Mol an Óige

Developing a Model of Inter-Agency Co-operation in Co Tipperary which Includes Schools and Training Centres

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

North Tipperary VEC (lead partner)
Mid Western Health Board

Irish Business and Employers Conference
FÁS 

Tipperary Rural and Business Development Institute
Irish Congress of Trades Unions

South Tipperary VEC
Mary Immaculate College

Published by:
Mol an Óige

Teach an Léinn

Kenyon St

Nenagh

Co. Tipperary

© 2000

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

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

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

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

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

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

Table of Contents

11.
Introduction

The Action Planning Process
1
2.
Rationale for inter-agency co-operation
1
3.
The policy and practice contexts of inter-agency co-operation
2
4.
The actions of Mol an Óige
3
5.
The findings of Mol an Óige
3
Facilitation of Inter-agency co-operation in schools / training centres
4
The need for inter agency training
4
6.
The North Tipperary inter-agency training pilot programme
5
Responses of Teachers to the inter-agency training programme
6
7.
Plans for the future
6
8.
Developing A Local Area Inter-Agency Response To Early School Leaving
6
Clonmel Early School Leavers forum
6
Strategic Planning Group for Educational Disadvantage in Clonmel
8
9.
Conclusions
8
Development of inter-agency co-operation is slow and takes time
8
Multi-disciplinary work must become accepted as part of normal practice
9
Training is necessary
9
Inter-agency work is not currently included in initial teacher training
9
Need for co-ordination role
9
Need for funding for inter-agency co-operation
9
10.
References
10


1. Introduction

Mol an Óige was a four-year project, (January 1996 – March 2000), supported by the Youthstart strand of the EU Human Resources Initiative EMPLOYMENT.  It 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.  Mol an Óige was originally funded for the years 1996 and 1997 which is referred to in this report as the first round of the project.  Funding for a further development of the project was approved for 1998-99.  This is referred to as the second round.

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

Mol an Óige is a systems development project, i.e. we do not work directly with young people, but work in partnership with schools and other agencies to address the needs of young people from the target group.

The Action Planning Process

Action Planning is the chief strategy employed by Mol an Óige.  It allows teachers within their own school or centre to:

· identify the specific needs of the young people in their care

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

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

Linking with other agencies to deliver an integrated response has been identified as necessary for supporting young people at risk by schools / training centres within the Action Planning process, but has also been driven as a priority by Mol an Óige.

The stated aims of the Mol an Óige project included a commitment to the development of multidisciplinary inter-agency co-operation.  Although it is increasingly acknowledged that this is a necessary step forward for schools / training centres, it is not currently widespread practice, nor is it given a high priority in the majority of schools / training centres.  The following is a review of the current practice in Tipperary schools / training centres, the developments instigated and supported by the Mol an Óige project in conjunction with other agencies, and the plans for the school year 1999/2000.  

Although schools / training centres are beginning to develop links within the wider community in various aspects of school life, the focus of this report is collaboration with the various agencies such as the health board, Gardaí and youth services that have a statutory or financial mandate for the care of young people.  Links with individuals and voluntary groups within the community are discussed in a further Mol an Óige report.

2. Rationale for inter-agency co-operation

In order for schools / training centres to offer effective care to all children they must be able to work in partnership with professionals in other agencies. Teachers are aware that there are issues that they cannot be expected to address alone, but there is no tradition within schools / training centres of working collaboratively with other agencies.  The personal care that teachers often offer their students reinforces the understanding and culture within teaching where to admit that problems cannot be addressed and solved within the classroom can be perceived as failure on the part of the teacher.  This leaves teachers isolated, defensive and vulnerable.  However professionals in other agencies also have a responsibility to care for children, but are unable to fulfil their obligations without collaboration from teachers.  In order for the care of all children to be adequately addressed, collaboration between all agencies is necessary.  The first round of Mol an Óige (1997:10) found that the need for co-ordination of services was 

“not clearly articulated except in the guise of criticism by each service of the others”.

3. The policy and practice contexts of inter-agency co-operation

A clear need for inter-agency collaboration is identified in the numerous reports of inquiries following serious crises in areas of child protection. Reder, Duncan and Gray (1993:60) who studied the results of inquiries into deaths of children in the U.K found that

“if one feature of the thirty-five inquiries stands out above all others, it is the panel’s repeated conclusions that inter-agency communication was flawed”

Results of inquiries in Ireland have reached similar conclusions.

“Senior managers must ensure the establishment of effective working relsationships … between the health board and other agencies”  -  The Kilkenny Incest Investigation (1993:105)
Such findings in themselves should be enough to direct the attention of all professionals towards collaborative working.  However there is a growing acceptance both nationally and internationally that inter-agency co-operation can offer considerable value to the routine work of the professional.  Boldt and Devine (1998:36) claim that 

“collaboration among providers of interventions is needed in view of the limited resources available at present and to assist in disseminating information and lobbying for support.”

Morgan (1998:86) proposes that there is a serious risk of system failure if collaboration does not happen as part of normal practice. 

“with such compartmentalisation young people can easily fall between the cracks of the various administrative definitions of their problem.”

This view is reflected in Irish national policy.  The Education Welfare Bill (1999) states that all relevant agencies, including VECs, Gardaí, Health Boards and Youth Services should appoint liaison officers and that the activities of the Education Welfare Board and those other agencies should be 'co-ordinated'.'
The agencies with which schools / training centres need to collaborate, including health board and Gardaí, are generally better prepared and used to working in this way.

“The Mid-Western Health Board acknowledges that the inter-agency co-operation […] is fundamental to the protection of children at risk'  (Mid-Western Health Board guidelines 1998”).

Within North Tipperary, the Health Board and Gardai been developed and implemented collaborative work and a joint child protection training programme over a number of years.

The actions of Mol an Óige 

The first round of the Mol an Óige project aimed to

“facilitate the co-ordination of all the services provided for disadvantaged young people to ensure their needs were addressed in a comprehensive way”
(Mol an Óige: 1997)

This was done through meetings with various agencies, area network meetings and highlighting individual cases.  The area network meetings were attended by representatives of all the providers, statutory and voluntary in each area including parents, health board, Gardaí, social welfare, visiting teacher for Travellers, probation services, psychological services.  These meetings facilitated personal contacts, enabled greater links to be developed between the agencies and for the challenges of inter-agency co-operation to be identified. 

4. The findings of Mol an Óige 

These attempts at developing a multi-disciplinary approach to addressing educational disadvantage highlighted a number of significant issues.  Among these were the following:

· While working in multi-disciplinary contexts is the norm for professionals in many services, this is not so in the case of teachers and schools / training centres.

· Many teachers were reluctant to make referrals and were unsure of how and in what circumstances to do so.

· Developing inter-agency co-operation has significant resource implications.  In particular, time must be allocated for such work - it cannot be done in people’s spare time.

· A study of the module descriptors of a number of B. Ed and H. Dip (Ed) courses in the Teacher Training Colleges and Universities shows no element of inter-agency co-operation in initial teacher training courses. It is unrealistic to expect teachers to know the procedures for consultation and referral to professionals in other agencies.

· Professionals working in other agencies, particularly social workers expressed concerns about

‘Crisis referrals, inappropriate referrals and inadequate filling of forms by teachers.’ (Mol an Óige: 1997)

· The first round of Mol an Óige 

'succeeded in helping schools / training centres and other services make contact with and learn about each others work in a real way' 
(Mol an Óige: 1997)

but this did not necessarily, or usually result in on going communication or collaborative work.  Through working with schools / training centres, the Mol an Óige project has ascertained that there were many and varied reasons for schools / training centres not contacting and collaborating with other agencies.  These included 

'lack of parental consent',

 'difficulty in making contact' 

and 'poor feedback from other agencies when contact is made'. 

(Responses to Mol an Óige evaluation questionnaire July 1999)

In addition many teachers did not know who to contact in the various agencies, and who the relevant professionals were in their particular geographical area.  Teachers were concerned when reporting concerns (particularly to the health boards and gardaí) about the implications of confidentiality and their professional position. Teachers also felt that they were not kept informed, or consulted on future developments.  They also expressed frustration and confusion at having to make new contacts with new colleagues on a seemingly regular basis due to the greater staff mobility in other agencies than in teaching.  Time constraints on teachers who have full-time responsibilities in the classroom and the full caseloads of professionals in the other agency also made contact difficult.  

In summary, similar difficulties are being experienced by schools and other agencies.  There was inadequate understanding between the services of their differing cultures, giving rise to concerns about consultation, referral and feedback between them. 

Facilitation of Inter-agency co-operation in schools / training centres

For effective inter-agency co-operation to happen it must be prioritised within the school and sufficient time and resources must be allocated to make it work.  The second round of the Mol an Óige project developed a model of Action Planning which was designed to allow schools / training centres to identify and address their own needs, including those related to inter-agency co-operation.

Responses to Mol an Óige evaluation questionnaire in July 1999 showed that prior to taking part in the Action Planning process, some schools / training centres (about 50% of post primary and about 15% of primary) had made contact with the local health board.  About 30% of the post-primary and about 10% of primary schools / training centres working with Mol an Óige had contact with the psychological services.  One or two schools / training centres had developed links with the JLO, the School Attendance Officer or the youth services.

Those schools / training centres that had made contact with other agencies usually did so on a need to know or crisis basis and did not generally have a systematic method for communication and collaboration on an ongoing basis.  This demonstrated the need for a whole school planning process to deliver an integrated care service to young people within schools / training centres.

The need for inter agency training

It was clear that although it was accepted that collaborative working between schools / training centres and other agencies would offer improved service to young people and was beginning to be proposed by government and policy makers as the way forward, it was not generally being implemented in schools / training centres.  Without specific initiatives to promote such work in schools / training centres and to enable teachers to collaborate with their colleagues in the other agencies this situation was unlikely to change.  The gardaí, health board professionals and youth workers in North Tipperary have had more involvement in inter-agency training in recent years than schools.  They acknowledged the differences between schools / training centres and other agencies in their approach to inter-agency methods of working and the lack of meaningful collaboration on the ground.  Through a process of consultation between those agencies, Mol an Óige and teachers working in North Tipperary, it was decided that a joint training programme could be devised and delivered to representatives of the agencies working in North Tipperary.  Training has been identified as necessary, e.g., the Kilkenny Incest Investigation (1993:113) recommends that

'health boards provide a systematic training programme for all professionals working in the area of child abuse.  The programme must be available at a number of levels … inter-disciplinary and inter-agency training' 

5. The North Tipperary inter-agency training pilot programme

Mol an Óige has a stated aim of developing a model of inter-agency co-operation in the county.  By providing a co-ordination and linking function, Mol an Óige was the catalyst for developing and testing of a model inter-agency co-operation in North Tipperary.  The Mid-Western Health Board saw the need for developing and piloting a programme for inter-agency training and chose the North Tipperary area because Mol an Óige was already working there with a group of schools / training centres that were exploring the possibility of inter-agency co-operation. The programme was co-ordinated by a committee representing the Mid Western Health Board, An Garda Síochána, Mol an Óige, Tipperary Regional Youth Services, and local primary and post primary schools. The Mid-Western Health Board, Mol an Óige and the Garda Síochána appointed inter-agency training officers to the programme.  These worked within the mandate of the inter-agency training committee to develop and implement the pilot training programme in North Tipperary.  

All three agencies, as well as the In-Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science, committed resources to the project.  Mol an Óige funding allowed substitute cover for teachers taking part in the training programme.  The programme could not have taken place without this funding.

The inter-agency training programme allowed representatives of all schools / training centres, various disciplines within the health board, gardaí and youth workers to train together in the localities in which they worked. Workers in all agencies gained an understanding of how other agencies operated and this provided a basis on which to build professional working relationships with workers in other agencies (as reported in evaluation questionnaires).

The programme was delivered to and by mixed groups of professionals from the various services.

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

Participants in Phase 1 acted as trainers for Phase 2 of the programme which took place in February and March 1999.  In this, six groups of 24, composed of professionals from the various services, received training focused on child protection issues, but using these to highlight the whole area of inter-agency co-operation.  All schools / training centres in North Tipperary were offered training in this process.  Staff members from 42 schools / training centres (43% of the total) took part in Phase 2 of the training programme.

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

Phase 3 was offered to all schools taking part in Phase 2. This was to ensure that training provided to one member of staff percolated through the whole school and influenced whole school policy and planning.  Phase 3 offered an in-school training programme (1½ - 2 hours) for full staffs (or groups of teachers from within staffs).  This was delivered jointly by one trainer and the staff member from the school who attended the Phase 2 programme.  Approximately 70% of schools taking part in Phase 2 also took part in Phase 3.  Those who did not take part cited lack of time for staff meetings as the primary reason for not doing so.

Responses of Teachers to the inter-agency training programme

Teachers who took part in the training stated that the programme was meeting a real and genuine need of teachers.  In responding to an evaluation questionnaire 17% of respondents considered the course to be satisfactory, 55% very satisfactory and 28% excellent.  None considered the course to be unsatisfactory or poor. One primary principal stated that:  

'The inter-agency training programme made contacts for schools / training centres and procedures [of other agencies] were now fully understood'










(Response to Mol an Óige evaluation questionnaire July 1999)

One post-primary teacher stated

‘This is exactly what teachers need.  I'm always being sent on courses about my own subject, but I already know about that.  This will help me to be a better teacher'




personal conversation with colleague (quoted with permission) 

a full evaluation of the pilot programme is currently being undertaken.

6. Plans for the future

Many schools / training centres have begun to acknowledge the need to have contact with other agencies and, as a result of taking part in the inter-agency training programme, schools / training centres in North Tipperary are now better able to make contacts and improve functional communication with other professionals.  After taking part in the inter-agency training, schools / training centres are now aware of the roles and responsibilities of the other agencies and have developed contacts with the professionals working there (Source: Mol an Óige evaluation Questionnaires, July 1999).  All schools / training centres responding to that questionnaire reported that taking part in the inter-agency training programme had influenced school policy or planning.  75% of respondents had made or renewed contacts with other agencies since taking part in the training programme. 

Similarly, workers in other agencies stated that they have a better understanding of the constraints (time/resources etc.) under which schools / training centres work.  Schools / training centres that took part in the interagency training programme now have the knowledge of contacts and procedures to enable them to make realistic plans that involve other agencies and to request on-going collaboration with professionals working in those agencies.  Most schools / training centres taking part in Collaborative Action Planning have stated that they intend t continue to develop their inter-agency involvement.

A very important factor is that there is now in North Tipperary a multi-agency team of trainers.  It is important that this resource be used effectively.

7. Developing an Inter-Agency Response to Early School Leaving in Clonmel

Clonmel Early School Leavers forum

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

The meeting set aims of:

· Increasing provision of second chance programmes within schools

· Providing a family learning centre for pre-school children with their parents

· Establishing a tracking system for all children in the town

· Examining ways to establish an off-campus centre where early school leavers could follow a reintegration programme.

· The setting up of a structure where staff from various schools could meet to share information and experiences regarding early school leavers.

Arising out of this initiative, an early school leaving forum was established by professionals from various agencies who were working on various initiatives for early school leavers in the town.  This forum met in June 1999, and was jointly facilitated by Clonmel Community Partnership and Mol an Óige.  The aim of the forum was to develop closer links between agencies and to learn from the experiences of others.  It was agreed that although many initiatives had taken place in Clonmel, these were dependent on particular professionals taking on extra responsibilities.  A need was identified for these initiatives to be developed into a sustainable coherent plan for Clonmel that was part of each agency's policy and was resourced and sustainable.  The following were identified as areas for future co-operation: 

i. Co-operation between agencies and within agencies at practitioner level

· Preventative measures in schools

· Developing off campus programmes for those who have already left school

· Developing programmes that enable young people to return to school

· Training programmes for parents that support their own child's education

ii. Co-operation between agencies at policy level

· Developing links and procedures for communication between agencies

· Transfer of information between agencies

· Applying for additional funding for current projects

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

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

Strategic Planning Group for Educational Disadvantage in Clonmel

The initial meeting of this group was convened by Mol an Óige and Clonmel Community Partnership in September 1999 in response to the need identified at the early school leaving forum.  The group consisted of representatives at policy level of the main agencies working in the area.  The objectives of the first meeting were to:

· Identify the lessons emerging from initiatives at practitioner level

· Establish agreed structures and procedures for bringing the learning from projects to policy levels within agencies

· Examine how individual projects can be supported at policy level including looking at ways in which funding can be applied to projects

· Identifying areas for future co-operation between agencies

At the meeting it was agreed that the group would work together to develop a strategic plan to address the issues of educational disadvantage in Clonmel.  The Tipperary SR Development and Enterprise Officer, Mol an Óige and Clonmel Community Partnership agreed to jointly facilitate this planning process.

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

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

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

Objectives of the process were to

· Support long term interventions that address educational disadvantage

· Support the mainstreaming of pilot initiatives

· Link any plans being developed at local level to the current policy 

· Support innovative approaches such as the Junior Certificate Schools Programme and part-time initiatives that encourage early school leavers to attain an educational qualification

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

8. Conclusions

Development of inter-agency co-operation is slow and takes time 

The development of inter-agency co-operation is a significant departure from current practice for many organisations and professionals.  Some organisations such as the health boards are already committed to such developments, and are providing leadership and training to their workers to facilitate this change of practice.  In other agencies, particularly schools, inter-agency co-operation represents a change of culture and redefinition of the meaning of professional care.  This change of culture will take a commitment to time and resources.

Multi-disciplinary work must become accepted as part of normal practice

This has implications for the time that must be devoted to it on an ongoing basis, particularly to facilitate practitioners to work with others without having to do so in their spare time.  It must not be seen as an add-on to the work of agencies or individual professionals.  Inter-agency co-operation must be included in the developmental planning of all schools / agencies.  Included in the ADM Integrated Services Process Project (1999) are the recommendations that job descriptions need to allow for and value integrated work practices, and that personnel appointed to front line posts need to be selected for their suitability and commitment to integrated practice. 

Training is necessary

In order for changes in culture to take place and new roles to be developed, training is necessary to clarify roles, methods of referral and issues of confidentiality.  This training is required in both initial training and ongoing professional development. 

Inter-agency work is not currently included in initial teacher training

Inter-agency co-operation was not found in a study of module descriptors of B.Ed and H Dip (Ed) courses.  Programmes that focus on inter-agency co-operation are needed so that all teachers have an understanding of the need for an integrated care service, and knowledge of the roles of the different agencies and procedures for collaborative working.

Need for co-ordination role

Inter-agency training could not have taken place in North Tipperary without co-ordination.  Within North Tipperary, Mol an Óige provided co-ordination for schools that otherwise have no co-ordination structure.  There is a need for some agency to provide this co-ordination and technical support role in all local areas.  The co-ordination role cannot be an additional burden to someone’s current responsibilities; it is a specific role in itself.  Repgole (1995) cited in Cullen (1997) found that success was largely dependent on the capacity of the co-ordinator to ‘foster collaboration and service delivery.’  Cullen makes the case that the co-ordination role cannot be taken by one of the key player agencies if the views of other smaller agencies are also to be equally valued.

Need for funding for inter-agency co-operation

Inter-agency development would not have been possible without the funding provided by Mol an Óige for the Action Planning process to take place, and from Mid-Western Health Board, An Garda Síochána, Mol an Óige and the In Career Development Unit of the Department of Education and Science to facilitate the training.  Designated funding is necessary for continued inter-agency collaboration.
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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.
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