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Clár an Lae

09.00 a.m.
Clarú 


09:30 a.m.
Welcome and Introduction

Rose Tully, Mol an Óige, and President National Parents Council Post-Primary


O9:40am
‘The experiences of early school leavers in their own words’  
Speaker: Marty Holland, Lecturer in Education, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick


10.00 a.m.
Action Planning: the experience in Bansha National School

Presenter: Kathleen Donnellan, Principal


10.25 a.m.
Action Planning: the experience in St Aílbe’s Vocational School, Tipperary Town 

Presenters: Pat Moroney Principal, and Maura Quinlan, Action Planning Co-ordinator


10:50 am
Caifé agus Cómhrá


11.15 a.m.
Concurrent workshops



Workshop A: 
Action Planning as a systems level intervention in promoting schools self-renewal.  

Resource Person: Dan Condren, Project Manager, Mol an Óige.  



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

Resource People: Wendy Ryan, Clinical and Occupational Psychologist, and Marian Healy, Action Planning Co-ordinator.



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

Resource Person: Tony McGuire, Director 3-D Educational Consultancy, Birmingham, England



Workshop D:  Putting school attendance on the agenda - a co-ordinated response  

Resource People: Supt. Jim Fitzgerald, Nenagh Gardaí, and Philip Mudge, Mol an Óige.


12:30
Keynote address and launch of publications 

Mr Micheál Martin T.D., Minister for Education and Science 


1.00 p.m
Lón


2.15 p.m
Concurrent Workshops



Workshop E:  Developing a new model of learning support.  

Resource People: Linda Kiely Action Planning Co-ordinator, St Joseph’s College, Newport, and Mary Slattery, Mol an Óige.



Workshop F:  Developing individual learning plans 

Resource People: Mairead Conway, Presentation Primary School Clonmel, and Norberta O’Gorman, Mol an Óige.



Workshop G:  The value of transnational partnership in facilitating change in schools.  

Resource Person: Brenig Davies, Vice Principal, Pontypridd College, Wales. 



Workshop H:  The development of a model for inter-agency co-operation.  

Resource Person: Kevin O’Farrell, Child Care Manager, Mid-Western Health Board  


  3.15 p.m.
Open Forum:  Maintaining the Momentum – how the benefits from the Mol an Óige project can be disseminated and built upon.

Chairperson:  Lucás Ó Muircheartaigh, CEO, North Tipperary VEC


   4.00 p.m.
Críoch



Caifé agus Cómhrá


Address to the conference by the Minister for Education and Science, Mr Micheal Martin, T.D.

The Minister thanked Mol an Óige for the invitation to address the conference.  He complimented the project on the quality of the work and for “driving the initiative forward”, referring to the scope for lessons from the project to be learned and replicated.  He emphasised the importance of a multi agency approach in addressing the issue of early school leaving and he looked forward to the report on multi-agency participation.  He said that the work of the project will inform the national debate and national policy.

It was the view of the Minister that early school leaving is unacceptable in terms of educational policy, social justice or the economy’s need for skilled labour.  He spoke of the need for society to be selfish in a collective sense and to ensure that everybody coming from the education system does so with qualifications.

On the provision of extra resources to schools the Minister said that it was the experience of the Department of Education and Science and of Mol an Óige that “more of the same” does not always work and that giving schools extra resources in themselves does not address the problem. 

He referred to the area of whole school planning and the tie-in with Mol an Óige on the centrality of planning in the initiation of positive changes.  The Whole School Planning Initiative may be expanded to all schools.

The Minister spoke about the strategies of the Department of Education and Science to deal with educational disadvantage in Ireland.  In 1994 a new pilot pre-school programme Early Start was established.  Breaking the Cycle, which is now beginning its fourth year, focuses on urban and rural schools where pupils have been identified as experiencing particularly acute levels of educational disadvantage.  The 8–15 Initiative focuses on young people at risk of leaving school early.  Like the Mol an Óige project this programme aims to develop models of good practice with a view to their integration into mainstream policy and practice.  The Stay in School Initiative announced in June 1999 seeks to retain pupils in school to the end of the Leaving Certificate.  Increasing the retention rate to completion of senior cycle is a key education priority.  The Department of Education and Science is also providing more funding for programmes such as the Leaving Certificate Applied, Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme and others. 

Other provisions and developments referred to by the minister included:

The development of the National Educational Psychological Service

The Education and Welfare Bill which he described as “child and student centred”

More places on Youthreach and Post Leaving Certificate courses

Remedial provision in all primary schools

The Home School Community Liasion in all disadvantaged status schools

Launch of publications
At the end of his address the minister launched a number of Mol an Óige publications and interim reports.

Presentation 1

An investigation of the school experiences of young people in North Tipperary who left school early, and of the factors which led to their leaving

Presenter:  Marty Holland, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick

Marty summarised the findings of his research, carried out on behalf of Mol an Óige.  The report was among the publications launched at the conference by the Minister for Education and Science, and is included in the pack of publications distributed at the conference.

Presentation 2

Action Planning: The experience in Bansha National School

Presenter:  Kathleen Donnellan, Principal

Working with Mol an Óige presented as a very attractive option according to Kathleen Donnellan, Principal, because small schools often experience a great sense of isolation.

Kathleen gave an overview of the positive behaviour programme undertaken in the school that focussed on esteem-building strategies.  Some of these strategies were adapted from ideas generated during a Mol an Óige sponsored visit to Birmingham.  Teachers saw behaviour improve dramatically within the school, children were more inclined to show care of one another, to help others without prompting and had a new sense of ownership and pride in their school.

A peer-tutoring programme designed to support literacy had an unexpected spin off in terms of general motivation.  It contributed to a very positive and sociable atmosphere in the school, removing the mystique of the senior classes.  Children who lacked confidence in reading discovered they could read an entire library book.

Kathleen reported that there was huge learning arising from the process for teachers.  It brought out individual strengths and teamwork was strengthened.  Action Planning greatly reduced the isolation experienced by their staff group and brought new satisfaction to the task of supporting those students who experience difficulty in school.  Kathleen concluded by commenting, ‘this is what I wanted to be a teacher for’.

Presentation 3

Impact of action planning on teaching and learning in St Ailbe's School, Tipperary Town

Presenters:  Pat Moroney, Principal and Maura Quinlan, Action Planning Co-ordinator

Pat Moroney gave a brief report on the Action Planning process from the point of view of the principal.  The team planned on a weekly basis around students identified as experiencing difficulties in school or who were at risk of dropping out of school.  As a principal he felt it was time well invested.  He saw Action Planning as a process that enabled teachers to reflect on students' needs and their own and to work collaboratively to address those needs.  Among the positive outcomes were: 

· The emergence of leadership within the staff 

· A greater awareness of the specific needs of individual students

· Identifying and addressing the professional development needs of staff

The co-ordinator, Maura Quinlan, outlined the needs of their students.  These included numeracy and literacy difficulties, lack of motivation, low self-esteem, behavioural problems and a high level of absenteeism

The team felt it was important to address the students' lack of motivation, low self-esteem, and literacy and numeracy difficulties as it was felt that these problems contributed to behavioural problems and poor attendance.  The school is involved with the Junior Certificate Schools Programme and felt that the strategies here would help address numeracy and literacy difficulties.  Through Action Planning, the team has also introduced team teaching and has developed a number of active learning methodologies to motivate and involve students.  To help improve poor attendance, homework, punctuality and behaviour a bonus points system has been developed, the aim of which is to encourage and reward students who try to improve these areas.  

The team feels that the outcomes for students are very positive.  All the students targeted in the action plan are still in school and their attendance and behaviour have improved.  They are more involved in school activities and overall their self-esteem and sense of achievement have improved.  For teachers, the process has led to greater understanding of the specific needs of students, the value of teamwork and professional peer support and the importance of developing new skills and teaching methodologies.

Both Maura and Pat had visited Pontypridd College in Wales, transnational partners with Mol an Óige, and these visits had prompted some of the new approaches.

Workshop A
Action Planning as a systems level intervention in promoting schools self-renewal

Resource Person: Dan Condren, Project manager, Mol an Óige 
The action planning model is pitched at three levels - the individual child, teacher professional development and school improvement.  Dan spoke about the learning from the project, and the significance of this learning for designing interventions in education at a systems level. 

Development of the project from round one to round two of the Youthstart programme identified the following as central to the success of Action Planning :

· Emphasis on teamwork rather than individual teachers,

· Emphasis on planning time in order to support schools to participate (in the first round it was mostly small schools).

· Change as a process not an event - i.e. talking about a change in the culture of schools

· Emphasis on involving management in schools as well as front-line staff (only the latter in the first round)

· Emphasis on learning partnership with schools (rather than schools wondering what is wrong with them if they need the help of Mol an Óige)

Further developments of the Action Planning model have seen an emphasis on feeding into whole school policy, the development of support notes to help schools and centres to develop the Action Planning process, the introduction of new teaching methodologies and the further development of action planning as a systems level intervention.

In terms of further developing the work of the project we would see the following as essential:

· Seeking applications from schools and interviewing the Action Planning team

· Developing teamwork and providing planning time

· Developing a learning partnership between schools/centres and the project

· Research into the experiences of early school leavers 

· Working at the three levels referred to above

· Having co-ordinators meetings

· Emphasis on learning for participants - focus on learning for all, rather than on teaching

· Lessons from this and others to inform and continue to develop the work of the project and to inform policy at national level.

Points raised in the subsequent discussion:

A concern with students was identified as the starting point for Action Planning work.  In this regard, a call was made for more input from the students (those there and those that have left) in order to plan as effectively as possible.  The reality that some students just want 'to be left alone' was also identified.

It is important that various activities take place in an overall school plan and not be isolated events.

The point that schools don’t have the capacity to work collaboratively is not strictly true - schools have the capacity but needed something like Mol an Óige to release it.

It is very important to individual teachers to have a supportive environment as created by other teachers and management.

Importance of planning time - there is willingness among teachers to learn and try new things, but they need the Department of Education to support them to do so.

The importance of the inclusion of parents in their own child’s learning was stressed if we are to support students effectively.

Comparison between the Breaking the Cycle Initiative and Mol an Óige were made in terms of outcomes – seeing the degree of success in direct proportion to the degree to which there are culture changes in the schools (leadership, time for planning, in-service, creativity).

Workshop B

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

Presenters:  Wendy Ryan, Clinical and Occupational Psychologist, and Marian Healy, Action Planning Co-ordinator.

A number of schools had become aware, through their participation in the Mol an Óige 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 Óige.  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.

School A was 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.

Wendy Ryan, Clinical and Occupational Psychologist, was commisioned to provide support and guidance to the project and would work in collaboration with the school Action Planning team.  She carried out psychological and educational assessments on all students.   

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.  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 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.  Additional meetings were also held with a number of students where serious issues had arisen and needed urgent attention.  A number of meetings were also held between the consultant and the Action Planning team and the consultant and the co-ordinator for the purpose of sharing information, evaluating progress and planning ahead within the project. 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 and to develop appropriate responses.

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, yet only one tested as below average, with two being well above average.

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

Proposals for change

· Recommendation for special class educational placement for one student

· Mentoring arrangement for two students

· Higher academic challenge for two students

· Counselling for two students, one long term

· One Health Board referral

· Ongoing parental contact

Some unexpected outcomes

· 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.  In all six cases parents attended willingly and participated fully.  They were open, comprehensive and objective with regards to key information, analysis and proposals for change.

· The inclusion of parents was critical to the project in terms of contributing important 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.  For teachers this resulted in early feelings of inadequacy and helplessness with regard to possible solutions.  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.

Among the Recommendations were:

· Seek to introduce comprehensive student information system at point of entry to school

· In-service training for teachers to focus more on understanding learned behaviour

· Enable greater parental participation in education from the point of entry of the student

Value of the project

· Realisation of the need to examine the broader issues as they impact on students

· Identification and recognition of symptoms and addressing same

· Support for change from senior management of the school

· Recognition of the need for external assistance / skills when appropriate

Issues arising out of discussion:

Issues of confidentiality were very important for all involved in the project.

The involvement of the staff in the process was discussed.  At first, because of the nature of the issues emerging, the Action Planning team did not share details with other members of staff, but all knew of the process.  This led to a certain amount of tension.  The outcome of the assessments were later shared with a certain degree of sensitivity to protect the right to confidentiality of the students involved.  This meeting dissolved any tensions which had previously existed, and all staff were involved in devising responses to the students needs.  Arising form the process, the school is planning inservice in anger management for all staff.

Some of the parents were nervous of having the health board involved because of the fear that their child might be taken away from them.

One student received counselling, but only over the phone from the Rape crisis Centre in Galway.  There was no one to one counselling as the student refused to let parents become involved.

There were a lot of questions / comments about mentoring.  Schools/teachers involved in the project felt that outside mentors should not be used as the school didn't have the resources to check people out.  Some schools used informal systems within the school whereby the student knew that s/he could go to a specific teacher if s/he needed to discuss something.  The teacher would use a free class to talk to the student.  They also tried to intervene and remove the student to talk to him/her before/during an outburst.  The school didn't have the resources to sustain this internal support.  Another teacher mentioned that in their school mentors came from a different town to avoid coming to the child with baggage / pre-conceived notions.  This also avoided the possibility that the child might meet the mentor informally on the street etc.  The point was made that there is a need for a structured mentoring service.

The involvement of parents was commented on.  A lot of parents had a bad experience of school and find the school building and the school system alien.  The project showed that parents will support positive intervention.

Observations from the Project: the view of the team

1. Parents will give information to help their child even to their own detriment.

2. A lot of teachers took misbehaviour by children personally.  Anger management/conflict resolution training is needed to deal with misbehaviour.

3. Home-School Community Liaison is very necessary.

4. There is need for an increase in point of entry information into second level schools from primary schools.

5. 1st years should have an initiation programme.  Children should be interviewed in 1st year/2nd year.

6. Teachers could keep an eye on students on Monday mornings.

7. The support of the Health Board and other services is essential.

8. "Yes, there were difficulties at home but school offered the potential for an oasis in their lives", Wendy Ryan.

Workshop C

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

Resource Person:  Tony McGuire, Director 3-D Educational Consultancy, Birmingham, England

Tony McGuire outlined the key elements of the mentoring concept and the specific work being done by his consultancy company, 3-D Education Consultancy.  Mentoring is a process of supporting students who have become disappointed with school, are disengaging with the process and are very likely to drop out altogether.  Tony identifies three aspects of the students' life that may cause him/her to disengage from the school process;

· The Individual:  low self-esteem, poor concentration and poor organisational ability.
· The Family:  value conflict with school, parents with poor school experience and the over exposure to T.V., video and internet.
· The School:  negative peer group pressure and the National Curriculum in England which has failed to cater for this type of student.
Mentoring operates primarily at the individual level.  Mentors usually come from the business or services sector.  They are not teachers and have no direct connection to the school.  When mentors are finally chosen, they must go through a comprehensive screening process along with a Police check.  After this comes a training and initiation phase.  Mentors are not assigned to a specific mentee by Tony.  They meet informally as a group and mentors choose naturally who they will link with.  This allows opportunities for development for both mentor and mentee.

Qualities of an effective mentor:

· non-judgemental.

· reliable.

· set realistic but challenging targets.

· reward achievement and build self-esteem.

· listening skills.

Seven stages leading to the empowerment of mentor and mentee:

1. Referral: the initial contact is made with the mentee and the nature of the support programme is explained.  Parents are consulted and the mentee is given the opportunity to volunteer if s/he chooses.

2. Activities; this helps to build trust and allows time to prepare an accurate educational profile.

3. Social skills training programme; mentor and mentees form natural grouping and specific issues such as anger, stress and self-esteem are addressed.

4. Mentors on board; further activities are planned.

5. Development plan; to meet the mentees specific needs.

6. Planning the future for the mentee.

7. Putting this plan into action.

Questions and discussion arising from the presentation:

Training; mentors receive three two hour sessions initially.  However training is ongoing as issues arise and specific skills are required.

Mentor Starting Point; this usually takes place at stage three above but this is flexible depending on specific needs.

Information; mentors need to be kept up to date at all times on changes in their mentees circumstances or other developments that may arise.

Recruitment; Tony will often go into a business or community enterprise, explain the project and seek volunteers.  This has been very successful.  Mentors will also bring friends to a meeting and they can get involved this way.

Monitoring relationships/evaluating outcomes; difficult to do but over 70% of mentees in this programme do achieve identified objectives.  Mentees have clearly linked staying in school and improved confidence with the mentoring programme.  This would be an indicator of improved self-esteem.  Mentors and the support team monitor relationships and discuss progress as issues arise.

Mentees who drop out of the programme; this occurs from time to time but constant follow-up and encouragement usually gets the mentee back on board.

Confidentiality; this is vital to successful mentoring.  Mentors must inform mentees that some issues can't be kept confidential.  Mentors can contact a school links person if necessary.  Tony will not give mentors confidential information about mentees.  This must come from the mentees themselves.

Commitment; mentors must agree initially to 1 hour/week for 1 year.

Funding; at the start the initial Pilot phase cost £42,000.  Now it is funded by the government.

End of mentoring role; this occurs when the objectives have been achieved and the mentee is able to continue on their own.  No follow up by the mentor is required.

Workshop D

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

Resource People:  Supt. Jim Fitzgerald, Nenagh Gardaí, and Philip Mudge, Mol an Óige
Issues raised in general discussion

School attendance role should be removed from the Gardaí as it was felt that there can be a link between poor school attendance and being in trouble with the law.  It is difficult for the Gardaí to play a part in both roles.

Parents have no idea of the cumulative effect of missing days in terms of curriculum progress and exams.

Home School Community Liaison has no role in enforcing school attendance.

We must be careful to distinguish between authorised and unauthorised absences.

All students cannot be catered for in mainstream.  There is a need to reduce the pupil teacher ratio.  It is also very important to make appropriate referrals.

In Trinity House attendance is mandatory and students who in mainstream probably drop out succeed in Junior Certificate and higher.

The Education Welfare Bill will probably be a pilot project initially.  It will need inter-agency co-operation.

There is a need to establish a pupil referral unit/pre exclusion unit where students can learn coping skills and then return to school.  This would hopefully prevent students from being excluded from school.

We cannot limit the choice of subjects for the weaker students as they have the right to have access to all subjects.

In Birmingham attendance is a management issue in schools and is not just the responsibility of parents.  Attendance records are published and schools are compared.  Poor attendance implies bad management on the part of the school.

Early intervention is important.

Many students do not transfer from primary to post primary.  This may be due to a number of reasons:

· School phobia

· Disruptive behaviour possibly leading to suspension

· Lack of home support

There is no adequate tracking systems between primary and post primary schools

School attendance officer is effective in primary but not so in post-primary, especially in rural areas.  There is reluctance, especially in rural areas, to contact the Gardaí.

School response 

School factors can lead to poor attendance, e.g. school programme, rolling suspensions.

Student must want to be in school and in order to ensure this they must be provided with a programme that they are interested in.  They should be included in sport and other activities irrespective of skills.  

Students experiencing difficulties in school need a lot of support.  However, many teachers in secondary schools are subject rather than pupil centred.

In many cases weak students are lost in some classes and although some teachers give time voluntarily, this is not adequate.  Schools need more money and/or resources to deal with the weaker student.  When school can show that a programme is working it should get the necessary resources.

Some practical suggestions

In one school they went through their roll book and sent a letter to the parents of any pupil absent for more than 15 days.  This lead to uproar initially but the result was excellent. 

The Leaving Certificate Applied gives credit for attendance and this has contributed significantly to an improvement in attendance.

In Birmingham certificates of attendance are presented by the Lord Mayor, which appears on the front page of the local paper.

Make contact with the primary school in June requesting a list of 6th class students and the name of the post-primary school they are planning to attend.  Then check with post-primary school in September if the students have transferred.  Allocate a pupil number to primary school students.

Check attendance every week.  If you need to contact a parent do so in a positive way.  Should the parent then contact the school in anger, mention that you are glad they rang and ask them if they are happy that someone is concerned about their child.

Focus on parents of the most vulnerable students and bring them into the school and highlight their childrens' positive aspects.

There is need to introduce a transition year between primary and post primary.  Primary school teachers could suggest pupils that require it.

Extra resources are not always the answer to students' needs.  Mol an Óige focused on giving planning time to schools. 

In order to plan effectively it is important to build planning time into the timetable.

Workshop E

Developing a new model of learning support

Resource People:  Linda Kiely Action Planning Co-ordinator, St Joseph's College, Newport, and Mary Slattery, Mol an Óige

Mary Slattery gave a brief overview of learning support and how it has developed in post primary schools during 98/99.  Prior to Action Planning, meeting the needs of students with learning difficulties was almost the exclusive remit of the Learning Support teacher.  However as the process developed in schools the Learning Support teacher, as part of the Action Planning team, is becoming more of a resource to other teachers and a number of schools have introduced team teaching as an alternative to withdrawal.  The development of individual learning plans, cross curricular learning, shared reading programmes and homework support are among other initiatives being developed in schools.

Linda Kiely was co-ordinator of the Action Planning team in St Joseph's' College, Newport during 98/99.  This is a school that does not have a Learning Support teacher, a very high proportion of students are medical card holders, the reading age of many incoming first years is between two and four years behind the standard reading age and the school does not have disadvantaged status.  Linda outlined how the school had coped in the face of such difficulties and in the absence of such support.

The school felt it needed to improve its service to the target group students in order to prevent early school leaving.  Literacy and numeracy difficulties were identified as an ongoing issue that needed to be addressed.

The team felt it needed to highlight the inclusion of all (staff and students).  The students had very low self-esteem.  Staff also felt very frustrated, aware of the needs of students but failing to find a solution to address those needs.

The approach the team took was to empower teachers by getting them to identify the needs of their own students.  This gave them ownership.  They began by withdrawing a small number of students for support learning and co-timetabling staff.  The team also developed a student profile system filled in by teachers, pupils and parents.  Information from the primary school was also sought.  Patterns of low self-esteem and a sense of failure among students began to emerge.  A bonus points system was introduced focusing on reward for positive behaviour.  Staff were met formally and informally to discuss progress and develop a plan.  The team received inservice training in team teaching and dyslexia.  A support learning room has also been developed.

Among the lessons that emerged:

· Students’ lack of organisational skills

· Importance of meeting regularly and reviewing progress

· Difficulties involving parents as they feared labelling but were very supportive when they saw improvement/happiness of their child. 

· Need for new teaching methodologies and a student centred learning environment

· Importance of ownership and a sense of achievement for students’ self-esteem.

Outcomes:

· Improved attendance and behaviour.

· Students’ actively seeking support

· Increased self esteem among students and staff.

· Parents in regular contact with school and want this support to continue

· Teachers facilitating and supporting learning

· Improved contact between primary and post primary school

· Improved service delivery to students

· Support learning is about supporting all students reaching their full potential.  

In a discussion on the provision of learning support, there was general agreement that schools are not catering adequately for students with learning difficulties.  There were a number of reasons for this:

Attitude of management - perhaps learning support is not a high priority in the school.

The need for staff training - many teachers do not know how to develop literacy and numeracy skills in their classroom.

Inappropriate use of the Learning Support teacher - often assigned to other duties or not given full allocation of hours for learning support.

Workshop F

Developing individual learning plans

Resource People: Mairead Conway, Presentation Primary School, Clonmel, and Norberta O’Gorman Mol an Óige

Norberta O’Gorman briefly outlined the policy context for this workshop.  This included recognition of the unique learning needs of all individuals, the recommendation to broaden the consultative role of learning support teachers and the proposal, as outlined in the Minister’s address earlier that morning, that additional funds for future initiatives will be allocated from the Department of Education and Science on the basis of school-based action plans.  

Mairead Conway presented a case study to illustrate how Individual Learning Plans are developed in the Presentation Primary School, Clonmel.  Individual Learning Plans address the development of the whole child, building on students strengths/interests as a way of meeting their needs.  Teachers in the Acton Planning team meet regularly and, consulting with individual students and their parents, set specific and practical learning objectives.  Plans are evaluated on a very regular basis, and students are involved in the evaluation.

The Action Planning process has influenced the school to reconsider withdrawal arrangements for remedial tuition.  A broader approach is being adopted which includes team teaching and peer tutoring. The school now emphasises the need for involving parents when setting targets with students, and has worked with the local Arts Centre, Community Games, sports clubs and the local Community Partnership ADM to support students.

Among the issues that arose in the general discussion were:

Many students experience difficulties in the transfer from primary to post-primary, and on-going contact is needed between schools.  One principal said that primary and post-primary principals in that town had met to agree procedures for the transfer of information between the schools locally.

Students can be involved in decisions about their own learning (academic and behaviour) in an age appropriate way from infant classes. Deciding how many goals/targets to start with depends on the individual child. It is important to start small with tangible and realistic targets. When behavioural difficulties continue, consequences negotiated in advance with students need to be in place.

It was the view of one teacher participant that teachers tend to pontificate to parents rather than really involving parents meaningfully in their own child’s education. 

Suggestions for continuing the Action Planning process after the lifetime of Mol an Óige included working with local Area Develppment Management Projects, GAA, Community Employment Schemes and the submission of action plans to Boards of Management and Trustees for funding.

Workshop G

The value of transnational partnership in facilitating change in schools

Resource People:  Brenig Davies, Vice Principal, Pontypridd College, Wales

Brenig Davies spoke of the experience of Pontypridd College in transnational activity, and of the benefits, the costs and the measurable outcomes of such work.  Among the points he mentioned were:

· There are various forms and levels of transnational co-operation ranging from exchange of information through transnational visits to collaborative projects with EU colleges and firms.

· Part of the rationale for European co-operation by Pontypridd College is that there are 86 European firms in the county employing 26% of the workforce (i.e., almost 18,000 employees)

· Explicit objectives of the European element of courses in Pontypridd College include comparing and contrasting policies, practices and legislation in various EU countries.

· The value of partnerships is that they provide greater relevance for students in an age of job mobility, they encourage innovative curriculum development, they enable the college to access additional finance, they give teachers fresh opportunities and confidence and they encourage a culture of innovation in the college

· Among the costs of transnational co-operation are the amount of preparatory work and time required of participating staff.

Dan Condren spoke of the Mol an Óige experience.  He said that over 70 teachers/tutors and others involved in educational management have visited Pontypridd and Birmingham with Mol an Óige.  The experience has greatly influenced the development of the Mol an Óige project – the Action Planning model owes a lot to the Pontypridd College experience.  In addition, the developments in learning support, positive behaviour management and new teaching methodologies in schools/centres participating in the Mol an Óige project owe a lot to these visits.  The experience has been that transnational visits challenge the fundamental, unarticulated, assumptions which underpin our practice, and hence provide a major impetus for innovation.  This was echoed by a few of the participants in the workshop who had been abroad.  It was remarked that the presentations in the morning made references to innovations which owed their origins to practice in Pontypridd and Birmingham.

The question of how the value of the transnational experience in Mol an Óige could be made available to schools which had not been part of the project was discussed.

The hope was also expressed that the linkages with Pontypridd and Birmingham which had been initiated by the Mol an Óige project could be maintained and further developed in the future.

Workshop H

The Developing of a model for inter-agency co-operation

Resource Person:  Kevin O'Farrell, Child Care Manager, Mid-Western Health Board

Inter-agency co-operation is Health Board policy, but many barriers to multidisciplinary and inter-agency work currently exist. A need was identified by practitioners and agencies for a training programme to facilitate inter-agency co-operation.  A key aspect of the process in North Tipperary was that the training was based on child protection but the aim was to develop inter-agency working practices.

Benefits of inter-agency co-operation

· Provides a comprehensive response to all concerns about children

· Avoids gaps in service response

· Provides mutual support for professionals in complex cases

Why the programme was piloted in North Tipperary?

The inter-agency training programme was located in North Tipperary following requests from practitioners (especially teachers).  The history of Garda/Health Board joint training in the county provided a useful basis for the training.  The existence of Mol an Óige as co-ordination / facilitation for schools was especially helpful for the other agencies and was a major factor in the decision to place the pilot programme in North Tipperary.

The development of the inter-agency training programme

The inter-agency programme was developed in the following stages:  

· The setting up of an inter-agency committee that represented the various agencies and primary and post primary schools

· A core group of three appointed by the health board, Gardaí and Mol an Óige answerable to the committee to execute the decisions of the committee

· The training programme was developed in three phases.  Training of trainers, training of agency school representatives and dissemination into schools and agencies.  This third phase was facilitated in schools by Mol an Óige.  Phase IV is the evaluation and is currently being developed.  Future plans are for the development of area groups for the development of further training.

Policy issues identified from the inter-agency training programme

· The need for realistic and ongoing funding commitment from all agencies involved. 

· The need for development of relationships between the different agencies and for co-ordination of the agencies involved particularly the schools.

· The inter-agency training process identified a need for collaboration and co-operation between schools

· Inter-agency training should be included in initial teacher training

· Inter-agency working needs to prioritised and become part of normal duties e.g. it should be included on timesheets (this is currently not possible in some agencies 

· There is difficulty in obtaining agency mandate from the Department of Education and Science 

· Consumers’ (i.e. children and young people) not represented on training committee.

Open-discussion

Attention was drawn to aspects of inter-agency work other than child protection for example community organisations often meet Gardaí to discuss community development issues.

The implications of crossing professional boundaries was raised, for example taking part in case conferences.  This aspect is covered in the training, but, through the development of inter-agency co-operation, these issues can be addressed much earlier. 

There is need for early intervention to solve problems before they occur.

The take up by the schools of inter agency training was questioned.  Was there a different level of take up in primary/post primary?  Only eight small primary schools (three teachers or fewer) availed of the training.  Possible explanations for this are the difficulty of small schools to actually obtain substitution and the lack of understanding of the authority for school management in primary schools.  There is also the view that in some small schools inter-agency work is not relevant because principals and staff feel that the school doesn’t have those kinds of problems.

Inter-agency training couldn't compensate for inadequate services for young people.  There are still real practical difficulties experienced by practitioners dealing with disturbed children.  There is no psychologist facility for dealing with serious cases e.g. suicidal young people.  Currently clinical psychological services are filling gaps that should be the responsibility of educational psychologists.  It is hoped that this will be rectified by the introduction of the National Education Psychological Service.

The lack of parental representation within the core group of agencies was highlighted. This drew attention to fundamental questions about partnership particularly in court and in case conferences where relationships between agencies and parents would be severely strained.  There is a need to build real partnership

How can inter-agency work be sustained after Mol an Óige

1. County development Boards have been set up in North and South Tipperary.  The brief of these boards is to develop strategy for social/economic/cultural inclusion, and is really wide - e.g. housing which impact indirectly on disadvantage.  All sectors (including parents) are to be included in the development plans.  This body could continue mainstreaming/bringing specialists together. 

2. Schools struggle to collaborate, as do other agencies.  Mol an Óige facilitated the involvement of schools.  Continued collaboration will require this co-ordination / facilitation role.  The costs of this will be small in relation to the potential benefit.  

Open Forum

Maintaining the momentum – how the benefits from the Mol an Óige project can be disseminated and built upon

Chairperson:  Lucás Ó Muircheartaigh, CEO, North Tipperary VEC

Among the main themes to emerge in a lively session were the following:

· It was suggested that there were certain aspects of the work of Mol an Óige which should be sustainable now with support form parent organisations.  This applies to a certain extent to Action Planning in schools and centres, to aspects of inter-agency co-operation and to mentoring.  However, it was felt that there was still an important role for a support team such as Mol an Óige in animating and supporting a process of change and development.  As one school principal stated, ‘schools don’t have the time to evangelise’.  

· It was suggested that it would be a pity for the expertise of a group such as Mol an Óige, and other short-term support teams established by the Department of Education and Science, to be lost.  Perhaps a generic support service could be established by the Department of Education and Science to support school development.  It was pointed out that it would be important not to end up with a plethora of support agencies.

· All jobs develop routines.  Mainstreaming the work of a project like Mol an Óige involves looking at these routines and deciding if the new ideas add to the current workload, or if they make some of the old routines redundant so that there is no additional cost.

· A number of participants agreed that inter-agency working was essential.  Future funding will be given more often on the basis of multi-disciplinary applications.

· Mol an Óige showed the value of giving ownership of a process to those who have to implement it, i.e. schools and teachers.  This has long been known in industry where, when people were empowered to control their own quality, the work of the quality control inspectorate decreased. 
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