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Chapter 1:

Introduction & Background to the Project
The Mol An Oige Project in North Tipperary is the EU Youthstart Initiative of North Tipperary VEC 1998/1999.  A key part of the project has been to initiate the development of Action Planning Teams within participating schools throughout Tipperary. The focus of these teams has been to identify key issues within each school in relation to students/children who are considered to be at risk of early school leaving.

The Mol An Oige Project has focused primarily on innovative actions to address a wide range of Social, Emotional and Academic difficulties being experienced by students.

During 1998 a number of Action Planning Teams highlighted the dilemma being faced by teachers, namely their perceived powerlessness to respond to difficulties, other than academic.

A number of schools had become aware, through their participation in the Mol An Oige Project, of the negative effects of family/social/emotional difficulties on academic achievement and the subsequent potential for students, with such difficulties, to either drop out of school or remain and fail academically.

Members of Action Planning Teams requested guidance and assistance from the staff of Mol An Oige.  However, it was recognised that the difficulties being encountered were multi-dimensional in nature and therefore required a multiplicity of solutions.  It was agreed that a combined Psychological, Social and Academic approach was required.  

It was agreed that one school in Tipperary would be selected to participate in a Pilot Project.  This Pilot Project would seek to examine, through the study of a sample group of students, the extent of the difficulties being experienced by students.  Having learned this the Project would then seek to plan appropriate interventions and evaluate the impact of these interventions, both on the short-term and the long-term.  

· School A
 was selected to participate in the Pilot Project.  It was agreed that a sample of six students would be selected by reason of the complexity of the difficulties being experienced by them.  It was noted that a much larger sample could have been selected, such was the extent of apparent need among students.

Murphy Ryan and Associates Ltd., Management and Human Resource Consultants, were appointed to provide Psychological support and guidance to the Project.  In this regard Wendy Ryan, Clinical and Occupational Psychologist, was the nominated Consultant. She worked in close association with the Action Planning Team throughout the Project as well as acting as a member of the Project Partnership. Wendy Ryan’s involvement was significant in that she has had considerable experience in the area of school psychology. As an Occupational Psychologist she also provides the wider vision of the role of the student as a preparatory period for life and work.

· There were four members of the Action Planning Team within the school, one of whom was the co-ordinator.  All members of the Action Planning Team participated fully in the Project.  Their contribution included not only their expertise as teachers, but also their understanding of, and commitment to, the wider social and emotional issues.  

One of the critical aims of this project was to increase the capacity of teachers and the overall school environment to respond effectively to the needs of students experiencing significant levels of academic/social/emotional difficulty. 

The key emphasis throughout the Project was the inclusion and empowerment of teachers in the context of identifying the difficulties of students and responding appropriately.

Chapter 2:

Terms of Reference & Structures to facilitate the Project

The terms of Reference for the Project were as follows:

· To initiate the development of a Psychological/Sociological support mechanism within second level education for ‘high risk’ children with identifiable academic, social and emotional needs and a possible accompanying high level of absenteeism.  

· Working in Partnership with the Action Planning Team within the School, to carry out an intensive Pilot Programme, involving a small sample of students within one school in Tipperary 

· To seek to include and involve parents and teachers from the outset

· To seek to facilitate teachers concerning the key issues to be addressed and actions appropriate to addressing these issues

· To focus on the development of children with a multiplicity of needs to ensure that they get the best opportunity to prepare themselves for a meaningful future

· To reach meaningful conclusions and recommendations aimed at enabling parents, teachers and students alike towards positive interaction and progress

· To report to the Project Manager at interim and end of Pilot Project

The key structures, aimed at facilitating the implementation of the Project, were identified as follows:

· The Mol An Oige EU Youthstart Project

· Commitment of School Management

· School Action Planning Team (4 Members)

· Communication between School and Parents

· Support of all other teachers within the school 

Chapter 3:

Methodology

The Project was carried out using the following Methodology:

· Terms of Reference were clarified with Project Manager, Mol An Oige

· A number of briefing meetings were held with Action Planning Team and all school staff 

· Parents were invited to participate from the outset of the Project.  This was initiated by the Principal of the School who invited Parents to meet individually with the consultant and a member of the Action Planning Team to discuss the value of the Project to their individual child/student

· Parents were invited to participate as an equal resource within the Project.  In this regard they were invited, to contribute information and to seek clarification throughout the Project.  In addition it was agreed that they would be briefed throughout all stages of the Project and would attend meetings privately and individually in the interests of maintaining confidentiality

· Each of the six participating students met the consultant individually and was followed up, both formally and informally, by the Action Planning Team.  The purpose of these meetings was as follows:

· To assess overall ability

· To clarify individual strengths and weaknesses 

· To initiate open discussions concerning future aspirations

· To identify areas of difficulty, the source of these and possible means of overcoming same

· To build the confidence of the student through individual interest and genuine concern

Additional meetings were also held with a number of students where serious issues had arisen and needed urgent attention

· A number of Meetings (6) were held between the Consultant and the Action Planning Team as follows:

· Initial introductory session

· Clarification of roles and cooperative approach

· Feedback on meetings with Parents and Students

· Training and support re behaviour development and management

· Action Planning  for students short-term and long-term as an outcome to the Project

· Report on progress to School Management

· Clarification of project conclusions and recommendations

· Additional meetings (8) were held between the coordinator of the Action Planning Team and the Consultant for the purpose of sharing information, evaluating progress and planning ahead within the project

· An interim briefing meeting was held with Project Manager and appropriate staff of Mol an Oige to suggest preliminary proposals. Common denominators were noted and realistic solutions discussed.  Preliminary conclusions were proposed

· An In-Service day was proposed and agreed for all teachers in the school to facilitate the dissemination of information and lessons learned throughout the Project

· A Draft/Interim and Final Report were prepared

Chapter 4:

The Approach used throughout the Project 

The theme of the Project was the clarification of a wide Range of difficulties being experienced by second level students with appropriate actions to alleviate these, where possible.

Initially the Project arose out of the perceived difficulty being experienced by teachers in addressing difficulties within the school, other than those specific to academic achievement.  However, while teachers expressed their willingness to consider the broader situation, it was apparent from the outset that a key ingredient would be the participation of parents.  It was agreed that without their participation any ameliorative actions would be likely have limited effects.  In addition teachers felt that they could be overstepping their own terms of reference as teachers without the active consent of parents.

It was agreed therefore that the approach used throughout the Project would be one of Partnership.  This Partnership was primarily quadrangular as follows:

· Teacher – Student – Parent -  Psychologist

This approach was selected for a number of reasons as follows:

· To ensure that the Pilot Project adopted a comprehensive frame of reference

· To test the commonly held view that parents of children with chronic behavioural or academic difficulties do not always make themselves readily available to the school for discussion or a cooperative approach to solutions

· To examine the value and need for an ongoing psychological service within the school

· To examine the extent to which teachers can and must respond effectively to the wide ranging needs of students, including those with extensive difficulties  

· To ensure that all ethical matters were covered with regard to confidentiality and privacy

· To ensure where possible a unified approach to clarifying issues and recommending solutions, thereby enabling the work of the Project to have reference well beyond the timeframe of the Project

Chapter 5:
Interventions and Outcomes

The interventions used throughout the Project were, for the most part innovative and comprehensive.  They sought to challenge the tried and tested methods of enabling the school to promote acceptable standards of behaviour, discipline and academic achievement.  The interventions also took account of the individual needs of students, in this instance the students participating in the project.  

It was agreed that the first task of the Project was to gather a wide range of information about each of the six students. The process used was varied and included both quantitative and qualitative methods as follows:

· Initial information was gathered in discussion with the Action-planning team.  This information concerned the reason for the selection of students for inclusion in the Project and can be summarised as follows:
Student No.
Class Grade
Reason for Referral
Additional Information

1.
Fifth Year
Aggressive Behaviour
No serious academic difficulties

2.
Second Year
Attention-seeking/

manipulative behaviour
Frequent conflict situation in class

3.
Second Year
Serious emotional difficulties/

previous suicide attempt
Serious family problems & poverty

4.
Second Year
Inappropriate behaviour/low motivation
Parents separated/

custody issue

5.
First Year
Academic difficulties/

aggressive behaviour
Family issues-Parents separated -history of family violence

6.
Second Year
Provocative/

aggressive behaviour
Possible sensitivity to personal problem

· A Structured Family/Social History was completed by the consultant, in consultation with parents, using a specially prepared questionnaire (See Appendix No. 1)
· A structured Educational History was completed for each student by  an appropriate teacher (See Appendix No. 2)
· A comprehensive Psychological and Literacy Assessments were undertaken with each individual student.  The following is a summary of the results of these Assessments
Student No.
Intellectual Functioning
Chronologi-

cal Age
Reading Age
Spelling Age
Additional Comments

1.
Average
16 Yrs, 5 Mths
12Yrs,9 Mths
9 Yrs, 9 Mths
Literacy difficulty/

poor self-esteem

2.
Low Average
14 Yrs, 11Mths
14 Yrs
14 Yrs
Average Verbal Ability Serious family/

emotional difficulty reported by parent

3.
High Average
14 Years
Not tested
Not Tested
Serious emotional difficulty/

Superior Verbal Ability

4.
Average
14 Yrs, 2 Mths
13 Yrs, 3 Mths
12 Yrs, 6 Mths
Confused family situation, custody issue

5.
Borderline
13 Yrs, 10 Mths
7 Yrs
7 Yrs
Special Education recommended

6.
High Average
14 Yrs, 4 Mths
17 Years +
16 Years, 3 Mths
Ability not reflected in school results. Motivation and issue

· The Psychologist discussed all outcomes with parents, students  & the Action-Planning Team.  It was agreed, because of the serious and sensitive nature of some of the information disclosed by both parents and teachers, that confidentiality needed to be fully observed.  This meant that feedback to other teachers within the school was limited throughout the Project
· Feedback to members of the Action-Planning Team was sensitive, yet disturbing and shocking at times.  This was followed by in depth discussions between the Team and the consultant psychologist, as well as training in Child Development and the implications of Learned Behaviour
· Action recommendations were prepared by the psychologist in consultation with parents, students and the Action-planning Team.  These were presented to the School Principal and recommendations to implement these were discussed as follows:
Student No.
Recommendations
By Whom 
Timeframe

1.
· Behaviour Modification - Home and School

· Recognition of Poor self-esteem
· Parents

· Teachers

· External Consultant
· Ongoing

2.
· On-going liaison with family

· Short-term & Long-term counseling

· Report to Health Board

· Revision of school discipline for the purpose of understanding underlying cause of behaviour
· Parents

· Teachers

· External Counselors

· Health Board
· Ongoing

· Long-term

3.
· Long-term & Short-term Counseling

· Mentoring by key teacher

· Recognition of exceptional Ability

· Appropriate academic challenges
· Parents

· Teachers

· Mentor/Key Teacher

· External Consultant

· External Counselor
· Ongoing

· Long-term

Student No.
Recommendations
By Whom
Timeframe

4.
· Promote appropriate self-esteem

· Encourage clarity with regard to custody and place of residence

· Motivate student towards better school attendance and achievement consistent with his Ability
· Parents

· Teachers

· Health Board
· Ongoing

· Long-term

5.
· Special Education in the form of special class

· Ongoing dialogue with family and home

· Appreciation of underlying cause of difficult behaviour
· Parent

· Teachers

· Schools’ Inspector

· School with Special Class
· Ongoing

· Long-term

6.
· Involvement of home in the introduction of appropriate discipline

· Mentoring by appropriate teacher

· Motivation towards positive behaviour

· Motivation towards appropriate academic achievement in line with Ability 
· Parents

· Teachers

· Mentor/Key teacher
· Ongoing

· Long-term

· The outcomes of the Project were communicated to all teachers during a follow-up In-Service day organised by the School Principal for this purpose.  A certain degree of sensitivity was, however, required to protect the ongoing right to confidentiality of at least two students experiencing serious emotional trauma
Outcomes: Some common Denominators 

· All students appeared to be presenting behavioural difficulties, as a result of serious family trauma or other difficulties associated with inappropriate ‘role-modeling’

· All six students presented a low level of self-esteem

· All students appeared to be, and were reported by teachers as, underachievers academically, despite exceptional Ability in at least two cases

· For those students experiencing serious emotional trauma (3), a high level of preoccupation with this trauma was evident

Chapter 6:
Highlights - Some unexpected outcomes

Given the innovative nature of this Project some degree of uncertainty surrounding possible outcomes was anticipated.  However, it was agreed by the Action-Planning Team and the Consultant that the actual extent of this could not have been predicted.  

It has become apparent that the overall value of this Project has been underpinned by the quality of information gathered from the combined Partnership approach.  This allowed a clear picture to emerge of the extent of the difficulty being experienced by each student and the degree to which possible interventions could be realistically applied.

The commitment from parents throughout the Project emerged as a very significant factor.  In all six cases parents attended willingly and participated fully.  They were open, comprehensive and objective with regard to key information, analysis and proposals for change.  A number of important points need to be highlighted in this regard:

· The complete commitment of parents to the Project was unexpected and, in fact, belied the commonly held view, prior to this, that some parents of children with difficulties could not be depended upon to become involved in solutions for change

· The inclusion of parents was critical to the Project in terms of contributing critical information and also their agreement to implement changes both at home and at school.  This allowed the perceived gap between home and school to be bridged effectively by both teachers and parents

While the Action-Planning Team was aware of behavioural difficulties and emotional disturbances in a number of students, they were not prepared for the serious nature of the family difficulties underlying these.  This situation was further compounded by the realisation that a significantly larger group of students within the school also appeared to be presenting similar symptoms of distress.  

This resulted in early feelings of inadequacy and helplessness with regard to possible solutions.  Team members felt that they were out of their depth and their fear of uncovering more than they could handle was evident.  However the opportunity was afforded to Team members to work through the issues raised and to examine and implement solutions in the most professional manner.  

One of the students who participated in the Project (the most senior student) left school to undertake employment following the diagnostic and exploratory stage and prior to the implementation of interventions. 

The Partnership approach to the project facilitated the process of highlighting the unpredictable as well as the predictable.  It also provided the capacity to address all such issues or to make recommendations in cases where external professional assistance was required.  

Chapter 7:
Conclusions

This Project set out to introduce a Psychological/Sociological approach to the diagnosis of factors likely to contribute to students being at risk of either early school leaving or school failure.  This approach was introduced at the request of the Mol An Oige Action-Planning Team within the School who identified that a significant number of students were at risk, but who felt unable to intervene in a meaningful manner.

This innovative approach was presented within a Partnership framework, which included Parents, Teachers, Students and the Consultant Psychologist.  

The first Task of the Partnership was to collect extensive information about each student to facilitate a full individual diagnosis.  This part of the process was identified as completely essential and therefore highlighted the need for schools to introduce a systematic approach to information gathering at the point of entry to the school.  Two short, but comprehensive, forms were designed and used during the Project as follows: (See Appendices Nos. 1 & 2)

· Family/Social History (To be completed by Parents)

· Educational History (to be completed by Teachers) 

It was concluded that the collection of this information should commence during Primary Education and transfer automatically to the Student’s respective Second Level School.

It was also concluded that teachers frequently do not appreciate the depth of knowledge, which they collect and store, automatically about each child in their care at different times throughout their school life.  This is achieved almost unconsciously through daily interaction and observation. 

The Consultant Psychologist throughout this Project highlighted the importance of this. The fact that teachers interact with students for up to six hours daily was stressed as being highly significant in promoting the school as a globally developmental environment for the student, where all aspects of learning become equally important.

The Psychologist also noted that, in support of the above points, the contribution of teachers involved in this Project was of paramount importance.  The following points are highlighted in this regard:

· In all six cases examined within this Project it was the teachers within the school who identified accurately the presenting difficulties of these students

· These teachers then proceeded to achieve a more extensive diagnosis, in consultation with the Psychologist and in partnership with parents and students.  It is important to state here that this could not have been achieved so comprehensively by the Psychologist alone, within such a short timeframe 

· The Partnership approach, used throughout this project, is undoubtedly the most comprehensive method of diagnosing accurately the multi-needs of students and the appropriate steps to address these needs

It was concluded by the Action-Planning Team that the intensive study of the six participating students, as well as the training undertaken on behaviour development and behaviour management, facilitated greatly the transfer of the Project experience to within a much broader context.  It was therefore possible to identify, at least at a preliminary stage, the difficulties/potential difficulties of a much wider group of students.

The Action-Planning Team was concerned at the extent to which students throughout the school appeared to be at risk socially, emotionally and academically.  The Team perceived each of these areas very often working in tandem with each other.  The Team was also extremely concerned at the extent to which teachers within the school felt ill equipped to deal with the wider range of issues.  

The Team therefore concluded that, to be effective on the long-term, the school needed on-going professional support to ensure that students were given every opportunity to develop self-esteem and to achieve to their full potential in their educational environment.  The Team perceived this as the key to enabling students to remain in school for at least the full duration of second-level education.

The type of professional support indicated above should ideally include the following:

· Periodic Assessment/follow-up of students nominated by teachers for attention through e.g. the schools Psychological Service

· Consultative process to be set up with the Social Work/Child Care Department within the Health Board to facilitate referrals and follow-up as appropriate

· Consultation with privately sourced expertise, if appropriate and needed

· Ongoing training for teachers within the areas of Behaviour/Behaviour Management, Social and Emotional Development   

The Action-Planning Team was extremely anxious to ensure that the pioneering work carried out during this project would be continued, for the benefit of the whole school.  They also felt that the experience gained throughout this project would have reference to all similar schools with similar student populations.  The Team would be very happy to be involved in the transfer if such learning in the future.    

Chapter 8:
Recommendations:

1. System for collecting information about students at the point of  entry to Second Level:

It is recommended that a formal system should be put in place for transferring key information about students from the relevant First Level school to the relevant Second Level school.  In all cases examined throughout this project the availability of such information at the point of entry to Second level would have greatly assisted an earlier diagnosis of the issues raised for each student.

It is recommended that the completion of the forms used during this Project (Appendix 1 & 2), or similar, would greatly facilitate this process and provide the appropriate information.  This would necessitate setting aside time for the formal registration of First Year students annually

2. Ongoing in-service training for teachers on understanding and managing behaviour:

This project was followed by an in-service day for all teachers in the school.  This day focused on the following areas:

· Child development

· Adolescence

· The development and management of behaviour

· Symptoms of stress in children and young people

This approach was considered to be of considerable value to the school and its teachers.  It is recommended that this approach should be continued and followed up on an ongoing basis.  

It is also suggested that a joint approach to in-service training between primary and Secondary schools should be examined and piloted.  This would seek to enable a better system of communication between the two levels and open up opportunities for dialogue about specific student needs when appropriate.  

3. Use of and development of the Partnership approach as a model for future use:

It is strongly recommended that the Partnership approach used throughout this Project should be examined as a workable means of meeting the needs of students in the most comprehensive manner.  This approach, as documented in this report, involves four key partners (parents, teachers, psychologist & student), working together, with equal responsibility for achieving an outcome.  

4. Need for a more comprehensive psychological service, including consultation between school and psychologist:

The value of this project has been the manner in which the school and its teachers have been empowered to look beyond the focus of academic achievement, thereby examining the global needs of students and how these impact on the student’s total development.  The overall focus of this Project has been to highlight the school as a medium for preparing students to undertake a worthwhile and valued lifestyle on the long-term.

This project has raised awareness, consciousness and even expectations within the school.  Additional issues need to be addressed in order to maintain the momentum created by the Project.  

It is recommended that an ongoing Psychological Service should be provided for two main reasons:

· To diagnose and make recommendations surrounding the needs of additional students who could not be catered for under the terms of reference of this Project

· To support teachers in a consultative manner in ensuring that the actions stimulated by this Project are continued on the long-term

5. Forum for Contact with additional agencies:

It is recommended that the school/schools should initiate and continue the development of a forum for ongoing contact with key agencies that have a direct association with meeting the needs of students.  Such agencies include the Health Boards (e.g. for Childcare/Child protection issues), An Garda Siochana (e.g. Drug Awareness issues), Youth Agencies (e.g. Youth Club activities)

6. Further Pilot project within this school by Dept. of Education:

It is recommended that, as a result of the achievements of this Project, a further, more intensive Pilot Project, undertaken by, or on behalf of, the Department of Education, would be of considerable benefit to this school.  The purpose of this project would be to test recent recommendations made by this Department concerning innovative methods for meeting the comprehensive needs of a wide range of students. 

7. Follow-up:

An initial informal review of progress has indicated that at least three of the six students appear to be benefiting significantly from the Project interventions at this time.  This review involved observation by teachers of the ongoing response of students within the school setting.

 However, it is recommended that a full review of progress should be carried out at the end of six months and again at the end of one year for the purpose of evaluating progress and redirecting interventions as appropriate.       

� School A is a co-educational post-primary school in Co Tipperary with an enrolment of approx. 400 students.





7

