student to identify what these learning gaps are and devise a programme to fill in these gaps so that the student can continue and succeed in the mainstream school.

The fact that all students go to the workshops during ‘directed’ time is very important because it removes any stigma from going there.

The ‘School of Access’ provides special programmes for students who are not yet ready to join to mainstream courses.  The aim of these programmes is to give them the skills to be able to succeed in mainstream.

The practice in Pontypridd College influenced thinking in participating schools very significantly.  It prompted fundamental questioning of the purpose and practice of learning support; it highlighted the importance to learning of self-esteem; and led to new practices in the areas of ICT as a learning medium, individual education plans and the responsibility of all for promoting literacy.

4 Learning support and remedial – different concepts

The kinds of learning support being developed in schools participating in the Mol an Óige project are different in concept and practice from the type of remedial provision which was provided previously.  The following table summarises some of these differences.  (It is clear that the section under ‘remedial’ in this table does not reflect the original aims of the remedial education programme, but it does reflect the reality of remedial provision in many schools).

	
	Learning Support
	Remedial

	For whom?
	· Everybody – in all walks of life

· All students

· All teachers
	‘Weak’ students

	Why?
	· All learn in different ways

· All learn at different rates

· All have special learning needs

· Gardner’s ‘Multiple Intelligences’

· Nature of school changed – wider range of interests, aptitudes and abilities

· Government policy – white paper

· Gaps in learning

· Barriers to learning
	Some people are ‘slow’ and need help

	By whom?
	Each teacher, supported by school management and Learning Support Co-ordinator
	Remedial teacher

	How?


	· Withdrawal of individuals

· Divide class

· Individual learning programmes – negotiated (with teachers, student)

· Shared teaching

· Homework support

· Cross-age/peer tutoring

· Parental support

· Etc etc
	Usually withdrawal

	When?
	On-going, in all classes and subjects as required, subject to resources
	Usually by withdrawal at set times


Learning support puts the emphasis on learning rather than teaching, recognising that what is taught is not the same as what is learned.  It emphasis the individual student rather than the subject matter.  It is a holistic process that supports teachers as well as students.  Unlike remedial which is often use to label students (as in ‘remedial student’) learning support is not an adjective and cannot be applied in this way. 

Case Study W:  “Using Everybody’s Skills”
Providing continuity of learning support in a primary school

School: Lismackin NS, Roscrea
Principal: Ban Ryan

Action Planning Team ‘98/’99: Ban Ryan (co-ordinator), Pearl Whitford, Marion Carroll, Nancy Lynch, Tomás Durack

Action Planning Team ‘99/’00: Margaret Lowther (co-ordinator), Ban Ryan, Marion Carroll, Nancy Lynch, Tomás Durack

Introduction
Lismackin is a rural primary school with 75 pupils.  There are 4 teachers in the school which also has the services of a shared learning support teacher as well as a shared resource teacher, who was appointed in January 1999.  

Through the Collaborative Action Planning process the school developed a model of learning support that involved teachers working as a team to devise broad-based programmes that address the personal/social and academic needs of students.  Collaborative Action Planning offered Lismackin School a structure for continuity of learning support. 

Before Collaborative Action Planning
Before the school undertook Collaborative Action Planning, students were selected for remedial tuition on the basis of standardised screening tests and were withdrawn from the classroom for intensive tuition.  The learning support teacher worked independently and this contributed to her often feeling very isolated.  It was also the experience of this school that, because the learning support teacher was shared between five schools, it could happen that students sometimes would not work with the learning support teacher for up to two weeks if there were school closures or if the child/teacher was out sick.  The school recognised that sometimes there was no effective back-up of the learning support programme in the classroom.  This contributed to a lack of continuity in learning support. 

The school was already very committed to involving parents in their own child’s learning.  They had information days to give parents an overview of the curriculum and to explain the role of the learning support teacher.  The learning support teacher met the parents of individual students to show them how they could help the child at home.  Prior to Collaborative Action Planning, the parents of 2nd to 6th classes had been involved in shared reading with their children. 

Identifying Needs

The principal and learning support teacher were particularly aware of the shortcomings in the delivery of learning support and they made the point ‘that the Collaborative Action Planning structure gave us the opportunity of discussing and addressing these issues with staff’.  

The school was involved in Collaborative Action Planning over two school years, 1998/99 and 1999/2000.  In the first year the school identified a target group of nine students.  The identified needs of these students included language development, specific learning difficulties in literacy and numeracy, and computer literacy.  Three of the senior students needed help with both literacy and numeracy and another needed support with literacy.  Some others required specific help with spellings.  

The second year of Collaborative Action Planning focused on a target group of six students.  The priorities for these students were functional literacy, numeracy and the development of life skills.  The students needed additional support in grasping many of the basic concepts necessary for successfully taking part in classroom activities and engaging more fully with everyday living.  

Planning Time

All the teachers in Lismackin School became involved in the process over two years.  The school submitted an action plan to Mol an Óige applying for two hours planning time per week to develop the action plan.  With the planning time budget, the school arranged for a music teacher to come to the school to take each class in turn for a music lesson on Thursday afternoons.  Each class teacher then met with the learning support teacher to plan together while the students had their music lesson.  The class teachers also used some of the time to give extra tuition, as needs arose, to students in the target group, as they found it difficult to do all they would have wished within the allocated planning time. 

Actions

The learning support teacher and the resource teacher worked in an advisory and supportive capacity within the school.  At planning meetings a detailed profile of each of the targeted students was built up and the students’ strengths and weaknesses were identified.  An individual education plan was then drawn up for each student targeted but the programme was delivered in an inclusive way within the class group.  A number of teachers were then working with the students, often team teaching with mixed ability groups and basing learning on project work that integrated a variety of approaches.

To develop literacy skills, programmes were devised for reading, comprehension and spelling.  Additional resources were purchased with some help from Mol an Óige including the Oxford Reading Tree series, books and software, SRA Language Laboratory and the Reading Recovery Intensive Programme.  Extra materials and tuition were arranged for four of the students who would not normally qualify for the remedial programme and who were experiencing difficulties in mathematics.  The approach used was to give short-term intensive remediation in specific areas e.g. fractions, to help students to fill a particular gap in their learning.  ‘Having gained confidence in these specific areas, the students were able to cope with normal class work again.’ 

Arising from the discussion at planning meetings, the team identified the need to support the personal and social development of the students in the target group.  A social development programme was undertaken in the second year of the project.  Literacy and numeracy were integrated into the new programme and involved active learning through a cookery programme, shopping trips and library visits

The school found that computers were very effective in motivating the students of the target group.  There was a computer in every classroom.  In the senior class all students had their own folder and were well practised in using Word, Clip Art and other software.  One student commented that ‘doing lessons on the computer you would not even think you were learning’.  The students enjoyed producing well-presented work and were proud when it went on display in the school.   The teachers report that they found Wordshark useful for learning spellings and for students with learning difficulties.  One student who although generally very able, was experiencing spelling difficulties found Spellbound more interesting than other similar programmes available.  Clicker Plus worked well for reading and sentence formation and Hyperstudio offered many possibilities for project work.  The students also used the computers in the public library for project work.  Senior students, directed by the teachers, demonstrated how computers can help students to learn and how parents could help their own children at home. 

The progress of students was monitored by teachers through observation and testing, and individual records were kept updated.  At their Action Planning meeting the teachers agreed criteria for measuring the effectiveness of interventions.  These included the degree to which the programmes linked with class work, and the opportunities they offered for language development, problem solving and team work among students.  The students also were helped to monitor their own progress through discussion and activities such as spelling games, counting the number of sight words read in a minute etc.  

The involvement of parents continued during the two years of Collaborative Action Planning.  The parent of one child wanted to support her child’s learning but found that this child was often unwilling to work with his parent after school.  ‘I was finding him quite uncooperative and agitated’.  The parent was invited, initially on a trial basis, to come into the school three mornings a week to do a variety of activities.  The parent commented ‘it worked very well and we continued for that whole year ... [he] got used to doing homework with me and he has never looked back.  He now willingly gets out his homework himself and works away with some assistance and supervision from me’. 
Roles within the team

The principal worked in a very open way with colleagues.  Staff shared both the co-ordination of the process and the tasks involved in implementing the actions agreed by the planning team.  In the first year of the project, the principal took on the role of Action Planning team co-ordinator and in the second year, the resource teacher took on this task.  The infant teacher joined the meetings after the infants had gone home.  

While the learning support and resource teachers had an important role in integrating the different aspects of the individual education plans, the Action Planning meetings provided a structure for sharing the skills and knowledge of all teachers in the schools.  Because the full staff group became involved in the meetings, the programme could be supported by several teachers, depending on the needs of the student.  In the case of three students who were assessed as having difficulties with phonics, the infant teacher volunteered, because she had particular expertise in relation to teaching auditory skills, to give these students tuition twice weekly after her own class had been dismissed for the day. 

Outcomes for students

The teachers report that having a planning team helped them to focus more clearly on the individual needs of the students and as a result, their learning was supported more effectively on a daily basis.  

Because the teachers were meeting on a weekly basis there was greater continuity in between the class work and learning support programmes.  The class teacher and resource teacher did team teaching for some activities and they found it was very beneficial for the social skills of all, particularly for the academically able students, to do activity-based work in mixed-ability groups.  As well as offering wider learning opportunities in a more inclusive way, the teachers believed that it helped counter the risk of negative labelling that sometimes can be associated with withdrawal.  One student who previously would not go out of class for learning support responded very positively to going out in a mixed ability group.  ‘At first I didn’t want to go out because I felt like the others would be teasing me over it and calling me the teachers pet but now I think I have improved an awful lot’. 

With a number of teachers working closely together, the students benefited from the experience of working with different adults.  Teachers believed that the students felt more supported within the school.  They saw that the students enjoyed the extra individual attention they got and that they looked forward to the additional sessions. 

The teachers said that Collaborative Action Planning facilitated them to be more specific in identifying needs in the school.  One extremely able student, who achieved a Sten 9 in English, had severe problems with spellings.  The class teacher felt that if she had not been doing the more formal planning involved in Collaborative Action Planning, this student’s specific spelling difficulty could have continued within the full class group.  A phonics programme being undertaken with three others was not helping this student’s spellings, and recognising that he needed to develop his visual discrimination skills, an individual programme was devised.  This involved reviewing all the basic rules for spelling and using techniques from Culligan (1997).  The student became motivated to learn spelling skills, rather than just memorising a sequence of letters to achieve spelling success.
In the second year of Collaborative Action Planning, the principal believed that there was a greater understanding generally throughout the school of the needs of the target group.  Teachers observed that the target students grew in confidence and one teacher noted that she did not hear so often in class the words ‘I can’t’ ahead of a student even trying a new task.  

One twelve year-old with severe learning difficulties and low self-esteem did not have the confidence to go up to the post office counter to buy a postage stamp on one school outing.  The individual education plan for this student included an esteem-building element that involved timetabling the student to assist the infant teacher with coats, shoes etc. at change over times and during art/craft classes.  Her class teacher believes that this idea helped build a more positive sense of self for the student, noticing that the student ‘responded positively…and benefits from the interaction with teachers’.   
Learning for Teachers
The principal believes that one of the most important benefits to staff has been the support gained through teamwork and in this way teachers learned how to become more effective in addressing the needs of the target group.  ‘Collaborative Action Planning focussed attention on the specific needs of individual children’.  The teachers ‘gained vital support from teaching colleagues’ and by working together shared their different skills and shared responsibility for students’ learning.  The principal commented ‘we have relearned skills that we thought we had lost’, and that the process enabled them to ‘use everybody’s skills’ to best effect.  Staff in the school developed specific skills in relation to student profiling and the drawing up of individual education plans and they in turn shared their experience with other schools at the Mol an Óige inter-schools networking meetings. 

The newly appointed resource teacher found it very helpful that the Collaborative Action Planning structure was already in place when she joined the staff.  Because the meetings had been held regularly and the details documented, she was able to quickly update herself about the process and the regular team meetings offered a structure for planning, brainstorming and sharing ideas.  The resource teacher commented ‘the staff were open to new people and new ideas, it was easy for me to slot in’. 
The teachers recognised that their thinking had developed over the two years of involvement in Collaborative Action Planning, most notably in coming to a greater understanding of the need to build personal and social skills and the influence of self-esteem on student learning.  The resource teacher commented ‘there was a huge change in emphasis in the programmes created as we became more aware that the social skills of these children needed to be developed’.  The staff also understood that the students of the target group learned differently and the teachers developed more active and hands-on approaches in their work.  
For the Future 

Teachers in Lismackin say that they have developed their understanding of the Collaborative Action Planning process over the two years of the project and it will continue as part of their practice.  The teachers plan to make a proposal to the board of management and their very committed parents council to seek the funding to employ a substitute to free up teachers for planning and to have a budget for the resources to support the action plan.  They believe that it has in particular been a useful method of focussing attention on students who are underachieving

The school plans to develop cross-age tutoring between students as a way of building the self-esteem of the target group.  The target group will do shared reading with younger students and share their finished project work with younger groups.  Future active learning projects will include gardening and growing activities.  The process too highlighted the need to link more closely with other statutory agencies to support students who are experiencing difficulties in their learning.  They also are planning to increase the opportunities for the target group to make links with the wider community including the library, Gardaí, local artists and musicians.

Case Study X:  “Emphasis on Action and Learning as You Go Along”

How one primary school used the Collaborative Action Planning process to integrate a new learning support post into the school

School: Gaslscoil Bhríde, Thurles
Principal: Jimmy Duggan

Action Planning Team ‘98/’99:  Fionuala Ní hAnnracháin (principal), Cathal de Paor (co-ordinator), Eibhlín Ní Chuinneagáin

Action Planning Team ‘99/’00:  Seamus Ó Dubhagáin (principal), Cathal de Paor (co-ordinator), Eibhlín Ní Chuinneagáin

Introduction

Gaelscoil Bhríde is an eight-teacher Gaelscoil in Thurles that has just under 200 pupils.  Providing learning support to students who were experiencing difficulty in their learning was the focus of the school’s two years of involvement in Collaborative Action Planning during 1998/99 and 1999/2000. 

This school initially undertook Collaborative Action Planning because they did not have a learning support teacher and class teachers wanted to give extra support to a number of students about whom they were particularly concerned.  Collaborative Action Planning was then continued when a new learning support teacher was appointed one year later in September 1999 because the school believed that it offered them a framework for how the new post could be developed effectively within the school, and not simply become and ‘add-on’. 

Before Collaborative Action Planning

Prior to Collaborative Action Planning the class teachers found they were trying each day to get some few minutes to spend with the students who needed extra individual help, and this proved difficult for teachers and very unsatisfactory for students.  Neither was there an educational psychological service available to schools in the area.  Individual teachers drew on their own resources, without specialist support, to assess and draw up programmes for the students who presented with learning difficulties in their classes. 

Collaborative Action Planning

In the first year of Collaborative Action Planning, the school identified three students that they wished to target.  These students presented with severe difficulties including ADHD and specific learning difficulties, and the teachers wanted to focus in particular on improving their literacy and numeracy skills.

Two teachers and the principal formed the Action Planning team and they met for planning meetings for half an hour each fortnight.  The team drew up an action plan which they submitted to Mol an Óige, applying for three hours planning time per month to draw up, monitor and evaluate programmes of work for the targeted students.  The team found that it was more practical for them to have their planning meetings immediately after school because they regularly had difficulty finding substitutes to cover for teacher release.  The team came to an arrangement that they would invest their planning time budget instead in materials to support the action plan. 

Collaborative Action Planning in 1998/99

In the first term, the planning meetings focused on assessing the particular needs of the students being targeted, discussing what programmes would be put in place in English and maths to suit the students, and evaluating how these ideas worked in class.  The biggest difficulty that the team found was that the class teacher was trying to have separate programmes for these students and could not cover everything, particularly within their multiple class situation.  The team came to a stage at planning meetings when they felt they needed to make changes in their action plan in order to make better progress.  Finding themselves ‘in a cul de sac’, the team dealt with their difficulties in two different ways.  Firstly, they refocused their own action plan and widened their range of interventions, and secondly, they organised to get some specialist support to help them with the ‘gaps’ that they had identified in their own professional knowledge.

The refocused action plan was broader and looked at developing reading skills more generally within the school, but benefiting the target group also.  The main aim was to promote a positive attitude to reading with a particular emphasis on encouraging students to read more independently for pleasure and enjoyment.  The Ginn 360 Reading programme was used and the team organised to develop class libraries that were attractive and well stocked.  Block loans were secured from the public library.  The students did activities and reviews based on their reading and had record sheets to keep track of their progress. 

As a development of this literacy initiative, the team realised that there was a need to draw up a whole school plan for phonics.  Prior to this, phonics had been left to individual teachers but they now realised that there was not sufficient continuity in what the students were learning.  The team drew up a whole-school programme and all classes in the school then followed a common graded phonics scheme.

The team was still interested in looking at ways that would help the class teacher to organise their classes so as to have time for individual work with the students of the target group.  Having a programme to encourage students to read more and to read independently was one way of doing this, but teachers also wanted to encourage students to become more self-directed and more generally independent in other class activities.  In discussion at their planning meetings, the team decided that what they needed was to have a wide range of activities and resources available for students to work through at their own pace.  Mol an Óige assisted the school in purchasing an SRA Language Centre.  This offered a structured, self-directed learning programme, and students became more self-sufficient with a wide range of activities that they found very interesting.

At the end of the first year, the school did a general review of how Collaborative Action Planning had worked.  In their evaluation, the team reported that it had taken them time to assimilate and apply the concept of Collaborative Action Planning and to establish their priorities for action.  The principal believed that the experience of the process during the first year had helped to highlight many issues for the staff but he believed its full potential was still to be realised in the school.  In particular he hoped to see the teamwork aspect of the process further developed in the second year.  As the school was then due to get a new learning support post, the school planned that they would use Collaborative Action Planning as a strategy for exploring how the new post would operate in the school. 

Collaborative Action Planning in 1999/2000

In September 1999, this school became the base school for a learning support post that was shared with two other schools.  The timetable allowed the learning support teacher to work with students in the base school for three full days per week and on the other two days, the teacher met with some of the children for the first hour in the morning.  ‘This is important as it means that there can be daily contact with those children who need it.  It also means that the learning support teacher can assign and correct homework each day of the week’. 

As it happened, the teacher who was appointed to the post was also the co-ordinator of the Action Planning team and the school found that this arrangement worked well for them.  They found it was effective that one person was responsible for co-ordinating learning support activities within the schools.  The co-ordinator also found that having the opportunity to share ideas through the inter-schools networking meetings was very useful and supportive in the circumstances of this being an entirely new post in their school.  He commented:

“This was an ideal situation, in that both roles could complement each other.  The work of the learning support teacher corresponded exactly to the work being pursued by the Action Planning team.  In this way, I could avail of Mol an Óige’s assistance to help develop a successful model of learning support in the school”.

The Action Planning team for this second year adopted as its aim ‘to identify and implement strategies to support students with learning difficulties so that learning would be more enjoyable and more successful for these students’.  There were seventeen students in the target group.  Because it was the school’s first year to have a learning support post, the school made a policy decision to start off by withdrawing the students who were experiencing difficulties from class to work either individually or in small groups with the learning support teacher. 

But the school made a change in how it used planning time.  The focus of the process shifted to having fortnightly meetings between the class teachers of the target group and the learning support teacher to ensure good linking between the work done in class and the work done with the learning support teacher.  Together the teachers planned the students’ programmes and evaluated progress.  They found it was essential to have this planning time.  The learning support teacher commented ‘such meetings allowed progress to be monitored and necessary changes to be discussed.  This helped ensure that the time spent by children in the learning support room would be as effective as possible.  Overall, the emphasis on communication between teachers worked well for all concerned’. 

The Action Planning team again involved two teachers and the principal and they continued to meet, but on a monthly basis.  They focused on general issues relating to the overall development of learning support in the school.  The team discussed the need for teachers to co-ordinate homework for the students who attended the learning support teacher and a whole-school policy was agreed.  ‘This was to ensure that children attending the learning support teacher would not be given extra homework and would not be assigned homework for which they did not receive preparation’. 

In Action Planning meetings the team discussed issues such as the possible negative effects of withdrawal on self-esteem, and they were very aware that many practitioners were questioning the effectiveness of using withdrawal alone as an approach for delivering learning support.  Through the year the school continued to monitor closely the effectiveness of the approach they were using.  The principal commented that ‘because it is all new and because even the idea of planning is new, there is still a lot of discussion.  The end of the year will be decision time.  We realise that there are a lot of options out there’.

Individual Education Plans (IEPs)

One of the ways in which Collaborative Action Planning developed during this second year was that the school undertook to devise individual education plans for a number of the students.  The class teacher and the learning support teacher were involved in drawing up the IEPs in consultation with the student and parents.  Some plans were more specifically outlined than others, in terms of the outcomes that were expected and agreed between student and teachers.  For example, in the case of one child, daily objectives were drawn up with the child and his parents and teachers, and incentives were built into the agreement to support the student to achieve the objectives set.  The student received a credit for each objective reached; weekly credits were totalled and if the agreed quotas were reached, the student was rewarded with free computer time.  The learning support teacher makes the point that ‘the plan has certainly made a difference to both child and teacher … the progress that has been made is due to the very specific planning that has guided the child’s time in school’.

The learning support teacher scheduled regular meetings with the parents of the target group ‘to build parent/teacher relationships and to help the parents provide suitable learning support at home’.  The learning support teacher has found that this has ensured that parents could work in tandem with school and they are providing valuable reinforcement in what was being covered in school.  In some cases, parents were given direction in how to help their children with very specific issues.  Parents were helped with particular aspects of the maths programme or were shown how to help a child with sight words in reading.  The learning support teacher believes that the parents valued this specific help.  One parent, who has regular contact with the school made the point ‘obviously, if we know what he’s (the pupil) doing and meant to be doing at school, we can do our bit with him at home’. 

Using IT to Support Learning

The school has six computers and each class from second class up to sixth has a computer in the classroom.  The learning support room also has a computer.  They are used mainly for reinforcement purposes and the school has started to build up its software library.  The school got together with two other Gaelscoileanna who were involved in Collaborative Action Planning to further explore the use of IT in their schools.  An initial meeting was facilitated by the NCTE co-ordinator based in Limerick.  In addition to reviewing some of the software that has been developed in Irish, the group focused on multimedia possibilities and on adapting content-free software to suit their particular school situations.  This contact has also been an opportunity for the school to start networking with other Gaelscoileanna in Co. Tipperary.

Professional Development 

The team found that Collaborative Action Planning gave them a structure for sharing their own knowledge, ideas and learning at team meetings.  It also gave them a structure for identifying areas where they would benefit from having extra training, and the school got support from Mol an Óige to source trainers and to cover the costs involved. 

During the first year of Collaborative Action Planning when the team felt they had come to a point when they were not making the progress they wanted in helping the target group, they identified that they needed practical help in designing literacy programmes for students with dyslexia.  They joined a second school that was also interested in training in this area of practice, and a 3-hour joint training session for staff from the two schools was set up with help from Mol an Óige and facilitated by an experienced learning support teacher from a special school.  Each school sent samples of a student’s work and copies of reports, with appropriate permissions, in advance to the facilitator and these case studies were used as the basis for the training session.  This helped ensure that the training was focused on the needs of those students prioritised by the schools. 

When the team decided to draw up individual educational plans for students needing learning support, a training session was held in their own school, again focusing on a case study of one of their own students.  This student was presenting with emotional, behavioural and academic problems, and the group was particularly interested in learning strategies for setting achievable goals with students and drawing up contracts in relation to these goals.  This training session also confirmed for the teachers the value of involving parents of the target group in specific and tangible ways in their own child’s learning, and the need for having regular contact with parents.

Outcomes of Collaborative Action Planning 

Among the useful features of Collaborative Action Planning according to the co-ordinator was that ‘the emphasis is on action and on learning as you go along’.  The school reported that they found that the process was slow enough in getting under way.  The principal commented ‘schools need time to adopt new practices, and school-wide planning is no exception.  It is only gradually that schools and teachers will really assimilate and incorporate Collaborative Action Planning into the routine’.  But in his view the introduction of Collaborative Action Planning to the school was well-timed, coming when planning was beginning to become an issue in all schools, and the principal commented ‘working with the Mol an Óige project has formalised and put a structure on planning.’ 

The co-ordinator believes that through Collaborative Action Planning the team has learned the value of teamwork.  ‘Teachers can be isolated in classrooms and the school has become closer as a unit’.  He also makes the point that it was easier and more effective for teachers to try out new ideas when they had the support of a team within the school.  Collaborative Action Planning gave the school an on-going process for sharing their own learning within the team, as well as a way for identifying what areas of their own practice could benefit from providing additional training.  He believes that as a result of being involved in Collaborative Action Planning ‘the children will benefit from our more informed practice and better organisation’.

Case Study Y: “A More Positive Learning Environment For Teachers And Students”

Providing inclusive learning support in a post-primary school which has no learning support teacher

School: St Joseph’s College, Newport
Principal: John Brouder

Action Planning Team ‘98/’99: Linda Kiely (co-ordinator), Marie Bane (Deputy Principal), Marianne Anderson, Michelle Duignan-Reed, John Brouder (Principal)

Action Planning Team ‘99/’00: Marie Collison (co-ordinator), Linda Kiely, Cathal Bourke.

Why support learning

St Joseph’s College is a vocational school with one hundred and ninety students.  Within the First Year intake each year the school had identified a number of students with learning difficulties and felt it needed to improve the support it was offering to those students, because a continuous sense of failure affected their self worth and their self-esteem.  This was reflected in frequently heard comments such as ‘I can’t do..., I’m no good at..., there’s no point..., I could never do these sums...’ etc.  A high proportion of students come from disadvantaged backgrounds.  The school, however, does not have Disadvantaged Status and is also without the support of a ‘Remedial’ teacher or a Home School Community Liaison person.  Prior to Collaborative Action Planning there was ‘little support for weaker students with most of them taking foundation level in all subjects’.  The situation was very frustrating not only for students but also for staff, aware as they were that their students were failing but unsure as to how they could improve the learning environment.  ‘This sense of powerlessness affected the morale of the staff’.

Initiating Change

Collaborative Action Planning 

St Joseph’s College began Collaborative Action Planning in the academic year 98/99.  On submission of the plan, the school was allocated four hours planning time per week by Mol an Óige.  Due to the timetabling constraints of a small school the principal selected teachers for Collaborative Action Planning according to their availability.  This worked out very well, as all those who participated were very committed to the process.  The team met on a weekly basis for thirty-five minutes at lunchtime and were timetabled for one class period fewer in the week to compensate for this.  The co-ordinator was given an additional hour per week to organise Action Planning meetings, liaise with Mol an Óige and attend monthly co-ordinators networking meetings with other participating schools.  There were some changes in the team in the second year of the process as two of the original team members moved to other schools.  Another teacher took on the role of co-ordinator as it was felt that this was a good way of sharing responsibility and gaining new experience.  The principal was not a team member in the second year, but continued to attend meetings regularly.

When the team began meeting, they decided to look at ways in which they could support the learning of individual, selected students.  Collaborative Action Planning provided a framework to do this.  It also enabled them to develop and test strategies for learning support, to reflect on the interventions they had put in place and to adapt their practice as their understanding of the students’ needs and their own learning developed.

Managing learning: Visit to Pontypridd College, Wales

In the early stages of Collaborative Action Planning, the principal and two members of the team visited Pontypridd College.  They were significantly influenced by the approach to learning support that the college had developed and the key principles on which it was based, in particular the concept that we all have special learning needs, we all learn at different rates and that some things are learned not taught.  Following the visit to Pontypridd, the team sought to implement some of their learning, and established a ‘drop in’ centre in the school.  This is a brightly coloured and pleasantly furnished room that is used in a flexible way by students, teachers and parents.  It contains resource materials and IT equipment to encourage self-directed learning and is also used to meet parents and to give counselling support to students.  It is planned that some senior students will use the facility to do peer-tutoring with incoming First Years.

Target group

Initially the team focused on a group of six students in First Year whose reading ages were four or more years behind their chronological ages.  As the Collaborative Action Planning process developed they became more conscious of other students in the school experiencing difficulties and they broadened their support to include five students from Second Year and six students from Third Year.  The following brief profiles are examples of the students targeted for support:

Student A is very nervous, cautious and shy.  She does not speak out loud, does not interact with peers and has a frightened look on her face.  She remembers tasks from primary school but cannot do them now.  She is twelve and a half years old and has a reading age of 8.2 and needs one to one support in numeracy and literacy.

Student B was noticed on the first day by all staff.  He was disorientated, could not find the classroom, remember teachers’ names or follow his timetable.  He was always late for class and had difficulty taking down details from the blackboard.  He is thirteen and a half and has a reading age of 7.11.

Student C was always in trouble.  He punched other students, copied all his homework and did not want any extra support.  He had very poor concentration, made no eye contact and would not accept praise.  His attendance was very poor and worsened when identified by the team as in need of support.

How the school developed Learning Support

The team felt it was important to establish that the subject teacher was the person with the main responsibility for the student's learning.  He/she identified the needs of the students in his/her class and the team worked with him/her to set achievable goals for students.  One of the most significant changes in the team’s understanding of students’ needs occurred at this early stage of the process when they realised that prior to addressing the literacy and numeracy difficulties of their students, they had to address issues of self-esteem, motivation and their basic organisational skills. 

Student participation

The inclusion of the students in their learning was considered essential and the team brought them together to discuss their learning needs and to explain how they hoped to support their learning.  The first few classes were used to settle in the students and to get them to chat about themselves.  To deal with some of the most basic needs of the students the team helped them to colour code timetables, organise their school bags and set short term goals to help students remember ‘new’ requirements.  The students received positive feedback and praise for every effort and achievement.

Raising Self-Esteem 

To begin to address low self-esteem the team developed, in consultation with the students and their parents, a profiling system that would identify strengths as well as areas where they needed support.  Although the profiles set out to focus on positive areas, patterns of low self-esteem were apparent in all of them.  ‘The sense of failure among students was very strong’.  The team drew up an achievement record for each student that focused on every-day tasks and encouraged students to fill in the record themselves so that they would begin to recognise and value their own personal strengths and achievements.  ‘This ownership by students was felt to be crucial to the development of their self-esteem’.  They also developed a bonus system whereby students gained points for completing tasks.  Pupils had a record that reflected positive achievements as opposed to one identifying ‘failure’ only.

From Withdrawal to Team Teaching

Initially the method of working with the students was through withdrawal as a group for about seven periods per week.  The team was not entirely happy with this approach because of its negative implications.  However due to the fact that there was only one First Year group in the school they felt that if they did not withdraw them the target group would constantly experience failure within the class, which would have adversely affected their confidence and self-esteem.  As the team’s understanding of students’ needs developed, their concern with withdrawal increased and they discussed alternative approaches to it.  They decided to explore the possibilities of team teaching in maths and English.  The school funded two hours per week from their own resources to facilitate this.  Students were delighted to have two teachers in the class and began to participate more in class and to look for help.  The change in them was reflected in responses such as ‘I need more help with…’  ‘I don’t mind coming in as much anymore’. Teachers felt that they were able to meet the needs of a greater number of students and that they learned a lot from observing how other teachers taught. 

How the model progressed/changed

Professional Development and New Methodologies 

The team felt that the weekly meetings whereby they could monitor and evaluate the process and adapt their practice in the light of their learning were central to the success of their work.  Their understanding of students’ needs and their own attitude towards them had changed considerably.  ‘A more positive learning environment for teachers and students began to emerge’.  There was also the awareness of the need for new skills and teaching methodologies to meet their change in thinking and the process led teachers to become involved in significant professional development activities facilitated by Mol an Óige in a range of areas including:

· Diagnosing, assessing and managing specific learning difficulties

· Team teaching 

· Active learning methodologies in English and maths

· Whole school approaches to literacy development (including pre teaching, key words and writing frames)

· Transnational visits

Arising from the inservice on specific learning difficulties, two teachers from the school participated in the 50-hour substance abuse prevention programme which aims to deal wth substance abuse through promoting self-esteem – which is similar to the approach in the school to learning support.

Parental inclusion 

A significant change in the team’s thinking was the recognition of the importance of the role of parents and the need to include them in their child’s learning.  The parents of the target group students rarely came into the school and initially were reluctant to get involved in a learning support process that they felt would have negative implications for their children.  However their participation increased when they saw an improvement in their child’s schoolwork and that ‘they were happier’.  At a recent parent/teacher meeting the parents of all students targeted for learning support attended.  The parents of other students experiencing learning difficulties became aware of the support being offered and requested support for their children.  A number of parents of sixth class pupils have contacted the school to enquire about learning support and discuss their child’s needs. 

The school has begun to work with parents in groups of three to help them support their own child’s learning in practical ways.  A feature of the process was the that some of the more confident parents took a lead in encouraging others to help their children.

Communicating Learning to Staff

As the process developed and the team reflected on the changes they were making and the benefits to the students and themselves, they felt that they needed to establish communication procedures that would inform staff of their learning and would provide the opportunity for feedback.  They also believed that learning support needed to go beyond the Action Planning team if significant change was to take place within the school.  Other staff members were briefed informally about the process.  A progress report was given at each staff meeting and this provided the opportunity for feedback to the team and there were regular, short meetings between the team and subject teachers.  The principal was a member of the Action Planning team and liaised with the Board of Management.

Where is the school now?

Improved attendance, behaviour and participation in class

The 98/99 target group has readily volunteered to be involved in the second year of the project.  With the exception of one student their attendance has improved dramatically as has their behaviour and attitude to school.  Absence is now nearly always due to genuine sickness.  More students are asking to join.  They are more aware of ‘gaps in their learning’ and are now seeking support to fill them.  The Third Year students targeted for support all returned to Fifth Year in September 1999.  They all feel that they can succeed.  Learning support has been extended to include Fifth and Sixth Years.

Student A is now a member of the basketball team, ‘smiles quite a lot’ and joins in class discussions.  She ‘loves hands on learning’ and is excellent at art.  She will now try to work on her own, attempt to read difficult words and is beginning to show others how to do tasks.  ‘I can do a lot more now’, ‘I don’t mind coming in as much any more’. 

Student B now approaches staff to check announcements about days off, talks a little more about himself and shows other students work that he has done for example a piece from his woodwork class.  He wants to come to the support class as he now feels part of the group and is more aware of his gaps in learning.  He is able to take down his homework.  ‘I forgot to fill in my full stops and would like to do more of those’, ‘If I didn’t come to this group I would have loads of comments in my journal’

Student C is still absent very often, missing an average of one day per week.  To date this year there are no reports of misbehaviour.  He is working well in class concentrating on the task in hand.  He will now say hello first and is beginning to accept praise.  He recently went to the principal to tell him that he was being bullied by an older student.  He would not have had the confidence or self-esteem to do this at the beginning of the process.  ‘I’m not in trouble as much’.

Increased self esteem among students and staff

The frustration felt by staff reduced considerably.  People feel empowered to improve their own situation and there is greater awareness among staff of the need to enhance self-esteem among students.  ‘Learning support’s greatest achievement is the self confidence which the students acquire’.  ‘Without that confidence, no learning can take place’.  Students are focussing more on their own strengths and abilities.  Teachers now hear ‘I can do this but I’m stuck on…’ rather than ‘I can’t do it’.

Benefits to teachers working as a team.

The team feels that working together enabled them to reflect on their practice, share ideas, increase their understanding of the needs of the target group and to meet those needs in a co-ordinated, collaborative manner.  It also gave them a ‘focus to learn’.  The feelings of guilt that teachers experience when they know students are failing because of their lack of knowledge and confidence to support them lessened as staff shared experiences.  ‘There is increased awareness of learning difficulties and of learning support as an approach to everyday teaching’.  Management shared in the process, attending team meetings, facilitating the implementation of interventions to support students and encouraging staff to attend inservice and to share their learning with other professionals both at practitioner and policy level.  The co-ordinator and principal made presentations to disseminate their learning at two conferences hosted in 1999 by Mol an Óige.
Learning for Teachers

The Collaborative Action Planning process enabled the team to evaluate their teaching and pupils’ learning and to initiate change.  The focus on the students’ as individuals gave rise to new understandings of students’ needs and the realisation that each one of them had very different needs. 

Staff in general are interacting more with students, monitoring their progress and providing the team with feedback.  They are also more open to new ideas and ‘how to learn from each other’.

The principal feels that the process enabled teachers to overcome a gap in educational provision in the school from within their own resources.  Goals are being set for students, and teachers feel ‘helpful rather than helpless’ as they work towards achieving those goals. There is greater acceptance by teachers of students working to their ability, with an emphasis on effort rather than results.

The weekly meetings helped the reflective, evaluative and planning processes, as well as promoting the idea that working in groups is a better way of dealing with issues than staff meetings.

The team feels it is important to work towards the inclusion of all staff in learning support to try to ensure effective support for students’ needs.  The school has increased its contact with primary schools to try and ensure the transfer of information necessary for early and effective intervention.

The school’s model of learning support is no longer only about reading and writing.  They now feel they are developing a more holistic approach to learning support that is supporting all individuals to reach their full potential.

Case Study Z:  Co-ordinating Learning Support Activities
How Collaborative Action Planning allowed one post-primary school to re-conceptualise its learning support provision

School:  C.B.S., Nenagh, Co. Tipperary.
Principal:  Vincent Kyne

Action Planning Team 98/99:  Marie Whelan (co-ordinator), Helena O’ Gorman, Tony Slattery, Jim Minogue.

Action Planning Team 99/00: Marie Whelan (co-ordinator), Helena O’ Gorman, Tony Slattery, Jim Minogue, Catherine Nelligan.

Learning Support Prior to Collaborative Action Planning 

Traditionally the school intake reflected the more academic student but in recent years staff have noticed an increase amongst incoming First Years in the number of students with behavioural and learning difficulties.  The school had the support of a remedial teacher but he worked more or less in isolation addressing students needs through withdrawal.  In order to meet the growing need for learning support, the principal in 1997/98 co-timetabled a number of teachers who had ‘free’ periods in their timetable to withdraw some students from language classes for extra support.  However, the amount of time allocated was not sufficient to meet the needs of the students.  In addition to this, the support was not always provided by the same teacher and time to plan with teaching partners was not provided, which reduced its effectiveness.  There was also concern at the negative effect of withdrawal on the students’ self-esteem.  

Discussion on learning support at staff meetings focused on whether or not to introduce a form of streaming.  The school tried this for a period but felt it did not work as both parents and teachers were dissatisfied with it and there were continuous requests to move students into higher ability classes.  Because the students’ needs were not being met, morale was depressed in the lower streamed classes and amongst their teachers and this gave rise to a number of discipline problems. 

During the academic year 97/98 the co-ordinator of the Action Planning team had trained as a Learning Support teacher and when she returned to school in September 1998 she was very anxious to develop a more holistic provision of learning support.  She was appointed to a Assistant Principal post with responsibility for the co-ordination of learning support in the school.

Collaborative Action Planning

In the academic year 98/99 the school began Collaborative Action Planning and hoped that the framework would enable them to develop a whole school approach to learning support. The principal gave an open invitation to staff to participate in the process and four teachers formed an Action Planning team.  The Learning Support teacher was appointed as co-ordinator and, following submission of their action plan, Mol an Óige allocated six hours planning time weekly to the school.  The team was timetabled to meet on a weekly basis for forty-five minutes.  The co-ordinator was given additional time to organise Action Planning meetings, liase with Mol an Óige and attend the co-ordinators area networking meetings with other schools involved in the project.

In the second year of Collaborative Action Planning Mol an Óige provided the school with three hours planning time weekly and the school allocated three hours from its own resources.  Building on their learning from the previous year the school decided to provide the co-ordinator (also the Learning Support teacher) with extra time to plan with teachers other than those on the Action Planning team.  Two other staff members became involved in the process on a voluntary basis and took on the responsibility of co-ordinating interventions in their respective subject areas.

Target Group

In the first year of the project a number of students in First and Second year who were identified as having learning difficulties were targeted for support by the Action Planning Team.  It was also decided at an early stage of the process to include a Leaving Certificate Applied group as one of the team members was the co-ordinator of the programme and it was felt that the students would benefit from the additional support.  In the second year of the project the team continued to support those groups already targeted and to include incoming First Years as they felt that in the light of their experience early intervention was essential.  They were also extending support to a new Leaving Certificate Applied group as one of the difficulties identified with this group was generally low self-esteem which was affecting their ability to achieve.

Initiating Change

The team began the process of change by involving all staff in an exploration of the differences between the concept of ‘remedial’ and ‘learning support’ and how they could participate in developing an inclusive approach towards students experiencing difficulties.  At an early stage of Collaborative Action Planning eight teachers including the principal and deputy principal visited Pontypridd College in Wales.  The subsequent developments in the school’s model of learning support, particularly in the areas of team teaching and I.T., were significantly influenced by their experience there.

Team Teaching

Prior to Collaborative Action Planning the co-ordinator had experimented briefly with team teaching with a student teacher on six weeks teaching practice in the school.  The class was a First Year group which with poor literacy skills.  They were also very disruptive.  Teaching them was very often a case of ‘keeping them quiet’.  As a result of the extra support in the class the co-ordinator felt that for the first time she ‘got to grips with them’ and spoke of the value of ‘having another pair of eyes in the room so that learning can take place’.

When the Collaborative Action Planning process began in the school some of the students from that First Year group were identified as students needing extra support.  They were now in Third Year (Junior Certificate) and perceived as a group at risk of dropping out of school.  The Action Planning team felt they would benefit from team teaching and asked management to facilitate this.

Team teaching developed in the school in a number of different ways.  The co-ordinator and another member of the Action Planning team were timetabled for three class periods per week to team-teach in English and maths.  A number of other teachers who expressed an interest were also timetabled to team-teach, mainly in English and maths.  The Learning Support teacher planned classes with those teachers, identifying the individual needs of the students and how best to support their learning in a team-teaching context.

For First and Second year students core subjects are banded and one extra teacher is timetabled for support between them.  The support focuses on skills based areas such as functional writing, with the extra teacher working within each group in the band in turn for a blocked period of time.  The team felt that this was very effective as it provided variety and greater attention for the students.  In all, seven teachers became involved in team teaching and it became an accepted teaching methodology for Second and Third year students.  A total of 31 periods per week was allocated to learning support in this way.

Benefits of team teaching

In general, the school’s experience of team teaching was very positive and significantly changed its understanding of and approach to learning support.  The school reversed its policy on streaming, opting for mixed ability groupings and the random division of students between three classes meant that all problems were not contained within one class group.  They felt that this was a very positive development and noticed that although the students were very weak they managed to cope in the mixed ability structure because of team teaching.  The students also gained in confidence which was reflected in their participation in class, chatting to the teacher and asking questions such as ‘was that what I was supposed to do’, ‘am I doing this right’.  Arising out of her experience of team teaching one staff member said that she could now see ‘how she could hold on to these students’ and that they should not be streamed.  The team felt that there were also a number of other important benefits including:

· When the main teaching partner was absent the support teacher took his/her place, and the substitute teacher became the support partner.  This minimised disruption and ensured continuity of learning.

· Students and teachers experienced different teaching styles and approaches to discipline, which gave rise to greater balance and enabled teachers to observe and learn from each other.

· The overall classroom experience was better for everyone: ‘there is more work being done in class and preparation is better’.

· Providing learning support through team teaching removed the stigma associated with streaming of classes and withdrawal by the Learning Support teacher.

Because the school made such a commitment to team teaching, the Action Planning team felt it was important to evaluate it and look at ways to make it more effective.  One of the most important lessons to emerge was that making a large number of teachers available to team-teach does not ensure its effectiveness.  Selection of teachers who are interested in this approach and time to plan together were seen as the most important factors.  Due to timetabling constraints some classes had three different teachers participating in the process and this affected continuity and development.  These and other observations were presented to management to inform their planning for the next school year.
Co-operative Discipline

Arising out of their team teaching experience the team became very aware of the link between students experiencing failure in class and disruptive behaviour.  They began to look at the need to explore in a broader context the reasons for challenging behaviour and how to address it in such a way as to reduce conflict and address the causes of the behaviour.  One member of the team had experience of co-operative discipline approaches and the team felt that Collaborative Action Planning provided the framework for the introduction of this approach to discipline.  They discussed their thinking with staff in general and with staff in neighbouring primary and post-primary schools.  There was a very positive response and the school hosted a fourteen-week course on co-operative discipline organised in conjunction with Mol an Óige and the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science.  Seven teachers (including the principal) from the school participated, as well as teachers from six other primary and post-primary schools in the area.

The Action Planning team and a number of other teachers including the principal attended the course.  The team felt that the participation of the principal was very important if significant change was to take place in relation to the school’s policy on discipline.  Overall, the response to the course was very positive and helped teachers ‘to look at issues differently’.  Instead of getting locked in to conflict, often in public, they learned how to defuse situations and to follow through at a later stage when tempers had cooled.  One team member said it made her ‘stop and think’ and able to say to students ‘I was wrong’, ‘I should have…’  In terms of a whole school approach this process is still at an early stage of development and the participants are aware that a significant change in thinking is necessary to move away from traditional discipline structures that may not take into account the specific difficulties of individual students.

Homework Support

The increase in understanding of students’ learning difficulties led to a new understanding of homework and the recognition of the problems it causes for students.  The team discussed the issue with the team teaching partners and other staff members working with the target group and agreed that the students needed support outside of the classroom as well as within it.  The team set up a structure whereby homework support was provided on a voluntary basis for eight students in the Third Year (Junior Certificate) group for one hour, four evenings per week.  The supervising teacher helped the students if they had difficulties and they also helped each other.  Overall the attendance was good and the students were ‘much happier’ than in supervised study.

Multiple Intelligences and Active Learning

As the year progressed the team felt that they had deepened their understanding of students needs and the factors that prevent learning from taking place.  They also felt that they had gained personally and professionally from their participation in team teaching and co-operative discipline and wished to further explore other teaching methodologies.  One of the team members was already using a multiple intelligences approach to learning with a special needs class in the school and as learning support now included so many teachers in its provision it was felt that a staff day on multiple intelligences would build on present learning.  Most of the staff responded very positively to the inservice and as a follow up a group of teachers came together to share ways of incorporating this approach to learning into daily teaching practice.  In addition to this one member of the team has trained as a facilitator with a view to further developing this teaching methodology within the school.  Students also enjoyed this new approach.  In response to teaching poetry in this way students had the following comments to make: ‘it helped make sense of the poem’, ‘it got me involved’, ‘it helped me imagine it better’.  The team along with other teachers involved with the Leaving Certificate Applied students also developed active learning approaches to maths.

Whole School approach to Literacy

While the self-esteem of students and their participation and behaviour had improved considerably their literacy needs were an ongoing problem.  A number of students had reading ages four to five years behind their chronological age.  Arising out of their learning the school is now focusing on a whole school approach to the development of literacy skills.  The co-ordinator gave an input to staff on strategies they could use to integrate the teaching of literacy into their respective subject areas.  These included the use of writing frames and the compilation of key words in each subject.  Teachers were also asked to link their areas as much as possible to make learning more relevant and to motivate students.  A co-ordinator was appointed to each area to ensure follow up and continuity.  This process is still at a developmental stage.

Professional Development Activities Arising out of Collaborative Action Planning

The school was involved in a number of inservice activities facilitated by Mol an Óige to support the development of their interventions.  These included:

· Multiple Intelligences

· Active Learning Methodologies in English and maths

· Team Teaching

· Literacy Across the Curriculum

· Developing individual education plans

· Transnational visits to Pontypridd College 

Benefits to Students

Through the Collaborative Action Planning process the team hoped to retain students at risk of dropping out of school and to improve the overall educational experience of a number of students whose needs they felt were not being met.  The majority of students targeted for support are still in school and their attendance has improved considerably.  However four students from the Sixth Year Leaving Certificate Applied group have dropped out.  These students were targeted at the beginning of the process but as support was extended to include a large number of students from junior cycle, the support to these students had to be significantly reduced.  The team feels that these students needed intensive support to survive in school because of their major learning difficulties, a tradition of a high level of absenteeism going back to primary school and poor home support.  It is impossible to give the level of support required without adequate provision of time.

The Fifth Year Leaving Certificate Applied group is receiving substantial support and the benefit is reflected in the fact that they are all still in school, attendance is much better and their behaviour ‘has improved immensely’.  The co-ordinator said that detention was introduced seven months ago ‘and the students were not even aware of it’.  Their involvement and participation in school life has increased considerably as evidenced by their participation in school activities such as fund raising, community activities and the organisation of sporting events.  ‘This was definitely not happening before’.  

In relation to the targeted students in general the team feels that teachers had more time for them and developed a good relationship with them, particularly through team teaching.  The students responded positively to the care and understanding they were shown.

Role of ICTs in Learning Support

As part of the Leaving Certificate Applied programme students had the opportunity to develop their ICT skills.  As many of them had difficulties with spelling and writing they enjoyed using computers because they could produce work ‘that looked good’ and that ‘they could take pride in’.  All members of the team had visited Pontypridd College in Wales and were very influenced by the use of ICT as part of the model of learning support they had developed.  Arising out of this the school applied for and received funding from Schools I.T. 2000 for Schools Integrated Project (SIP).  This provided each student in the Fifth Year Leaving Certificate Applied group with a personal laptop.  All school-work and assignments for the course are done by computer, and they may do their final Leaving Certificate examination by computer also.  The school is currently receiving inservice training to enable all teachers to incorporate computers into the teaching of their subjects.  At the moment fifteen teachers are involved.  The school has also organised a ten-week course for the parents of the target group so that they can work with their children at home.  All parents are currently attending this course.  The students also travelled to Pontypridd College in Wales to experience first hand the use of computers as a learning medium for all subjects.  They were particularly struck by the fact that computers were in all classes and that a number of teachers worked together in the classroom giving help to students as they needed it.  They liked the idea of self directed learning and in their own school would like to have more programmes for spelling and reading so that they could learn on their own.

Learning for teachers

At the beginning of the Collaborative Action Planning process the team had concerns about students’ literacy needs but then realised that their learning difficulties were intrinsically linked with their social, emotional and family needs.  As a result of their experience teachers are more student-centred and aware that each student has a number of needs other than educational.  The close interaction with students and their needs made teachers aware of the importance of respect for all pupils and their families.  

Learning support is an ongoing process and students need help all the way through school.  In addition students learn in different ways and teaching methodology must accommodate this.

The team felt that while they were the central core group initiating change, staff could involve themselves and support students in a number of different areas without being a member of the Action Planning team.  This was particularly true in the area of inservice training whereby a significant number of teachers participated in activities to learn new teaching methodologies.

The principal was very positive about the developments in learning support and felt it helped to keep a number of students at risk of dropping out of the system in full time education.  He also felt that Collaborative Action Planning helped teachers to look at their teaching from the perspective of the weaker student.

Appendix A:  Individual Education Plans 

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 Action Planning process by revising the plan in the light of the lessons learned by all involved.

Typical headings for an Individual Education Plan:

Name of student

Strengths/interests

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

How parents will be involved

Short-term goals/targets

Expected long-term outcomes

Actions

Resources needed – personnel, training needs, materials

Involvement of other staff members

Involvement of other agencies – Health Board, Gardai, community/voluntary groups

Procedures/arrangements for monitoring and evaluation of plan

Appendix B:  Possible Further Developments in Learning Support Provision through Collaborative Action Planning  

The following analysis of the needs of the target group is contained in a proposal for further developing the work of the Mol an Óige project submitted to the Department of Education and Science in January 2000.  It is based on the learning from the project, 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)

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)

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.

NOTE:  There are other young people under the school leaving age who have already dropped out of the system.  Separate responses to address their needs form part of the Mol an Óige proposal.  

Appendix C:  Findings of the External Evaluator 

An external evaluator, John Canavan, Department of Political Science and Sociology, NUI Galway evaluated the project.  The particular focus of the evaluation was the Collaborative Action Planning process in schools, and was based on the results from a survey of participating schools.  74 teachers from 19 primary schools and 104 teachers from 9 post-primary schools responded in complete confidence to the survey.  The following are some of the findings:  

Of those involved in the project (i.e., principals, co-ordinators and team members): 

· 80% said that the actions begun in their schools can continue after the lifetime of the project

· 86% said that the ideas from Collaborative Action Planning influenced school practice

· 80% said that the process had made an impact on their own practice

Of principals questioned:

· 96% said that the Mol an Óige project was money well spent

In general, the findings of the evaluation are very positive.  However, three areas of weakness emerged in the evaluator’s report.  These were:

· the limited extent to which the project influenced wider school life, particularly in post-primary schools

· lack of time and timetabling difficulties

· a concern about what will happen when the support of Mol an Óige is withdrawn

Impact of Collaborative Action Planning 

The following is one of the conclusion of the evaluation:

“The actions of the Mol an Óige project and the Action Planning teams would have little meaning if they did not have any impact.  It is clearly the case that in relation to the participating schools, teachers and pupils, the vast majority of those participating in the project believe that such impacts have taken place.  They believe that school practice has changed in their schools, that their own practice has been positively affected and that the children who have been targeted in the various school level Action Planning projects have benefited from them.  What is most notable in the analysis of Mol an Óige impact is the diversity of ways in which it is played out.  This diversity is explainable by the generic and highly flexible nature of the model.”
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In addition, the following publications refer in a significant way to the work of the Mol an Óige project:

Buckley, H. (2000):  Working Together, Training Together, Nenagh: Mid-Western Health Board

This is a report on the North Tipperary Inter-Agency Training Programme undertaken jointly by the Mid-Western Health Board, the Garda Síochána and Mol an Óige.

Condren, D (2000): “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 failure in the system” in McNiff, J., McNamara, G., & Leonard, D. (2000) Eds.:  Action Research in Ireland, Dorset & Dublin: September Books

This paper contains an exploration of the Mol an Óige project as an application of action research at systems, institutional and classroom levels

Youthstart Thematic Cluster Group and Mainie Jellett Project (2000): Someone who Believed in Me – the Practice of Mentoring, Advocacy, Guidance, Information and Counselling [MAGIC] Activities for Young People, Dublin: Irish Youth Work Centre

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.

Interim report on the School integrated Project ‘The Role of ICTs in Learning Support’ April 2000, available from Portroe NS.

This is an interim report on the development of ICTs in the SIP project involving six rural primary schools in Co Tipperary.  It is available from Portroe NS, the lead school in the project




All young people have the ability to learn, and the right to receive an education appropriate to their needs, abilities, aptitudes and learning styles 














This report describes how Collaborative Action Planning led to new concepts and practices in the provision of learning support.








Teachers developed skills in teamwork and collaboration, skills which enhance their capacity to respond to the needs of the target group.








No school had a whole-school literacy policy.  A common perception was that literacy should have been learned in primary school, and that if there was a problem, it was the job of the remedial teacher (and, perhaps, the English teacher) to deal with it.








Teachers began to examine proposed actions in the light of their effect on improving personal and social skills and self-esteem as well as on their potential for enhancing academic performance. 








Learning support teachers are no longer seen (or see themselves) themselves as having sole responsibility for providing learning support.  They have begun to work more closely with colleagues and have developed their role as a resource to other teachers and to parents.








Individual education plans encourage students to take responsibility for their own learning.  They also provide clear structures and boundaries for involving teachers working with parents.








Collaborative Action Planning aims to transform the school into a centre of learning for all.








For a full report on Collaborative Action Planning, see ‘Collaborative Action Planning: a guide to transforming schools and workshops into centres of learning for all’, Mol an Óige, 2000








“… because withdrawal has always been used for remedial, it was useful to hear that some other approaches have been tried in schools … that withdrawal is not the only way to deliver learning support”


- Learning support teacher











56 teachers in 10 schools and workshops have introduced team teaching as an alternative to withdrawal in providing learning support to students in the target group. 








Collaborative Action Planning provided the professional peer support which made it safe for teachers to examine their own understanding and try out new practice, individually and collaboratively











The computer in the classroom is seen by students as source of information and a means of communication – just like books and copies.











The Pontypridd College model of learning support is designed to incorporate basic educational principles.  This required fundamental restructuring the delivery of education and training in the college.











Before the school undertook Collaborative Action Planning, the learning support teacher worked independently and this contributed to her often feeling isolated.











 With the planning time budget, each class teacher met regularly with the learning support teacher to plan together while the students had their music lesson.











An individual education plan was drawn up for each student targeted, but the programme was delivered in an inclusive way within the class group.











Staff shared both the co-ordination of the process and the tasks involved in implementing the actions agreed by the planning team 











Teachers said that the process enabled them to be more specific in identifying needs.











“We have relearned skills that we thought we had lost”


- Principal











When a new learning support teacher was appointed, Collaborative Action Planning offered a framework to develop the role effectively within the school











Finding their planning process in a cul de sac the team refocused their action plan and organised some specialist help.











The focus of the process shifted to having fortnightly meetings between the class teacher and the learning support teacher to ensure good linking between the work done in class and the work done with the learning support teacher.











“The plan has certainly made a difference to both child and teacher … the progress that has been made is due to the very specific planning that has guided the child’s time in school”.


- Learning Support  teacher











The staff, with those from another school, organised a 3-hour inservice session  from an experienced learning support teacher on how to design literacy programmes. 











“Teachers can be isolated in classrooms and the school has become closer as a unit”.


- Co-ordinator











They established a ‘drop-in’ centre in the school.











One of the most significant learning points for the team was the realisation that, prior to addressing the literacy and numeracy difficulties of their students, they had first to address issues of self-esteem, motivation and basic organisational skills.











Students were delighted to have two teachers in the class and began to participate more and to look for help.  Teachers felt that they were able to meet the needs of a greater number of students.











The school has begun to work with parents in groups of three to help them support their own child’s learning in practical ways.  A feature of the process was the that some of the parents took a lead in encouraging others to help their children.











Students are more aware of ‘gaps in their learning’ and are now seeking support to fill them.











The feelings of guilt that teachers experience when they know students are failing because of their lack of knowledge and confidence to support them lessened as staff shared experiences.  ‘There is increased awareness of learning difficulties and learning of support as an approach to everyday teaching’.


- Co-ordinator











Discussion on learning support focused on whether or not to introduce streaming.  The school tried this for a period, but it was not the answer.











The learning support teacher was appointed to a post of responsibility in the role of co-ordinator of learning support.











The Learning Support teacher planned classes with those involved in team teaching, identifying the individual needs of the students and how best to support their learning in a team-teaching context.











One important lesson was that making a large number of teachers available to team-teach does not ensure its effectiveness.  Selection of teachers who are interested and time to plan together were the most important factors.











The school hosted a course on co-operative discipline.  Seven teachers (including the principal) from the school participated, as well as teachers from six other primary and post primary schools in the area.











Arising out of their learning the school is now focusing on a whole school approach to the development of literacy skills.  The co-ordinator gave an input to staff on strategies they could use to integrate the teaching of literacy into their respective subject areas.








Since failure in school and early school leaving are predictable, in many instances from an early age, why are they not preventable?


- Mol an Óige


























The evaluator’s report, ‘The Mol an Óige Project – the View from the Schools: an evaluation of the project’ (Mol an Óige, 2000) is available on request.
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