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Abstract

Section 1: Mol an Óige is a two year EU funded Youthstart project.  The particular question which prompted it is:  ‘Since failure in school and early school leaving are predictable in many instances from an early age, why are they not  preventable?’.  An underlying assumption of the project is that many teachers are aware that some students in their classrooms are failing, but feel powerless to prevent it happening; this constitutes a denial of their values in their practice, and is a source of stress for many.  The project seeks to develop strategies which will empower teachers to address the issues of early school leaving and school failure.  One such strategy being developed is called ‘Action Planning’.  This paper focuses on this dimension of the project.
Currently thirteen post primary and forty primary schools are participating in the project.  In these schools, a team of teachers with a coordinator, the support of the principal and acceptance by the rest of the staff, identifies some needs of some students at risk which are currently not being met.  They draw up an action plan to address these needs, they meet weekly to examine progress and to draw the lessons from it.  Coordinators from different schools meet on an ongoing basis.  Mol an Óige provides support in the form of consultancy, planning time and inservice on request.

The project hopes to develop Action Planning into a framework which allows teachers to learn from their own experience and to develop their own practice, and to influence the culture of the school to be more responsive to the needs of the target group.  A vital element of the project has been the nature of the relationship with participating teachers; they are viewed as co-researchers – they researching their own practice and that of the school with a view to improvement, the project researching the model of Action Planning.  Each can learn from the other.  

This paper is laid out in the following sections:

Section 2: Rationale for the project

Section 3: Mol an Óige – summary of the project 

Section 4: Action Planning strategy

· Development of the project as a series of action research cycles

Section 1:

Rationale for the Project

The Mol an Óige project is underpinned by a number of assumptions about the causes of failure in the educational system.  Among these were the following:

· Failure in the educational system does not occur suddenly, but is predictable from an early age.

· Teachers recognise that some students in their classroom are failing but often feel powerless to prevent it happening.  This sense of powerlessness and failure in relation to some students, is a significant source of stress for many teachers.

· There is a low level of co-operation between schools and the other agencies charged with the welfare of the target group.  This leaves teachers very isolated when dealing with difficulties with which they are faced and with which they feel ill equipped to cope.

· Even within schools, teaching can be a very isolated profession – the culture in many schools is such that teachers do not learn much professionally from each other.  Teachers often lack adequate professional peer support.

· The project is informed by thinking such as Swan (1991): ‘Our education system is inhumanly indifferent to the damage it dose to some teachers and in turn to their pupils’.  It sought, then, to address the needs of the students and of the teachers simultaneously.  It was intended to be a learning experience for participating teachers as well as for the project.
Section 2:
Mol an Óige – Summary of the Project

Mol an Óige is a two year project, (January 1998 -December 1999), supported by the Youthstart strand of the EU Human Resources Initiative EMPLOYMENT.  It is promoted by North Tipperary VEC in partnership with:

· Mid-Western Health Board

· FAS

· IBEC

· ICTU

· TRBDI

· Mary Immaculate College

· South Tipperary VEC.

Mol an Óige first received funding in the first round of Youthstart for 1996 & 97, and, with a revised application, received further funding for the second round in 1998 & 99.  

All Youthstart projects are designed to test new ideas/approaches to addressing issues relating to disadvantage and lack of access to employment, with a view to informing national policy and practice.

Mol an Óige is a systems development project, i.e., it does not deal directly with the target group but seeks to empower providers to address their needs. 

Target Group

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

Project Aim

The project aims to develop a model of interventions which will: 

· empower providers (education and others) to respond flexibly to meet the needs of the target group, and 

· ensure that those in this group benefit to the maximum from the services available.

· Objectives
· to establish the causes and nature of early school leaving in Co. Tipperary

· to promote learning interventions on behalf of the target group

· to promote the inclusion of parents as partners with teachers in their  own child's education

· to develop a model of inter-agency co-operation

· to ensure that transition stages are negotiated successfully by the target group

· to develop a model of community support for the target group

· to test and further develop the model by using it in two centres in South Tipperary

Anticipated Outcomes

We hope that at the end of the two years of the project, to leave behind:

· a model for addressing the needs of the target group which can be implemented nationally

· greater understanding of the diverse needs of the target group by providers in Co. Tipperary and new skills and approaches to meeting these needs.

In this paper, I will focus on the development of Action Planning during the life of the project.

Section 3:
The Current Model of Action Planning in Schools

1.
What is Action Planning?

Action planning is a process which allows individual teachers or schools, in the context of the mission of the school, to identify the specific needs of the students in their care, to plan, implement and document a course of action to meet these needs and to monitor, evaluate and adapt their practice in the light of their experience.  In the context of Mol an Óige, Action Planning is designed to meet the needs of weaker students/potential early school leavers. 
Action Planning can be seen as a continuous process which allows individual teachers and schools to develop their professional practice in order to

· meet the needs of their students.

· meet their own needs

The stages of the Action Planning process can be summarised as follows:

· review how current practice meets the needs of students

· identify a specific need(s) to be addressed

· imagine a way forward

· try it out

· monitor it to see if it works

· adapt practice if it does work

· try another approach if it doesn't

· review practice etc

2.
What do schools need to take part in the Action Planning process?

To take part in the action planning process, schools should establish the following:

a) Team of teachers seeking to co-operatively address the needs of the target group

b) Co-ordinator

c) Time for planning, monitoring, evaluation

d) Support of principal

e) Acceptance by staff

3.
How does a school develop an action plan?

a) Identify a team of teachers willing to develop the process within the school, and a co-ordinator.

b) Identify procedures for team-working within the school.

c) Identify the needs of particular students, or groups of students which they wish to address.  

d) Identify courses of action to meet the identified needs.  Document these as an action plan.  Implement it.

e) Monitor and evaluate progress on an ongoing basis, and modify practice in the light of experience.

Note:  Be specific about what needs you wish to address, what actions you wish to undertake and the outcomes you expect.  Start small - do not try to change the world in one go.  Allow room for the plan to develop, change and grow in the light of experience.

4.  
Suggested headings for an action plan

a) Members of Action Planning Team

b) Target Group(s)  This might be an individual or a group of students.

c) Specific needs to be addressed

d) Actions proposed to address these needs

e) Expected outcomes for the student(s)

f) Procedures for implementation

· Who will implement the actions? - different roles - 

· Arrangements for team-working

· Timetable for planning and review meetings

· Resources needed for implementation

g) Involvement of 

· parents 

· other agencies/services

· community - individuals/organisations

h) Arrangements for support from Mol an Óige
5.
What are the benefits of Action Planning for teachers?

a) It recognises and respects the professionalism of teachers

b) It allows teachers to develop their own solutions to problems which they themselves have identified

c) It facilitates professional peer support

d) Ultimately, it allows more job satisfaction and reduces stress 

6.
What kinds of support can Mol an Óige offer?

Mol an Óige is committed to providing support to participating schools on the basis of identified needs.  The types of support can include:

a) advice and support in drawing up action plans

b) in-service for co-ordinators, action planning teams or full staffs where required

c) school co-ordinators support group

d) ongoing advice and consultancy

e) support in developing inter-agency co-operation

f) resources, where these are required to undertake specific actions in the action plan

g) planning time, subject to budgetary constraints

7.
Criteria for support from Mol an Óige

In order for Mol an Óige to be able to support the process in schools, the actions undertaken must:

a) be focused on weaker students/potential early school leavers

b) be innovative

c) have the potential to be continued after the lifetime of Mol an Óige.  (‘It is not what we do, but what we leave behind that will determine the success of the Mol an Óige project’)
8.
What is Mol an Óige’s purpose in relation to Action Planning?

At the end of the project, Mol an Óige hopes to have 

a) tested Action Planning as a strategy for professional development of teachers and schools

b) developed a model of Action Planning which can be used nationally (and internationally)

c) provided an opportunity for schools in Co Tipperary to develop new skills and understandings in dealing with the target group which will continue after the lifetime of Mol an Óige
Section 4:
Development of the project as a series of action/reflection cycles.

My introduction to the ideas of action research occurred just before the Mol an Óige project began.  So my understanding of action research developed, both from my study and my work, as the project progressed.  The reader will understand, therefore, that the description of the project as a series of action/reflection cycles is, to some extent, a post-hoc rationalisation of how it developed.  It will also be apparent that duration of the cycles which I have identified were determined by factors other than the need for action and reflection.  However, I hope that it will be apparent that the action/reflection process has become more of a planned feature in managing the project.

It is important to note that action and reflection cannot be separated into separate cycles as the following description might imply.  However, I have now come to the conclusion that, in a complex project such as this one, it is necessary to plan periods of time where reflection is the prime consideration.

Cycle 1:  January 1996 – June 1996

At the beginning of the Round 1 project, my concern was

· to encourage teachers to draw up action plans which would focus on the needs of the target group, propose courses of action to meet these needs, monitor and evaluate progress and learn from the process

· to encourage teachers to work together collaboratively

In the first six months, my tasks were to clarify what the project meant, to recruit two staff members for the project, to invite schools to take part in the project and to develop a strategy to assist schools in their efforts.

Cycle 2:  September 1996 – June 1997

During this time, we worked with schools in developing, implementing and learning from their action plans.  During this phase of the project, a number of issues emerged which needed to be interpreted.  These are described in the next cycle when actions to address some of them were proposed.

Cycle 3:  August 1997 – January 1998

In this time, the lessons of the project had to be written up, and proposals for Round 2 of the project submitted.  This process involved reflection on what worked in the project, and attempting to discover why other elements were less successful.  The following are some of the which caused concern and which we sought to address during this phase:

· 31 schools developed action plans in 1996/7.  Significantly, however, all were small primary schools.  No second-level school and no primary school of more than four teachers developed an action plan as a result of our work.  

· What we were offering was not what schools wanted – in many cases they felt that all they required was additional resources and personnel.  We felt that if we could offer a small amount by way of planning time, teachers would respond wholeheartedly.
· We came to realise that what we were attempting was nothing less than a change of culture within the school, and schools did not know how to go about it.  In many cases, they saw change as an event rather than a process.  Thus, we needed to develop a model that schools could use to begin a process of change.  We would not see the process completed, but we could show them a way forward and help get started.

· We had focused on developing action plans to meet the needs of the target group; we had not stated explicitly that what we were trying to do was also designed to meet the needs of teachers, and we felt that the project was not as educational for them as we had hoped.  We needed to be explicit about our intentions – what exactly were we offering? – what was in it for them? – what was in it for us?
· We found that even where individual teachers were developing action plans, they found it difficult to interest their colleagues in joining in the process.  We concluded that we needed to build teamwork into the process.
· We were encouraging a bottom up approach to school development.  We needed to devise a process that would have the active support of the principal, but be not necessarily be led by him/her – it needed to be both bottom up and top down.
The model of Action Planning which we drew up during this cycle was intended to address these issues.  

The aim of the Mol an Óige for Round 2 of the project was re-stated as follows:

To develop a model of interventions (i.e. Action Planning) which will: 

· empower providers (education and others) to respond flexibly to meet the needs of the target group, and 

· ensure that those in this group benefit to the maximum from the services available.

Cycle 4:  February 1998 – June 1998

I had begun my dissertation during cycle 3, and continued my research during this cycle, addressing the following research issues:

· To design, test and further develop a model of Action Planning which would stimulate and facilitate larger primary and post-primary schools to address the needs of those of their students who were currently being failed by the system

· To improve and develop my own support role (and that of Mol an Óige) in facilitating schools to adopt and develop the process

I chose an action research methodology because I sought to improve my understanding and my practice.  I believed action research to be educational by its nature and, since I wished to develop a model of Action Planning which would be educational for both me and for participating teachers.  I sought to work with teachers, not on them.  In addition, I had a clear agenda of my own – a clear vision of the direction that I wished improvement to take.  My beliefs and values have been important to the development of the project.  If I chose a positivist or interpretive approach, I would have to assume a value neutral position.
One serious problem to which we had not found an answer was that when we approached schools, we were frequently asked something like ‘What are we not doing that you wish us to improve on’.  Action research methodology, which suggests that participants in the research should be co-action researchers (Lomax, 1994:5), provided a potential answer to this dilemma, while at the same time showing how a process designed to provide learning for me could also be empowering and educational for teachers.  This has been an important insight.

Among other insights was a realisation of the significance McNiff’s (1992:61) assertion that “I have to become part of the living system that I am wanting to influence, and accept at the same time that it is influencing me, in the same way as I hope I am influencing it”.
These understandings were of tremendous importance because they brought congruence between my means and my ends.  I was no longer a salesman selling a product; I was seeking to enter into a learning partnership with teachers.  

During this cycle, the model of Action Planning was further refined as a result of my study and in light of our experiences in selling the process to schools for implementation in September.

Cycle 5:  September 1998 – November 1998

· In this time, the Action Planning process was introduced in schools and the process appears very promising in many respects.

· 13 post primary and 35 primary schools have adopted the model. Many teachers have stated that they have found the process empowering.  The process looks different in different schools.

· Teachers report benefits for the students ranging from increased self-esteem to better attendance to increased participation in class.
· The process has helped reduce the isolation experienced by many ‘remedial’ teachers, and the concept of the learning support teacher as a resource for both teachers and students is being developed in many schools.  

· Schools have adopted a wide range of innovative practices in attempts to address the needs of the target group.  

· New partnerships with parents of the target group are being established in many schools.

· 12 teachers from Co Tipperary have begun an MEd programme in Thurles based on action research and 40 teachers are currently receiving training in the Adlerian approach to teaching.  An Adlerian Support Group has been established in Nenagh.  This is evidence of the generative nature of the project.

This time has been very busy for project staff and while some reflection has taken place, we plan to use December as a month for reflection, review and re-focusing.  A number of issues need to be considered.

Cycle 6:  December 1998

Among the issues we need to address are the following:

The Nature of Knowledge

Ryle (1949) recognises three types of knowledge:  Propositional knowledge (‘I know that…’), Procedural knowledge (‘I know how to…’) and Tacit knowledge which is more implicit and intuitive.  Because schools are so concerned with measurement and certification, tacit knowledge is sometimes not recognised as real knowledge.  This is true in relation to what pupils are taught and how they are taught, but also in relation to teachers own estimation of themselves.  Teaching by its nature is a very intuitive, yet teachers often do not recognise or value this knowledge.  This leads to the culture of ‘teacher as expert’ and an inability to learn from each other.

Some participating teachers who have tried out new approaches have recognised learning only for their students without realising their own learning in the process .

The Nature of Professionalism in Teaching

The model of professionalism based on ‘teacher as expert’ results in isolation of teachers and a lack of peer support.  We are promoting a model of professionalism based on the ‘reflective practitioner’ model (Elliott, 1991), where professionalism derives from an ability to cope with new situations which arise and to learn from them.  Such a model encourages learning and leadership at all levels.

The Nature of Teaching

Teaching is no longer just a matter of passing on knowledge from one generation to the next, but a matter of developing skills and an ability to learn.  We are promoting the idea of teaching as the process of managing learning.

The Structure of Schools

In a world where institutions are becoming flatter, more flexible and adaptable, schools are often hierarchical, compartmentalised and rigid in structure.  Action Planning is designed to promote greater flexibility in schools to respond to the needs of  all their students.  We need to state this explicitly. 

Building in Action/Reflection Cycles into the Management of the Project.

We must consider the possibility of building in more frequent reflection/review cycles for the project team, and encourage schools to devote some planning meetings to reflection.

The Meaning of our Participating Teachers Being Co-researchers

We need to explore the nature of the research being done by participating teachers and be explicit about what we mean – this is an area we have spoken about only with those doing the MEd course.

Collaborative vs Individual Learning

In this round of the project, we put teamwork at the forefront because we felt that individual teachers could not change the culture of the school.  The concern about this approach is that changes will not filter into the individual classroom.
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