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CLASSROOM  PRACTICE

Mainstream Secondary Schools
Peadar Mc Cann, January 2003.
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1 Introduction

This is the Irish report on the project on Classroom Practice.  It describes how pupils with special educational needs are catered for in second-level mainstream schools in Ireland.

1.1 Approach

Working partners were asked to select two examples of inclusion practice at second level within their own countries, one of which concerned challenging behaviour. Among the criteria for selection were that pupils should be in mainstream classrooms in mainstream second level schools, preferably on a full time basis; that they should be in the age group of 11 to 14 years; that the pupil with challenging behaviour should function within the normal range of intellectual ability.

With these criteria in mind, the national working partner consulted with the local senior psychologist attached to the National Educational Psychological Service about finding suitable second-level schools. After the psychologist had identified two suitable schools, the working partner consulted with the post primary inspectors responsible for each of these schools and asked them to organise meetings with the principal teachers, with a view to arranging the schools’ participation in the Classroom Practice Project.

The working partner met with both principals and the respective post primary inspectors for the school to discuss the Classroom Project.  Both principals indicated that they were interested in participating and arranged for the working partner to meet with the teachers who are most involved in dealing with the students with special educational needs in each school at a later date.

The working partner subsequently met with these particular teachers and outlined the parameters of the classroom practice project to them. In the case of each school, the teachers nominated a student whom they considered would best match the requirements of the study. Both of these students are enrolled in mainstream classes in the different mainstream secondary schools and receive support from a number of specialist teachers. For the purposes of this report, these schools are titled School A and School B.

This report is based on the outcome of detailed discussions with principal teachers, specialist teachers, post primary inspectors, the area psychologist and on the documentation supplied by the schools. It also outlines the support resources available to the schools and how the schools use these resources.

1.2 Framework Conditions

Mainstream post primary schools in Ireland

Second-level education is provided in secondary schools and in comprehensive, community and vocational schools and colleges. While these various school types differ in aspects of ownership, management, ethos, tradition and, sometimes, pupil clientele, they have a great deal in common. They largely teach the same subjects, take the same public examinations, are financed mainly by the state, observe similar regulations and employ the same type of teachers. 

Successive Irish governments have adopted a “comprehensive” approach to post-primary schooling, as opposed to the dual approach favoured in other European countries. This policy encourages the enrolment of all students within second-level schools and seeks the provision of a broad curriculum suitable to the aptitudes and interests of the student body. While significant differences exist between individual schools, in general it can be said that most schools now incorporate a more heterogeneous student clientele than formerly, with varying socio-economic backgrounds, and levels of ability, application, motivation and achievement. Pupil retention rates have increased dramatically in recent years with 82% of students now completing senior cycle education. This is in the context of the raising of the school leaving age to sixteen.

Students generally transfer from primary to post-primary schools between the ages of 12 and 13. In the great majority of schools, the Junior Cycle lasts three years, during which students study the Junior Certificate Programme or, in the case of some schools, the Junior Certificate Schools Programme (JCSP). A Transition Year Programme, carried out between the Junior and Senior Cycles, is widely available in schools.

During Senior Cycle, three programmes are available to students. These are the traditional Leaving Certificate Programme, the Leaving Certificate Applied Programme (LCAP) and the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP).

The establishment of posts and the selection and appointment of teachers to these posts within approved allocations is the responsibility of school management authorities and is subject to prescribed requirements. The Department of Education and Science (DES) and the Registration Council establish the minimum qualifications necessary for the appointment of teachers.  The allocation of teachers to schools is governed by the following criteria:

· The general pupil teacher ratio for second level schools;

· The enhanced pupil ratio for certain programmes such as the LCVP, the LCAP and the JCSP;

· Ex quota posts based on enrolment (Deputy Principal, Learning Support, Guidance);

· Ex quota posts based on student needs (Disadvantage, Home School Community Liaison, Resource Teaching);

· Appeals related to particular needs of schools and students;

· Special interventions related to certain initiatives such as the Stay in School Initiative, the Languages Initiative).

The pupil teacher ratio for allocation purposes in the year 2002 was 18:1. The actual ratio, taking into account the total staffing allocation to schools, was 14.8:1

Source:
The Allocation of Teachers to Second Level Schools – Report of the Expert Group to the Minister for Education and Science, October 2001.

2 Meeting special educational needs in mainstream post primary schools

Additional specialist teachers provide specific support for students with special educational needs in mainstream post primary schools in Ireland. They fall into two categories, as follows:

2.1 Learning Support Teachers

These ex quota teachers mainly provide a service for students who have difficulties in literacy and numeracy. 

2.2 Resource Teachers

Schools apply for and receive additional teaching resources in respect of pupils who are assessed as having special needs and who require additional teaching support. This additional support includes ex quota resource posts, teaching hours for pupils with special needs and special needs assistants. The level of response in each case has regard to the number of students and the severity of the disabilities involved. Where there is a group of special needs students the support may take the form of full time resource or special needs posts, or both. Where individual students or small groups are involved, the support may take the form of part time teaching hours or part time special needs assistant posts, or both.

Some resource posts are sanctioned on a permanent basis while others are applied for annually as part of an appeals process for schools seeking additional support for students with assessed special educational needs. 

These applications are referred to the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) for reports and recommendations. Each case is considered on its individual merits. The level of support provided is generally determined by reference to the pupil/teacher ratios recommended by the Report of the Special Education Review Committee (SERC) for particular categories of disability. 

The level of support provided is also generally in line with the primary level scheme that provides pupils with assessed learning disabilities with an automatic entitlement to a resource teaching service.  The broad categories of disability covered by this scheme are general learning disability; autistic spectrum disorder; physical and multiple disability; sensory impairment; emotional and behavioural disturbance; specific speech and language disorder; and specific learning disability.  Each pupil with an assessed disability in a primary school is now entitled to a designated number of hours per week of individual teaching from a resource teacher.  This can range from 2.5 hours to 5 hours per week, depending on the category of disability.  The scheme does not, as yet, apply to post primary schools but it is anticipated that similar developments will take place at this level when the Special Education Council assumes the lead role in the allocation of special needs resources from 2003 on.

The role and functions of the resource teacher can vary considerably from school to school, depending on a number of factors. In schools where special classes for students with learning disabilities have been set up, resource teachers may divide their time between teaching the special classes and teaching mainstream classes. In other schools, the resource teacher may function as a learning support teacher and operate a withdrawal system through which students with learning difficulties in mathematics and/or language are given individual tuition. A small number of resource teachers focus on teaching life skills to less able students or support the inclusion process through providing advice and resources for students and subject teachers. 

External Support Services for pupils with learning disabilities in mainstream primary schools

· The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS)

This service was established in September 1999 as an executive agency of the Department of Education and Science.  It is still in its formative stages but it is expected to be at full strength by 2004. It is envisaged that the NEPS will play a major role in the development of a comprehensive system of identifying and assisting all pupils with learning difficulties and disabilities.  An important operating principle for the NEPS is close liaison with psychological and other services provided and funded by Regional Health Boards.

In relation to pupils with special educational needs, the principal role of the NEPS psychologist is to consult with teachers and parents, to identify the special needs of the pupil and to make recommendations for appropriate education provision, including additional teaching and SNA (Special Needs Assistant) support, curricular provision, teaching approaches and techniques and learning materials and equipment.

· The Visiting Teacher Service (VTS) of the Department of Education and Science.

Visiting Teachers are deployed on a regional basis to provide support services for pupils with hearing impairment, visual impairment and with Down’s Syndrome both in the home and school setting, at both primary and post-primary level. They work in close co-operation with teachers and provide advice on appropriate teaching methods and materials.

· Regional Health Boards

Regional Health Boards provide a range of support services for pupils with learning disabilities who are enrolled in mainstream primary and post primary schools. These include child psychiatric and guidance services; clinical psychological services; speech and language therapy; occupational therapy; and physiotherapy.

3 The selected schools: School A

School A is located in a suburb of a small city, in an area designated as disadvantaged by the Department of Education and Science. It is a Voluntary Secondary School for girls and is under the patronage and management of the Presentation Order. It has a current enrolment of 420.

Staff consists of a Principal Teacher, a Deputy Principal and 28 teachers. Included on the permanent staff are two guidance counsellors; one learning support teacher; one resource teacher; and one Home/School/Community Liaison Teacher.

In addition, the school also has a full time temporary post and a part time post for special needs education, a part time speech and drama teacher and a volunteer teacher. 

The school also has eight trainee teachers on staff, all of whom are studying for second level teaching qualifications in local third level institutions.

The school has a School Support Team that consists of the Principal Teacher, the Deputy Principal, the guidance teachers, the learning support teacher, the resource teachers and the Home/School/Community liaison teacher. This team meets every week to discuss the needs of students with behavioural and learning difficulties and to plan to meet these needs.

The team has a strong pastoral role. It works in close association with the rest of the teaching staff though the Year Heads referral system with a view to responding to students’ needs in a co-ordinated and systematic manner. 

3.1 Curriculum

The school has a six-year cycle. First year students are enrolled on a non-selective basis. They are offered a wide range of subjects to broaden their educational experience and to afford them a wide range of subject options for the Junior Certificate Examination. 

The subjects offered are as follows:

	Religious Education
	English
	History

	Business Studies
	Science
	Home Economics

	Social, Personal and Health Education
	Civic, Social and Political Education
	Physical Education

	German
	Irish 
	Mathematics

	Geography
	Art/Craft/Design
	Music

	French
	Computer Skills
	Speech and Drama

	Games and Sport
	
	


At the end of their first year, students select up to eight examination subjects for the Junior Certificate Examination. In addition to examination subjects, each student continues to study Religious Education, Physical Education and Speech and Drama.

The school offers every student the option of a three-year Senior Cycle after the Junior Certificate. This three-year option contains:

3.1.1 Transition Year Programme (TYP)

This one-year programme is available to all students immediately after the Junior Cycle. It offers students a broader educational experience prior to proceeding to further study or vocational training. Work experience is an integral element of the programme.

Students may pursue the Leaving Certificate courses either immediately after the Junior Cycle or on completion of the Transition Year Programme.

3.1.2 The Established Leaving Certificate

This is a two-year programme, with subjects offered at Higher and Ordinary level. English, Mathematics and Irish are compulsory and students may choose four additional subjects from the following list:

	Business Studies
	History
	Physics

	Biology
	Music
	Social and Scientific Ed.

	Accounting
	Geography
	Chemistry

	Art
	German
	French


In addition, all senior students follow programmes in Religious Education, Physical Education, Computer Education and Social, Personal and Health Education.

3.1.3 The Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP)

This two-year programme provides an expanded range of curriculum options at Higher and Ordinary Level along with additional Link Modules. These modules are Enterprise Education, Preparation for Work and Work Experience.

3.1.4 Leaving Certificate Applied Programme (LCAP) 

This is a two-year programme that aims to prepare students for transition from school to the adult and working world. It is built around three strands, as follows:

· General Education which includes modern languages, social education, arts and culture, civics, leisure and recreation;

· Vocational Education which includes mathematics, technology, tourism, horticulture and catering;

· Vocational Preparation and Guidance includes preparation for work, work experience, guidance, communication skills and media education

3.2 Students with Special Educational Needs - School Policies and Practices

On initial enrolment, students are assigned to one of three first-year mixed ability classes. Placement decisions are made on the basis of pre-enrolment entrance assessments and further assessments during the student’s first days in school. Students who perform poorly on tests of ability and on reading tests are assigned to a small English class with the learning support teacher. First year students who experience difficulties in basic subjects are withdrawn from German classes and given extra tuition in English and Mathematics.

It is open to any teacher to recommend a student for extra individual or small group tuition. The learning support teacher will make decisions in consultation with the student and the teacher. 

Students assigned to the learning support teacher’s English class may later be deemed capable of functioning in a larger class and reassigned. Other students may take their places. 

Students experiencing difficulties with English in 2nd year are retained in the learning support teacher’s class. Those experiencing difficulties across the curriculum will have the number of Junior Certificate subjects reduced by one and will follow a modified Junior Certificate programme. They attend, in a small group of six/seven, for extra tuition in English, Mathematics and History. The learning support teacher will review a student’s progress at the request of any teacher. 

Classes in 3rd year usually follow on from 2nd year. Sometimes an additional student will join the modified Junior Certificate group. This group will get extra assistance with their programme in Civic, Social and Political Education programme and with their Home Economics projects.

3.2.1 The Support Group

This is a group of teachers that meets on a regular basis to monitor the progress of students who are experiencing difficulties. The group consists of the Principal, the Deputy Principal, the guidance counsellors, the home/school community liaison teacher, the resource teacher and the learning support teacher. Teachers concerned about the progress of a student refer her/him to the Support Group. The members of the group will gather all necessary and relevant information and decide on a programme to meet the student’s needs. This may involve home visits, learning support, counselling or access to external support services.  The guidance counsellors and the learning support teachers jointly decide if a student should be referred to the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) for psychological assessment.

If a student is referred to NEPS, the school psychologist will visit the school as soon as possible. She will assess the student and meet with her parents. She will also advise the staff on future approaches. She may also recommend to the Department of Education and Science that dedicated resource teaching hours should be allocated to the student.

During the school year 2001/2, three students were allocated an aggregate of 10.5 resource teaching hours. Two of these have been assessed as having a specific learning disability and one as having dyslexia. A part-time teacher was recruited to provide additional tuition for these students.

This school year, the school has been assigned an additional 21.5 hours, bringing the total to 36 hours of resource teaching. This includes six hours for a student with Down’s Syndrome.  One full time and one part time resource teacher are employed this year. The additional hours have made it possible for the school to provide individual or small group tuition to more students.

3.2.2 State Examinations

Several students need special support at examination time. The Department of Education and Science provides this in the form of readers, spelling allowances or use of a tape recorder.

3.2.3 Resources

Students with special needs in mainstream classes do not use special textbooks. Teachers of these classes make allowances for variations in levels of ability and often follow a separate programme for weaker students. Students in the smaller selected groups use special textbooks. A range of age-appropriate reading material is available in the school library.

The school has recently acquired educational software for use with SEN students but there is a need for the teaching staff to be trained in its use. The difficulty here is the lack of training agencies and the shortage of time.

3.2.4 Homework Club

The school has a homework club organised by a member of staff. All SEN students are encouraged to attend.  

3.2.5 The Bridge the Gap Project

This five-year project is under the direction of the Education Department of the local university. Its aim is to enhance the educational attainments of socially and economically disadvantaged pupils.  The school’s role in the project was to set up a Modified Junior Certificate Project.

The funding provided made it possible to work with both a Second Year and a Third Year group of students that were at risk of dropping out of school without certification. These students will sit a reduced number of subjects in the examination and will be given extra tuition in basic subjects. The staff which is involved with these students believe that the small group situation enables them to pay more attention to the students, and to track and follow up their attendance, their behaviour and their academic progress. Six students who sat their Junior Certificate examination in 2002 were very successful. SEN students who are not currently involved in the project will sit a modified Junior Certificate examination at the end of Third Year. 

3.2.6 Staff concerns about SEN Provision in the school

· The length of time it takes to have a student psychologically assessed. 
· Difficulties in obtaining psychological reports from primary schools previously attended by SEN students.

· The time it takes to secure funding for specialised equipment and resources and a lack of training in their use.

· The difficulty in teaching SEN students and behaviourally disturbed students in the same class settings.

· A lack of appropriate up to date training in meeting the needs of SEN students.

· The lack of an SEN co-ordinator in the school.

· The difficulty in employing qualified teaching staff to take on extra teaching hours for SEN students.

· The “temporary” status of part-time posts 

3.3 The student selected for the Classroom Practice Project

This student is now sixteen years old. She attended a local primary school before transferring to this secondary school. Her results in her entrance examination indicated that she was functioning at significantly below the 10th percentile in verbal, numerical and perceptual ability. She had a reading age of eight years. She was psychologically assessed in 1993 as having a moderate general learning disability (IQ range 35-50) and referred to a special school. However, she remained in her local primary school.

During her first year in this secondary school, she was withdrawn from German classes for extra tuition in English and Mathematics. She was also assigned to the small English class taught by the learning support teacher.  Her behaviour at the beginning was a problem. She was very vulnerable and easily led by other students who encouraged her to misbehave. However, with extra help and guidance from her class teacher, she learned to be more independent and to resist the temptation to follow bad example. Every subject teacher tried to give her extra help in class. She received constant attention from the school’s pastoral care system and from the Support Group.

In her second year, she joined a small group of students that were following a modified Junior Certificate programme, with extra tuition in English, Mathematics and History. She was also given extra help with Civic, Social and Political Education (CSPE) and with her Home Economics Project.

By Third Year, her reading age had improved to nine years and she had a Mathematics age of seven. After discussion, the support group decided that she would benefit from sitting the Junior Certificate examination. Her results were impressive:

	English
	Foundation Level
	A

	Mathematics
	Foundation Level
	B

	Irish
	Foundation Level
	B

	History
	Ordinary Level
	B

	Geography
	Ordinary Level
	A

	French 
	Ordinary Level
	E

	CSPE
	
	C

	Home Economics
	Ordinary Level
	D

	Music 
	Ordinary Level
	D


She returned to school to commence the senior cycle in September 2002.  She participated in a Work Experience in the first term as part of the Leaving Certificate Applied Programme. She is expected to remain in school until she completes the programme and it is anticipated that she will pass her examinations.

The school feels that she has made good progress. She is content within herself and has a family that cares for her.  She is employable but will need general aftercare in adulthood. The teachers regard her as one of their successes but worry about what will happen to her in later years. 

4 The selected schools: School B

This Community School is located in a small seaside town some 20 miles from the nearest city.  It is a modern co-educational post-primary school with a wide range of up to date general and specialised facilities. There are 533 students on rolls. The staff numbers 39 and includes a Principal, a Deputy Principal, subject teachers, a Home School Liaison Co-ordinator, a Guidance Counsellor, and Resource and Learning Support Teachers. The school also has five trainee teachers on staff, all of whom are studying for second level teaching qualifications.

The student body is largely drawn from the hinterland of the town. Most parents are employed locally in various industrial concerns, with a large proportion involved in agriculture. Many others commute to the city and surrounding areas. 

Each year group has an average of ninety students who are grouped into four class groupings. First year classes are generally of mixed ability. First year students are offered a wide variety of practical and academic subjects, of which there are fourteen in total. In second year, most students select eleven subjects to study for the Junior Certificate Examination. These are compulsory or optional, as follows: 

	Compulsory Subjects
	Optional Subjects

	English
	Home Economics

	Irish
	Materials Technology

	Mathematics
	Art

	CSPE
	German

	Geography
	French

	History
	Music

	Religious Studies
	Science

	
	Metalwork

	
	Technical Graphics

	
	Business Studies

	
	Computer Studies

	
	Physical Education

	
	Pastoral Care


The school offers the following range of subjects at both Ordinary and Higher Level for the Established Leaving Certificate or the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP), as follows:

	Irish
	English

	Mathematics
	French

	History
	Geography

	Art
	Music

	German
	Chemistry

	Physics
	Business Organisation

	Biology
	Accounting

	Engineering
	Technical Drawing

	Construction Studies
	Home Economics


4.1 Meeting Special Educational Needs - School Policy and Practice

The overall aim of learning Support and resource teaching is to develop each student’s ability. Both the learning support teacher and the resource teacher withdraw pupils on an individual or group basis for literacy and numeracy support for specific periods of time, with the aim of enhancing each student’s academic and social development. Educational screening is seen as vital and a whole school approach, involving the principal, the subject teachers, the learning support teacher and the resource teacher.

Formal staff and inter-departmental meetings, internal exchange of relevant documentation and informal contacts facilitate communication between staff. These processes ensure that difficulties that arise are quickly dealt with. If it transpires that a student has serious learning difficulties, s/he will be referred to the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) for assessment. The psychologist may recommend additional teaching hours, a reduction in subjects or an exemption in Irish, which is a compulsory subject at Junior Certificate Level. No action will be taken on implementing the recommendations of the psychologist until both the student and his/her parents/guardians have been consulted with.

Seven percent of the students enrolled in the school have been assessed as having a specific learning disability and receive a multi-sensory education programme designed to meet their individual needs. A further ten percent have learning difficulties and receive individual or small group tuition. Some students have a physical disability and one of these has been assigned a special needs assistant, who is funded by the Department of Education and Science (DES).  When necessary, the school, through its Learning Support/Resource Teaching Department, applies to the DES for funding for computer hardware and software and other specialised equipment for students with special educational needs.  The Learning Support/Resource Department is seen as an integral component of the school’s programme to foster the academic, spiritual and social development of all students.  

Parental involvement with the school management and staff in the management of learning and behaviour of SEN students is seen as critical. They are in regular contact with the Principal, the Deputy Principal, subject teachers and specialist teachers and are considered to be most co-operative and supportive.

All the teachers on the staff are fully qualified and experienced post-primary teachers. Many hold master’s degrees and post-graduate diplomas. Both the learning support teacher and the resource teacher have specialist post-graduate qualifications and have considerable experience of special needs education. 

The school management authorities are very aware of the needs of SEN students and are very supportive of them.  They are concerned that all students should have access to certificate programmes and that all should be enabled to sit state examinations. They are particularly pleased with the success enjoyed by SEN students in these examinations. 

A major challenge for the teaching staff is the striking of a balance between meeting the needs of students with special educational needs and those without them. Another challenge is drawing up modified/reduced programmes for SEN students and making decisions as to which classes students should be withdrawn from in order to receive individual or small group tuition.

The school’s policy on special needs education is currently under review, in the context of financial restraints and the complexities of the school’s organisational structure. It remains committed, however, to making every effort to meeting the needs of students with special educational needs.

4.2 The student selected for the Classroom Practice Project.

The student selected is fifteen years old. S/he has just repeated a year, having left the school for a period because of personal problems. S/he has returned with the support of the local school attendance officer. S/he has a history of poor attendance and is academically weak, with poor reading, writing and spelling skills. There is no support from home with schoolwork. His/her overall attainments are below those of peers. 

The student has poor hygiene and suffers from low self-esteem, the latter a product of teasing by other students. S/he has a history of being both the instigator and victim of bullying and has been known to resort to physical violence at home.

The Home School Liaison Co-ordinator is providing support for the student who is currently receiving counselling from a professional agency. There has recently been a noticeable improvement in both the student’s attendance and application to studies. The student hates being singled out to answer questions or to read aloud in class. S/he doesn’t seem to have any close friends but mixes well with classmates.

The student receives tuition from either the learning support teacher or the resource teacher for at least ten class periods per week. S/he does not attempt homework on a regular basis.

It is suspected that the student may be suffering from depression or Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) and that s/he may also have irritable bowel syndrome. S/he has apparently become more withdrawn recently.

The school’s aim is that the student will complete the Junior Certificate Programme and that s/he will remain in school to complete the Senior Cycle Programme. The school is committed to ongoing co-operation with other professionals in the development and implementation of approaches to meet the student’s academic, social and personal needs.
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